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For John, of course. Who else would put up with calls at one o'clock in the morning Belfast time to answer questions about Gaelic? With much love, as always.

Northern Louisiana, 1871
When Conor Branigan ducked under the ropes and entered the ring, the men of Callersville knew he was just too pretty to be a good fighter. Women, of course, would have expressed a rather different opinion of the matter, but no women were there. As it was, the men of Callersville took one look at Conor's lean body and handsome face, and decided they had a sure winner in their local champion.
Conor paused in the center of the ring and responded to the boos and whistles that greeted him, the outsider, with an impudent salute just for show. Then he sauntered over to his corner of the ring and prepared to wait while the bookmaker's clerk took the last bets. His blue eyes scanned the rowdy Friday-night crowd without noticing any face in particular. After twenty towns and twenty fights in seventy days, all the faces looked the same— shiny with sweat, eager for the fight, and anonymous.
But Conor didn't mind that. Life on the boxing circuit suited him. If he won the fight tonight, he'd celebrate his victory by taking a hot bath, smoking a strong cigar, and sharing a bottle of good Irish with some carmine-lipped angel of mercy who asked for nothing more than a dollar bill and a kiss good-bye. Tomorrow, he'd move on to the next town and the next fight.
No ties, no family, no commitments. That was Conor's life now. And that was the way he liked it.
A round of cheers went up as his opponent entered the tent, and Conor turned to watch Elroy Harlan make his way through the crowd. The reigning champion of Jackson Parish and the odds-on favorite was a huge, hulking wall of a man who stepped into the ring amid the encouraging shouts of his friends and neighbors.
Conor figured that Elroy outweighed him by a good forty pounds, but he knew from experience the big ones were usually too slow. If Elroy had a build similar to his own, Conor might have been worried, but when Elroy moved to his own corner and scowled at him across the ring, Conor just leaned back against the ropes and gave the other man a deliberately provoking smile. Provoked men got angry.
"Irish son of a bitch," Elroy snarled.
Conor's grin widened. Angry men made mistakes.
Prizefighting was just a job, a way to make a living. It wasn't fun, but it was better than gutting fish in Boston or cleaning up horse dung in the streets of New York twelve hours a day for a pittance wage. It was better than swinging a sledgehammer under the hot sun on the railroad line. Conor worked only two nights a week, five months a year, and the rest of the time, he was free. He answered to no one, he needed no one. Yes, life on the boxing circuit suited him just fine.
"Getting a bit cocky, aren't you?"
Dan Sweeney's voice interrupted his thoughts, and Conor turned his head to give his manager a careless shrug. "I can't help it, Danny. Look at the man. I probably won't even have to hit him. I'll just dance around him until he's so dizzy, he just falls down."
Conor's style of boxing was something the two men had often joked about, but this time, Dan didn't laugh. Instead, he glanced around, then leaned closer, resting his forearms on the ropes between them. "Odds are in, boyo."
"And?"
Dan rubbed one hand across his jaw. "No surprise. Elroy's the heavy favorite. But all the bets on him have been small, each no more'n a dollar or two." Dan paused, then added, "On the other hand, a couple rich men are up here from New Orleans. Saw you fight at Shaugnessey's last spring, and they've bet the limit on you. Five hundred each."
"Then they'll be even richer pretty soon."
But Dan shook his head. "No, lad. The bookmaker had a wee talk with me, and he's made it clear he'd rather not pay out that kind of money, if you take my meaning."
Conor did. If Elroy won, the payouts would be many, but paltry, and the bookmaker would make a nice profit on the bets of the two men from New Orleans. If Conor won, only those two men would walk away winners, but the bookmaker would lose a lot of money. He met Dan's eyes and said it aloud. "He wants me to go down."
"Let's just say it'll be healthier for us all if Elroy wins this one."
Conor smiled again, a benign smile. "Over my dead body."
Dan scowled at him. "That could happen," he muttered. "Don't be stupid."
The referee beckoned Conor forward, indicating that the fight was about to begin, and Dan stepped back. Conor straightened away from the rope and moved toward the center of the ring as he unbuttoned his shirt. Dan was right. He'd never been ordered to go down before, but he knew if he defied the bookmaker, he was asking for trouble. He might make it out of the tent, he might even make it out of town, but he wouldn't get much further than that. Better to just let old Elroy sneak in a punch that would send him down to the floor. Easier. Safer.
Conor shrugged out of his shirt and tossed it to land in the corner behind him. Shocked murmurs rippled through the crowd at the scars that scored his chest and back, and Conor responded to the stares and speculative whispers as he always did. He ignored them.
But his outward calm was a deception. There were some who thought those scars were badges of valor and courage, but Conor knew the truth. He felt the old familiar hatred stir deep within him as he remembered the men who had given him the scars. Men who had stripped away everything he was, piece by bloody piece, until he had become what they wanted, until he had become the very thing he hated most. Now, he kept that hate buried deep, hidden by a cocksure smile and an arrogant confidence, but it never left him.
Some things never change, he thought, as he waited for the referee to signal the beginning of the fight. This wasn't Ireland, but there were still men who demanded his subjugation, men who wanted to own him, use him. Rebellion flared, sudden and hot.
The referee drew the line of powdered chalk in the dust. Toe the line, gentlemen!" he shouted, and jumped out of the way. "No kicking, no gouging, no biting."
The rosary of the prizefighter. A litany Conor heard twice a week from May to September. Hail Mary, he thought, and ducked as Elroy swung at him with a ham-sized fist. And going down be damned.
The fist sailed over his head. Conor straightened, then punched hard, left to the ribs, right to the jaw, left to the ribs again, but he jumped back before an answering blow could touch him.
He glanced at Dan, and saw the old man shaking his head. He knew that before the fight was over, Dan would be long gone, and he'd be facing the consequences of his choice alone. Aye. Some things never change.
Elroy swung again, but this time Conor wasn't quite quick enough. The fist slammed into his cheek, and he staggered back a step, seeing stars.
Jaysus, Conor, get out of the way. He could hear his brother Michael giving him instructions as if they were boys again, as if this were a field back home in Derry, not a sweat-scented tent in Louisiana, as if Michael were still alive. Don't just stand there. When he's comin' for you, get out of the way.
Elroy lunged again, fists flailing, and Conor took his brother's advice. He ducked to the left, hammered three punches in Elroy's gut, and danced out of reach. Then he spun full circle and heard the crack of bone against bone as his fist caught Elroy with an uppercut to the jaw.
Elroy stumbled, recovered his balance, and lifted his fist for an answering punch. But Conor wasn't there.
"What the hell?" Elroy muttered and looked around in confusion.
Conor gave a beckoning whistle, and the other man turned around just in time for the final blow. A groan of dismay went up as Jackson Parish's reigning champion hit the dirt with a resounding thwack. Conor hung back, shifting his weight from one foot to the other, breathing through his teeth, waiting to see if Elroy would rise to continue the fight. The other man tried, but he couldn't even get to his knees.
Conor claimed victory by raising one clenched fist in the air as Elroy was dragged out of the ring. Michael would have been proud.
But he knew his triumph would be short-lived, and the price for it would be dear. He walked to his corner and grabbed a towel. As he wiped the sweat from his face, he watched the losing bettors head for the exit. Only two men stopped by the bookmaker's table to collect their winnings, and Conor knew they were the two rich men from New Orleans.
As he'd suspected, Dan was gone. The promoter handed him the twenty-five dollars in prize money, and he tucked the folded greenbacks into a flap inside his boot, even though he knew the bookmaker's men would take it back, probably just before they beat the hell out of him.
Conor donned his shirt and buttoned it, grimacing at the pain that shot through his hands. He picked up the leather pack that contained everything he owned, slung it over one shoulder, and headed for the exit of the now empty tent.
He didn't make it that far. Three men stepped through the wide doorway, and Conor watched them move to stand side by side, blocking his path. The man in the middle spoke. "There's someone who wants to have a word with you."
"Indeed?" Conor's grip tightened on the strap of his pack, ready to toss it aside if the need arose, but he kept his voice casual. "That's a shame, for I'm just leaving."
"I don't think so." The man in the middle stepped forward, and the other two followed suit, walking toward him.
Conor could've taken any one of them, or even two, but with three against him, he knew he didn't have a prayer. Nonetheless, he couldn't make a run for it, so he dipped one shoulder, and the pack slid off to land in the dirt beside him. He kicked it out of the way, clenched his fists, and took a swing at the closest man, hitting him hard enough to send him sprawling back into the dust. But before he could make any further moves, the other two seized him.
He struggled against their hold, but he couldn't break free. The third man rose and stepped up in front of him. Conor knew what was coming. He lashed out with one foot, landing a kick square in the man's groin, but that brief victory was the last one he got.
The other man straightened, and Conor saw the fist coming toward his face. He tried to duck and failed. Pain exploded in a white-hot flash behind his eye just before the punch to his gut knocked all the wind out of him. The fists pummeled his face and body until he stopped struggling. When the other two men let him go, he sank to his knees. A kick in his kidneys sent him sprawling forward with his face in the dirt. He licked his lips, tasting blood and dust.
The two men who had been holding him moved to stand on either side. They began kicking him back and forth between them like a tin can, and Conor's body jerked in response. It didn't take long before he heard something crack, and he knew the sound was his own ribs breaking. He tried to crawl away, cursing his own stupidity. He should have taken the fall. When was he going to learn not to piss into the wind?
"Enough."
Conor felt himself rolled onto his back. He opened one swollen eye to find a lean, auburn-haired man he hadn't seen before standing over him. The man placed one polished boot on his throat, pressing down with his weight until Conor couldn't breathe.
"Let me introduce myself," the man drawled, speaking around the slender cheroot clamped between his teeth. "I'm Vernon Tyler. Now, you being a stranger and all, that name might not mean much to you. So I'd better explain how things are around here."
Vernon straightened and stepped back. Conor sucked in a great gulp of air that hurt his ribs as the other man took a puff on his cheroot and made a sweeping gesture with one arm. "I own most of this town, and most of the land around it, which I lease to local tenant farmers. I own the mercantile and the sawmill. I own the restaurant, the newspaper, and the hotel. What I don't own, I option. Most everybody around these parts works for me. I'm the boss, I'm the bank, and I'm the law. You understand me, boy?"
Conor managed to nod. He understood very well. The accent might be different, but it wasn't anything he hadn't heard before.
"Good. You cost me a good chunk of money tonight, and I don't take kindly to losing money. You ever cross my path again, boy, I'll snap you into pieces like a dry stick and use you for firewood." Vernon dropped his cheroot to the ground and crushed it into the dirt with one heel, then he reached down and stuck his fingers inside Conor's boot. Pulling out the money, he turned to the men who stood beside him. "Boys, take this sack o' shit and dump it in a field where it belongs."
One man grabbed Conor's ankles, another grabbed his wrists, and he felt his body coming apart like an overcooked chicken as he was dragged out of the tent to a wagon nearby and hefted into the back. He gritted his teeth and endured the pain without a sound. Crying out, showing pain, was the first step toward giving in.
The wagon lurched and started forward, heading out of town, every bump in the road an agonizing reminder of bruised muscles and broken bones. Conor closed his eyes and began to count backward from one thousand, a trick he'd learned a long time ago. Focusing on the inane task sometimes kept the pain at bay. Nine hundred ninety-nine, nine hundred ninety-eight...
He was in an open wagon in the Louisiana countryside, but in his mind, he was back in the Mountjoy. The summer breeze carried the scent of ripening peaches and blooming jasmine, but the dank, sour smell of prison overpowered their sweetness. Eight hundred fifty-two, eight hundred fifty-one...
The wagon hit a rut, sending Conor's body a foot into the air. He landed on his shoulder, hard, and it felt as if the prison guards had just snapped his arm out of its socket, then rammed it back into place again. He bit his lip until it bled, but he still made no sound. Four years and thousands of miles away, but this time he wouldn't give the bastards the satisfaction of a scream.
Somewhere in the distance, he heard the rumble of thunder. He felt a drop of warm summer rain on his skin, but then it turned cold... the rain again, the damned Irish rain, carried by the winter wind through the one-foot square of window above his head. He pulled against the chains that held him to the wall of his cell, but he couldn't avoid the icicles that hit the back of his neck like tiny needles. Seven hundred twenty-six...
The wagon slowed. A push of somebody's boot, and he rolled off the back, landing on the dirt road with a thud. A fresh wave of pain shimmered through his body and he cried out, hating his own weakness, just before the blessed darkness overtook him. Seven hundred twenty-five, seven hun...
When he awoke, he was lying in the middle of a road in the middle of nowhere. He was alone, and it was morning. Closing his eyes, he lapsed back into unconsciousness.
***
Olivia Maitland needed a man. It wasn't just because she wanted to clear the south pastures and plant cotton next spring. It wasn't just because the fences were falling down and the back porch sagged. It wasn't just because the peaches would be ripe in two months and there was nobody to help her pick them.
No, the fact was, Olivia Maitland needed a man because the roof leaked like a sieve and she was afraid of heights.
She snapped the reins, but Cally was a stubborn old mule who intended to take her to town in his own good time, and he made no attempt to move faster. The slow pace only gave her more time to dwell on her problem. Olivia shifted her weight on the wagon seat and tried not to be impatient.
Maybe when she got to town she'd find that this time somebody had answered the advertisement. She'd used her egg money to put a help-wanted advertisement in the Jackson Parish Gazette, and she'd put up notices all over town, but that had been over three months ago, and she hadn't had a single reply. Of course, all she could offer was room and board, and that didn't make for much of an incentive. What few able-bodied men there were around Callersville could work at the sawmill for real wages or tenant farm for themselves.
A drop of rain hit the back of her hand, darkening the worn brown leather of her glove. Another drop fell, then another. Olivia glanced up at the heavy, gunmetal gray clouds overhead, and she wondered if she ought to turn back. It had rained during the night, and the road was already muddy. She might make it to town, but if another storm came down now, Cally would never be able to get her home.
Her trip was probably futile anyway. Stan had told her last time she was in town that she could no longer buy at the store on account, and she doubted asking again would accomplish much.
Olivia caught her lower lip between her teeth and stared at the rutted, curving road ahead. Times had been hard ever since the war, but since Nate's death the previous summer, times had gotten even harder. Nate had been old, cranky, and not always reliable, but he'd been strong for his age, handy with a hammer, and staunchly loyal. He'd also been there to help her bring in the harvest.
