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Chapter
ONE

 



 



 




Southwestern Virginia, 1865


With the first pale glimmer of another gray dawn, Doctor Elijah Buchanan Thomson could see severed arms and legs piled outside higher than the windowsill. Beyond the porch of the shack that served as his field hospital the ground was clotted with lumps of men, moaning and gritting their teeth. They cursed their pain or called for water and loved ones. Through the mist the names echoed, the pleas of tortured spirits seeking escape from this ring of Hell.


Feeling considerably older than his twenty-six years, Doctor Thomson shuffled through the doorway, removed his apron, arched his back, yawned and rubbed his eyes. The coppery smell of blood, the grating of his bone saw, and the warmth of slippery flesh had dulled his senses. He’d cut, sawed and stitched for over twelve hours. How many had lived? How many died? There’d be more today.


The crack of a rifle not far away brought him to full alert. He looked around. Nobody paid it any heed. He was descending the steps when his attention was drawn to another sound: hoof beats. He looked up.


A black steed leapt the creek and raced toward him, hurling gouts of mud from its hooves. Just short of the house the horseman pulled back on the reins. The animal slid to a halt, reared and pawed the air. The rider, dressed in a gray cavalry officer’s uniform slid from the saddle and saluted.

 “Well, Buck, you look bloodier than your patients. Been a long night?”


It seemed forever since Elijah Thomson had heard his nickname. He stared. Fatigue fell from him like a silken garment. “By God, Clay, is it really you?”


The men embraced, pounding each other on the back. 


 “How’d you find me, little brother?”

 “Learned only today you were the surgeon assigned to Kershaw’s outfit.”


Buck stepped back. “You still ride like a fool. You got Yankees on your tail or is it a jealous husband?”


Clay grinned. “If I could handle a gun as well as you, Buck, I wouldn’t have to ride so fast. But it’s neither this time.” He pulled a bandanna from a pocket and wiped his face.

 “Then what is it?”

 “Lee surrendered two days ago at Appomattox. It’s over, Buck. The war’s over!”

 “Over? Really over?”


The killing’s stopped. No more wounded?
No more cutting off men’s arms and legs? No more seeing men die before my eyes while I try to salvage what’s left of them?



 “Thank God, Clay. Thank God.”


Tears leaked from his brother’s blue eyes. “We tried so hard, Buck.”

 



 “I know. We plumb wore ourselves out whipping them.” He took in the length of his handsome brother. “Lord, you’ve grown up since I saw you last. How long’s it been now? Four, five years?”

 “A while, and a lot’s happened since you left Jasmine.”

 “Sounds like we have some catching up to do.”

 “You bet.” Clay frowned and turned his hat in his hands. “But first I need to talk to you about a mankiller.”


Mankiller. Buck hated the very term, conjuring up, as it did, images of madness, of fiends who killed for the sheer pleasure of it. Since the first shots of the War Between the States, soldiers of both armies had feared sharpshooters, snipers who struck from a distance without warning or mercy. As the war dragged on, rifles and ammunition improved; their skills did too. Now they could fire with deadly accuracy from distances of up to a thousand yards. The only protection for columns of foot soldiers was the patrolling of their perimeters by cavalry. Soon, however, these outriders themselves became targets. Mounted officers in their distinctive uniforms were particularly vulnerable.

 “Sit down here with me a minute, Buck.”


They settled on the porch steps, elbows on knees. Down by the creek campfires were flickering to life around metal pots. Cooks began boiling the breakfast gruel, a watery concoction of corn, flour, squirrels, birds and anything else brought in by foragers.

 “I’ve been lucky,” Clay admitted. “No wounds though two horses have been shot out from under me. But several of my men have been killed in the last few days by this particular misanthrope.”

 “What’s he look like? Anybody seen him?”

 “One of my sentries caught a glimpse of him yesterday sliding down a tree. All he could tell was that he’s small and has red hair. I tell you, Buck, he’s the best marksman I’ve run into—present company excepted, of course. Goes for head shots, and never misses. Shoots officers, infantrymen, the wounded, even litter bearers.”


Buck jerked upright. “Litter bearers? I’ve never heard of anyone, us or the Yankees, shooting litter bearers. He must be crazy.”

 “That’s why I’m here. When I learned you were in this area, I told the general if anyone could get this bastard it’s you. He’s good, Buck, but you’re better. Get ‘im. The war’s over. Enough men have died.”

 “I shoot for sport. I’m no mankiller.” 


 “He’s got to be stopped, Buck, and you’re the man to do it.” Clay came to his feet. “Think of it as protecting your wounded or shooting a mad dog. Doesn’t matter.”

 “No,” Buck muttered. “I don’t suppose it does.”

 “So come with me to headquarters.”

 “I’ve got to check on my patients.” Buck stood up. “Actually I think your man may be here.” 


 “The sniper’s here?” Clay hurried after Buck and stepped gingerly over a dead amputee at the end of the porch. “You’ve seen him?”

 “No—” Buck scratched his unkempt beard “—but I heard shots right after sunup. Sounded like they came from those trees on the other side of the creek.”

 “Anybody hit?”

 “Not that I’m aware of. My orderly’s seeing about burning those stinking horse carcasses. I reckon we’ll find out when he gets back.” He rubbed his eyes. “I’m so tired—”

 “I’ll nose around? You get some sleep,” Clay urged. “You appear about used up.”

 “I still have to check my most recent surgeries. Don’t you go wandering and tempting that sharpshooter now. Leave your hat and coat here. Wrap up in one of these blankets.” He placed a hand firmly on his brother’s shoulder. “The war’s over,” he said as if he couldn’t quite believe it. “It’s time to go home.” At least it was for Clay. Buck wasn’t sure he had a home to go to.


Clay cleared his throat. “As soon as this trouble’s finished we ride south. Together, Buck. On the way I’ll tell you about a private matter we need to discuss. But there’ll be time enough for that later.”

 




#

 




God, it was so good to see Buck again.


Clay surveyed the scene before him and stared with a feeling of shame and disgust at the corpse he’d stepped over a few minutes earlier. Blond, like me. Strong, too. But look at him now. Both legs cut off. At least he’s dead. He won’t have to spend the rest of his days crawling on the ground like an animal. Lord, what woman would want to be touched by a man with no legs?


Around him all Clay could see were men and boys with missing limbs.


My problem seems so insignificant compared with them. Thank God we’ll be leaving here soon and can put this place behind us.
I’ll have to tell Buck about the situation I’ve gotten myself into. He’ll be angry with me, of course, like he so often is, but he’ll get over it. He always does. Then he’ll figure a way out of this dilemma for me.


He stiffened as a scream erupted from a soldier bent over a man on the ground. “No, he can’t be dead. He can’t. He’s my brother. He can’t be dead. What’ll I tell Momma? I was supposed to watch out for him. Jody, get up. Get up, Jody.” The young man fell to his knees and wept.


Instinctively Clay started to turn away, until he saw the man take out a gun and raise it to his head.


Off the porch he leapt with a scream of his own. The distraction made the trooper pause long enough for Clay to tackle him. They fell on top of the dead man. Clay ripped the derringer from the grieving man’s hand and flung it as far as he could.

 “Your Momma will forgive you for Jody, but she won’t forgive you if you do this.”


A pair of strong hands separated them. They climbed to their feet.

 “I’ll take care of him.” The orderly put his arm around the infantryman’s shoulders and led him away. “You’ll be all right, friend.”

 




#

 




When Buck was finished examining his latest amputations, he returned to the shack. Clay’s hat and coat were lying on a bench inside the door. His brother had heeded his advice. Buck wrapped himself in a coarse blanket and lay on the floor, barely aware of the thumping sound outside the window. Silent men, whose glazed eyes had seen too much, were loading the remnants of his past night’s work into a two-wheeled cart.

 




#

 




Buck’s orderly was returning from the slit-trench privy when he spied a soldier in butternut kneeling by a man lying on the ground. The casualty, missing an arm and a leg, was obviously dead.

 “Ain’t nothing you can do for him no more, trooper,” Kentucky called out. “Come give me a hand.”


The soldier didn’t move. He kept staring at the dead man. “We signed up together. Worked neighboring farms. He had a way with growing things. Played a harmonica real good too. Helped me when my folks was took with the fever.”


Kentucky nodded. “I need your help.”


Reluctantly the soldier rose and approached. “What you want from me?”

 “Get a shovel from over by the shed. We got to bury some parts.”

 “Parts?”

 “Just get a shovel.” He’d understand soon enough.


An hour later they rested on their spades by the side of the pit they’d dug, while another soldier brought up the two-wheeled cart. Together they dumped its gruesome cargo into the abyss. Amputated extremities were piled two feet deep.

 “Is my friend’s arm and leg in there?” the soldier asked as tears coursed down his face.

 “Don’t think about it,” Kentucky told him. The nightmares would come later.


The stone-faced men began shoveling clods of wet earth. The bloodless limbs writhed, as though they were trying to escape their interment.

 “Faster,” one of the gravediggers urged. “Faster.” In a near panic he flung spadefuls of sandy soil into the hole. “I can’t stand seeing ‘em move like that. Faster.”


Soon all were covered except one pasty hand which seemed to plead for mercy as the last clumps of dirt hit it.

 “Oh God, forgive us,” the shoveler cried, his eyes red, his face wet with tears. “Oh God, I didn’t know it was gonna be like this.”


At last the hand was out of sight.


The weeping man shivered. “Let’s get out of here.”

 “Them horses need burning first,” Kentucky told him.

 




#

 




Two hours later Buck was awakened by a beam of sunlight shining on his face. He peered over the windowless sill. 



Flames blazed from piles of dead horses and mules. There was no breeze. The stench of death was so pervasive it could be tasted. Three years as a physician hadn’t insulated Buck’s senses from the sights, sounds and smells spawned by war.


He descended the steps of the shotgun shack and once again began examining the wounded, sniffing for the tell-tale fetor of developing infection. At the verge of the field he saw Clay and Kentucky pointing at sites beyond the creek. Even without his cavalry tunic and yellow-plumed hat, Clay’s golden head was a beacon in an ocean of dun and dirt.


We’ll ride south together, Buck thought with a longing that threatened to overwhelm him. The war’s over. It’s finally over. Now we can get our lives back.


Leaving the cabin, he approached the two men. “You reckon there’s anything we could do to make this place smell any worse?”

 “Ain’t that the truth?” Kentucky replied. “I wouldn’t be surprised to see one of them buzzards up yonder fall right out of the sky from the stink.”

 “I see you found gravediggers.”

 “Every man that can move a shovel is going at it. And the lieutenant here rounded up men from the farms hereabouts to help.”

 “Except for one,” Clay noted. “That devil across the creek doesn’t give a Yankee damn. Leveled a shotgun at me and told me to get the hell off his property. When I was riding off, I glanced over my shoulder. The old jackass was shoving his wife down the steps and cussing her, seemed like for nothing more than just standing in the door. I was tempted to go back and call him out but figured we have enough problems of our own.”

 “Wise choice, little brother. I sure wouldn’t want the infamous Thomson temper to get you shot now.” He patted Clay on the shoulder and smiled. “I’m proud of you.”

 “Yeah, well . . . that sharpshooter. . . . He’s around here, like you said. Killed a couple of the wounded while you were sleeping. Coward even shot a man who was burning the horses.”


Kentucky spoke up. “The fella had just helped me bury the arm and leg of his dead friend.”


Clay stared at him, then bowed his head, his lips tight.

 “You certain it’s the same sniper?” Buck asked.

 “Got to be. Hit ‘em all square in the head.” Clay frowned and scratched his chin. “Peculiar thing is the way he chooses his victims.” He pointed. “One was over there on the right about a hundred yards from the creek, another on the left maybe fifty yards closer. The next was on the right again, fifty yards in—”

 “That God damn bastard. He’s using my people to sight in his rifle.”


Clay gaped, his mouth open. “What the hell kind of man would do that?”

 “The kind that loves killing. He’s what you called him a little while ago, a mankiller.” Buck took a deep breath. “Has he fired lately?”

 “Ain’t been no shots for over an hour now,” Kentucky told him.

 “Probably waiting for this smoke to clear. I suspect he’s got a long-range repeating rifle, maybe with a telescope sight, so he must know most of our people are unarmed and defenseless. The gutless coward.”

 “That’s where he made his first mistake, thinking nobody’d shoot back.” Clay gripped Buck’s arm. “You’re the only one who stands a chance of hitting him at long range. How about it? Before he starts shooting again.”

 “Right now we’d best get in out of the open.”


Not far away sweating gravediggers mechanically toiled. Buck and Clay made their way up the incline towards the ramshackle building. Kentucky veered over to the cooking pots.

 “I’ve never been asked to take a man’s life before. I’m a healer not a killer.” Buck murmured. His voice faded. When he spoke again, it was if he were talking to himself. “I’ll have to let him fire first so I can see where he’s hidden, then kill him before he can fire again. My old Volcanic shoots straight enough, but the cartridges are old. If it misfires I may never get a second chance . . .”


Clay halted, brows raised. “Then you’ll do it?”


Buck sighed. “I don’t have much choice, do I? He’ll keep killing till he’s stopped.”


They entered the wooden structure. Clay tossed his blanket aside. “God that thing stinks. I’m going down to the creek to clean up.”


Kentucky appeared with a small pail of gelatinous, brown liquid and two metal cups.

 “The stew’s hot, but that’s about all I can say for it. Sure hope somebody shows up soon with supplies. You don’t reckon they went home after the surrender and forgot us, do you?”

 “Lord, I hope not.”


Clay bounded into the shack, a carbine cradled in his arms. “Now, Dr. Thomson, sir, what do you think of this?” 


 “My God, Clay, where’d you find a Henry? It looks brand new.”


His brother grinned, clearly pleased with himself. “Liberated it from a Yankee a while back. The magazine’s full, and I’ve got extra cartridges in my saddlebags.”


Buck accepted the weapon. “This’ll definitely even the odds.” He raised it to his shoulder and squinted along the barrel. “Is it sighted in yet?”

 “I had one of my marksmen back at camp do it, so it should be ready. Too bad you can’t take a few practice shots.”

 “That’d tip your friend off, maybe send him scampering. Or he might sight in on us.” He hefted the rifle in his hands, assessing its weight and balance and approving both. “We can only hope your man knew what he was doing.” 



A few minutes later Kentucky and Clay positioned themselves inside on either side of the window and watched for movement in the trees bordering the creek. Buck edged out onto the porch, sat on a wooden box in the shade and laid the Henry across his knees.


They waited.


Smoke from the pyres cleared, leaving an unobstructed view of Sayler’s Creek and the woods beyond.


Minutes dragged by.

 “Sir,” Kentucky spoke softly, “there’s somebody stirring in that tall hickory on the left.”

 “Where? I don’t see anything,” Clay muttered.


Buck gripped the rifle. “I thought those flashes this morning came from a tree on the right.” 


 “I’m coming out so I can see better.” Clay tiptoed through the door, stood beside Buck and raised a hand to shield his eyes from the sun.

 “Stay into the shadow, Clay. You’ve got that officer’s uniform on and . . .”

 “He’s there, sir.” Kentucky pointed. “In the hickory on the left.”


Buck noted the shimmering of the leaves, brought the rifle more snugly into his shoulder, aimed, fired and immediately levered in another cartridge.


Time seemed suspended as something bounced from branch to branch on its way to the ground. Buck spied a muzzle flash on the right, instinctively shifted his aim and fired. His mind registered the brief image of a figure with long red hair, a moment before he was splattered with the blood, bone and brains of his brother’s explod-
ing head.

 



 



 



 



 




Chapter
TWO

 



 



 




Clay’s dead.


Awareness penetrated Buck’s consciousness an instant before rage erased all other emotions. A gut-wrenching scream rose from inside him. He dropped to his knees beside his brother and cradled him in his arms, rocking and murmuring to himself.

 “I’m sorry, little brother. Poppa always said it was my job to make sure you didn’t get hurt.”


He was barely aware of humming something. A spiritual, like Emma used to sing when they were small and hurt themselves?

 “Oh, Clay, why now? The war’s over.”


Gradually he became aware of Kentucky’s urging him to get off the porch and out of the line of fire. 



What difference does it make? Clay’s dead. My brother’s dead. It doesn’t matter if someone shoots me. For three years all I’ve seen is death. Death and suffering and mutilation and torment. No one escapes. Clay didn’t. Why should I? We could have gone home together. Now I’ll have to tell Poppa his favorite son won’t be coming back.

 “Here, sir. Let me cover him for you.”


Buck lifted his head. The orderly had a blanket.


He touched Buck’s shoulder. “Sir, we need to get off this here porch. That sniper might still be about.”

 “He killed my brother,” Buck whispered.

 “Yes, sir.”


Buck lowered Clay’s body and knelt there as Kentucky draped it. Suddenly as if possessed, he growled, “Now I’ll kill him.”


Springing to his feet, he seized the Henry, leaped from the porch, dodged through the rows of wounded into the field, then stopped and raised the rifle to his shoulder. He took careful aim at a hickory on the left of the creek’s bend. His finger tightened on the trigger.


Suddenly his blood froze, his scalp tingled, his hands began to shake. As if his fingers had been singed, he flung the Henry from him, collapsed to his knees and bowed his head.


Kentucky raced up, panting, and crouched beside him. “Sir, you hit? You all right?”

 “Jesus—” his voice trembled “—there’s a boy in that tree. I almost shot him.”

 “What? A boy? In the tree?” The orderly peered into the grove. “I thought it was another sniper.”

 “So did I,” Buck answered hollowly. “God, what if I’d shot him?”


A moment passed. “Well, sir, you didn’t. So that’s that. Now let’s get out of the open.”

 “I need to see after that child.”

 “But—” Kentucky stopped. “But . . . wait up a minute.” He darted back to the cabin and returned a moment later with a handgun. “I believe you hit the shooter in that other tree, sir, cause the branches shook like he was falling, and he didn’t fire back, but in case he ain’t gone, here’s the lieutenant’s Colt. Take it while I clean up the Henry.”


Buck hesitated only a second, then accepted the proffered weapon and stuck it in his belt. “Let’s go see about that boy.” 



The orderly retrieved the rifle and on the run wiped it with his sleeve.


They splashed through the stream and slithered up the bank toward the hickory. A figure, wearing a dirty homespun shirt descended from the tree and hopped to where a crutch had fallen. Retrieving it, he clumped toward them. His right leg was withered.

 “Lordy, I’m glad to see y’all.”

 “What’re you doing up in that tree, boy?” demanded Buck, a tremor in his voice. The doctor’s practiced eye noted bruises scattered over the lad’s arms. His left eye was swollen shut.

 “Momma helped me up, then went to hide Hannah from old Zeb.” The words spilled out. “I been here all night.” Tears welled. “I’m scared that devil done hurt Momma again.”


Buck squatted in front of the youngster, who he judged to be ten or eleven years old, and put his arm around the child’s shoulders. “Son, you’re safe now. We’ll go find your mother directly. I bet you’re worn out hiding in that tree all night. What’s your name?”

 “Billy, sir. Billy Hewitt. We live over yonder at Zeb Feeney’s place.”


Zeb Feeney. He must be the man Clay had been so incensed over. Buck scowled. “Feeney give you those bruises and black eye?”


Billy glanced down at this leg. “Sometimes I can’t get away fast enough.”


Buck clenched his teeth and shook his head.

 “What about the man in that other tree, Billy?” Kentucky asked. “You get a look at him?”

 “No, sir. He got here sometime last night and climbed up ‘fore dawn. Started shooting about daylight. I hugged the trunk and prayed he wouldn’t see me. Then there was shots from the soldier camp, and I heard him grunt. He clambered down like the tree was on fire. Jumped on his horse and lit out.”

 “Which way’d he go?” asked Buck.

 “Towards Feeney’s, best I could tell.”

 “Can you describe him?”

 “Not real good, sir.” Billy hung his head. “’Cept he was small, and he had long red hair, like a girl’s.”


Buck stood up. “Kentucky, take Billy back to camp, get him something to eat and let him sleep on my pallet. I’ll see if that sniper left any trace.” He extended his hand, grabbed the Henry, and gave it a cursory examination. “It’s clean enough now, but I’ll keep the Colt, too, just in case. Then I need to find Billy’s mother—” his jaw muscles tightened at the thought of a woman being abused “—and make the acquaintance of one Zeb Feeney.”

 “Yes, sir. But if you’re not back before long, me and half the camp’ll come searching for you. We need our doctor.”

 “I’ll be back. Don’t worry. Point the way to Feeney’s place, Billy, then go with Kentucky.”
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As they hurried across the uneven ground, Kentucky observed his young charge. The boy kept up with him in a loping gait, his bad leg never touching the ground.

 “You handle that crutch pretty good, Billy.”

 “Pa done made it for me. But he’s dead now. I sure need a new one. This here’s too short.”

 “We’ve got plenty of crutches back at the camp,” Kentucky told him. “I’ll see if I can find one that fits you better.”


The lad smiled. “With a bigger one I bet I could outrun that Zeb Feeney. When he gets aholt of me, he . . .” His voice faded.


The orderly sensed the shame the boy felt at being caught when he should have been able to outrun a grown-up and defend his mother. Billy might still be a boy, but the instinct of a man to defend the women in his life was deep seated.


What kind of creature would beat a crippled boy? This Zeb Feeney better not cross the doctor in the mood he’s in. Major Thomson’s the kindest man I’ve ever met, but today . . . what I saw in his eyes when he cradled his brother in his arms scared me clear to my marrow.

 “I don’t reckon you’ll have to worry about Feeney no more,” he said. “Not after the doc has a talk with him.”

 “Shucks, talking ain’t gonna do no good.”

 “We’ll see. You hungry?”


He nodded. “Ain’t et since day afore yesterday.”

 “Well, then you won’t mind that what we got don’t taste specially good.”

 “My momma used to make real good cornbread. You got any?”


Cornbread. The word alone had Kentucky’s mouth watering.

 “Maybe tomorrow,” he said. “Right now let’s see what we can scare up.”


#

 




Buck moved through the thicket along the side of the streambed, gripping the Henry in his right fist. He found horse droppings and trampled grass where an animal had been tied. Droplets of bright-red blood—recent bleeding—speckled the leaf layer under the tree. He cocked the pistol and proceeded around the trunk.


Nothing.


His muscles protested as he swung into the lower branches and gazed upward. The sniper was gone, but from this vantage point he spied a ramshackle farmstead about half a mile to the east. It appeared to be deserted, except for a wisp of smoke rising from the cabin’s chimney. 



Satisfied he’d seen all there was to see, he shinnied down and walked toward it. Other than the vultures circling overheard, he detected no movement. 



Slowing his pace, he approached the cabin. He’d become accustomed to farms devastated by the war, but this collection of hovels seemed destroyed by neglect. The barn roof sagged, its walls tilted on the verge of collapse. The outhouse door was propped against the listing structure. Even more decrepit was the pathetic home itself. Missing shingles left holes in the roof. The porch sagged. The front door hung precariously by a single hinge. The interior was dark and silent.

 “Hello, the house,” Buck called out. “Anybody there?”


No answer.


Cautiously he attempted the broken steps of the porch. “Mr. Feeney?”

 “Take one more step an’ I’ll blow your head off!” A bearded figure materialized in the doorway and peered with bloodshot eyes over the barrels of a shotgun. “What the hell you think you doing here, messing around my property?”


Buck tightened his grip on the Henry while he raised his free hand. “Whoa. Hold on, mister. No need to get all riled. Just wanted to ask a few questions.”

 “Git off my property or I’ll blast this load of buckshot slam in your face.”

 “Please calm down, Mr. Feeney. I’m here because there’s a sniper over in those trees shooting my men. You could be his next target. I believe I wounded him, but I’m not sure. You seen anybody go by here?”

 “I ain’t seen nothin’. And if I did I wouldn’t tell you. Now scat.”

 “We found a boy down near the creek—”

 “A boy?” came a voice from the room behind Feeney. “What’s he look like?” A young-old woman in a torn dress stepped onto the porch. Buck saw bruises on her arms.


This bastard’s been beating her too.