She had three girls to raise, hogs and chickens to tend, peaches to harvest come September, and there weren't enough hours in the day to manage everything by herself. Until Nate's death, she hadn't realized how dependent she'd become on the old farmhand or how much she would miss him.
She thought of her girls and wondered how she was going to provide for them if she couldn't get her peach crop to market. Perhaps she should never have taken them in when their parents died in '65. Perhaps they'd have been better off going to the orphanage if she couldn't take care of them properly.
All the burdens suddenly seemed so heavy, and Olivia felt much older than her twenty-nine years. "Lord," she murmured, "I could really use some help down here."
As if in reply, the rain began to pour down, and Olivia sighed. "I guess not."
She hunched forward on the seat and pulled her broad-brimmed straw hat down lower over her eyes. It wasn't much to ask for, really. Just one man to help, a man who didn't mind hard work and didn't expect to get paid for it.
Olivia pulled on the reins slightly, guiding Cally around the sharp bend in the road. As the wagon rounded the curve, she noticed something lying directly in her path about two dozen feet ahead. She jerked hard on the reins, bringing Cally to a stop, and stared between the mule's ears at the man who lay sprawled in the middle of the road.
She should probably just turn around right here and head home. There were always nasty characters wandering the roads these days—had been ever since the war. Olivia toyed with the reins in her fingers, uncertain what to do. She was alone, and the man was a stranger.
Still, he didn't look like much of a threat just lying there like that. Keeping her gaze fixed on him, Olivia climbed down from the wagon. She hitched her faded brown skirt up enough to keep the hem out of the mud as she moved closer.
It was kind of hard to tell what he looked like, but Olivia knew he wasn't from around Callersville. His short hair was black, but caked with mud. His face was lean and clean-shaven, but swollen and darkened by purple bruises. There was a deep gash above his eye, and another on his chin. His clothes were torn and muddy. He didn't move as she came cautiously closer, and she wondered if he was dead.
But as she hunkered down beside him, she saw the rise and fall of his chest. No, he wasn't dead. At least, not yet.
She stood up and glanced around, but she saw nothing that might explain what this man was doing out here in this sorry condition. He was alone and didn't appear to have any belongings with him.
Suddenly he groaned, and she realized he must be in a great deal of pain. She couldn't just leave him here. If she could get him into the wagon somehow, she could take him back to the house.
Olivia stared down at the unconscious stranger, and she wondered if he knew how to patch a roof and pick peaches. Right now, he didn't look capable of much at all. She sighed and pushed back her hat, glancing at the dark skies above, blinking at the rain that hit her face. "Lord," she said heavily, "this isn't exactly what I had in mind."

Conor came awake reluctantly. He knew he was still lying in the road, and it was raining again. He also knew that everything hurt. Every part of his body ached, making him acutely aware that he was awake. He kept his eyes shut, willing himself back into unconsciousness, but it didn't work.
He heard a voice above him, a woman's voice. Turning his head sideways, he opened his eyes and found himself staring at the sodden hem of a dull brown skirt. The image blurred, and he blinked, trying to focus. After a moment, the image of the woman standing beside him became clear.
His gaze traveled upward, past the shabby dress and faded duster that disguised any feminine shape she might have had, to her face. But she wasn't looking at him. Her face was tilted skyward, and he heard her breathe a heavy sigh before she looked down and saw him awake and staring at her.
She didn't smile. She placed her hands on her hips, small hands in a man's gloves. She pursed her lips and studied him from beneath the brim of a battered straw hat. "Well, now," she said in the slow, drawling voice of a Louisiana native, "you're in pretty sorry shape, mister."
Conor was in complete agreement with that assessment of his situation.
She met his eyes. "You out here 'cause you tried to rob somebody?"
He tried to shake his head and winced at the pain that small movement caused. He swallowed hard. "No."
"Somebody rob you?"
"You might say that."
"Mmm." She turned away, and he thought she was going to leave him there. He was certain of it when he watched a wagon pulled by a sorry-looking mule roll past him. But she brought the wagon to a halt and jumped down again, her boots making a splash as she landed in a puddle.
She walked back over to him. "Think you can make it into the wagon?"
Conor nodded and started to sit up, but intense pain sliced through his midsection. He groaned and fell back into the mud. The woman moved to help him, but he told himself he didn't need her help. He drew a deep breath, set his jaw, and rose to his feet without assistance.
But before he could take a step toward the wagon, everything around him started spinning, and his knees buckled. She was at his side in an instant, wrapping an arm around his hips and bracing her shoulder under his to prevent him from falling. She staggered a little beneath his weight, but she kept him on his feet. "Proud, aren't you?" she commented, and Conor had no idea if it was a compliment or a criticism.
He leaned on her heavily as she helped him to the wagon. It was only a few feet, but it seemed like miles to Conor. When they reached the back, he waited a moment to catch his breath, then lifted himself into the wagon, falling back to hit the floorboards with a thud, his legs still dangling over the edge. He closed his eyes and fell back into unconsciousness.
Olivia walked to the front of the wagon, climbed in, and snapped the reins. Poor Cally floundered in the mud for a second, but he soon found his feet, and she turned the wagon around, heading for home.
As abruptly as it had begun, the rain stopped, and she was grateful. Cally would be able to get them to the house without too much trouble.
She thought of the battered man in the back of her wagon. What was she going to do with him? Olivia had tended enough wounds during the war to know he had several cracked ribs and was probably bleeding inside. It would be weeks before he was on his feet, and when he was, he'd walk on down the road.
Olivia turned her head and looked at him. He was unconscious again. She cast a rebellious glance in heaven's direction. Next time she asked God for a man, she'd be a lot more specific about what she wanted.
***
"Is he dead?" Carrie's hushed voice piped up in the silence and was immediately followed by a disgusted sound from her older sister.
"Of course not," Becky said, with all the superiority that came from being fourteen and the oldest. "We wouldn't be tendin' him if he was dead, would we?"
"I guess not." Carrie watched from the doorway as Becky and Olivia bent over the stranger on the bed. Her younger sister, Miranda, stood beside her, wide-eyed and silent. Chester, the family's sheepdog, had given the man a suspicious sniff, then positioned himself between the bed and the two girls in the doorway, knowing strangers were not to be trusted.
Olivia pulled off her hat and tossed it onto the chair that stood in one corner of the room, then peeled off her sodden duster. It landed atop the hat. Rolling up her sleeves, Olivia cast a glance at the young girl opposite.
"How is he, Mama?" Becky asked.
"I'm afraid it's pretty bad, honey. He may be bleeding inside."
"Should we roll him off the board?"
They had found a long wooden plank in the barn to use as a makeshift stretcher, enabling them to get him out of the wagon and into a bedroom on the first floor of the house. They had laid him on the bed, board and all. He had let out a groan or two, but he had not awakened.
Olivia stared down at him and frowned thoughtfully, considering Becky's question. "I don't think so," she answered. "Some of his ribs are cracked, and it'll be easier for me to bind them if we leave him as he is for now."
To bind his ribs, she had to get his shirt off. The shirt was spattered with blood and torn in so many places, it wasn't worth mending. She grabbed the edges of his collar and gave the white linen a hard yank. Buttons went flying and the shirt came apart in her hands. "Dear God."
"What is it, Mama?" Carrie spoke again, stepping through the doorway as if to have a look.
Olivia held up one hand to stop the child, and Carrie came to a halt just inside the door. She then glanced at Becky, who was staring in astonishment at the vivid scars across the man's chest.
"Becky, go to the kitchen, and take the girls with you," she ordered, wanting them out of the room. "Take Chester, too. Put the kettle on to boil. Unhitch Cally and put him in the barn. Bring the water to me when it's boiling, and a pail of cold water from the pump. Can you do all that?"
"Yes, ma'am." Taking her sisters by the hand, Becky ushered them out of the room. Never far behind the girls, Chester followed.
Olivia stared down at the man. Despite his present condition, he was strong and well-muscled, as if used to hard work. Once his injuries had healed, maybe he'd be willing to stay for a while. Maybe he'd be able to help her with the farm. Maybe God had answered her prayer after all.
She leaned closer and studied his scars, which were visible despite the black hair that covered his chest. She recognized the marks of burns, whip lashes, and bullet wounds. But still others were jagged, as if his skin had been ripped open. She had occasionally seen the scars of cruelty on black slaves, she'd seen the scars of battle on Confederate soldiers, but she had never seen anything like this.
She traced one white line from his collarbone to his shoulder with the tip of her finger, wondering what had been done to him. Terrible things, she knew, and a wave of compassion ran through her.
When she pressed a hand to his forehead, she felt the heat of a slight fever. By nightfall, it would be worse. He stirred in sleep and shook his head restlessly, then muttered a string of curses. Olivia snatched her hand back, appalled, knowing he must be a very bad sort of man to utter such words, even in sleep, and she knew she'd been mistaken. God would never send her such a man to help her. The other way around was probably closer to the truth.
She left the room to gather the items she needed. First, she picked comfrey leaves in the garden, trying to remember everything Old Sally had told her about medicinal herbs. She wished the other woman were here now, but like Nate, like her family, Old Sally was gone.
She had Becky steep the comfrey in boiling water, instructing her to place jars of the liquid in the well to cool. Then she collected scissors, iodine, bandages, and rags. By the time she returned to his room, the man was tossing in the bed, as if tormented by some violent nightmare.
Olivia walked to his side and set her supplies on a nearby chair. When she felt his forehead again, she was alarmed by the heat. She hadn't been gone long, but his fever had gotten much worse. No wonder he was delirious. His ribs could wait. The first thing she had to do was get him out of his wet clothes.
Becky entered with a bucket of cold water and brought it to Olivia, then left the room again. She returned moments later with the kettle of steaming water. Olivia pointed to the thick rug at the foot of the bed. "Put it there," she instructed. "I'll—"
"Bastards!" the man shouted, his fist slamming the harmless pillow beside him. "Bloody fucking bastards!"
She glanced at the fourteen-year-old girl who stood by the foot of the bed. Becky's gaze was fixed on the man, her mouth open in horrified awe.
"Becky," she said sharply, and the girl looked up. "Go on out and get the girls some dinner," she added in a softer tone. "I'll stay here."
"Won't you need my help?"
She gave Becky a reassuring smile. "I'll do fine. It's almost noon, and I need you to feed the girls some of that stew I started this morning."
Becky gave the man in the bed one last curious glance, then departed, leaving Olivia alone with her tormented patient.
Moving to the foot of the bed, Olivia pulled off his boots and immediately encountered a problem she hadn't thought of before. There was no way to get his trousers off. They were still wet and he was a big man, too heavy to lift or move by herself.
She finally had to use her scissors to cut the trousers off at the sides, a painstaking and difficult task, since he wouldn't lie still. One brief glance at his nakedness and she hastily looked away, covering the lower half of his body with a sheet. Life had changed a great deal since the war, but there were some proprieties that were always observed. Even after her father's accident, when she'd done practically everything but eat his food for him, bathing him was something she had not done. Nate had taken over that particular task. Even during the war, when she'd tended wounded soldiers at the makeshift hospital in Vienna, she'd never caught so much as a glimpse of an unclothed man. The matrons had not allowed it. She was an unmarried woman, after all.
No one would know.
Her one quick peek at him had told her nothing at all. One wouldn't mind seeing with one's own eyes what was always so carefully hidden.
No one would know.
Olivia bit her lip. She glanced at the open doorway, then she lifted the sheet and took a much longer look, astonished by what she saw. But when she heard her mother's horrified voice censure her all the way from heaven, she quickly lowered the sheet, blushing hotly. Curiosity was indeed a wicked, sinful thing.
In one of the pockets of his trousers, she found ten greenbacks, but nothing else. She set the money on the washstand and consigned the pieces of his trousers to the rag bag, along with the tattered remnants of his shirt. She wrapped his broken ribs with stout linen, cleaned his cuts with iodine, and applied compresses soaked in the cold comfrey tea to his bumps and bruises. By sunset, she was exhausted, but she knew her work was far from over. His fever was still alarmingly high, and she had to bring it down.
Throughout that night and the two nights that followed, she tended him. She sponged his face and chest with cool water. She forced water and willow bark tea into him one spoonful at a time. She tried to soothe him, but her soft voice close to his ear only seemed to make him worse, and she kept out of his way when he raged. She tried to catch a moment or two of rest during the infrequent times when he seemed to be at peace.
He spoke, sometimes in a whisper, sometimes a shout, but always incoherently and seldom with tenderness. Most of what he said was unintelligible to her, since he spoke in an odd foreign tongue she did not recognize. But sometimes his words were in English, and she caught wild mutterings about guns and amnesty, a place called Mountjoy, and a man named Sean Gallagher.
By the dawn of the fourth day, his fever had still not broken. Olivia dipped her rag in the bucket of cold water beside her chair, for perhaps the hundredth time, and wrung it out, watching him and wondering again what horrors he dreamed about. Suddenly, he lashed out with one arm, and Olivia jumped out of the way, watching as he knocked over the china figurine on the bedside table. It teetered, then fell. Olivia made a grab for it, but the china statue fell off the table and hit the floor, smashing into pieces.
Olivia stared down at the fragments of what had been a shepherdess. It was one of a pair that had belonged to her great-grandmother, brought from the woman's native Scotland and passed down for three generations. Since the war, Olivia had been forced to sell nearly everything of value to make ends meet, but she had not been able to part with the pair of figurines. The delicate shepherdess had survived travel, time, war, and poverty, only to be destroyed by a violent man's dreams.
Olivia felt for the chair behind her and sank into it wearily. She stared at the broken pieces around her feet, too tired even to sweep them up, and she fought back the sudden urge to weep.
***
Conor didn't need to open his eyes to know that he was no longer lying in the road. He caught a luscious scent, an enticing mixture of freshly baked bread, hot coffee, and clean sheets that told him he was in either heaven or somebody's house, and heaven wasn't likely. The thought of fresh bread made him realize how hungry he was. He inhaled deeply, an action that sent a wave of pain through his midsection and made him feel as if iron bands were wrapped around his torso. His hunger vanished.