 “Ma’am, he was in a tree down by the creek, has a withered right leg, said his name was Billy.”

 “That’s my son!” She looked for him behind Buck. “Where is he? He all right?”

 “He’s at our camp, ma’am. Needs a little patching up, but he’s fine.” 


 “Git back in the house, woman.” Feeney swung at her with his left hand while keeping the shotgun aimed at Buck with his right. She tried to duck out of his reach, but wasn’t fast enough. His fist connected with her shoulder and knocked her to the floor.

 “Hold it, mister.” Buck’s body went rigid with rage. Control your temper, he told himself. Still, his free hand knotted. “Mister, there’s no call to—”

 “Please, Zeb.” The woman pleaded as she started to pull herself upright. “I just want to find out about Billy.”


Feeney raised the shotgun to club her. “Damn you, woman, I said git in the house!”


Before the wretch could strike, Buck ripped the gun from his grasp, hurled it into the yard, and grabbed the scruff of the man’s shirt. His breath reeked of liquor.

 “Ma’am, would you step inside a moment?” Buck said with exaggerated politeness.


The woman went wide-eyed, then straightened and staggered through the doorway.


Buck rammed the barrel of the Henry under Feeney’s chin, forcing his head back. “Now, you sorry bastard, you beat that boy?”

 “It’s her kid, not mine.” Feeney squeezed the words out between yellow teeth.

 “He complained Billy didn’t work hard enough,” the woman explained from inside. “The boy done the best he could—”

 “Damn cripple. Good riddance, I say,” Feeney muttered, apparently so outraged he forgot the business end of a rifle was pressed against his chin. “Took her and her damn brats in to work the place, but they’re lazier ‘n niggers.”

 “You worthless piece of scum.” Buck’s temper overpowered him. “Go to hell, Zeb Feeney.” The Henry jerked as if of its own accord and with a roar blew Feeney’s life away.


As the corpse tumbled to the porch, Buck released his grip, then turned. “Ma’am, you all right?”

 “You killed him,” she said, her eyes wide.

 “I’m sorry you had to see that, ma’am.”


The two of them stood gazing at the mortal remains of a creature who could scarcely have been classified as human, much less a man. She inched forward and let out a breath, as if she’d been holding it in a long time. At last she raised her eyes and gazed at Buck. For a moment he thought she was going to break into laughter, until she said, “Some men need killing.”


Still, he could see she was shaken.

 “If you have a shovel, ma’am, I’ll start digging.”

 “For all I care, you can dump his worthless carcass down the outhouse, mister. By the way, who are you?”


Buck shook his head. “Beg your pardon, ma’am. I seem to have forgotten my manners. I’m Doctor . . . Major Thomson from the camp across the stream yonder.”

 “I’m Martha Hewitt.” She retreated into the house and came out a minute later with a piece of croker sack. “Here, wrap him in this.”


Buck rolled the wretch’s body in the coarse material. “He kin to you?”


She walked ahead of him as he dragged the shroud toward the privy. “No kin to me, thank God.”

 “You from around here?”

 “Nah. Me and my husband, Caleb, worked a farm north of the James River. Times was hard before the war, but we got by. Caleb was a good man, did the best he could.”


Buck inspected the stinking outhouse. It wasn’t even suitable for holding waste. He started tearing off the lid above the hole. Martha took the pieces of wood from him and tossed them onto a pile.

 “My first baby, a girl, died of fever soon after birth,” she babbled on. “The next one, Hannah, is nearly thirteen now. Then Billy was born with a twisted leg.” She stood beside Buck and grabbed the biggest plank with him. Together they wrenched it loose. “He done his share of the chores best he could.”


The hole exposed, Buck returned to the lump of what was once a human animal, dragged it over to the opening and with Martha’s help, shoved it into the cesspool.

 “Damn you, Zeb Feeney,” she spat. Buck figured that was about all the funeral prayers the man would ever get or deserve.

 “How’d you meet him?” Buck asked, as they walked back to the cabin.

 “A couple of months ago Yankee foragers showed up at our place, stole everything they could carry, drove off all the stock and set fire to our house and barn. Caleb was trying to save his tools when the roof fell in on him. Me and the kids buried him, but there weren’t nothing to keep us there. I got kin somewheres in Tennessee, so we started walking south.”


As they reached the porch, she wiped her eyes again. “We was down to begging for food at an inn near Buckingham when Feeney said he’d give us food and shelter for work, no money. I didn’t like the loudmouth, but we was desperate. Soon found out he wasn’t no farmer like he said, but a moonshiner. Sold rot-gut to the soldiers on both sides. Bragged about all the gold he was making. Stayed drunk most of the time, beat me and the kids something awful, ‘specially Billy who couldn’t run.”


She paused, as if steeling herself to go on. “Last night he went after Hannah. I knew what he was up to and fought him off.” She lowered her head. “I yelled to Hannah to go hide in the woods. She’s a good girl.” Martha sighed and brushed away tears. “After Zeb passed out I took Billy to a tree near the creek and helped him climb up it. I was looking for his money, when a Confederate cavalry officer rode up this morning. I wanted to ask him for help, but Zeb woke up.”


Clay. He wanted to help her, and Buck congratulated him for not doing it.

 “Thought you’d like to know, ma’am. Got word a while ago. General Lee’s surrendered. The war’s over.”

 “Over? Praise the Lord.” She clutched her flat chest, closed her eyes and appeared to be giving thanks. After several seconds, she opened them again. “I need to collect my children. I’ll get Hannah and be over to the camp for Billy directly. We’ll stay here tonight, try to find Zeb’s gold and leave in the morning.”


Buck studied her. She was skinny to the point of emaciation and aged beyond the thirty-five years he reckoned her to be. “Mrs. Hewitt, will you and your children be all right here alone?”

 “Major, this’ll be the best night we’ve had in a long time.” Tears started and she shook her head. “I ain’t gonna cry no more.”


No delicate southern belle, he concluded. A hard woman, but he said the words in his mind with admiration.

 “One other thing,” he said. “You see anybody besides the cavalry officer go by here today?”


She nodded. “While Zeb was still asleep I heard shots, then a man galloped by on a bay. Poor nag was lame in the right foreleg. The rider didn’t seem to care.”

 “What’d he look like?”

 “Small. Had red hair. Was holding a bloody rag to his neck.”


So Billy was right. The sniper had come this way.

 “Where was he heading?”

 “East, into the woods.” 
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When Buck returned to the shack he found Billy sleeping and decided to make his rounds with Kentucky. Moving from litter to litter, he examined the stumps of limbs and the wasted bodies of men stricken with dysentery and other pestilential diseases. News of Lee’s surrender had torn through the ranks. Men wept with sorrow and relief, but mostly they talked about going home. Buck could see and hear signs of the return of hope and a desire to live. They’d survived. Many of them had lost limbs, lifelong reminders of the failed cause, but they were alive and now they saw a future.


Two hours had gone by when Buck heard the jingling of trace chains and the creaking of wheels. Peering through the trees, he saw a wagon drawn by a bone-ribbed chestnut moving along the road toward him, a bonneted woman at the reins. By her side sat a girl with a sallow complexion in a faded dress.

 “Kentucky, here come the Hewitts. Best you wake up Billy.”

 “Yes, sir. I found him a crutch. Hope it’s the right size.” He went into the cabin.

 “Afternoon, Mrs. Hewitt,” Buck said as the wagon came alongside. “This must be Hannah. Are you all right, young lady?”


The girl nodded shyly.

 “Thank Dr. Thomson for helping us, honey,” her mother coaxed her gently.


The girl whispered her thanks to Buck.

 “I’m happy you’re all right. Your momma was worried about you.”

 “I found her waiting where I told her to,” Martha said proudly. “We smashed Zeb’s jugs of rotgut—”

 “It was fun,” the girl contributed, showing spirit, “but it was stinky.” She wriggled her nose.

 “It was stinky,” her mother agreed with a fond smile and brushed back the child’s lackluster brown hair. Returning her attention to Buck, she said, “When I emptied his mash, all I found was one piece of gold.” She dug into the pocket of her stained frock and extracted a nugget that wasn’t any bigger than a butterbean.


At that moment Billy burst through the cabin door using his new crutch and swept with amazing agility from the porch into the yard.

 “Billy!” his mother exclaimed as she dropped the reins, leaned over and extended her hands to him. “Oh, Billy.” A joyous and tearful family reunion ensued.


Several minutes went by before she asked, “But where’d you get that crutch—”

 “My friend, Mr. Kentucky, give it to me, Ma, just like he said he would.” 



Tears welled in her eyes. She turned to Buck. “You’ve saved our lives, Dr. Thomson. We’ll be beholden to you forever.”

 “Y’all have a safe trip. I hope you find your relatives in Tennessee.”

 “Thank you so much, doctor. God bless you for all you’ve done for us.” She looked around the campsite. While her features softened with compassion, she didn’t flinch at the sight of the wounded. “And for these men.” 



Standing up straight, Billy shook Buck’s hand, then accepted his help getting into the wagon’s bed. Buck placed the crutch beside him. “Take care of yourself and these ladies, young man.”

 “Yessir, I will.”


Martha slapped the mare with the reins. The wagon lumbered forward. She glanced over her shoulder. “Don’t worry if y’all see smoke over Feeney’s way in the morning. I’m gonna burn the place down before we leave.”


The children waved goodbye. Buck waved back. At least something positive had been accomplished in the last few days. He’d freed a family from the clutches of an evildoer.


Kentucky came up beside him. “Nice folks.”

 “May their future be better than their past has been.”

 “I . . .” the orderly hesitated, “I’ve arranged a burial place for your brother near the big oak tree. It’s the nicest spot I could find, sir. That all right?”

 “Thank you, Kentucky.”

 “Preacher Tate said he’d be proud to say words in the morning.”

 “I’ll be much obliged.”


Clay’s dead. It didn’t seem possible. My brother’s dead.

 “Pardon me for saying so, sir, but you ought to get some rest. I can finish up here.”

 “I am fading out. Be sure to have someone wake me early in the morning.” Buck trudged to the shack. 



My God! Who am I? What have I become? I killed a man today and I feel nothing.


Inside the cabin he collapsed on his pallet and fell asleep.
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He awoke with the sunlight well established and heard familiar sounds—the clip-clop of horses, the rattle of wagon chains, the crackle of cooking pots, and the oaths, curses and moans of men. This morning, however, he was aware of a new and welcome addition. Birds had returned, chirping merrily.


Maybe the carnage has truly ended.


As always, he found a bucket of water hanging on the porch, signifying that Kentucky was already up and about. Buck carried the pail inside, stripped to the waist, and scrubbed himself as best he could. His uniform was seedy and missing a few buttons. He straightened it and finger-combed his hair, wiped his boots, then stepped onto the porch. A new day, one that would begin with a funeral.


He made his way to the knoll behind the cabin. Kentucky and a few other orderlies, cooks and gravediggers had gathered to pay respects. A one-armed man stepped forward and faced the group, a Bible in his right hand.

 “Friends, on this beautiful morning let us praise the Lord and say farewell to those who have left this life . . .”


The men removed their caps and bowed their heads.


Buck stared at the bandages on the stump of the man’s left shoulder. I cut the arm off this preacher and I don’t even remember doing it.

 “I am the resurrection and the life . . .”


The familiar rhythm of biblical verses should have been a consolation, but Buck found it impossible to keep his mind on the words. His thoughts drifted. Sounds faded. He saw the parson’s mouth moving, but he heard no voice. Even the birds were strangely silent.


Suddenly Tate’s head exploded in a shower of crimson.


His skull reformed. The face was Clay’s this time, then Tate’s again.


Buck was aware of a faint roaring inside his head as if seashells were surrounding both ears.

 “. . . though he were dead, so shall he live . . .”


Preacher Tate’s countenance transmogrified yet again, this time becoming Zeb Feeney’s. Buck could smell the vile man’s sour breath.


Kentucky gripped Buck’s arm. “You all right, sir?”

 “I think so,” he whispered. But was he? How could he be? Clay was dead and here he stood among men whose arms and legs he’d cut off. Their bodies might heal, but what about their spirits? Yesterday he’d killed a man.

 “He leadeth me beside the still waters . . .”