He opened his eyes, blinking against the bright sunlight that filled the room. Pulling back the sheet, he saw that someone had removed his clothes and bound his ribs. He frowned, unable to remember anyone doing such a thing. He remembered the fight and the men who'd beaten him, but everything after that was a blur of distorted yet familiar images—people dying, Sean's murder, blood and guns and prison guards, Delemere's voice in his ear, and a strange woman bending over him. Oh, Christ. He'd been having the dreams again.
He remembered the woman. She had found him in the road, and he'd gotten into her wagon. He must be in her house. He lifted his head and caught a glimpse of a plain and colorless room, but then everything began to spin. His head fell back against the pillows.
"Mornin'."
He turned his head at the sound. Seated in the chair near his bed was a little girl of about nine, her short legs dangling over the edge of the seat. She kicked them idly back and forth as her blue eyes watched him.
Conor licked his dry lips, a movement that made his jaw throb. "Hullo," he answered, his voice cracking on the word. God, he was thirsty.
The girl continued to study him as if he were some strange and curious insect. "Why do you shout so much?"
"Shout?" Dazed and groggy, he tried to understand what she was talking about.
"All the time. We can hear you through the windows." She frowned accusingly. "You keep us awake at night."
Conor suddenly realized what she meant. He was dismayed that this little girl had overheard him in the throes of his nightmares. God only knew what he'd been saying. "I must have been dreaming."
Her frown disappeared, and she nodded with understanding. "Nightmares. I have those, too. Don't worry. Mama says you don't have to be scared of nightmares 'cause they aren't real."
The girl's mama didn't know what she was talking about. His nightmares were very real indeed. "How long have I been here?" he asked.
"About three days, I reckon."
"Three days?" He stared at her in astonishment, unable to remember anything about the past three days.
The girl tilted her head thoughtfully. "What's 'wanker' mean?"
"What?" Startled by the question, he wondered what other choice epithets he'd blistered this wee one's ears with. "A lass your age shouldn't know such words as that, I'm thinking."
"It's a bad word, isn't it?" She was obviously delighted. "I've never heard that one before."
The comment was so outrageous, he couldn't help grinning, but acute pain shot along his jaw, and his grin disappeared as quickly as it had come.
"I'm Carrie," she went on. "Who are you?"
"Conor."
"Who were you shouting at in your dreams?" she asked.
He turned his head and stared at the ceiling. He closed his eyes and thought briefly of prison guards and British landlords. "No one important."
"You called them all sorts of names."
He tried to deny it. "I never did."
"Yessir. You said they were bloody bas—"
"Carrie!" A female voice caused Conor to lift his head, more slowly this time, and he recognized the woman with the wagon. "That will be quite enough," she told the child. "You know I told you not to come in here."
"But I wanted to see him, Mama."
"Breakfast is ready. Go on out to the kitchen."
"But—"
"Out," the woman ordered, pointing to the open doorway behind her.
Carrie gave an aggrieved sigh. "Yes, ma'am." She slid off the chair. "Good-bye, Mr. Conor."
Giving him a wave of farewell, she walked to the door. "I just wanted to have a look," she added in an injured tone, and left the room.
The woman began walking toward him, and Conor studied her as she approached. The first thing that struck him was her drabness. Her dress was brown, the color of muddy water, and buttoned up to her chin. Her hair was brown and curled in a simple bun at the base of her neck. She reminded him of a plain brown moth.
But when she halted beside the bed and he got a good look at her face, he found himself revising his opinion. Her eyes were brown, too, so dark and soft, they reminded him of chocolate, and were surrounded by thick, absurdly long lashes. She had fine-textured skin the color of fresh cream. And there were tiny lines at the corners of her eyes that told him she was a woman who smiled often. But she did not smile at him.
"I'm Olivia Maitland," she said.
"Conor Branigan," he returned, wishing she'd give him something to drink. He was so thirsty.
"Well, Mr. Branigan, you've caused quite a stir round here." A slight frown marred her forehead. "I hope your vocabulary isn't quite so colorful when you're awake."
The prim disapproval in her voice was tempered by her soft, drawling accent. Nonetheless, it grated on him, making him feel defensive. He put on his mask and smiled at her, even though that smile made his jaw hurt like hell. "’Tis indeed," he said with practiced carelessness. "I curse and shout all the time, don't you know."
She looked as if she believed him. "I won't have such language in front of my girls," she said, leaning closer to press a hand to his forehead.
Her skin felt deliciously cool against his. He caught the scent of vanilla and cloves on her hand, and he felt the sharp pang of hunger again. "Remind me of that next time I'm asleep, and I'll try to restrain myself."
She had the grace to blush, an action which softened the sternness of her frown and quite spoiled the effect. "You still have a fever," she said and drew her hand away. "You also have several cracked ribs and some severe bruises. Whoever beat you up did a mighty fine job of it." She gazed at him steadily, as if expecting an explanation.
He had no intention of giving her one. "Where are my clothes?"
"In my rag bag. What's left of them, anyway."
She saw his puzzled frown, and her blush deepened. "I had to cut them off of you," she said and turned to the table beside his bed. "I couldn't get them off any other way."
This woman had undressed him. An interesting notion, he thought, his gaze skimming the profile of her body, pausing for a thorough study of each feminine curve along the way. Not that there was much to see. The high collar and long sleeves of her dress revealed little, but he noticed a small waist and generous hips, and he felt a pang of regret. Too bad he'd been unconscious at the time.
She lifted a rag out of the bucket of water on the table and wrung it out, then turned back around and dabbed his cheeks with it. He licked his dry lips, savoring the feel of the cool water on his face. "What about my pack?"
She paused. "I didn't find anything with you. Except some money." She waved the rag toward the washstand across the room. "I put it over there."
He'd left his pack in the tent, he remembered. Damn. There was a bottle of good Irish whiskey in there, and he could have used it now. He glanced up at the woman and wondered if she might have a wee drop in the house, but he instantly rejected that idea. Women like her didn't drink, or if they did, they didn't admit it.
The woman leaned over the bed again and pressed the wet rag to his forehead. "I've wrapped your ribs," she said. "But it will take about six weeks for them to heal. I think you might also have some internal bleeding. Do you have any family I should notify about your injuries?"
He closed his eyes. "No," he said flatly. "No family at all."
She straightened and dropped the rag back in the bucket. "I'll bring you some tea for the fever."
Tea sounded ... acceptable. He watched her remove the bucket from the table and set it on the floor. Then she left the room, returning several moments later carrying a tray. On the tray were a chipped china teapot that had obviously seen better days, a matching cup, and a flat tin pan. She set the tray on the table, then picked up the pan and set it on the floor beside his bed. "If you need to relieve yourself," she explained.
She picked up the cup and stepped closer to the bed. Blowing into the cup to cool the tea, she stared down at him over the rim, her eyes studying him without revealing her conclusions.
After a moment, she tested the temperature with the tip of her finger, nodded as if satisfied, and bent over him. "Drink as much as you can."
He lifted his head slowly, gritting his teeth against the pain, and her free hand curved behind his neck to provide additional support as she pressed the cup to his lips. He inhaled and felt his insides twist at the noxious smell. He pulled back slightly. "Jaysus, what sort o'tay is this?"
"Please, don't swear, Mr. Branigan. It's willow bark tea, and you've had plenty of it over the last few days. It's for the fever."
"Hell with the fever," he muttered, staring with distaste at the cup beneath his nose and the pale green liquid within. "This stuff will kill me."
"I know it smells bad. It tastes worse. But it helps with the pain and keeps your fever down."
He shot her a doubtful glance, but he allowed her to tip some of the tea into his mouth. He swallowed until nearly half the foul stuff was gone. She was right, it tasted even worse than it smelled. But the simple act of swallowing also hurt his ribs, and keeping his head up made him dizzy. His head began to throb and his stomach clenched. He was going to throw up. Jesus, Mary, and Joseph.
He gagged, and the tea came right back up, all over her hand, the cup, and himself. Almost violently, he pushed her hand away, then sank back into the pillows and wiped one hand across his mouth. He squeezed his eyes shut and willed his stomach to stop retching. God, he hated this—the weakness, the humiliation, the utter helplessness of it. "Told you so," he croaked.
He felt the woman slide her other hand from behind his head to smooth back the hair from his forehead. "You're not going to die, Mr. Branigan," she said in the gentlest tone he'd heard her use. "You're too ornery for that."

Conor Branigan's fever broke late that night, a fact for which Olivia said a grateful prayer. He fell into a dreamless slumber, and she was able to catch a few hours of uninterrupted sleep herself before dawn.
She rose at sunrise, washed and dressed, then started breakfast. When she looked in on him again, he was still sleeping peacefully. After waking the girls, she left Becky in charge of getting the younger ones up, then went out to do the morning chores.
When Olivia returned to the kitchen, the girls were already there. Becky had finished making breakfast for her, and all three girls were seated at the table. Chester lay on the floor, waiting for any stray scraps one of them might sneak to him under the table. Olivia set the pail of eggs she'd gathered from the henhouse on the wooden counter and washed her hands, then ladled a bowl of cornmeal mush from the pot on the stove.
"How is Mr. Branigan, Mama?" Becky asked.
"He's much better," she answered and sat down at the table. "His fever's broken."
"Is he the one who's goin' to stay and help us like Nate used to?" Miranda asked.
"No." Olivia was dismayed by the very thought. "He certainly is not."
"Where do you suppose he got all those scars?" Becky asked.
"I don't know," Olivia answered, and wasn't sure she wanted to find out.
"Well, I like him," Carrie said. "It's fun to watch him while he's asleep. Can I go see him after breakfast, Mama?"
"No," she answered sharply. "I've told you not to go into his room."
"Why not?"
"Because he has a filthy tongue and a vile temperament. I want you to stay away from him." She glanced at Miranda. "You, too. Is that clear?"
They nodded and fell silent. Olivia returned her attention to her breakfast, relieved to let the subject of Conor Branigan drop. She stared down at her bowl, thinking about the day ahead. Now that the man was doing better, Olivia knew she had to make another trip into town.
She had chickens and hogs, so she never lacked for meat, and her own garden provided more than enough vegetables; but there were many necessities she just couldn't get anywhere but the mercantile. She was nearly out of flour and cornmeal, and molasses was running low.
This time, she would take with her all the fresh eggs and three dozen jars of the spiced peaches she'd put up last fall. If Stan Miller would no longer let her buy on credit, she might be able to barter for what she needed to see them through until harvest.
Olivia felt a sudden burst of anger. Vernon owned the store, and she knew Stan was following his orders. It was standard practice to give credit until the harvest, and she knew what Vernon was doing. Just one more way to make things harder, one more way to break her down and persuade her to sell her land. Olivia set her jaw stubbornly. It wasn't going to work.
"Can I go out and play, Mama?"
Miranda's voice broke into her thoughts, and Olivia looked up. She glanced at the child's bowl. "You haven't finished your mush."
The girl made a face that clearly said why. Olivia couldn't help smiling at the sight of Miranda's round face scrunched into a ridiculous expression of distaste.
Olivia glanced at Becky and Carrie and noticed their bowls were also half full. Her smile faded. She wanted to give her girls so much more than mush for breakfast and made-over dresses and hard work. She thought of her own childhood, of all the things taken for granted, of the security that came with money. It was a life her girls had never known, and probably never would. But love counted for a lot, and no one could love these girls more than she did.
Olivia rose to her feet, pushing back her chair. "Tell you what. If I'm not mistaken, there's a tin of maple syrup in the pantry. How about I pour some of that on your mush along with some butter?"
Her suggestion was rewarded with shouts of enthusiasm. Olivia went to the pantry and brought out the can she'd been saving. Maple syrup was one of their favorite things, and she'd intended to keep it for a special occasion, but she supposed that special things didn't always have to be saved for special occasions.
She added a spoonful of syrup and a dollop of butter to each bowl, and the girls finished their mush without further complaint. As Olivia watched them, she wished she could solve all their problems so easily.
An hour later, Olivia hitched Cally to the wagon for another journey into town. She climbed into the wagon, giving Becky instructions. "Be sure to look in on Mr. Branigan every half hour or so. He'll be asleep most of the time, but if he wakes up, try to get some more of that willow bark tea into him, or if he won't drink it, at least plenty of water. And some of that broth I've got simmerin' on the stove would be good, too."
Becky nodded, and her pretty face took on a serious expression at the responsibility of being in charge. "All right. Mama."
"I'll be back before noon." Olivia snapped the reins and Cally moved out of the yard. "And keep the girls out of his room," she shouted over her shoulder before the wagon rounded the side of the house and started down the oak-lined lane that led to the main road.
Callersville was a small slip of a town on the road from Monroe to Shreveport, a place where people sometimes passed through but seldom stayed, where porches sagged and dogs slept in the shade, where old men whittled and young widows quilted and honeysuckle bloomed. Olivia had been to New Orleans and Baton Rouge a few times. One summer, her father had taken the whole family to Mobile to visit her aunt Ella and uncle Jarrod. But most of her life had been spent right here in Callersville. Olivia gazed at the yellow jasmine and blue lupines that grew wild along the road, and knew she wouldn't have it any other way.
She passed Tyler's Sawmill and Lumberyard, turned at the Baptist church, and pulled into the center of town. She came to a halt in front of Tyler's Mercantile, which was situated between Tyler's Restaurant and Tyler's Barber Shop. The man just had to have his name on everything, Olivia thought, jumping down from the wagon. As if everybody round here didn't already know he owned just about every building in town.
She picked up her basket of eggs from the wagon seat and mounted the steps to the mercantile. She nodded to Jimmy Johnson and Bobby McCann, who sat on the bench by the open door pulling a hefty chunk of saltwater taffy between them, and she was surprised to note that for once they didn't seem to be up to any mischief. Maybe it was just the heat.
She entered the store, relieved to discover that it was Lila Miller who stood behind the counter today. "Mornin', Lila," she greeted, setting the basket on the wooden counter and pushing back her hat.
The woman gave her a smile. "Olivia! Missed you in church Sunday."
"I had some things come up at home and couldn't get into town," she answered. "How are you?"
"I'd be fine, if it weren't for this heat." Lila tucked a loose strand of dark hair behind one ear, propped her elbows on the counter, and fanned herself with a copy of Godey's Lady's Book.
Olivia glanced around, but Lila's husband was nowhere in sight. The only other person in the store was their fifteen-year-old son, Jeremiah, who was stocking shelves with cans of Borden's Condensed Milk.
The boy nodded to her. "Mornin", Miss Olivia. How's Becky?"
She smiled back at him. Jeremiah and Becky were friends, and she knew there would come a day when they would probably be more than that. Becky was too young yet for courting, but when the time came, Jeremiah would make a fine husband. "She's fine, Jeremiah. I'll tell her you asked about her."
The boy grinned with obvious pleasure, and Olivia turned back to Lila. "Stan gone this mornin'?"
Lila nodded. "Went to Monroe. Did you need to see him?"
"Not really," Olivia answered and gestured to the basket of eggs. "I need supplies, and I was hoping I could barter for what I need. I've got some of my spiced peaches out in the wagon, too."
The eyes of the two women met across the counter, and Olivia knew that Lila was thinking about the day the lists came in from Gettysburg and how they'd cried together, Olivia for her two brothers and Lila for her eldest son. Things like that counted for more than Vernon would ever understand.
Lila straightened and set aside her magazine. "Now, I was here when Vernon went over the books with Stan, and I heard him say no more credit for you. But," she added, her blue eyes innocently wide, "I don't recall him sayin' a word about not taking goods in trade."
Olivia returned the conspiratorial smile Lila gave her. "Thank you. I've got three dozen jars of peaches and two dozen eggs."
Lila made a sound of appreciation. "Heavenly, your peaches. We'll have no problem selling them."
"I need flour, rice, cornmeal, and molasses. Is this enough to trade?"
The two women negotiated the barter, quickly agreeing on how much Olivia could get for her eggs and her peaches.
"Wagon's out front," Olivia said.
"Jeremiah," Lila called to her son, "fill the sacks and load them onto Miss Olivia's wagon. Get her a barrel of molasses, too. And bring in that crate of her peaches."
Jeremiah went to do as his mother asked, and Lila turned to Olivia. "Got some new dress patterns in. Care to have a look?"
Olivia hesitated, tempted, but before she could reply, two men entered the store.
"Mornin', ladies," Grady McCann and Oren Johnson said in unison, doffing their hats as they approached the counter.
Olivia nodded to them. "Saw your boys out front. Looked like they were enjoyin' that saltwater taffy. Hope I don't find a piece of it stuck to my wagon seat when I go back out there."
"Now, Olivia," Grady said, in a placating voice, "you know they was only havin' a bit of fun."
"Hmm." Olivia picked up the Godey's Lady's Book and began flipping through it. "I'm not sure God takes kindly to taffy in the church pews, Grady, particularly when a mess of it ends up on the backside of Mrs. Tucker's dress." She shot him a wry glance, remembering how poor Lisbeth Tucker had tried in vain to stand up for the hymn two Sundays before. She added good-naturedly, "'Course, it did make the service more excitin'."
The two men laughed. Everybody around Callersville knew that Reverend Allen wasn't the sort of preacher to put the fear of God in a body. He just put everybody to sleep.
Olivia looked over at Oren. "How's Kate doing?"
The man beamed at the mention of his wife's name. "She's fine. A bit hard for her with all this heat, but she's holding up all right."
"Think this one's going to be a boy or a girl?"
"Well, I'm kinda hoping for another son, Liv. I love my daughters, but I think sometimes Jimmy feels outnumbered."
"What can I do for you boys?" Lila asked, diverting the men's attention.
"Need a new pair of boots," Oren said.
"Pound of eight penny nails for me," Grady added.
As Lila showed Oren the boots and measured out nails for Grady, Olivia studied the fall fashions in Godey's. The harvest dance would be coming up in September, and she wanted so badly to make Becky a pretty dress to wear. Things like that were important to a young girl.
"That was some fight the other night, wasn't it, Oren?" Grady's voice intruded on her thoughts, and Olivia glanced up, curious.
"I've never seen anything like it," Oren replied. "Couldn't believe the way that Irish feller did it." He swung a fist in the air enthusiastically. "All that dancin' around and then, slam! Knocked Elroy clean off his feet."
Olivia froze at Oren's words, hugging the magazine to her chest, as the two men began to discuss the incident. "What fight?" she asked.
The two men stopped talking, glanced from her to each other, then down at the floor, looking suddenly uncomfortable.
"It was a prizefight," Grady explained reluctantly, pointing to an announcement still tacked to the wall. "Circuit boxers. They travel from town to town, fighting the local champion, or challenging all comers. It depends." He saw her frown and toss down the magazine. "Now, it's nothin' to get riled about, Liv. It's just a bit of fun."
"It's gambling, Grady, no getting around it." She looked at the notice from a few days before, at the names printed there plain as day, and felt a sudden unreasoning anger. She'd had almost no sleep the past four nights for tending that man, a man who'd cursed a blue streak in front of her girls, broken her great-grandmother's china shepherdess, forced her to miss Sunday services, and thrown up on her; a man who hadn't given her so much as a thank-you. All that because he was a traveling prizefighter who made his sinful living off gambling and violence?
Olivia turned on her heel and strode toward the door.
Jeremiah came in carrying her crate of peaches. He took one look at her face, and hastily stepped out of her way.
"Wagon's loaded, Miss Olivia."
"Thank you, Jeremiah," she replied, through clenched teeth, as she marched past him and out of the store, contemplating a little violence of her own.
***
Conor was so battered and weary that he longed for sleep, but the wee girl's words about his dreams made him tense and edgy. Three years of trying to forget, but he could not forget. Three years of running, but he couldn't run away from himself. Every time he thought he had, the dreams came back. He closed his eyes and concentrated on the present—the tantalizing smell of freshly baked bread that drifted through the open door and the feel of the soft mattress beneath him. He drifted back into a light sleep.
A soft sound woke him instantly. He opened his eyes, and for the second time in as many days, he found himself the subject of a little girl's scrutiny. Not the impudent lass who liked to hear him curse. No, this one was even younger, with a round face, brown hair, and big blue eyes. She was looking at him over the top of the footboard like a solemn baby owl peering over the edge of the nest.
Beside her, also staring at him over the footboard, was an enormous sheepdog, the biggest he'd ever seen. The dog looked him over, then uttered a low, unfriendly growl, his opinion of Conor obvious. Well, it was an English sheepdog, after all. Conor wondered what the animal would do if he growled back. Probably jump over the footboard and take a piece out of him. Deciding he'd been injured enough, Conor turned his attention back to the child.
"Well, now," he murmured, his voice soft, as if he might startle her away. "Who might you be?"
Her eyes got even wider, but she didn't answer.
"Miranda, where are you?"
The voice caused the child to glance over her shoulder, and Conor heard footsteps approaching. He followed the child's gaze to the door as yet another girl appeared, this one a blonde of about fourteen.
How many daughters did Olivia Maitland have? he wondered, as he watched the older girl enter the room. He was starting to lose count.
She stopped just inside the doorway and glanced at him, meeting his eyes for only a moment before she looked away and noticed the wee girl at the foot of the bed. "Miranda, you know you're not supposed to come in here," she chided in a whisper. "Mama said so."
The little girl hung her head, caught in the act. "Sorry, Becky," she whispered back. "He was asleep."
The older girl crossed the room and took Miranda by the hand. "I'm sorry, Mr. Branigan," she murmured. "She didn't mean to wake you."
"It's all right," he answered, unable to remember the last time anybody had cared about disturbing his sleep. The girl started to turn away, but his voice stopped her. "Becky, is it?" When she nodded, he went on, "I don't suppose you might have any tay about? Real tay, I'm meanin', not that foul green stuff your mother's been tryin' to give me."
A tentative smile lifted the corners of her mouth. "We get it whenever we're sick, too. Awful, isn't it?"
"Terrible. Would you be able to make me a cup of real tay? I've a powerful thirst."
"I'd be happy to." She paused then added shyly, "Are you hungry? I'll bring you some soup."
"An angel of mercy, you are indeed," he said, smiling at her. "Thank you, love."
She blushed at that. "I'll b...bring it quick as I can," she stammered, and hastily retreated, pulling little Miranda with her. "C'mon, Chester."
The dog hesitated, looking from him to the girl and back again. He uttered another growl as if telling Conor he'd better behave himself, then he followed the girls out of the room. That dog definitely did not like him. But then, he'd always heard dogs were excellent judges of character. Perhaps there was a lesson in that.
The two girls and the beast had scarcely departed before he heard a door slam in the distance and more footsteps coming down the hall toward his room. He watched as Olivia Maitland stepped through the doorway. She marched to the bed, placed hands on hips, and frowned down at him, her brown eyes no longer soft. "You're a prizefighter," she said, with such loathing she might as well have accused him of being the devil himself.
"I am indeed." She looked so appalled, so full of self-righteous indignation, he couldn't help tweaking her tail a wee bit. "Damn good at it, I am. You should come and watch me sometime."
"I suppose men place bets on you, gambling away their hard-earned money, don't they?"
"Of course they do, God bless 'em."
Her full lips pressed into a disapproving line, and she turned away. "Did the Lord give men no sense at all?" she muttered under her breath, and began to pace. "Up four nights running, tending a man who makes his living with his fists. A man who curses in front of my girls. Sinful."
He didn't think now was the time to point out he hadn't exactly cursed in front of her daughters, and he certainly hadn't done it on purpose.
She glanced up at the ceiling. "I won't have him here. I won't."
He watched her resume her pacing back and forth across the rug, muttering to herself, and he wondered if perhaps she were touched in the head.
"Prizefighting," she repeated, still pacing. "And gambling."
He could have added several other sins to the list, but he didn't want her to have apoplexy. Instead, he remained silent.
She stopped wearing out the rug and turned to glare at him. "Is that how you got all those scars?"
His eyes narrowed. "Of course. I always get scars like this when I'm punched in the gut."
The sarcasm wasn't lost on her. "How then?"
Damn her questions and her curiosity. He lifted his head and glared right back at her, all the defiance of a lifetime in that look. "Prison."
Stunned, she stared at him, horror dawning in her eyes. "Prison?" she whispered. "I don't understand. What did you do?"
"Does it matter?" He flung back the sheet, uncovering his chest. "I got exactly what I deserved."
Her face went white. She swallowed hard and lowered her head, murmuring something softly under her breath. It sounded like a prayer.
"Don't pray for me, Mrs. Maitland," he said harshly. "There's no one listening."

Fuathaím
County Derry, Ireland, 1846
Men with crowbars were in the yard. Conor was eleven years old, old enough to know what that meant. The house wreckers had come. He stopped at the edge of the clearing, the two precious trout he'd poached out of the landlord's stream that morning clutched in his hands. He watched, sick with fear.
His mother stood before the hated man on horseback, and Conor could hear her anguished pleas. But the landlord's agent looked down at her with an impassive face and did not seem to hear. He signaled to the men behind him, who started forward, armed with their crowbars and ready to do their job.
Pleading had failed, so the keening began.
His mother started the lament with a piercing shriek that set everyone shivering, even the house wreckers, who'd seen it all before and had come prepared to face it yet again. Moira Branigan was the finest keener from Ballymagorry to Ballygorman, and everybody knew it. Just the week before, her wails of grief had accompanied her own beloved husband to the hereafter, wails so loud people all along the River Foyle knew that Liam Branigan had died.
The house wreckers stopped and looked away, suddenly hesitant, for they were Irish, too. They'd lost their own homes in this same way, their own wives and daughters had keened, and even the desperate need for a job was not enough to make them go forward.
Conor shivered as well, watching his mother. Though feverish with the typhus that had already killed her husband, she tore at her clothes and wailed with all the strength of her grief and despair. Behind her, huddled together in bewildered fright, his sisters echoed their mother with mournful cries of their own.
But even this wild symphony evoked no compassion from the landlord's agent. He barked an order to the men, and once again they began moving toward the cottage.
She fell to her knees before the agent's horse, arms upraised in supplication, invoking every office of the Savior, asking for the intercession of the Blessed Virgin, calling on every pleading of the saints, using all her remaining strength for prayers, reproaches, and pleas for mercy. The house wreckers walked past her.
Conor heard another cry, this one of outrage, and suddenly his brother appeared out of nowhere. Michael raced across the yard to the doorway of the cottage and blocked the entrance, feet apart, fists clenched. Michael was fifteen and the man of the house now; he was ready to fight.
Conor wanted to fight, too, but he was scared. He knew he ought to be brave, like Michael, but he wasn't, and the thought made him hot with shame. He stood alone, hidden behind a tree and clutching the string of fish, hating the house wreckers, hating himself even more for being helpless and afraid.
The house wreckers dragged Michael away from the door, rewarding his defiance with a blow that sent the lad sprawling into the dirt beside his kneeling mother. Two men entered the house. Michael tried to rise and follow, but Moira stopped him. She wrapped her arms around her raging son and keened even louder.
In less than a quarter of an hour, the house wreckers demolished what had been his family's home for generations. Using ropes, crowbars, and brute force, they pulled the cabin apart like a walnut shell and reduced it to a pile of stone, timber, and thatch. Because of Michael's brief rebellion, the agent had it set afire, but the fire destroyed little. Most of the furniture and clothing had already been sold to buy food. Conor stared at the blazing fire, and his fear hardened into fury.
An open carriage passed by, slowing for a moment to watch this roadside scene, and Conor recognized Lord Eversleigh, the new landlord, and his companion, Reverend Booth. Recently arrived from London, titled and wealthy, Eversleigh had purchased the land by auction and had been welcomed by the people of Dunnamanagh one month before in the desperate hope that he would be their savior, when it seemed even God had abandoned them to the famine. One week later, the evictions had begun.
Conor tore his gaze from the rich Englishman in the carriage to stare at the burning pile of rubble that had been his home. When he looked back at the road again, the carriage was in motion, driving on as if nothing out of the ordinary had happened.
The hard, hot anger suddenly burst within him, shattering like glass into shards of bitterness and hatred. He dropped the fish he was forbidden by law to catch and ran after the carriage. Beyond reason, he had no coherent thought, no goal, no plan. All he had now was fuathaím. Hate.
He caught up with the carriage as it slowed for a bend in the road and he ran beside it, using sheer determination to keep pace as it rolled past bare meadows, meadows dotted with piles of blackened stone where other cottages had once stood, where families like his had once lived and other children like him had once played—meadows that were empty now.