Buck stared at a gravedigger on the other side of the abyss. The man raised his blond head and smiled. Clay’s radiant face. The man began to laugh, though he made not a sound.

 “Yea, though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil . . .”


It wasn’t Clay at all, but a stranger.

 “We commend to Almighty God the souls of our departed brethren. May they . . .”


Gradually Buck became aware of people moving away from him, of orderlies and cooks returning to their duties. Kentucky started down the hill, then glanced back. “Sir?”


Buck stared, then together they moved toward the cabin.

 “Major, sir,” Kentucky said along the way, “your brother had this on him. I reckoned you’d want to have it.” He dug into the canvas bag slung over his shoulder and produced a gold watch.


So Father had given it to Clay when tradition said it should go to the eldest son. Didn’t make any difference now.

 “I appreciate it.”

 “Sir . . .” The orderly hesitated. “I thought you might want something more personal-like, so I also . . .” He pulled out a small cartridge case and opened it to show the contents.


A lock of hair.

 “I washed it good, so there ain’t no blood on it.”


Buck stared at his brother’s golden-yellow hair. Suddenly he was blinded with tears, too choked to speak. It wasn’t until they were at the bottom of the hill that he was able to murmur, “Thank you, Kentucky.”


He was about to enter the shack when he heard the pounding of hooves, the creaking of leather, and the jingle of spurs. Cavalry was coming his way. He strode to the end of the porch. Through the trees he caught a glimpse of horsemen approaching from the west along the creek-side road. At last, he thought, someone’s bringing supplies.


But as they drew nearer he saw the guidons and blue coats. Yankees.


We’re done for.
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A rider left the vanguard and trotted up to the shack. Pink-faced, mutton-chopped, and wearing sergeant’s stripes—an Irishman for sure—he dismounted with casual grace, snapped to attention, and saluted Buck.

 “General Williams’s compliments, sir. He wishes to know your unit and strength.”


Buck returned the salute. “I’m Major Thomson, Surgeon, General Kershaw’s division. There’re only wounded, sick, and medical personnel here. Is it true? The war’s ended?”

 “Sir, General Lee and his armies surrendered three days ago. General Johnston is still about, but should be cornered soon.” With a sweep of his head he took in the sights around him. The man stiffened, steeled himself against revulsion and asked in an arched voice, “Would you be needing anything here, Major?”

 “God, yes, sergeant. Food, tents, medical supplies, everything. My people are starving. The wounded are out in the open, and we have no medicine to speak of. Perhaps if I could talk with General Williams . . .” It’s come to this, Buck thought, begging Yankees for help. But if it means these men will live, at least some of them, I’ll swallow my pride. “Please convey to the general that I’ll be much obliged for any assistance he can lend—”


The sergeant didn’t wait for him to finish. “I’ll deliver your message immediately, sir.”


Clearly eager to be on his way, he swung up into the saddle and galloped toward the column, splashing through the creek, not leaping it as Clay had.


Buck returned to the cabin, smoothed his hair, ran his fingers through his beard, and fastened the few buttons on his uniform. When he reappeared on the porch a group of horsemen was riding toward the shack. In the lead an officer wearing an immaculate blue uniform with gold braid and epaulets rode a beautifully groomed dun mare. Every button and buckle was burnished to a gleaming shine.


Buck snapped to attention and saluted as the general dismounted. “Major Elijah Thomson, Surgeon, Kershaw’s division, at your service, sir.”


His salute was returned. “At ease, doctor. I’m Major General Seth Williams on the staff of General Grant. How can I help you?” He extended his hand, his sharp eyes firmly locked on Buck’s and waited.


The war’s over. This Yankee’s no longer my enemy, yet he still has the power to kill us, to let us live, or to help us. What was it he’d heard Lincoln had said?  With malice toward none, with charity for all . . . let us strive on to . . . bind up the nation’s wounds, to care for him who shall have borne the battle and for his widow and his orphan. . . . Or something like that.


After a moment’s hesitation, Buck accepted his hand with a firm, manly grip.

 “Sir, if you have time, I can show you better than I can tell you.”

 “Lead on.” He turned to his staff. “Gentlemen, dismount and rest yourselves. Doctor Thomson and I will rejoin you presently.”


Buck escorted him through the rows of wounded and diseased. His guest peppered him with questions. How many wounded were here? For how long? When were they last re-supplied? By whom?


They reached the cooking pots. Williams accepted a tin-plate sample of the gruel, tasted and instantly spat it out.

 “I’ve seen enough,” he declared angrily and strode to the shack while Buck hurried to keep pace.


Before they’d reached his staff the general began barking orders.

 “Captain Kirby, mount up and hasten back to the supply wagons. Bring them here on the double. Captain Teague, after the rations are unloaded and these men fed, you and your troopers will load all, I mean all, of the sick and wounded into the wagons, make sure they’re well covered, then leave for the railhead at Rice or on to Burkeville if necessary. Sergeant O’Doyle, get our medical teams up here with blankets, bandages, medicines, and whatever else is needed for the trip. Have men heat water and clean these people. Burn their rags and wrap them in blankets if there aren’t any clothes available. And hear me, I want them on the trains before dark. Dismissed!”


The troopers galloped off.


He turned now to Buck. “Doctor Thomson, you have my word that we’ll get these men to the nearest hospital, Blue or Gray, and make sure they’re properly cared for.” He spoke the words formally, almost ritually, but Buck could hear compassion in them as well. The fighting might be in the past, but the horror of war remained in the present.

 “General, sir, these men and I will be forever in your debt.” Buck snapped to attention and saluted.


Within minutes General Williams had remounted and started his cavalry column moving eastward once more.


Kentucky walked quietly up to Buck, stood at his side and watched the vigorous Yankee soldiers withdraw.

 “Beg pardon, sir. I expect there’s no need for me to take a mule ride now.”

 “No, Kentucky, I think General Williams just saved us all.”
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Four hours later Buck sat on the porch steps observing a supply convoy ford the creek and sway into the field near the wounded. While some Union troops unloaded the drays, others stoked fires and opened tins of meat.


Coffee urns now contained clean water drawn from wooden casks lashed to the sides of wagons. Soon the aroma of brewing coffee and the tantalizing bouquet of beef stewing floated over the camp. Hard cheese and crusty bread served as appetizers for those who could chew them. None of the famished men stopped gnawing even during Preacher Tate’s mercifully brief offering of thanks.


Clean blankets were as welcome as food, for most of the men wore only rags in the damp morning air. As soon as they’d finished their feast, the wounded were loaded into conveyances of every description. A cloud of smoke still lingered across the creek, marking the burning of Feeney’s house. The Hewitt family had left hours before. May their miserable lives be blessed in the future.


Buck watched a one-armed man approach, carrying a tin cup of steaming coffee.

 “Ready for a wagon ride, Preacher?” Buck asked.

 “Yes, doctor. Thanks be to God.” He lowered his voice to a whisper. “May I speak to you privately a moment?”

 “Of course. Are you in pain? Do you need me to—”

 “I believe it’s you who requires succor.”

 “I beg your pardon?” Was the man tetched? After watching so many men die and losing an arm, it would be understandable.

 “In these last days you’ve been sorely tested, doctor, and I sense you’re deeply troubled. Who wouldn’t be after the horrors you’ve seen. But have faith, my friend, and be consoled with the knowledge that you saved my life and the lives of many others. Remember too that God doesn’t expect us to conquer all the evil in the world, just the evil in us. For your future travels, I give you my blessing and my prayers. If I may offer words from the Psalms: Cease from anger, and forsake wrath; fret not thyself in any wise to do evil. For evildoers shall be cut off; but those that would wait upon the Lord, they shall inherit the earth.”


Inherit the earth? Buck mused as he glanced around. Not much of a patrimony. For evildoers shall be cut off.


The lanky amputee hoisted himself onto a moving flatbed. Buck recovered his voice in time to call out, “Thank you, preacher.” The wagon creaked into the trees.


An eerie stillness settled over the encampment as the forest absorbed the rattling of the wagons and the voices of the departing soldiers. Only a thin wisp of smoke now threaded the sky above the farm across the creek. The field between the shack and the stream was deserted as well. Kentucky remained down by the dying fires preparing his mule.


Mounds of earth scattered over the field marked graves. Some bore crude wooden crosses, others were barren.


Piles of cast-off clothing, ashes from the burned horses, and scattered ration boxes were the final remnants of the agony and death inflicted on this once fertile meadow.


Buck trudged up the incline to the grave on the knoll. At home marble tombstones commemorated the lives of Thomsons. Here Clay’s final resting place was indicated by a rude cross fashioned from rough planks torn from an old building. The inscription read:

 





CLAY A. THOMPSON 




b. Dec. 12, 1843



d. Apr. 12, 1865




John 15:13


 




Buck stared at the lonely mound of earth. His brother had been twenty-one. He hadn’t had a chance to grow up or grow old. What kind of man would he have made? A distinguished plantation owner? A responsible philanthropist and respected member of the community? Or would he have continued the path of a reckless wastrel? What was it Clay had wanted to tell him? Was there trouble at home? Had something happened to their father? Had the Yankees destroyed Jasmine?


Buck felt a pang of conscience that he couldn’t recall the verse of scripture on the marker. He hadn’t carried a Bible through the campaigns as so many others had. Perhaps Kentucky would know the reference.


Shifting visions flitted through his memory—-Clay as a small boy rearing his horse in the front yard of Jasmine to the terror of their mother and the proud chuckle of their father. The hoop-skirted young ladies giggling behind their fans as they crowded around the strapping adolescent at barbecues and hung onto his every word. Buck did his best to blot out the image of his brother’s abrupt end, but he couldn’t erase it. Ever. Nor could he dispel the almost orgasmic sensation he’d experienced when he executed Zeb Feeney.


He’d never been one for long prayers, even when religion was a more prominent part of his life, so now he simply murmured, “Clay, little brother, I love you. May God help me find the man who killed you. Amen.”


He strode to where Clay’s horse was tethered, picked up a pail of grain, held it in front of him and slowly approached the gelding with a stream of soothing words. Curiosity and hunger overcame the animal’s instinctive apprehension. Soon he was chewing oats while Buck stroked his neck and shoulders.


From there he returned to the shack, still marveling that his own stomach was full, his patients well cared for and being moved to real hospitals, no longer his responsibility. Tonight there’d be no screaming, no sawing, no blood. At last it was time to pack up and leave this accursed place.


Kentucky had cleaned Buck’s surgical instruments and stowed them in a satchel which he could tie to his saddle. Clay’s Henry rifle and Colt pistol lay on the table. The last two bottles of laudanum and a capped half-flask of chloroform were wrapped in torn sheets, ready to be packed in his bags. Tomorrow he would wear his only decent clothes, boots, and hat, and have all of twenty dollars and change in his pockets.


Clay’s saddle sat on the floor of the adjacent room. Kentucky had placed his cavalry hat beside it. Buck stared at it, at the blood matting the yellow plume. He plucked off the top portion and stuck it in his pocket. I’ll give it to Poppa, along with the watch, all that’s left of his favorite son. Then he hurled the hat itself out the window. 



Now for the unpleasant task of going through his brother’s possessions. In addition to fifty-five dollars in Confederate paper, he found the scabbard for the Henry, a supply of ammunition for the rifle and the revolver. After reloading the Colt with five cartridges, he lowered the hammer on the empty cylinder. Next he replaced the two spent cartridges in the Henry. With this armory and a good horse his chances of reaching South Carolina substantially improved.

 “Sir, it’s ‘most dark,” Kentucky said from the open doorway. “We staying here tonight?” 


 “Might as well. We both need rest. We’ll use the rooms here and leave early in the morning.”


Buck was bone weary. The accumulated physical strain of the past three years had caught up with him, three years of cutting off hands and feet, arms and legs, of leaving men maimed, lame and sometimes helpless for the rest of their lives—if they chose to survive. Many didn’t.


He wrapped himself in a blanket and lay down on the floor. Soon, like a candle guttering out, he drifted off to sleep. In his dreams he once again felt the heft of a pistol in his hand and pressed the muzzle to the neck of a man with long red hair. He was jolted awake when the man’s head exploded.