"We'll give you no money," Eversleigh called to him with a dismissive wave of his hand, as if Conor were nothing more than a troublesome fly.
"Not a farthing," Booth added from his place beside the viscount.
Conor said nothing, he asked for nothing. He simply refused to be ignored. He continued to run beside the carriage, matching its speed, keeping pace with the rich Englishmen it carried.
They passed St. Brendan's, where two dogs fought in the weed-choked churchyard over the carcass of another. When they turned onto Dunnamanagh Road, Conor knew he'd run at least two miles. But he did not stop. He did not slow down. He cast a sideways glance at the carriage, and he knew he had the landlord's attention. Eversleigh was watching him in silent fascination.
Without warning, a cramp seized Conor's empty belly, and he stumbled. His strides faltered, his pace slowed. With a cry of rage and despair, he watched the carriage move ahead, but he would not concede defeat. Regaining his balance, he pushed himself harder, until he was once again parallel with the coach. Not giving in was the only thing that mattered.
"By God, is the child mad?" Eversleigh shouted to his companion. "What demons possess these Irish?"
"They're all mad, sir," Booth replied.
Over and over, they told him he would get no alms from them. Conor ignored them. He stared straight ahead and continued to run. Sweat ran down his face and soaked the swallowtail coat he wore—the only garment he owned. With every stride, the sharp pebbles in the road cut his bare feet until they bled. His heart pounded as if it would burst right through his chest. He could hear his own desperate rasping breaths, he felt the ache in his side, and he thought sure he was going to run until he dropped dead. But, by the Holy Mother, if he died, he'd do it on his feet, not begging on his knees or cowering in fear behind a tree. Not now, not ever again.
Finally, Eversleigh could stand it no longer.
"Stop the coach!" he cried, tapping the driver's shoulder with his gold-tipped walking stick.
Slowly the carriage rolled to a stop, and Conor stopped with it. He doubled over, shaking, his hands on his thighs to keep from falling, and stared down at the red smears on his feet. He drew in great gasps of air, unable to get enough to fill his lungs. He licked his lips, tasting the salty tang of sweat. After a moment, he forced himself to straighten. Lifting his head proudly, he met the eyes of the man who had just destroyed his home and made his mother a beggar.
Eversleigh was the first to look away, unable to hold his gaze, and Conor knew the sweet taste of triumph. He'd beaten them. He'd won.
The landlord turned to his companion. "I suppose I ought to give the boy something."
The reverend shook his head and frowned in disapproval. "My lord, you're much too generous. He'll make bad use of it, I'm afraid."
"Yes, I know," Eversleigh answered, reaching for his money purse. "But well earned in this case. He was entertaining to watch." He stretched one arm out of the carriage, holding a coin toward Conor, who made no move to accept it. "Take it, boy," he urged, leaning closer.
"Don't touch him, sir!" Booth cried sharply. "Infested with all manner of vermin, he is."
Eversleigh dropped the coin and snatched his arm back in horror, realizing the child had lice.
Conor lifted his gaze from the coin in the dust and once again met the landlord's eyes. In their depths, he saw a combination of revulsion and pity. Slowly, he bent and retrieved the coin, intending only to spit on it before he tossed it back in the man's face.
He couldn't do it. The coin was a sixpence—not enough to buy even one of the gold buttons on the landlord's coat, but enough to feed Conor's family for a week. Survival was more important than pride, and Conor knew he'd been a fool. He thought he'd won, but he had not. There was no way to win.
His fist curled tightly around the precious coin. He offered no thanks. He said no prayers. He did not bless the Englishman for his generosity. He simply walked away without a word. In his mind, he saw his burning home, and in his heart, he damned the man to hell.

Prison. Olivia felt sick. She had a criminal staying right here in her house, sleeping under her roof. She closed the door behind her, but she couldn't close her thoughts to the man on the other side. What on earth had she been thinking, plucking a stranger out of the road and bringing him home as if he were harmless as a stray puppy?
Prison. Why? What had he done? Robbery? Murder? She shivered, remembering the cold, defiant blue eyes that had challenged her with that one word. A dangerous man, with eyes that told her he was capable of anything.
I got exactly what I deserved.
Olivia turned away from the door. She walked down the hall and headed for the kitchen, trying to banish her apprehension. Right now, the man couldn't even stand up. Whatever he'd done, he wasn't in any condition to do it now, and by the time he was, she'd make certain he was far away from here.
When she entered the kitchen, Becky was there. She took one look at Olivia's face and walked to her side. "What's wrong, Mama?"
Olivia came out of her reverie with a start. "Nothing," she answered and took a deep breath, gathering her thoughts. "Where are the girls?"
"Miranda's in the parlor, playing with her dolls. Chester's with her, of course. Carrie wanted to go see Mr. Branigan, but when I told her she couldn't, she took a book and went down to the orchard in a huff."
She gestured to a tray on the counter and the teapot that rested beside it. "I was just going to take Mr. Branigan some tea and something to eat." She smiled. "He said he wanted real tea, not that awful green stuff."
Olivia did not return her daughter's smile. "Thank you, honey, but I'll take him his meals. I don't want you going in there."
"But why not?"
She looked into Becky's innocent face and could find no way to explain her fear. "I just don't want you around him. Why don't you set the table for dinner? I'll go find Carrie."
"But it's noon. Shouldn't we take Mr. Branigan something to eat?"
"I'll do that when I get back," Olivia answered, and walked out the back door. She walked down the path to the orchard in search of Carrie, but her thoughts were not on her daughter.
She wanted him gone. When she'd found him in the road, she'd been certain God had answered her prayer—sent her someone to help with the harvest, someone who might stick around long enough to repair a few fences or fix her roof, someone strong, steady, and reliable. Instead, He'd sent her Conor Branigan: prizefighter, gambler, sinner. Criminal.
In the lane leading down to the orchard, she stopped and leaned against a huge oak tree. "Why?" she asked aloud. "Why have You sent this man to me?"
She usually found comfort in speaking to God this way. Some people may have thought it odd, even presumptuous, to talk to God as if He were a friend, but Olivia had never thought of God as a gray-bearded wise man floating on a heavenly cloud. She'd always imagined God to be much closer than that.
But He didn't seem close now. Her question hung in the air, unanswered, and Olivia sank down to the soft earth beneath the tree, afraid and bereft.
Even as she wondered what she was going to do with him, Olivia knew there was nothing she could do. The man was seriously injured. Regardless of who he was or what he had done, she couldn't just dump him back in the road.
In her mind, she could still see the scars that marked him. She could not even begin to imagine how or why, but it didn't take imagination to know he was a man who had endured great pain, both of body and spirit. Dear God, what had happened to him in prison?
Olivia wondered why she should care. He was a criminal. He thought prayers were a waste of breath and gambling was something to be proud of. He probably drank, too.
I got exactly what I deserved.
"Why?" she asked again with a touch of desperation. "The man's been in prison. Why did You send him to me?"
It was not God who answered.
"Mr. Conor's been in prison?"
Olivia looked up and found Carrie staring down at her from between the branches of the tree. She should have known. Carrie had a knack for being where she wasn't supposed to be and hearing what she wasn't supposed to hear. "Carrie, for heaven's sake!" she cried. "What are you doing up there?"
Carrie held up the book in her hand as an explanation, but she refused to be diverted from the fascinating news. "Mr. Conor was in prison?" she asked again. "How come?"
Olivia didn't like her daughter's fascination with their dangerous guest. Nor did she like the fact that Carrie climbed trees. "I don't want to talk about it. Please come down from there."
Carrie pulled off her reading spectacles and put them in the pocket of her dress. She then tucked her book under one arm and climbed down from the tree, moving with the agility of long practice. Olivia stood up and watched nervously, but she knew Carrie wasn't nervous. Unlike her mother, the child wasn't afraid of heights. Her blue calico dress went flying up as she jumped to the ground, revealing her white cotton drawers.
Olivia drew a deep breath of relief. "Carrie, if you're going to climb trees, try not to show your drawers," she scolded. "It isn't ladylike."
"I'm not a lady, I'm a little girl," Carrie answered smugly, and brushed bits of bark from the backside of her skirt. "What'd he do?"
"I don't know, and I don't care." Olivia took her daughter's hand in hers, and they started back to the house. "I want you to stay away from him."
"You don't like Mr. Conor, do you, Mama?"
"No."
"Why not? Because he was in prison?"
Because he has the coldest eyes I've ever seen. "Yes."
"But you don't know why he was in prison. Maybe he didn't do anything wrong. Maybe it was all a mistake."
"You're so young," Olivia murmured.
Carrie didn't understand that comment, but it didn't matter. "Maybe he's like that man in the book you read to us. Remember? Edmond Dantes. He got put in prison, and he didn't do anything wrong. He—"
"Carrie, that will be enough!" Olivia said sharply, her patience at an end. She stopped walking. Turning to the child, she said, "That was just a story. In real life, men who have been in prison are not nice men."
"But Mama, you're always saying a good Christian doesn't judge," Carrie replied. "A good Christian always tries to find the good in others."
Olivia didn't like her own lectures thrown back in her face, especially by her nine-year-old daughter. "It's not that simple."
"Why not?" Carrie looked up at her. "Aren't we good Christians, Mama?"
Olivia looked into her daughter's eyes and sighed, not fooled by the deceptive innocence in their depths. Sometimes, Carrie was just too clever for her peace of mind.
***
Carrie, of course, wasted no time in announcing the news to her sisters the moment she walked into the house, and Olivia found herself inundated with their questions and comments. Was she going to let him stay? Was he really a bad man? Maybe he was a train robber. Did he know Jesse James? Did they let him out of prison, or did he escape? Maybe he was wanted.
Olivia put a halt to their speculations. "He's going to stay until his ribs are healed, then he'll be on his way. Until then, I want all of you to stay away from him." With that, she dished out soup and bread to them, and when they were finished eating, she sent them out to weed the garden.
Olivia dumped out the now cold tea Becky had made and set the kettle of water on the stove to make a fresh pot. Conor Branigan continued to invade her thoughts as she waited for the water to boil, his mocking voice and bitter words reminding her that he was not what she'd prayed for.
Carrie was so fascinated by him, and that disturbed her greatly. He wouldn't be in any condition to leave for at least six weeks. She couldn't keep the girls away from him for that long, especially Carrie.
Olivia looked up. Through the window, she could see the girls in the garden. Becky was doing exactly what she'd been asked to do, industriously pulling weeds. She was such a good girl, she tried so hard to help.
Olivia could see Miranda's head over the tops of the tomatoes. She was staring at one of the plants, probably watching some grasshopper devour the crop. She couldn't have killed it—she got upset watching Olivia swat a fly.
As for Carrie...Olivia watched her picking strawberries, eating about half of them as she went. She'd try to deny it later—with red juice all over her face. Olivia smiled. Carrie really was the most precocious child.
Aren't we good Christians, Mama?
Her smile faded. She'd always tried to be. She'd always believed herself to be charitable and fair-minded. But now, when her lofty principles were put to the test, she found that it wasn't so easy.
The kettle whistled, and Olivia turned away from the window. Carrie was right. She should find out the whole truth before she started making judgments. She ladled out a bowl of soup and poured a cup of tea, then set both on the tray along with a slab of corn bread, and took the tray to his room.
She found him sleeping peacefully when she entered his room, undisturbed by nightmares. She moved toward him, uncertain how to proceed. Now that she'd decided to confront him, she was loathe to postpone it.
She set the tray on the table and hesitated by the bed, studying him. His cuts were healing and his bruises were fading. He needed a shave, she realized, noting the black shadow across his jaw. It made him look even more disreputable, and yet, sleeping quietly like this, he didn't seem like a criminal. He seemed like a tired man who had traveled far and suffered much and had finally found a place to rest. Suddenly, she wished he could have been the kind of man she needed.
"Why?" she whispered. "Why were you in prison?"
Almost as if he'd heard, his eyes opened, and he saw her standing there.
Flustered, she took a quick step back and gestured to the tray. "I've brought you something to eat."
"If it's that foul green tay you've brought me, take it back," he murmured, his voice sleepy and definitely sulky. "I'll not have it. If you had a bit of whiskey, now, that would be different."
Whiskey. She was right. He drank, too.
"This isn't a hotel, Mr. Branigan," she reminded him tartly as she fetched a pillow from the armoire in the corner. "You take what you get around here. And you'll find no spirits in this house."
"That doesn't surprise me. And you don't have to call me Mr. Branigan, you know. I have a first name."
Olivia had no intention of using it. She came back to the bed. "Can you sit up?"
He did. He gritted his teeth and sweat broke out on his forehead as he pushed himself to a sitting position. She shoved the pillow behind him.
She reached for the cup and pressed it to his lips. "Drink it slow," she ordered. "No sense having it come right back up again."
He flashed her a rebellious glance over the cup, not liking the reminder of yesterday. But he obeyed her, sipping slowly until the tea was gone.
She set aside the cup. Then she picked up the tray and sat down carefully on the edge of the bed to feed him the soup.
Conor hated this. He watched her dip the spoon into the bowl, her other hand cupped beneath it to catch any dribbles as she brought it to his lips. He hated being fed as if he were a helpless baby, but he knew he was too weak even to grab the spoon from her hand. He swallowed the soup, feeling his body respond to the nourishment even as his mind rebelled against his own weakness.
As she continued to spoon soup into his mouth, a long-buried memory suddenly surfaced, and he was back in Derry. He was a boy again, and the Quaker lady from the Religious Society of Friends was feeding him Soyer's Soup, that watery, meatless concoction declared by the government to be adequate for the starving masses. She'd had brown eyes, too, he remembered, eyes that apologized for the lack of real food, eyes soft with compassion. Pity.
He fought back, struggling against the memory, trying to send Soyer's Soup and that scared, hungry lad back to the past where they belonged.
"I think you and I should have a little talk."
If Olivia had suddenly drenched him with a bucket of water, she couldn't have pulled him out of the past more effectively. Conor eased his aching body back down to a prone position and donned his armor of pretended indifference. "Weather's fine today. A bit hot, I'm thinking, but not too bad."
She set the spoon in the empty bowl and studied him thoughtfully. He knew she was trying to read what was beneath the surface.
"Why were you in prison?" she asked. "What did you do?"
But Conor was very good at hiding what he didn't want people to see. He'd been doing it for so long that sometimes he could even fool himself. He smiled at her. "None of your bloody business," he said politely.