For evildoers shall be cut off.
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The next morning Buck sat on the porch steps with his chin in his hands mulling over the night’s disturbing dream as he watched dawn steal over the treetops along the creek. The insistent chirping of birds began to replace the nocturnal drone of insects. He heard Kentucky rouse.


After feeding and saddling Clay’s horse, Buck stowed his belongings in the saddlebags, added his medical kit and bedroll. The orderly approached with a steaming pot in one hand and leading his saddled mule with the other.

 “Coffee, sir? Let me tie this here mule, and I’ll get some cups from the house.”

 “I’ll bring them, Kentucky.”


A few minutes later the two men were sitting on the cabin steps, each with his elbows resting on his knees. “I’ve been thinking.” Buck took a sip of his coffee. “The war’s over. I’m no longer an officer, and you’re no longer a sergeant. So why don’t you call me Buck. What do you prefer to be called by? Your nickname or your given name?”


The young man snorted. “I’m so used to Kentucky now, Asa sounds kinda funny to me.”

 “Good. It’s Buck and Kentucky, then. Now we need to name our mounts.” Buck paused. When he spoke, his voice was husky. “I have no idea what Clay named his horse. Gypsy sounds like something he would’ve chosen. I’ll use that. What about you?”

 “I’m gonna call mine Mule, ‘cause that’s what he is. How long you reckon it’ll take us to get to South Carolina, sir, I mean, Buck?”

 “No telling. I suspect we’ll have to go most of the way in the saddle. According to the reports I heard Sherman tore up the railroads. What’s today anyway? I can’t remember.”

 “Friday, sir . . . uh . . . Buck. April fourteenth. Good Friday. Sunday’s Easter.”

 “Well, Kentucky, Good Friday’s as good a time as any for us to be on our way.”


The younger man rose. “Ain’t nothing left here but sorrow. I’ll be glad to be shed of this place.”


Buck surveyed the scene around him. “This was a farm before we came here. Now it’s a graveyard, like every other place I’ve been to for years now. One graveyard after another.” He stared into space for a moment. “I almost forgot. What do those Bible verses on Clay’s marker mean?”

 “Preacher Tate told me. Something about ‘Greater love hath no man than this, that he would lay down his life for his friends.’”


A lump formed in Buck’s throat. “Let’s ride.”


The sun flickered like firelight through the leaves as they traveled east under a sheltering green canopy of oak and hickory. Buck found it hard to believe they weren’t riding to yet another battle and fetid campground. Several miles passed before he broke the silence.

 “Kentucky, we’ve been working together now for over a year and all I know about you is your name and that you’re not from Kentucky, that you like mules, make good coffee, and you’re the best damn orderly I’ve ever worked with.”

 “I’m not sure about that best part, but the rest is about right. I was born on a farm about halfway between Charleston and Savannah. My mother died, of consumption I think, when I was two or three. Daddy never would talk about her. He stayed busy working, raising our food and some cotton for cash. Then a rich family by the name of Bryce bought up our place and most of the farms around us. They named it Portland Plantation, and we commenced sharecropping for ‘em. The owners liked Daddy well enough, so after a while he was made overseer. We were living better then. I liked farming. Worked for the Bryces till I was old enough to join up after the war started. I kinda got pushed into being a hospital orderly when there was so many sick and wounded.”

 “As I said, you’re damn good at taking care of people. Is that what you’d like to do when you get home, work in a hospital?”

 “I did what I had to do but I don’t want to do it no more.”

 “I understand. So what would you like to do?”

 “Go back to Portland and work with my daddy. I like farming, making things grow.”

 “It’s hard work, but you’re young. By the way, how old are you?” 


 “Can’t rightly say . . . Buck.” A wide grin split his face. “I got your name right. Nineteen or twenty, best I can tell. Most times I feel a lot older.”


Buck nodded. “This accursed war’s aged us all.”

 “Sure has. Even them little drummer boys come to look like tiny old men.”

 “Sending children off to war like that.” Buck growled. “The ones who aren’t killed will probably go crazy after all they’ve been through. A disgrace, I tell you. Those boys can never be children again.”

 “Yessir.” They rode on a few paces. “You’re sure right about that.”


Over the next three hours they left the thick underbrush and towering trees of south central Virginia behind. Buck noted his companion seemed to be as uncomfortable in the saddle as he was. It had been a long while since either of them had ridden for more than a few minutes at a time. When they’d moved from camp to camp it was usually on foot beside wagons or riding in them.


They topped a rise, then descended into a valley and started to cross a stream. Buck noticed circling vultures swooping lower and lower a short distance ahead. As they approached a flock of the carrion-eaters, massed on the ground, reluctantly abandoned their feeding and flapped their wings to lift their swollen bodies into the nearby trees.


Kentucky pointed to an emaciated gelding standing beside an empty wagon. Its slashed harness was draped over the shafts. “Sir, ain’t that the Hewitt’s rig? But . . . that ain’t their mare.”


Something was wrong. “Do you see them?”

 “No, sir.”


Buck dismounted and walked cautiously toward the bay. Drawing closer he noticed the animal kept its right foreleg raised. Mrs. Hewitt said the red-haired man was riding a crippled horse. A feeling of dread coursed through him.


Kentucky dismounted. “Sir, there’s blood . . . a trail of blood going into the bushes.”

 “Wait,” Buck told him. “Let me get my pistol first.”


But his friend had already started into the brush.

 “Oh no, no, no. Oh God.”


Buck raced to join him and found his orderly had dropped to his knees and was retching. What could cause such a violent reaction from a man who’d seen so much death and mayhem?


He searched more closely and immediately understood. His own gorge rose and he began to tremble. 


 “Sweet Jesus,” he mumbled. “It’s Martha Hewitt and her children.”


The three bodies were sprawled in the undergrowth as if they’d been casually discarded. The vultures had already gouged out the eyeballs and shredded their faces. Congealed blood matted the woman’s thighs and her torn dress. He stared at the body of the girl. Hannah too had been violated. Martha’s throat and the throats of her two children had been slashed from ear to ear, almost decapitating them. He tasted vomit. He’d never witnessed such desecration and horror.


Overhead, cynical buzzards orbited patiently from a safe distance.


Billy’s new crutch, now broken, had been tossed twenty feet away and lay on top of a cedar bush. His forearms were slashed to the bone, obviously defensive wounds. The crippled boy had taken his role seriously and clearly fought to protect his mother and sister. Buck wondered if he’d died before or after them.

 “No-o-o,” Kentucky wailed again. “This can’t be. Who could have done such a thing? Oh, God.”


Buck bent down and picked up a blood-soaked bandana. “Damn him. Damn him. Damn him.” 


 “Who?” Kentucky rose to his feet and wiped his mouth on his sleeve.

 “Damn him to hell.” It was clear to Buck now. “He killed them all just to get a horse.”

 “Who’re you talking about?”

 “The redheaded man. The man who killed my brother. The man who killed Clay.”

 “You sure?”

 “Mrs. Hewitt said he was riding a lame horse and had a rag around his neck.” He held up the blood-stiffened cloth, then flung it into the bushes. “That cowardly bastard, raping and killing a woman and her children. I’ll kill him. I’ll find the son of a bitch and I’ll kill him.”


A minute of tense silence followed. Finally Kentucky spoke.

 “We’ve got to bury these folks, sir. We can’t just leave ‘em like this. But we don’t have no shovels, and this ground’s hard as stone.”


It took a moment for Buck to reply, but when he did he spoke with an eerie calmness. “We’ll have to burn ‘em.” He glanced around “There’s plenty of dry brush for kindling. You collect it while I put this horse out of its misery. Then we’ll lift the bodies into the wagon and pull it over the carcass.”
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By noon the next day the funeral pyre had consumed the profaned bodies of Martha Hewitt and her children. All that remained were ashes, metal fittings, wheel rims . . . and mental images that even time would not erase. Kentucky had mumbled a few words in prayer while Buck stared at the flames, his face grim. The vultures, deprived of their feast, had departed reluctantly.


They mounted and rode without speaking. Kentucky tried periodically to initiate a conversation, but Buck answered only in monosyllables while he stared fixedly ahead as though in a trance.


The miles passed. They headed southeast towards the railroad junction at Burkeville. Abandoned wagons, cartridge cases, dented canteens, and discarded clothing littered the road. Scattered mounds with crude markers mutely testified to the cost in lives for liberty and sovereignty. The war was over, but this torn and bruised land would be a long time healing.


Near Burkeville they stopped and watered their mounts at a shallow brook, then washed the road dust from their hands and faces. A massive oak with low-hanging horizontal branches shaded an old campground by the stream. Rusty cups and canteens, pieces of harness leather and rags were scattered over the otherwise peaceful scene.


After a brief conversation, they decided Kentucky would remain at the site and build a campfire while Buck rode into town to purchase civilian clothes and food. He offered to leave the Colt but Kentucky allowed that he’d be more likely to shoot his own foot than anything else. Buck returned the handgun to his saddlebag, lifted the Henry from its scabbard, and handed it to his friend.

 “You need to be able to defend yourself. Besides, it might upset folks if I came riding into town with a Henry on the saddle.”

 “Yes, sir, I hear that. You be careful now. There’s a lot of bad men out there.”
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The redheaded man had spent the last two nights in the woods sleeping on the ground. The bleeding had stopped, but his neck still hurt like hell, especially when the damn mare went into a trot. He’d saw viciously at the reins, and the horse would whinny from the pain, but it would also slow to a plodding pace rather than risk more punishment.


Pesky flies swarmed noisily around the stiff, bloody collar of his shirt. He cursed loudly and tried to flail them away but that made his neck hurt worse, so he stopped those futile efforts and defended himself with vile oaths. If the wound wasn’t properly dressed soon, he knew, maggots would start feasting on his rotting flesh.


Beyond the next hill he could see locomotives belching smoke at the railroad intersection near Burkeville. Litter upon litter of soldiers were being crammed side by side onto flatbeds. As he rode nearer, one of the bearers paused, wiped his brow with a rag and yelled.

 “Hey, boy, from the looks of that neck you need to climb aboard with us.”

 “I ain’t gonna no damn hospital.”


The litter bearer shrugged. “Suit yourself.”


The rider had a sudden thought. “Hold on a minute. Y’all got a doctor ‘round here?”

 “Naw, Doc Thomson stayed back at camp. Some damn sniper killed his brother.”


Well, I’ll be honey-fuggled. Never dawned on me that the man standing next to Clay Thomson was his brother.

 “Doc Thomson, you say?” He leaned forward in the saddle and suppressed a grin. “Sniper killed his brother, huh?”

 “Over west a ways. Near Sayler’s Creek where the fighting was at. Doc Thomson was standing right by him when it happened.”

 “Didn’t nobody shoot back?” the rider asked, trying to contain his glee.

 “I hear tell Doc Thomson got off a round or two, but he must’ve missed.” 



Reckon I was lucky. As I recall Buck Thomson was a dang good shot, at least at pine cones. 


 “This Doc Thomson? His first name Buck?”


The litter bearer scratched his head. “Don’t rightly know. From South Carolina, I believe. Never heard him called anything but doc or major. A fine man though.”

 “Yeah, sure,” mumbled the small rider.

 “Take care of that neck now, hear?” the litter bearer called out as the visitor nudged his horse and rode off.

 “Oh, I plan to,” whispered the red-haired man. “I definitely plan to.”
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Buck guided Gypsy down a slope to the right of the campground until he reached the railroad going into Burkeville, then he followed the tracks. He was challenged by a Union sentry near the outskirts. After he identified himself and his business in town, the soldier let him pass, and in answer to Buck’s questions, provided directions to the nearest mercantile. “Get ready to be skinned,” he said in friendly warning. “Everything’s priced sky-high.”


A mile down the tracks he entered the busy town. Gypsy stepped daintily along the muddy main street while Buck’s eyes tracked restlessly back and forth over the throngs mingling along the wooden sidewalks. Hostile and curious stares followed his progress. Clots of slouchers
standing isly along the streets plus filthy horsemen and wagon-drivers represented the largest collection of “po’ white trash” Buck had ever seen. He reached down and untied the saddlebag hiding his Colt. Everyone seemed to be waiting for something to happen, probably bad. 



He dismounted in front of the general store and tied Gypsy to the rail. Inside he found a meager selection of poor quality garments which were, as the sentry had warned, overpriced. They had one virtue, however. They were for sale. He bought outfits for himself and Kentucky. 



Buck donned his new civilian coat which smelled musty and fit him poorly, then packaged his uniform tunic with the rest of his purchases. After tying this parcel behind the saddle, he mounted Gypsy once again, headed out of town, and waved to the same friendly sentry as he passed. The evening light had faded and the moonless night was a velvet shroud studded with twinkling diamonds. Gypsy was stepping carefully up the flank of a hill when Buck saw the welcome glow of Kentucky’s fire.


His senses became unnaturally acute when he heard a muffled groaning sound and glimpsed flickering shadows of figures silhouetted in the firelight. Below the crest Buck slipped from his saddle and knotted Gypsy’s reins to a small shrub. Stealthily he opened a saddlebag, withdrew a handful of cartridges and quietly placed them in his coat pocket before filling the empty sixth cylinder of the Colt. With careful deliberation, he silently lowered the hammer.


He crouched forward. For the moment, the rhythmic slapping sounds had ceased. He inched still closer until he had a clear view of the scene below.


Two ragged men lay by the campfire passing a bottle between them. One was obese and red-faced. His left arm ended where his elbow should have been. The other, skinny to the point of emaciation, had a crudely fashioned peg leg strapped to what was left of his right thigh. A third man, standing with his back to Buck, was average in height and weight and in possession of all his limbs. He held a whip in his right hand and appeared to be catching his breath. It wasn’t until he turned to speak to the others that Buck saw the patch covering his left eye and the jagged scar from brow to chin that cut across what once might have been a pleasant face.


Spread-eagled on a nearby tree, Kentucky sagged, his wrists fixed to overhead branches with strips of rawhide. His feet barely touched the ground. He was naked except for the fouled pants pooled around his ankles. Blood oozed from his rectum. A dirty rag was stuffed in his mouth.

 “I generally prefer doing niggers,” the whip man told his victim between heavy breaths. “But you’ll just have to do, white boy.”

 “You done real good with that white lady the other night, Amos,” said the one-armed man. He took a swig from the whiskey bottle and handed it over to his scarecrow companion. “Real good.”


The leg amputee gulped and snickered. “Oh, yeah. She sure did scream. Make this here white boy scream like a woman, Amos.” He fondled the crotch of his pants. “I truly like it when you make ‘em scream.”


Amos straightened, shook out the whip and was drawing it back for the next lash when Buck cocked his weapon. The distinctive click stopped one-eye in mid motion. The two good pairs of eyes also turned to face the sound.

 “Who’s there?” the fat man called out. “Redhead, you come back to play too?”


Buck pulled the trigger. The bullet severed Amos’s upraised hand. The whip tumbled to the ground and laid there, fingers still clutching the handle. Several seconds went by before the owner registered his 
loss. Then, screaming, he fell down, clutching the blood-spurting stump.

 “That enough screaming for you?” Buck asked the one-legged pervert. A second bullet entered the man’s narrow chest before he had a chance to reply.


Buck then swung his Colt and took deliberate aim at the fat man.

 “Please, mister, please.” He held up his good arm and the stump of the other.


Buck pulled the trigger a third time. This bullet found the man’s Adam’s apple and nearly severed his porcine head. Blood gushed from ruptured arteries before finally dribbling to a halt.


He laid his weapon on the ground. The only sound in the black night was the blubbering of the whip-man as he rocked back and forth, clutching the raw end of his forearm. Instinctively, Buck noted his vice-like grip formed a tourniquet.


He raced to the torture tree. “Hang on, Kentucky. Hang on. They won’t hurt you anymore.”


He removed the gag from his friend’s mouth and with infinite care cut the bindings from his arms. Gently he lowered him, first to a sitting position on the ground, then onto his stomach. Kentucky’s back was raw flesh. If he survived, it would be with scars resembling those of the most abused slaves. 


 “Lie as still as you can. I’ll get the laudanum. Then I’ll fix you up.”


Kentucky blinked slowly, then jerked uncontrollably as a spasm of pain ripped through him.


From the corner of his eye Buck spied the whip-man—Amos—slithering toward the cast-off gun. Buck weighed his options. He could retrieve his weapon before the one-eyed sadist reached it. With the pull of the trigger he could send the devil’s soul to its eternal reward.


For evildoers shall be cut off.




But not yet.


Buck snatched up the whip, scraped off the bloody remnants of the man’s hand, quickly assessed its balance and, in one fluid motion, cracked it over the miscreant’s head.

 “Next time I take out your other eye,” he told the man on the ground. Buck picked up the Colt, tucked it in his belt and hurried to Gypsy.


Returning with his medical kit to the campfire a minute later, he found Kentucky in a pain-induced stupor. His breathing was shallow, his pulse thready. He didn’t respond to questions. Buck knew his life was ebbing.


Working rapidly, he tore remnants of the young man’s clothes into strips and padded his rectum until the hemorrhage had ceased. With some difficulty he raised him into enough of an upright position for him to swallow the laudanum. Only when the narcotic had taken effect did Buck proceed to dress his lacerated flesh with cloth strips. For the moment, there was little more he could do.


Leaving him, Buck searched the bodies of the two dead men and found a hundred dollars in gold coins in one of their pockets.

 “How about you, Amos, you got any money?”


The whip man hadn’t moved from where Buck left him. Still clutching his shattered stump, his eyes wide with fear, he said nothing. Buck roughly emptied his pockets and found almost $300 in gold and silver and a single gold nugget about the size of a butterbean.


Sweet Jesus. The nugget that Martha Hewitt found in Feeney’s mash.

 “Where’d you boys get all this money? You rob a bank? Anybody else in this gang of yours hiding off somewhere?”

 “I’m dying. Help me.”

 “Where’d you get this nugget?”

 “Pegleg give it to me.”

 “Where’d he get it?” Buck stood over him, the toe of his boot poised a few inches from the man’s groin.

 “The woman had it.”

 “He rape her?”

 “That’s how he found the nugget. It was in her drawers.”


Buck saw white. His finger twitched on the trigger of the Colt. “Why’d you cut their throats?”


The whip man sucked in a breath. “We was low on bullets.”


Inexpressible rage welled inside Buck. As Martha Hewitt had said,
some men deserved to die, and this man qualified, but still not quite yet. “Tell me about the red-headed man—” he nodded toward the nearly headless corpse a few yards away “—the one your friend mentioned.”

 “Ain’t one of us. He was switching horses with the woman when we rode up. She was begging him not to take their nag, but he paid her no mind and rode off on it.”

 “Describe him.”

 “Little feller, long red hair. None of us never seen him before. Had a bandage ‘round his neck, headed east.” The man’s breathing was labored. “I swear that’s all I know, mister. Now help me. You gonna let me bleed to death?”

 “No, I’m not.” Buck leveled the pistol at his head and pulled the trigger.


For evildoers shall be cut off.


He returned to Kentucky’s side. The rectal bleeding had ceased; his breathing had improved; and his heartbeat was stronger. Buck sighed with relief and adjusted the blankets.


Through the night he sat by his friend, monitored his pulse, watched for recurrent bleeding and tended the fire.


Who are these men? Where do such beings come from? Were they once simple farmers, blacksmiths, draymen, who’d been so shattered by war that they’d degenerated into beasts? Or were they diseased from birth, and spent a lifetime as prowling vultures feeding on the carrion of war and the misfortunes of others? Is death the only answer for such people?


And have I been chosen to rid the world of such vermin?




He gazed at the three bodies scattered around the campsite. He had no regrets.


And what of the redheaded man? He stole a horse and left a woman and her children to the merciless depredations of these sadistic murderers.


His time will come.
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As dawn broke, Buck shrugged off his blanket and moved closer to Kentucky’s side. His breathing was deep and regular, there was no evidence of further blood loss, and his color was good.


Buck stirred the coals of the smoldering fire to a warm glow and put coffee on to boil while he washed up at the stream. He watered and saddled their mounts then packed the saddlebags. 



Kentucky began to stir. 


 “Good morning.” Buck tried to sound positive, but his voice was husky as he stooped to examine his patient. “Last night you had me worried, but you’re still with us, and that’s a good sign.”


Kentucky turned his head.

 “Don’t try to talk now. There’ll be time for that later. Right now what you have to do is get well. And you will. Give yourself time. It’ll get better. I promise.”


Mindful of the young man’s anguish and humiliation, Buck gently but thoroughly palpated his abdomen. “You’re not tender down here but you have a lot of healing to do. No solid food for a while.” 



Buck cleansed and redressed the lacerated flesh. Occasionally Kentucky flinched but never uttered a sound.

 “I realize it’s painful for you to move, but it’s too dangerous for us to stay here. I’ll make it as easy for you as I can, but we have to leave this place. Do you understand?”


Kentucky nodded.


Buck helped him into the clothes he’d bought in Burkeville. Aware of how miserable the coming journey would be, he gave him another dose of laudanum, then set about padding Mule’s saddle with the dead men’s blankets. Carefully he helped the sweating, trembling rider onto it. 



Their procession into Burkeville was slow but attracted no more interest than Buck’s visit had the day before. They followed the directions they received from a stranger on the street to the town’s sole remaining apothecary’s shop to buy salve and dressings. Rather than dismount and then have to remount, Kentucky remained on Mule while Buck went inside to make the purchases.

 “Ever been on a steamboat, Kentucky?” he asked after they were again underway.


No answer.

 “Seems to me the deck chair of a paddle-wheeler will be easier on your backside than the saddle on Mule. What say we get a buggy and go to Norfolk, then take a steamship from there to Charleston?”


No response.


They proceeded to a livery stable where, after brief negotiations Buck was able to purchase a well-used but serviceable high-wheeled buggy. The grumbling of his stomach announced it was ready for more than the coffee he’d drunk several hours earlier. With Kentucky sitting on the padded seat of the buggy, Mule in its traces and Gypsy in tow, they drove to the town’s only restaurant. Buck ordered a plate of ham and the first eggs he’d tasted in months for himself and a bowl of cornbread and buttermilk for Kentucky. But the young man refused to even sample it. All in good time, Buck thought. While he was drinking his third cup of steaming coffee, the door burst open.


A bald little man wearing a green eyeshade yelled, “Somebody shot the president! Lincoln’s dead! It just come in over the telegraph. All hell’s broke loose in Washington! Union troops here and everywhere placed on alert. There’ll be hell to pay now.” As quickly as he’d arrived he was gone.

 “Let the damn Yankees worry about it,” Buck muttered to himself. His main concern was to get Kentucky safely home, then find the red-haired killer of his brother.


Where the hell was that bastard, anyway? Which way was he headed?
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Easter sunrise began with Buck preparing the animals and buggy for the long ride from the hills and valleys of south-central Virginia to the low country, swamps, and tidal flats of the coast. While driving the rig he passed the hours talking to Kentucky who remained mute and unresponsive. Buck glanced over, saw droplets staining his friend’s pants and realized Kentucky was sobbing.

 “What’s wrong, my friend?”


The young man wagged his head but said nothing.


Buck pulled over to the side of the road and looped the reins over the brake handle. “Are you in pain? Is your back hurting?”


After a moment, he heard the whispered response, “It ain’t the pain, Buck. It’s the shame.”

 “Do you feel like talking about it?”

 “I can’t, Buck. I can’t. What they done . . .”

 “It’s not your fault. You’re not responsible for what happened. Those fiends who hurt you are guilty.”


And deserved to die. I killed them like I killed Zeb Feeney. No regrets.


Buck waited for the point to sink in, then took up the reins again and clucked his tongue. “I guess we both have memories we need to put behind us.” The mule tugged at the traces and they moved forward.

 “For the rest of my life,” Buck went on, “whenever I see a man who’s missing an arm or a leg, a hand or a foot, I’ll think of all the limbs I cut off during this accursed war.”

 “You’re a good doctor, Buck,” Kentucky finally objected. “You saved more lives than you know and gave men a chance to live, maimed or whole. If they were here now they’d thank you.” 


 “Yet I’ll always wonder if I made matters worse. How are those men going to support their families? How will people treat them now that they’re cripples. I ruined so many. It’ll always haunt me.”