"You're in my house, Mr. Branigan, and that makes it my business."
"Not for long. The minute I'm able to walk out of here, I will."
That did not seem to appease her. She glared at him. "That's at least six weeks away. Until then, you're in my house and in my care. I think I have the right to know what sort of man I've got under my roof."
She'd taken him into her home. She'd nursed him and fed him, and he ought to be grateful. Guilt assailed him and he took refuge. "What do you want me to say—that I was wrongly imprisoned, that I was an innocent man, that I am lily-white and pure?" His voice mocked her, mocked himself.
"Tell me the truth."
He almost laughed. Was she really so naive? He opened his mouth to give her a lie, a lie plausible enough to end her damnable probing into his dark, shadowed corners. The truth wouldn't satisfy her anyway.
"I have three children," she said.
Conor knew a sucker punch when he got one. The lie died on his lips.
Those brown eyes regarded him without blinking, as the eyes of a wild doe might watch a hunter approach, wise and wary, with a hint of fear. Oddly, that bothered him. He'd told her about prison because he'd wanted to shock her, to shatter her self-righteous indignation. He had succeeded, it seemed. She was afraid of him, afraid for her children. "Christ," he muttered.
He looked away, feeling unexpectedly awkward. Staring at the cracks in the white plaster ceiling, he told her part of the truth, the unimportant part. "I was arrested for attempted robbery and treason against the British Crown. I was convicted of the attempted robbery, but not the treason, and I spent fourteen months in a Dublin prison, then I was granted amnesty and released. I’ve no mind to steal your silver or murder you in your bed, Mrs. Maitland."
He didn't expect that simple statement to satisfy her. He steeled himself for more questions, questions he had no intention of answering.
But she didn't ask them. She rose to her feet and said, "Thank you for telling me. You're welcome to stay until your injuries have healed. However, I'd appreciate it if you would refrain from swearing."
With the tray in her hands, she walked toward the door, but paused in the center of the room to glance at him over one shoulder. "By the way," she added, "it's Miss Maitland. I'm not married. Never have been."
With that unexpected pronouncement, she turned and walked away.
Vernon was in his office at the sawmill when Jimmy Johnson brought him the telegram. He tossed the boy a picayune for his trouble, and Jimmy caught the five-cent piece in his hand. "Thanks, Mr. Tyler."
The boy pocketed the coin, then left, whistling, as Vernon unfolded the telegram. He read the short missive, crumpled it in his fist, and after shoving it into his pocket, he rose to his feet, crossed the room, and opened the door. Over the roar of saws, he shouted, "Joshua! Get your butt in here."
Vernon resumed his seat behind his desk just as his foreman entered his office. "What is it?" Joshua Harlan asked as he shut the door behind him.
"I just got a telegram from New York. My father-in-law wants an immediate report on the situation."
"What do you suppose that means?"
"His investors are probably getting antsy about the railroad, is all. Hell, none of us thought Olivia would be so damned stubborn about this."
"You're sure there's no way to go around her place?"
Vernon yanked open a drawer and retrieved a surveyor's map. He slapped it down on the desk. "If you can find a way to lay track around Peachtree without going straight through Choudrant Bayou or dynamiting through the mountains, would you kindly tell me what the hell it is?"
Joshua didn't bother to look at the map. "Sorry," he muttered, sinking into a chair. "Stupid question."
Vernon jabbed one finger at a point on the map. "Any way you look at it, Peachtree is smack-dab in the way. Olivia's got to sell that land."
"She's already told you flat-out she won't sell. What do we do now?"
Vernon reached into the box on his desk and pulled out a cigar, but he didn't light it. He drummed it against the desk top, thinking of all the work he'd done during the past four years, all the money he had spent, and all the plans he had made. They had to get that railroad built.
When he'd married Alicia Jamison in '63, he'd promised her daddy they could make millions down South after the war. He'd known even then the Confederacy was doomed and there would be plenty of opportunities. He'd come back to his hometown in '67 just the way he'd always known he would, as a wealthy businessman. He'd used Hiram Jamison's money to buy every piece of land and every business that he could get his hands on, taking advantage of the hard times and low land prices. Now, he controlled the lives of the same people who had once looked down their noses at him. Not a day went by that he didn't savor the satisfaction of that.
But Vernon had bigger ambitions. He and Hiram had purchased all the land for a very good reason. They were going to build their own railroad, with track running all the way from Monroe to Shreveport. Surveyors and engineers had already told him that for geological reasons it wasn't possible to bring the railroad through Callersville, but Vernon didn't care. He planned to build a whole new town. He already had the site picked out, six miles to the north, right at the edge of Olivia Maitland's peach orchard, and right on his proposed railroad line. The only thing that stood in his way was Olivia's stubbornness. Damnation. She could ruin everything.
He thought of the day eleven years ago when her daddy had laughed at him, throwing his request to court Olivia back in his face and firing him for even daring to make it. Even after so many years, he could still hear Samuel Maitland's drunken laughter, and it still rubbed him raw.
"What are you going to tell Mr. Jamison?"
Vernon came out of the past. "The truth. That I have everything under control." He bit off the end of his cigar and spit it into the brass cuspidor beside his chair. "I'll get Olivia to sell me that land somehow."
"How?"
"I'll have a little talk with her about it at church on Sunday, up my price, and see if that persuades her," he said, lighting the cigar. "If she still won't sell, we'll just have to use some stronger methods of persuasion."
Joshua looked up, his pale gray eyes meeting Vernon's green ones over the desk. "If it comes to that, I better get a nice chunk of money."
"If it comes to that, you will," Vernon promised. "You will."

Conor wanted out of bed. Endless hours of lying here with nothing to do but sleep, think, and stare at the walls was driving him stir-crazy.
He wanted out of this house. The knowledge that his private torments and shameful secrets had been heard by three innocent little girls and their puritanical mother appalled him. He didn't know how much he had revealed about his experiences in the Mountjoy, but whatever they'd heard was too much.
If one of his bad spells was coming on, he wanted to deal with it in his own way. Alone. Here, there was no boxing ring to act as a physical outlet. There was no anonymous hotel room where he could take refuge, no whiskey to numb his brain, no beckoning road to provide a means of escape.
The only distraction was her. Olivia Maitland, who brought him trays of soup and emptied his bedpan and said nothing more about the nightmares that had kept her daughters awake those first few days. She tried to feed him and he rebelled, refusing to be coddled like a babe. After that first meal, he fed himself, fighting the exhaustion of his efforts.
He wondered about her statement that she'd never been married. He tried to imagine starchy Olivia Maitland in the role of a scarlet woman and failed utterly. Those girls were adopted, no doubt about it.
As if sensing his restlessness, Olivia brought him some books. He didn't tell her they wouldn't be much good to him. He did not know how to read, he'd never gone to school. Schools and books were for rich Protestant children with tutors. Reading was something he'd never thought much about, but as he flipped through the pages of one of the books and stared at the unintelligible words, he suddenly wished he knew how. Not that it mattered, of course. Reading wasn't important to a man who made his living in the boxing ring. He set the book aside.
Restless, frustrated, and bored, afraid to sleep and unable to do much else, he began to long for something to distract him. On his seventh day in bed, his desire for a distraction was granted. Carrie paid him a visit.
When the door opened and he saw her standing there, he was so glad for the company that he didn't care how many of his secrets she knew.
"Mornin', Mr. Conor," she greeted him in a whisper.
Leaning back in the doorway, she took a look down the hall, then she stepped inside his room and shut the door behind her. "I'm not supposed to be in here," she confessed in a normal voice. "Mama said."
"I wouldn't want you to get in trouble."
"That's okay. I've been in trouble lots of times."
He remembered their first conversation, and her announcement did not surprise him. He grinned.
She walked across the room to the end of the bed and leaned over the footboard, studying him. "I thought you might be lonesome."
Lonesome didn't even begin to describe it. "Thank you."
"I hate being sick," she told him. "There's nothing to do. I don't have to go to school if I'm sick, but that don't matter. If you're sick, you can't do anything fun anyway."
He thought about all the drinking, card-playing, and women he was missing, and he couldn't agree more.
"You like to go fishing?" she asked abruptly.
He thought about all the fish he'd stolen out of the landlord's streams back home. There were severe penalties for those who were caught, but he had never been caught. And he and Michael had taken a great deal of pleasure in stealing Eversleigh's precious trout. "I love it."
That seemed to make her happy, and she smiled. "What about climbing trees? Ever do that?"
"I've climbed many a tree in my time, lass."
"Do you know how to whistle?"
He pursed his lips and gave her a few bars of "Pop Goes the Weasel."
She laughed. "I like you, Mr. Conor," she said. "You'll do just fine."
Do for what, he didn't know.
Carrie's smile faded. She tilted her head thoughtfully to one side and frowned as if she were trying to work something out in her head. "Mama doesn't like you, though. She says you're not nice 'cause you were in prison. She says you got a filthy tongue and a vile temperament. What's 'temperament'?"
"It means the kind of person you are."
"Oh." She straightened and turned to lock her hands together around the bedpost. She leaned back, swinging to and fro. "But vile means bad, and I don't think you're bad. You shout awful loud, though. The first night you was here, you was screaming there were orange men everywhere." She stopped swinging and looked at him around the bedpost with a frown. "Men aren't orange, Mr. Conor. 'Less they're painted. Were they painted, like Indians?"
"No," he answered. "Just British."
He knew a nine-year-old American girl knew nothing about British Protestant orange and Irish Catholic green, but his brief explanation seemed to satisfy her nonetheless.
"Carrie!"
Olivia Maitland's voice floated to them through the open window. Carrie frowned in consternation and let go of the bedpost. "I got to go."
She walked to the door, but she paused with her hand on the knob and looked back at him again. "You got any little girls?"
"No."
"Boys?"
"No. I don't have any children."
"No wife neither?"
"No."
She smiled at him and opened the door. "That's good. A man can't have a wife if he's already got one, can he?"
For a moment, he didn't understand what she meant. The door closed and realization hit him. He sank back into the pillows with a feeling of dread.
Oh, Christ. He knew he had to get out of this house.
***
That afternoon, Conor tried to get out of bed. He managed to get his legs over the side, and that was all. Too weak and in too much pain to go any further, he gave up.
The next day, he gave it another go, but his knees buckled the moment he tried to stand, and he fell right back into the bed. Despite the softness of the mattress, it was a bone-jarring experience that left his ribs aching for hours. But it gave him something to do. He occupied his time cursing Vernon Tyler for having him beaten, and himself for being stupid enough to allow it.
He thought about Dan and wondered where the old man was now. Probably back in Boston, searching the docks for another Irish lad fresh off the boat with no money and plenty of anger. It wouldn't take him long to find one.
Conor pressed a hand to his ribs and winced. Even if he managed to get out of bed, it'd be weeks before he could walk out of here, another month before he'd be in any condition to fight. There was no point in rushing things. But then he remembered Carrie's words about wives and kids, and decided he didn't care. Even if he had nowhere to go, he wanted out of here.
Frustration, restlessness, and boredom motivated him to try again the following morning. He moved to lie sideways across the mattress with his feet on the floor. He then worked his way to the foot of the bed, grimacing at the pain that radiated through his body with every inch he moved. He gripped the footboard, took three quick breaths, and jerked himself to a sitting position.
Christ, it hurt. He made a desperate grab for the bedpost. Clinging to it like a lover, he waited until the pain had ebbed to a dull ache before going any further. Then he pulled himself off the bed.
Nine days after his body had been pummeled to mush, Conor stood on his feet—clutching the bedpost and holding on for dear life—weak, bruised, and bare-ass naked in the morning sunlight. That was how she found him.
"Merciful heavens!"
He glanced up to find Olivia standing in the doorway with a breakfast tray in her hands, shocked at the sight of him wearing nothing but a swath of linen bandage around his ribs. Hell, he didn't know why she should be shocked. She'd stripped off his clothes; she must have seen him naked, bruises and all. Although, perhaps not, he amended, studying her expression. She'd probably kept her eyes closed the whole time.
She backed out of the room, blushing and staring down at the tray in her hands. She mumbled an apology and something about finding him some clothes, then rested the tray against her hip to pull the door shut with her free hand.
Just for fun, he might have remained standing there until she returned, but his legs were shaking like jelly. He eased himself back down onto the bed and collapsed, pulling the sheet over his body so her maidenly sensibilities wouldn't be offended. He wanted his breakfast.
After a few minutes, he heard a light tap on the door, then it opened just a fraction. He heard her voice through the opening. "Mr. Branigan?"
"Yes, Miss Maitland?"
There was a long pause, then she said, "Have you...that is, are you..."
He knew perfectly well what she was asking, but she sounded so tentative, he couldn't resist having her on a bit. He pretended not to understand. "Am I what?"
Another long pause, then, "Are you decent?"
Now that was a question for debate. His stomach growled, and he decided to stop teasing her. "No, but I'm safely under the sheets."
The door opened wider, and she peeked at him. Satisfied that he was speaking the truth, she entered, but she wasn't carrying his breakfast tray this time, much to Conor's disappointment. A large basket was hooked over one arm, and she carried a basin of steaming water in her hand. Draped over one shoulder were several garments. "I've brought you some things."
Her acute embarrassment aside, there was something different about her today. She looked softer somehow, prettier. Instead of wearing her hair in a plain coil at the nape of her neck, she had it swept up in a soft and intricate puff that looked ready to tumble down at the slightest provocation. The battered hat had been replaced by an absurdly small bonnet of yellow straw and white ribbon. The collar of her plain gray dress was still far too high for his taste, but she had softened it with some sort of white, lacy thing that draped her neck and shoulders. He approved of the change.
"How pretty you look! You should wear your hair that way all the time."
The blush in her cheeks deepened at the compliment, but she did not look at him. "That wouldn't be very practical," she answered, setting the basin and basket on the table beside his bed. "I'm afraid the hogs and chickens wouldn't be impressed."
He grinned at that. "So why is today different?"
"It's Sunday. I'm taking the girls to church. You'll be here alone until this afternoon." She slid the clothes off her shoulder. They landed in a pile beside his hip. "I've brought these for you. I hope they fit."
The linen under-drawers and shirt and gray wool trousers were of fine quality, the clothes of a wealthy gentleman; but the once-white linen had yellowed with age, and all the garments smelled musty, as if they'd been packed away. He wondered who they belonged to.