 “You done what you had to, Buck. The rest is up to them.”


He smiled. “Exactly. You have nothing to be ashamed of either.” Mule clip-clopped along. “The man called Kentucky was an orderly, but you’re my friend, Asa. Let’s take it from there and move on.” 



The younger man straightened and winced with the pain in his back. A minute went by before he wiped his eyes and said, “Thanks, Buck.”
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Long before reaching the coast they could see the masts of the sailing ships. Black smoke streamed from the paddle-wheelers that chugged through the harbor as regularly as horses on a carousel. Near the waterfront Buck found a satisfactory livery stable next door to an inn. By the time he’d made arrangements for the animals and obtained a room for Asa and himself, the copper-hued sun was low in the western sky. In the hours that followed their conversation on the road, Asa had reverted to silent staring. Despite his best efforts, Buck was unable to coax him into another discussion.

 “Look at all the boats out there, Asa. Ever been on a steamship?”


Asa’s eyes darted but his only response was a detached shrug.Buck tried again. “Didn’t you tell me your brother ran off on a ship?”

 “Yes.”


Buck waited for elaboration but after a few seconds realized there wasn’t going to be any. “I went to medical school in Charleston and did a little sailing in the bay, but I never went anywhere on a steamship. Always wanted to, though.”


His friend said nothing.

 “Well, this’ll be a new experience for both of us.”


The hotel on Water Street was an ugly two-story clapboard hulk with bedrooms upstairs and a dining room and saloon on the ground floor. The place was crowded, mostly with men in shabby civilian suits, frayed uniforms or mixtures of the two. A few overdressed painted ladies were also scattered among the tables, all conveying the impression they were impatient or bored with their companions.


He found a table as far from the out-of-tune piano as possible. The menu he soon learned was limited—fried fish, fried potatoes, hot biscuits and coffee. They would satisfy his appetite.

 “Food smells good,” Asa suddenly announced.


Buck’s heart sank. He was pleased to see Asa showing interest in something, at the same time he had to tell him he couldn’t have it.

 “I don’t think you’re ready for fried foods yet, Asa. How about some grits with melted butter?”


Asa seemed to lose interest in the subject. “Whatever you say.”


Fortunately the kitchen was able to accommodate him.


Buck felt guilty when his platter of fish arrived and Asa was given a large bowl of grits with a generous pat of butter in the middle.

 “This makes me homesick,” Asa remarked after his first spoonful. “Pa makes good grits. Mine was always lumpy.”


With Buck’s encouragement he finished the entire bowl, along with a glass of buttermilk.

 “Can I have a biscuit?”


Buck smiled and passed him one of his. “You’re making good progress, Asa.”


As they climbed the stairs to the second floor, it was clear to Buck that the young man was in pain, though he said nothing about it. Their room was small and not very clean, and the raucous sounds of the barroom directly below filtered through the floorboards. Buck insisted Asa take another dose of laudanum. A minute after Asa closed his eyes, Buck lay down on the other cot and fell instantly asleep.


The noise of freight wagons, buggies, horsemen and hawkers in the street under their window awakened Buck early the next morning. Asa snored through the racket. Buck left a note that he’d gone to make arrangements for their boat passage and would return soon.


At the steamship ticket office two blocks away, he received a pleasant surprise. A large passenger sternwheeler was due to arrive from Baltimore the next day on its way to Jacksonville via Charleston and Savannah. He booked passage for Charleston, including on-board arrangements for Gypsy.


While Asa continued to sleep fitfully the rest of the day Buck negotiated the sale of Mule and the buggy. In the early evening, Buck woke Asa and changed the dressing on his back. He was pleased to see the lacerations were healing. Encouraged by this small progress, he asked cheerfully, “Well, my friend, are you ready for your first sea voyage?”


Asa’s response was a toneless “I guess so.”
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Next morning the frenetic activity at the pier reminded Buck of a disturbed ant nest, except now a cacophony of alien sounds had been added. Whistles blew, men yelled and cursed, vented steam hissed, while animal cargoes bleated, bawled and whinnied. Gypsy pranced nervously as Buck weaved through the chaos on the pier toward the massive stern-wheeler, Shenandoah.


A narrow gangplank extended from the pier to an aft deck that was covered with straw and ringed with a rope corral. Canvas roofing shielded the penned animals from the elements as it flapped lazily in a slight breeze. Several horses and a few cows were already aboard; they stood placidly ignoring the bedlam surrounding them. 



Buck dismounted and led an apprehensive Gypsy up the gangplank. Once the gelding was accommodated, he and Asa found their stateroom. Buck chose the top bunk, knowing his companion’s slashed back would make climbing into it extremely painful. Asa immediately lay down on the lower bunk and closed his eyes. Buck was troubled by how much the normally energetic former orderly was sleeping, but considering the discomfort he must be experiencing, decided sleep was probably the best medicine for now.


Back on deck he watched fascinated as giant hawsers were cast off and the great ship glided through the harbor, the paddlewheel splashing hypnotically. This is the way to travel, he thought. His opinion was altered a few minutes later when he began to experience a vague feeling of nausea, uncontrollable yawning and profound fatigue. Oh, no, hardly out of the harbor and I’m getting seasick. He kept moving, stayed outside on the deck in the breeze, and kept his eyes off the horizon. Soon the feeling passed.


By early afternoon he’d become accustomed to the roll of the ship and cadence of engine and paddlewheel. Their soporific effects and the warm sun combined to relax him. He napped in a deckchair for long intervals, more contented and relaxed than he’d been in years. He was surprised on one of his strolls to find Asa had left the cabin and was stretched out in a deckchair, napping, his face covered with a newspaper.


As if he sensed being stared at, Asa removed the paper and squinted up.

 “Feeling better?”

 “A little.” Asa climbed to his feet and leaned on the ship’s rail, profound weariness manifest in his voice and movements. “Look at the sea, Buck. It’s so calm and peaceful.” He paused for a moment, as if deep in thought. “But underneath there’s lots of life . . . and death. We just can’t see it.” He paused again. “Not like the land we left, all tore up and bloody forever. No matter what you do to it, the sea swallows up all its wounds.” He sighed. “It must be everlastingly peaceful down there.”


Buck drew back to observe him. This was Asa’s longest speech since his injuries. A good sign, but Buck was troubled by its morbid tone.

 “We’ve both been through too much and may never be able to forget it all, but like the sea we have to overcome our sadness and pain. The sea has depth, Asa. We have time. Let it work its cure.” He placed his hand on the other man’s shoulder. “At least we’re going home.”

 “I’ve almost forgotten what home’s like,” Asa murmured.


Melancholy enveloped Buck as he whispered to himself, “Do I even have a home anymore.” Silently he added: But there’s something more important I have to do. Finding a home can wait.
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Buck barely slept that night. He’d given his companion another dose of laudanum and locked their door from the inside. Asa wasn’t likely to awaken for hours, but even if he did, he couldn’t get out, since the key was under Buck’s pillow. Nevertheless he was unable to rest easy.


He’d finished his ablutions in the small compartment the next morning when the Shenandoah docked at Beaufort, North Carolina, to take on wood and water. Through the porthole Buck could see sweating Negroes toting split pine logs as if they were being paid by the piece. The strident creaking of the gangplank and loud thumps as the wood was stacked should have awakened everyone aboard, but when Buck reached the main deck he was surprised to find himself the lone passenger up and about. He paced along the deck inhaling deeply of the salt-tinged air and idly slapping myriads of persistent insects. The key to his room was in his pocket, the door locked securely.


What am I going to do? How can I help Asa?


His solemn mood was broken and he couldn’t help but smile when he heard workers pronounce the port’s name as “Bow-fort”. South Carolina also had a Beaufort, but South Carolinians, independent to the bone, pronounced their port city “Bew-fort,” and would never change.


He had no appetite this morning, but following the adage of Physician, heal thyself, made his way to the dining room, ordered a full breakfast and managed to eat a goodly portion of it. He was on his third cup of hot but weak coffee when the Shenandoah got under way again. Through the window the sea was as smooth as oiled glass, and the captain increased the vessel’s speed. Buck recalled Asa’s comment about the water’s surface camouflaging the turmoil beneath. With the change in the pulsing of the engines he watched the altered pattern of wavelets in his cup.


What to do about Asa?


He felt completely lost. None of his medical training had addressed sicknesses of the mind. Could they be cured? Or was the young man who’d served him and so many others with selfless dedication doomed to a life of despair?


The room slowly filled while Buck finished his repast. He ordered a breakfast tray for Asa and watched the sleepy man eat, again without relish, then return to his bunk without a word and once more fall fast asleep.


Buck left the room, locked the door behind him and retraced his steps to the dining room for yet another cup of coffee, perchance to think. . . . How could he help his patient?


When no answers came, he decided to take a stroll around the decks and smoke a cigar. As he weaved his way to the exit he made eye contact with a slender brunette at a corner table. The lady had high cheekbones, brown eyes, and was dressed entirely in black. Ever the gentleman, he bowed slightly in greeting. She brushed back a lock of raven hair from her forehead and responded with an almost imperceptible nod. An older man and woman at the table, obviously her parents, glanced his way. The mother politely smiled.


Buck hurried to the promenade deck, leaned against the railing and gazed at the ship’s turbulent wake. He tried to remember when he’d last been with a woman. Too long, his body answered. He toured the decks and selected a comfortable chaise on the starboard upper level, smoked his cigar, then overpowered by the previous night’s lack of sleep, fell into a doze. 


 “Doctor Thomson?” a woman’s voice addressed him. “Please forgive me for disturbing you.” 



He opened his eyes and recognized the woman in black from the dining room. She was young, attractive and clearly in distress. He started to rise.


She put out a hand. “Please, please, don’t get up.” 



Good manners, long engrained, compelled him to his feet nevertheless. “Madam, you have me at a disadvantage.”

 “My name’s Sarah Drexel. Please excuse my lack of decorum, but the captain mentioned you’re a medical doctor. I’m hoping I might prevail on you for professional advice.”


At the moment he felt hardly qualified to give anyone advice. Nevertheless he motioned her to the deckchair beside him. Only when she was seated, did he resume his former place.

 “How may I be of assistance, madam? Are you ill?”

 “It’s not me,” she replied sadly. “It’s my father. He hasn’t been himself lately and it seems to be getting worse.”

 “In what way?”

 “He’s become distant, inattentive, and has flashes of temper which are so unlike him. When I returned to our cabin a little while ago my mother was distraught. While she was changing clothes Father wandered off and she couldn’t find him. I finally located him standing among the horses on the deck below. I asked him what he was doing there. He acted confused and didn’t appear to recognize me. I questioned him further. He couldn’t remember his cabin number or even his name. One of the crew tried to help me get him back to our room, but he became quite hostile, nearly violently so. It took us a while to persuade him to return to the cabin with me.”


Buck frowned and pursed his lips. “Is this the first time this sort of thing’s happened?”

 “My mother says it’s been occurring with increasing frequency over the past few months. I became acutely aware of it while we were traveling in Maryland. You must understand, Dr. Thomson, my father’s a very intelligent and successful businessman. He owns and manages a lucrative cotton exchange in Charleston, although I suspect now Mother’s been conducting most of the recent transactions.”

 “How old is your father, Mrs. Drexel?”

 “Fifty-nine, although he’s aged terribly in recent months.”

 “Has he had any significant past illnesses or health problems?”

 “He’s always been in excellent health, eats well but not to excess, doesn’t use tobacco in any form, and is abstemious in his use of alcohol. But lately. . . . Father’s become a different person from the man I’ve known all my life.” She bit her lip. “Yet he refuses to see a doctor. I realize this is a great imposition, Dr. Thomson, especially since we’re complete strangers, but the episode this morning truly scares me . . . and Mother. We are, of course, prepared to pay any consultation fee you may require.”

 “The fee’s of no consequence,” he said dismissively. “This case interests me. I’ll be most happy to help you if I can.” He thought a minute. “It doesn’t sound as if your father will readily consent to a formal medical evaluation, so perhaps a subterfuge would be more productive. If it’s acceptable to you, I’ll ask the captain to seat me and my cabin mate at your table for supper this evening and use the occasion to question your father without making him suspicious. Afterward, privately, I can give you and your mother my impressions and perhaps some recommendations.”