He glanced at Olivia, but she still wasn't looking at him. She was studying the contents of her basket with great fascination, her cheeks still pink. "I've brought your boots," she said, holding up the pair for him to see before she bent to place them on the floor beside the table. "I've washed your socks, and they're in here, too. I've also brought soap and water so you can wash, and I thought you might want to shave, so there's a shaving kit," she added. "And a mirror. And a toothbrush. And some soda. I—"
"Olivia." He interrupted her rambling as his stomach growled again. "Would you happen to have any breakfast in that basket?"
She made a vexed exclamation and dropped the shaving kit back in the basket. "Your breakfast! I forgot all about it." She shot him an apologetic glance. "It's probably stone cold by now. I'd better make you a new one."
Seizing on the perfect excuse he'd given her, she departed in a rush.
After she'd gone, Conor turned his head and gazed longingly at the steam rising from the basin. Hot water, a toothbrush, a razor. Heaven on earth.
He sat up and reached for the water, but his tired body rebelled at even that small exertion. Water sloshed over the sides of the shallow basin as he pulled it onto his lap. He brushed his teeth and washed as best he could, moving with agonizing slowness. By the time he had lathered his face and picked up the razor and mirror, his hands were shaking with the effort.
He held the mirror up only long enough to get a good look at his bruised and battered face, then his arms fell to his sides and he leaned back against the headboard, exhausted and frustrated.
Damn. He couldn't do it. He'd worn himself out just standing up, and now he couldn't even shave. But when he heard a knock on the door, he forced himself to lift the mirror and try again. He had started this, he was going to finish it.
***
When Olivia entered the room with his breakfast, she realized with one glance that he had overdone it. His hand was shaking as he brought the razor to his cheek, and she hastened to his side at once, her earlier embarrassment forgotten. "Here, let me help you," she offered, setting the tray on a nearby chair and leaning across the bed to take the razor from him.
He jerked his hand back to prevent her. "I can do it myself. I don't need any help."
He sounded so grouchy, she bit her lip to keep from smiling. She straightened and stepped back to let him have his way. During the past few days, she'd done a lot of thinking about Conor Branigan and what he had told her, and she had reached the conclusion that his explanation about prison had been the truth. During his delirium, she hadn't understood most of what he'd said, but he'd muttered something about treason, and she knew by his scars and his nightmares that he must have been severely punished, possibly even tortured. He had grit, she admitted, watching him struggle. Grit and pride.
He managed two strokes with the razor before he cut himself. "Bloody hell!" He dropped the mirror to press a finger to the cut on his chin.
"It's very hard for you to accept help from anyone, isn't it?" she asked softly. "Why?"
He glared at her, and she knew he hated questions almost as much as he hated being fussed over. She ignored his scowl and moved to stand beside him again. "Let me do it."
He shook his head.
"You'll never get your strength back if you push yourself too hard," she pointed out, and she knew she'd won with that argument. He let her take the razor and the basin of water.
"Lean back," she ordered. She set the basin on the table, then sat down on the edge of the bed. "Leave this to me."
She tilted his head to the opposite side for a better angle, and brushed the razor down his cheek, scraping away stubble and soap carefully.
"I don't know that I trust you with a razor in your hand," he said when she paused to rinse the blade. "Sure and you're thinking to mend my sinful ways by slitting my throat."
She grasped his chin and tilted his face upward. "The thought occurred to me," she said, beginning to shave beneath his chin. "But then we'd end up in hell together for eternity," she added, "and I don't much fancy that."
"Which don't you fancy?" he countered wryly. "Hell or me?"
Her hands stilled for a moment, and the sight of him leaning against the bedpost flashed through her mind. "Stop talking," she admonished, firmly pushing the vision away, "or I will end up slitting your throat."
He obeyed without argument, and she resumed her task, feeling him slowly relax. His eyes closed, his breathing deepened, and it pleased her that, despite his words, he trusted her to that extent. She studied his face as she worked, and she couldn't help thinking again that he was a very handsome man. If only he weren't so wicked.
"There," she said, and leaned back to survey her handiwork. "All done."
He opened his eyes, and she handed him the mirror. "Not bad," he was forced to admit, rubbing a hand across his jaw.
"I used to shave my father," she said. "After his accident, he couldn't do it himself."
"What happened to him?"
She took a deep breath. "It was just after the war. He fell off a ladder and broke his back." She stood up and turned to rinse the razor one last time. "He died about six weeks later." She paused and looked at Conor. "He never liked accepting help either."
Conor handed her the mirror. "Thank you," he said quietly.
"You're welcome."
He smiled at her, and she decided that maybe he wasn't such a wicked man after all. She turned to put the razor back in its case.
"Olivia?"
She glanced down at him. "Hmm?"
He gave her a lazy look from beneath thick black lashes, and his smile widened into the devil's own grin. "I don't suppose you'd care to help me get dressed, love?"
***
Carrie was fidgeting, and Olivia couldn't blame her. As a preacher, Reverend Allen was a sore disappointment to the people of Callersville, but the old fellow was so nice, nobody had the heart to tell him so. His monotone voice droned on, accompanied by the buzzing of several flies and the soft snoring of Ellie Hathaway, who was ninety years old and known to doze off about midway through the sermon. "Carrie, sit still," Olivia admonished in a whisper to the child beside her.
"I can't," Carrie whispered back. "My foot's asleep."
Olivia sighed. Giving up, she turned her attention back to the sermon, but the reverend went on talking about Eve and the serpent in one long, unbroken sentence, and she soon found her mind wandering to something much more interesting and much less pious than the sermon.
Conor Branigan. She could see him as clearly as if he were sitting before her now, handsome as the devil, stubborn as a mule. She could see the exhaustion in his face and the determination in his eyes as he'd tried to shave. She could hear the low, almost seductive pitch of his Irish voice and smell the clean, pungent fragrance of shaving soap. She could still feel the heat of his skin against her fingers.
For heaven's sake, she was in church. Olivia felt herself blushing with shame as she remembered that fact, and she quickly lowered her head, hoping no one was watching her. He must be the devil, to make her think such things, especially in church. She closed her eyes, but instantly she pictured him again, leaning against the bedpost, and she quickly opened her eyes. She glanced around, desperate for something to occupy her attention.
To her left, Miranda was asleep, her head resting against Becky's shoulder. Becky was listening to the sermon, or at least trying very hard to do so. Jeremiah Miller sat beside her, as he always did.
Olivia glanced to her right and noticed that Carrie was still fidgeting, tapping her feet together.
Across the aisle, Jimmy Johnson and Bobby McCann were playing the rock and scissors game, much to the chagrin of Bobby's mother. They were obviously no more interested in the sermon than she was. Jimmy's mother was absent, of course, confined by pregnancy to her home and garden, a custom Olivia privately thought was rather silly. Since the Lord had designed women to have babies, she doubted a pregnant woman in church would have offended Him much.
Olivia watched the two boys, and she supposed the rock and scissors game was better than saltwater taffy in the pews. They wouldn't dare, not with the Chubb sisters right in front of them.
The Chubb sisters were the moral backbone of Callersville, spinster ladies who knew the proper etiquette for every situation, who still believed that unmarried women under thirty-five never went about unchaperoned, and who staunchly refused to acknowledge that the war had ended their way of life.
Olivia knew she didn't rate very high in their estimation. She went about unchaperoned all the time. They had strongly advised her against adopting the Taylor girls, as she was an unmarried woman and such a course of action would not be proper. Olivia had ignored their advice, and had endured their looks of censure and sighs of disappointment ever since.
She had shamelessly advertised for an overseer, a breach of propriety that had been the talk of quilting parties for weeks. Ladies, Martha Chubb had informed her, did not advertise for farmhands. Of course not, Olivia thought acidly. Ladies wore gloves to protect their white hands, and ate tiny sandwiches with the crusts cut off, and never bothered about how the fences got fixed or the crops got harvested. "What would your mother say about this, Olivia?" was their favorite phrase, a phrase that always made her squirm.
She looked at the Chubb sisters, thought of Conor Branigan, and shifted guiltily in her seat. Not wanting to think about it, she turned her gaze toward the front of the church. Vernon Tyler sat in his usual place, the very front pew, his Yankee wife beside him. Olivia forced herself not to grind her teeth. The hypocrite. Everybody knew he ran the cockfights out of an abandoned barn down Longstraw way and the prizefights out of a tent in Jackson Field. He made a hefty profit on the betting, but a chunk of that money ended up in Reverend Allen's collection plate every Sunday, so there were very few sermons on the evils of gambling.
She was a fine one to talk. She had a man staying in her house who made his living off gambling. A sinful occupation, prizefighting. His image flashed through her mind again, the flex and play of sculptured muscles in the morning sunlight. He was probably very good at it.
People suddenly began standing up, and Olivia realized they were standing for the final hymn. Hastily, she got to her feet and opened her hymnal, holding it low enough for Carrie to see it, too.
"Mama," Carrie whispered as people began to sing, "you're on the wrong page. It's hymn eighty-nine."
Olivia turned to the proper page without replying. She sang along with the rest of the congregation, she bowed her head for the benediction, but all the while, the only thing she heard was Conor's voice murmuring, I don't suppose you'd care to help me get dressed, love?—and she knew why Eve had listened to the serpent.

After church, Olivia headed straight for the wagon, her girls in tow. She smiled and nodded to acquaintances as she passed, but didn't stop to chat with friends as she usually did. Flustered and embarrassed, she felt people only had to look at her to know the shameful thoughts she'd had in church.
"Olivia!"
She halted, wincing at the sound of Martha Chubb's voice. Knowing she couldn't escape, she turned around, pasting a smile on her face. "Good morning, Martha." She nodded to the other woman. "Emily."
"It's good to see you back in church, Olivia," Martha said. "Missed you last Sunday. We were a bit worried about you, dear. Everything all right at Peachtree?"
Olivia stared at Martha Chubb, Callersville's greatest gossip, and the ramifications of having Conor Branigan in her home suddenly hit her. She had a man—a stranger, a prizefighter—staying in her house. It was one thing to advertise around town for a farm-hand to work her place—not approved of, but tolerated. Farmhands lived in separate quarters. She couldn't very well make a man with cracked ribs sleep in the barn, but what would people say if they knew he was sleeping in her house?
"Nothing to worry about," Olivia answered Martha's question, striving to sound casual as she invented a lie that might satisfy the other woman's curiosity. "Carrie was feeling a bit poorly, I'm afraid. Nothing serious—" "But, Mama," Carrie interrupted, looking up at her in confusion. "I'm not the one who's been sick. It's—"
"Oh, there's Lila Miller!" Olivia interrupted before Carrie could say another word. "I need to speak with her. Come along girls." She gave the Chubb sisters a nod of farewell and ushered Carrie and Miranda toward the mercantile, where Lila had just gone inside. A glance over one shoulder told her Becky was following.
"Mama, you lied," Carrie said in amazement as they crossed the dusty street. "You lied to the Chubb sisters."
Olivia stepped onto the wooden sidewalk and came to a halt. With a quick glance around to make sure no one was within earshot, she leaned down. "We'll talk about it some other time," she said in a low voice. "Now, you girls mind me. Not a word about Mr. Conor to anyone. Understand?"
They all heard the hard edge in her voice. "Yes, ma'am," they murmured in perfect harmony.
"Good." She turned to her oldest daughter. "Becky, I've got to talk with Lila for a minute. I want you to take the girls to the wagon and wait for me there. And remember, not a word."
Becky nodded and took the two other girls to the wagon. Olivia turned and walked in the opposite direction. She paused at the open door of the mercantile and knocked on the jamb. Lila was behind the counter, her back to the door as she pushed a bolt of brightly colored calico into place on one of the shelves. She turned at the sound of the knock. "Afternoon, Olivia. You know the store's closed Sundays."
"I know," Olivia replied as she walked to the counter, "but I saw you head over this way, and I was hoping you'd let me look at those new dress patterns you offered to show me the other day. I want to get some ideas."
"Going to make yourself a new dress?" Lila asked, bending down to retrieve a wooden box from beneath the counter.
"It's not for me," Olivia answered, sorting through the box of Butterick patterns until she found some appropriate for young girls. "I want to make Becky a dress for the harvest dance."
Lila smiled with understanding. "That's right, she's fourteen now. She'll be needing a long dress." Her smile faded, and she sighed. "Of course, it's not anything like it was before the war, when we were debutantes." Realizing what she'd said, a contrite expression crossed her face. "Liv, I'm sorry."
"Don't fret about it." Olivia stared down at the pattern in her hand, remembering the lavish balls of her girlhood, trying not to care how few of them she had attended, trying not to care that she'd never had a coming-out ball. "Besides, you're right. Things aren't like they used to be."
Glancing up, her gaze scanned the bolts of fabric lining the shelves. "Could I see that blue muslin up there?" She pointed to the shelf just above Lila's head, with no idea of where she'd get the money to buy the fabric.
"It's a fine one," Lila said, pushing aside the patterns to unroll a length of fabric across the counter. "Very pretty."
"Blue is Becky's favorite color," Olivia said, her fingers rubbing the sky-blue fabric wistfully. "She would look lovely in this."
"If you're goin' to buy that, I hope you have the cash to pay for it."
Olivia heard Vernon's voice, and she knew there would be no sky-blue muslin dress for Becky.
She turned, shoulders square as she faced him. He was still an incredibly handsome man, whipcord lean with thick chestnut hair. She could recall how fine he'd sat a horse in the days when he'd been overseer at Peachtree. Many a time, she'd sat at her window, a painfully shy girl, withdrawn and plain, spinning secret romantic daydreams as she'd watched him ride through the orchards and cotton fields.
But the handsomeness that had fired her romantic imagination as a girl no longer held any appeal. Olivia silently blessed her daddy for refusing to allow Vernon to court her so long ago, even though she knew that slight had wounded Vernon deeply and still hurt him to this day. "Good morning, Vernon."
The man glanced past her as he stepped through the doorway and entered the store. "Lila, the store's closed today. You shouldn't be in here working. Why don't you go on back to the church and visit with your friends?"
Lila didn't need to be told twice. Taking her cue, she started for the door, giving Olivia an apologetic glance as she passed.
"And close the door behind you," he added.
The bell over the door jangled as Lila departed.
Vernon crossed the room to stop a few feet in front of Olivia. "Saw you come in here. I just thought I'd see if you might've reconsidered my offer."
"No, Vernon. I haven't."
He stepped closer. "Now, Olivia," he said in a smooth, persuasive voice, "you know Peachtree's too big for you to manage by yourself."
"I don't know. I'm managing just fine," she lied.
"Really? Finally found some man to run it for you?"
She thought of Conor Branigan. "No," she admitted.
"Well, now, that's a surprise, with the generous salary you're willing to pay. Three meals a day and room and board to boot." He laughed softly. "Why a man'd have to be out of his mind not to accept an offer like that."
Olivia stepped back, hitting the counter behind her. She lifted her chin. "I'm not selling my land. Not to you or your Yankee friends."
"Maybe you ought to reconsider. There'll come a time when you won't be able to pay your taxes, and I'll pick up Peachtree real cheap. I'll get that land sooner or later."
Olivia knew he was probably right. All he had to do was wait for one bad year, one year when her peach crop failed. She wouldn't be able to pay the outrageous Yankee taxes, and Peachtree would be put up for auction. But, until then, she was going to fight him tooth and nail. "Well, Vernon, I reckon it'll have to be later."
"Be reasonable, Olivia. I've been more than fair. A dollar an acre is a right generous offer." He patted his breast pocket. "I've got a quitclaim deed and a bill of sale all written up. You'd just have to sign it."
"How convenient," she murmured. "But I'm not signing anything."
"Five hundred dollars is a lot of money. You could move into town, get yourself a nice little house, and still have enough left to buy them orphans of yours some decent clothes. You could have a much easier life, Olivia."
"How nice for me. And what about the town? Nothing kills a town faster than a railroad built six miles away. You build that railroad and Callersville dries up."
"If I could bring it through the town, I would. But the surveyors have told me that won't work. Besides, what do you care? If you sold your land to me, you and your girls would be taken care of."
"What about my peaches? You want to put that railroad of yours right through my orchard."
"Don't you understand? I've made you a good offer. You'll have enough money that you won't need that orchard. They're just a bunch of trees."
"No, Vernon, you're the one who doesn't understand. You never have. Peachtree is my home."
"I want that land." His voice hardened. "I always get what I want."
"Not always, Vernon," she answered gently, meeting his narrowed gaze with a look of pity. "Not always."
That reference to her father's refusal of his marriage suit so long ago and the pity he saw in her eyes brought a proud and angry flush to his face. "Your daddy," he said contemptuously, "was nothing but a worthless drunk."
"He was not worthless. He was a good man."
"Olivia, honey, your daddy was a drunk, and everybody knew it. His brain was so pickled with bourbon, he would have run Peachtree into the ground long before the war if it hadn't been for me."
"That's not true."
Vernon leaned closer to her. "He may've thought I was just poor white trash, but he was no better—afraid of his own wife, trying to hide his bourbon from her, too drunk to know what he was doing and too stubborn to let his sons or his overseer handle things. Well, your daddy died a drunk, your brothers are gone, I'm the one who's got money now, and all the pride in the world won't feed them girls of yours. You might as well accept my offer now." He paused a moment, then added softly, "I can make things easy for you, Olivia. Or I can make them a whole lot harder. It's your choice."
Olivia wasn't going to let him bully her. "Do whatever you like. But you'll never get Peachtree."
The door of the store opened, causing the bell to jingle. Vernon stepped back from her as an elegantly dressed woman entered the store.
"Vernon?" Alicia Tyler came toward them. She laid a proprietary hand on her husband's arm.
He glanced at his wife. "I told you to wait in the carriage."
A slight frown marred the woman's lovely forehead. "I don't appreciate waiting when I'm forced to sit out in the hot sun," she answered, and glanced at Olivia. "Have you finished your business here?" she asked.
The question was directed at Vernon, but it was Olivia who answered. "Yes, quite finished." Her gaze left the woman and returned to the woman's husband. "Not in a million years, Vernon."
She stepped around the couple and walked toward the door, her shoulders rigid, her back straight. Drunkard or not, Daddy would have been proud.
***
Despite his intention not to spend any more time lying in bed, Conor's first effort to remedy the situation had exhausted him, and he slept most of the day. It wasn't until sundown that he regained the strength to get up again.
Dressing was a slow and difficult process, but Conor
managed it by sheer determination. He put on the clothes Olivia had brought him, then left the room where he'd spent the past nine days. A dim hallway led him into a foyer of high, coved ceilings, a foyer wide enough for two Derry cottages to fit within it.
Just walking the short distance down the hallway left him weak and a bit woozy, so he paused in the foyer for a moment to catch his breath. As he did so, he studied his surroundings. He stared at the curving staircase that led to the upper floors and realized that Olivia Maitland's home must have been quite beautiful once. But the ecru wallpaper was peeling, the blue stair carpets were worn to threadbare patches, and the parquet floor was scratched and dull. When he gripped the newel of the staircase to steady himself, the ornamental wooden ball that capped it came off in his hand.
He thought of Olivia's drab dresses and chipped teapot, her dilapidated wagon and her sorry-looking mule, and he realized that the war must have taken just about everything she had. But he also knew the wealth that had once been here had been built on the backs of slaves.
He couldn't help comparing it to Ireland; he couldn't help remembering all the blood and sweat his own people had spilled so that rich British landlords could have velvet carpets and curving staircases. He found it hard to mourn the loss, but he understood how difficult it must have been for Olivia to watch her way of life disintegrate around her.
But his way of life had disintegrated long ago, and Conor forced away his memories of home. Let it alone, he thought, and carefully put the wooden ball back in its place.
In the distance, he could hear voices, and he followed the sound to the back of the house. Olivia and the girls were in the kitchen, seated around a table, having their evening meal. Chester lay in a nearby corner, obviously waiting for his share.
"Are you going to make me a cake for my birthday, Mama?" Miranda asked, as Conor paused in the doorway to the kitchen, inhaling the delicious scent of fresh bread and fried chicken.
His gaze caught on Olivia and lingered there, watching as she reached out to brush back a lock of Miranda's hair with a soft and loving gesture. "Of course I am, sweetie."
They were a family. Something stirred inside him, something long-buried and half-forgotten that constricted his throat and twisted his guts. Instinctively, he moved as if to turn away.
Chester lifted his head and let out a low growl. The talking suddenly stopped and all of them looked up to find him in the doorway.
"Mr. Branigan, you're on your feet again." Olivia rose from her place at the head of the table and gestured to the food. "We were just sitting down to supper. I was going to take you in a tray, but since you're up, maybe you'd like to join us?"
A chorus of enthusiastic agreement from the girls followed.
Olivia turned to her oldest daughter. "Becky, would you set a place for Mr. Branigan, please?"
Conor did not step forward. He hesitated in the doorway, uncomfortable. He didn't belong here, he was the stranger, the outsider who looked in.
But then Carrie jumped up and came over to him. She grabbed his hand and pulled him toward the table. "You can sit next to me," she announced, gesturing to the empty chair beside her own with all the majesty of a queen bestowing a favor upon her favorite knight.
Left without a choice, Conor pulled out the offered chair as Becky left the table to fetch him a plate.
"I see the clothes fit," Olivia commented.
Conor turned so that she could see where both shoulder seams of the shirt had ripped apart. "They do now."
He turned back around in time to see her smile. It caught him by surprise, and he realized that he'd not seen her smile before. He had thought her to be passably pretty at best, but when Olivia Maitland smiled, some indefinable shift of light and shadow occurred, some subtle rearrangement of her features took place, and she became suddenly beautiful. It was an unexpected and magical transformation.
He was staring at her. He quickly looked away, and realized Becky was standing beside him with a place setting. He sat down, and Becky put a plate and utensils before him. Once she had returned to her chair, Olivia spoke again. "Becky, it's your turn. Would you say the blessing?"
"Perhaps Mr. Conor would like to do it?" Becky suggested, smiling at him across the table.
Conor froze in his chair, staring at the laden table. Memories of a girl's grateful, whispered blessing flashed vividly across his mind, and he felt suddenly suffocated. Thank God for food? He wouldn't do it. He couldn't. The words would choke him.
"I'm not really hungry." He rose to his feet so abruptly it hurt. "I think I'll go outside and get some fresh air." He turned his back and walked out of the kitchen as fast as his battered body would take him, leaving Olivia and the girls staring after him in bewilderment.

Ocrás
Derry, Ireland, 1847
"Tá ocrás orm, Conor," Megan murmured.
"I know. I'm hungry, too." Conor sat down beside his little sister and wrapped her emaciated body in the ragged blanket he'd stolen, glad he'd found it, not caring that he'd taken it off a body still warm. He was long past caring about things like that.
She leaned back against the brick wall of the alley with her head on his shoulder. "Did you find anything?"
He hesitated, his hand at the pocket of his coat, unwilling to bring out what he'd found in the fish market. But Megan looked up at him, and the moonlight plainly showed the ravaged hollows in her once-round cheeks. He pulled out the fish scraps and held out the largest piece to her.
Megan lifted her eyes to heaven and whispered a grateful blessing on the food, made the sign of the cross, then stuffed the fish into her mouth.
But her stomach was unable to tolerate the putrid fish after a week of nothing at all. She turned her head to the side and vomited what had taken Conor hours to find. Too weak to sit up any longer, she curled into a ball beside him with her head in his lap. "I'm sorry," she whispered miserably.
Conor swallowed hard. "It's all right. Just go to sleep. I'll find something better tomorrow."
But there wasn't anything better, and both of them knew it. Conor ate slowly, fighting back his own nausea with every bite, and thought about the ships he'd seen sailing out of Lough Foyle that afternoon—ships bound for England, ships he knew were loaded with Irish butter, grain, pigs, and poultry that would soon grace the tables of rich British households.
His mouth watered. He closed his eyes, picturing those ships, and he forced himself to stop thinking about ocrás. He focused his thoughts on only one emotion, the one emotion that had kept him alive this long. Fuathaím.
"I can't see." Megan's frantic whisper interrupted his thoughts, and she groped for his hand. "Conor, I can't see."
Fear gripped him. "I can't see either," he lied. "'Tis black as pitch out here."
"No. There was a moon, but I can't see it now. I think I'm dying."
"No, you're not. You're only nine. How would you know if you was dying?"
"You'll be all alone now. I'm sorry."
"You're not dying," he answered roughly, jerking the blanket up around her shoulders. "Stop blathering on about it like a peahen."
"I'm scared, Conor. There's no priest for confession." Her voice became weaker with every word she spoke. "If I don't confess my sins, I could go to hell."
Conor didn't tell her both of them were already there. "You haven't committed any sins, and you'll not go to hell, Megan. I promise. I've never broken a promise to you, have I?"
"No."
"Well, then. You're not going to die, and if you was to die, sure and the angels'd be waiting at the gates of heaven to greet you."
"That would be nice." Her fingers entwined with his, then tightened with a strength he didn't know she possessed. "Make me another promise."
"What?" He looked down into her pale face, watched with frantic denial as her eyes slowly closed. He suddenly wished he'd told her about the ships. He wanted to grab her and shake her, he wanted to shout at her to think about the house wreckers, her sisters, and Michael. Anything that would make her hate as he did, make her want to live for vengeance as he did.
But Megan wasn't like him. She couldn't hate anybody. It just wasn't in her.
"Please don't let the rats have me," she whispered, letting go of his hand. "Or the dogs. Find a graveyard and bury me proper in the ground. Promise."
He felt as if hands had closed around his throat, choking him. "I promise."
Megan died that night. Conor decided he hated God almost as much as he hated the British, and it was hate alone that gave him the strength to keep his promise.

Olivia found him on the front veranda, sitting on a bench and staring into the twilight. Lost in thought, he didn't seem aware of her presence, and she took a moment to observe him unnoticed.
He was such an unpredictable man, with moods that could change quicker than the weather. She recalled how he'd jumped up from the table and hightailed it out of there when Becky had asked him to give the blessing, and she could find no explanation for his abrupt exit.
She walked toward him, and he glanced up as she approached, but his expressionless face gave her no clue to what he was thinking. "I saved a plate for you," she said. "When you want it, just let me know."
He didn't reply.
She sat down on the bench beside him. "I'll get a few more of my brother's shirts out tonight and see if I can't piece them together into a shirt that'll fit you."
That caught his attention. "These clothes belonged to your brother?"
She nodded. "Stuart. He died in the war." She paused, then added, "So did my brother Charles. Both of them were killed at Gettysburg."
A long silence fell between them, and she was surprised when he spoke. "I'm sorry about your brothers," he said, without looking at her.
She was surprised. Sympathy was the last thing she would have expected from this man. "Well, that was eight years ago," she murmured.
Leaning back, she studied the gnarled oak trees, gardens, and lawns that had once made Peachtree a place of beauty and grace. The oak trees were shapeless now, the gardens overgrown, the lawns unkempt. "You know, when I was a little girl, my brothers and I used to sleep out here on summer nights. Sometimes, I find myself thinking about those days, and I get to missing my brothers, and I come out here with my pillow."
She looked over at Conor. "Sounds silly, doesn't it?"
"No." His lips tightened slightly, and he looked away, staring out at the gardens. "It isn't silly at all."
He fell silent, and she wondered if perhaps she ought to just go back in the house and leave him be. But then he spoke again. "When I was a lad, my brother, my sisters, and I all slept in the hayloft."
He'd never mentioned his family before. In fact, when she asked him, he'd said he had no family. Curious, she turned toward him, wanting to know more. "In the loft? You didn't sleep in the house?"
"Well, an Irish cottage isn't like what you've over here. At home, the barn is part of the house, with the loft over the top." He glanced over at her and grinned. "Hay makes for great pillow fights."
She laughed, noting the mischief in that smile. "Most of them started by you, I reckon."
"I never did. It was my brother, Michael, who always started it." He laughed softly. "He was my older brother, and I wanted so much to be like him. Everything he did, I had to do. The result was that we were always in trouble, the pair of us. He taught me how to box when I was barely eleven."
She caught the yearning in his voice. "You must miss him very much."
His smile vanished, and he looked away. "I miss him every single day."
Olivia knew he was a private man, but she was unable to stop herself from asking questions. "Where is he now? Still back in Ireland?"
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