 “Oh, thank you so much, doctor. I truly appreciate your helping us.” She rose and extended her lace-gloved hand. “We’ll see you around seven then.” 



He took her hand briefly and lightly. As she turned and walked away he followed her with his eyes. An attractive woman, despite being in black. Obviously in mourning. Had she too lost someone dear to her in this accursed war?
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The dining salon was nearly full when Buck entered several hours later. He’d coaxed Asa out of the musty stateroom by insisting he needed to come to the “mess” for his evening meal. As soon as they entered, the captain, already alerted, rose, approached and in a voice loud enough to be overheard, asked, “Doctor, in light of the crowded conditions, would you and your companion be willing to share a table with someone already seated?”


Buck readily accepted. He and Asa followed the hearty man in his impeccable white uniform to the table in the corner.

 “Mr. and Mrs. Greenwald, and Mrs. Drexel,” the captain said, “may I present Dr. Elijah Thomson and . . .”

 “This is my friend, Asa Boone from Charleston,” Buck said when the captain faltered on the name. “We served in the army together.”


Asa mumbled an inaudible greeting.


Mrs. Greenwald and Buck exchanged the usual Southern genteel pleasantries. Her husband, seemingly oblivious to the arrival of strangers, remained seated. His face was mask-like, devoid of expression. Buck and Asa took the two vacant seats at the round table.


While the meal was being served Buck and the ladies made light conversation. Sarah’s father responded only to direct questions, answering in a flat monotone, as did Asa. Buck noted Mrs. Greenwald was regarding his young companion with the same expression of concern she showed toward her husband.


Giving no indication he found the elderly man’s reactions unusual in any way, Buck tested Mr. Greenwald’s recall of recent and remote events, dates and his perception of time, place and person. Almost without exception Mr. Greenwald evaded answers, furnished erroneous information, refused outright to reply to questions or dismissed them as stupid or impertinent.

 “I’ve been told,” Buck said lightly as the remains of the main course were being cleared away by a thin black man dressed in a starched white uniform, “Chinese physicians claim to diagnose many illnesses by feeling one’s pulse at the wrist. May I try?”

 “Oh, yes,” Sarah responded eagerly. Throughout the meal she’d been intently observing the exchange between the two men and becoming increasingly ill-at-ease with her father’s responses. Occasionally, she glanced at Asa who seemed equally disinterested in the events around him.

 “Me first, please.” She extended her hand across the table to Buck who placed the tips of his fingers on her wrist. After counting her pulse for a full minute, he repeated the process with her mother.

 “Well, ladies,” Buck said with feigned jocularity, “I seem to have no effect on your hearts. Your pulses remain normal.”


Sarah and her mother smiled at each other, playing their parts in Buck’s game.


He turned to the older man sitting beside him. “And now, Mr. Greenwald, you, sir, if I may.”


Sarah’s father neither offered his hand nor objected when Buck took his limp wrist and felt his pulse. Buck’s expression didn’t change when he detected an irregularity in the gentleman’s heartbeat. “Hale and hearty, sir. I congratulate you.”


His response was to announce abruptly and aggressively, “I’m tired. I want to go to bed.”


Mrs. Greenwald bowed her head in embarrassment. “If you’ll excuse us please, doctor.” She rose wearily and placed her napkin on the table in front of her. “Sarah, would you help me?”


Buck and Asa stood up as well.

 “Of course, Mother.” Sarah turned to Buck. “Thank you for joining us, doctor.” In a lower tone she added, “I’ll be back as soon as we get Father settled in for the night.”


The two women escorted the shuffling old man out of the dining room.

 




#

 




On the cabin deck Jacob Greenwald shook off his daughter’s attempt to guide him and trundled in the wrong direction.

 “Mother,” Sarah called out.


With their stateroom key in her hand, Ruth glanced back. “Oh, dear.” She caught up with her disoriented husband and took him by the arm. “Jacob, come with me this way.”


He stared at her blankly, shrugged, and followed her like a docile child.


Inside the small compartment, she sat him on the bed and began to unlace his high-top shoes. Sarah started to unbutton his coat, but he brushed her hand away.

 “Why don’t you step outside and let me finish getting him ready for bed,” her mother said.

 “I want to help.”

 “I know you do, honey, but this will go much faster if you let me do it.”

 “After you have him in bed, can we leave him here by himself?”

 “No, dear, I’d better stay with him. He’s used to me bossing him around.”

 “Mother, I’m his daughter. He’s used to me too.”

 “You’ve been away since he got sick. It’s all right, sweetheart. Why don’t you go back to the dining room and find out what Dr. Thomson’s opinion is, and any recommendations he has. Then you can tell me.”


Sarah squirmed. “If you say so, Mother.”


Ruth removed her husband’s cravat. “It shouldn’t be too unpleasant. It’s quite clear the handsome young doctor is attracted to you, my dear.”

 “Oh, mother I don’t have time for that now. Besides, I’m a woman in mourning.”


Ruth smiled. “You’re a woman first. And he’s obviously a gentleman. Your widow’s weeds don’t seem to have dulled his interest.” 



Sarah tilted her head to one side in resignation and stepped to the door. “Very well, I’ll find out what he has to say.”
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As soon as the ladies left, Asa announced, “I think I’ll turn in too.”

 “I’ll go with you.”

 “I can find it myself, Buck.”

 “I’m sure you can, but I want to see you get there safely.”

 “And lock me in again?” His tone harbored only mild offense. 


 “Just until I can rejoin you, my friend.”


Asa shrugged dismissively. “Fine.” He preceded Buck onto the deck. When they reached their state room, he remarked, “She sure is a pretty lady.”


Buck smiled. “I think so too.”

 “I wonder why she’s so sad.”


Buck said nothing. After his companion had crawled into his bunk, he returned to the dining room and resumed his seat at the table. Sipping freshly-poured coffee, he pondered how best to break his news to the ladies. When Sarah alone rejoined him, he rose to greet her.

 “Poor mother.” The waiter held her chair. “She’s a strong woman, but after the loss of my brother and my husband and now father’s illness, I fear for her own health.”

 “Please accept my condolences on your losses. Your mother’s indeed a remarkable woman to hold up so well under such tragic circumstances. As are you, Mrs. Drexel. We fight for our women, yet they seem to suffer the greatest hardships and pain.”

 “One does what one must. Our faith teaches us that.”


It had been so long since he’d had a conversation with a member of the opposite sex that he found social intercourse with this charming woman disconcerting. He judged her to be a few years younger than himself, and despite her somber attire, very attractive.

 “It’s getting crowded and noisy in here,” he remarked. “Perhaps it’d be wise for us to continue our discussion outside.”


Indeed, the room had become close and stuffy from the smoke of cigars and pipes, as well as the fumes of candles and coal oil lamps. Mingled too were the scents and aromas of the food being served.


She fanned her face with her hand. “Fresh air would be welcome.”


Once they were on deck and standing by the rail, he began, “I can find no easy way to put this, Mrs. Drexel. In my opinion your father’s suffering from progressive mental deterioration, probably due to repeated blockages of tiny arteries to his brain.”


She bit her lips. “You mean he’s having little apoplectic strokes? Is there any treatment?”

 “Unfortunately, none to my knowledge. The disease can advance rapidly, as it seems to be in your father’s case. I’m afraid he’ll require more and more care as time passes. Even now, someone should be with him all the time.”


Features set, she stared at the horizon. When she spoke a minute later, her voice trembled. “It’s so unfair. He’s such a kind and brilliant man. And a wonderful father.”

 “I’m truly sorry. I wish I could be more encouraging. Maybe when you return home to familiar surroundings he’ll improve. I strongly recommend you obtain a second opinion as soon as possible.”

 “Is there anyone you can suggest?”

 “There are many fine physicians in Charleston, at least there were before the war. I have no idea who might be there now, but I can make inquiries when we get into port in the morning.” He had a sudden idea. “I’m on my way to Columbia, where Dr. Thaddeus Meyer, a renowned authority on dementia and a personal friend of the family, has his practice. I can write you a letter of introduction. I’m also planning to go there. Perhaps you and your parents would care to accompany me.”


Sarah nodded. “I’ll do whatever Mother wishes. Thank you, doctor.”


He was tormented by the beauty and the sadness he saw in her dark eyes. She turned abruptly and walked away.


He went back to his stateroom, prepared to change the dressings on his patient’s back, but he found Asa sound asleep in his bunk and decided not to disturb him. Restless and hungry for the night air, he retraced his steps to the promenade deck. The rolling of the ship, which had bothered him at the beginning of the voyage was now soothing, as was the rhythm of the paddlewheel and the throb of the steam piston. The fragrance of pine smoke reminded him of when he used to read near the open fireplace in his father’s library.


Tomorrow I’ll be in South Carolina. I thought I’d never return there. I thought I’d never want to. Yet where else can I go? I should call it home, but how can it be without Clay? 



Clay. My baby brother. Lying in what will soon be an unmarked grave in the hills of Virginia. Murdered by a redheaded sniper. 



Damn Columbia. Damn Jasmine. Once I get Asa safely to his father, I have but one place to go, and that’s after the mankiller who robbed my brother of his life.


But first I have to tell Poppa what happened to his favorite son. Will he blame me for not protecting him?


With a shaking hand he removed a cigar from his inside coat pocket and lit it on the third Lucifer. He was leaning against the rail, lost in troubling thoughts when a small hand covered his. Startled, he stiffened.

 “I called your name several times,” Mrs. Drexel said nervously, “but you didn’t seem to hear me.”

 “Please excuse my bad manners.”

 “I keep imposing on you.”

 “No imposition at all, ma’am.” He tossed his cigar into the ocean. “You’re the best thing that’s happened to me in a very long time.”


Delighted, she mimed a flutter of her eyelashes and said in an exaggerated drawl, “Why, thank you, kind sir.”


The brief moment of levity embarrassed them both. A minute passed as the ship plowed over the sea.


Regaining her composure, she said, “Mother and I have decided to consult with Dr. Meyer, and to accept your kind offer to let us travel with you.”

 “Good. Before I can leave Charleston, however, I need to make sure my friend Asa gets home, then I’ll arrange transportation for you, your parents and myself to Columbia. In the meanwhile I’ll be staying at the Isaac Hayne Hotel. When I know the final details of our trip, I’ll send a message to your home.”

 “Thank you so much, doctor, you’ve been very kind.” Another moment elapsed. “Excuse me, this is none of my business, but something’s been puzzling me. If I’ve been observing your friend correctly—he appears to be suffering the same symptoms as my father. Is that possible? He’s so young.”

 “The symptoms are the same. However, Asa’s problems are related to his recent experience at the hands of evildoers. Your father’s symptoms, conversely are the result of poor circulation to his brain.”

 “I’m so sorry for your friend. Will he get well?”

 “Hopefully, with the resilience of youth.”


They parted a few minutes later with unspoken but unmistakable reluctance. Buck retired to his stateroom, climbed into the top bunk and with images of the beautiful young widow in his thoughts quickly nodded off.


Suddenly he bolted awake with a sense of unease. Had he had a bad dream? It took a moment before he realized he couldn’t hear snoring in the bunk below him and the door to the passageway was ajar. He jumped down to the cold floor. Asa was gone. He tugged on his pants and ran outside.


Where was he? Seasick? Taking the night air?


He raced up the ladder stairs to the first deck and quickly strode it from stem to stern.


No Asa.


He climbed to the second level. There he was, one leg over the rail.


Buck’s heart stopped. My God! I thought he was getting better. He’s going to jump!

 



 



 



 



 



 




Chapter
SIX

 



 



 




Sarah needed relief from the oppressive heat of the gloomy cabin and the loud, incessant snoring of her father. She was worried about him, especially since Dr. Thomson said he knew of no treatment or cure for his deteriorating condition. When her mother began to gently snore as well, Sarah knew she must escape. Rather than work her way into her black dress in the stygian darkness, she groped for the loose-fitting cloak with its cowl hood in the steamer trunk. The wool garment was too warm for this time of year, but the freedom of movement it afforded made up for it. Besides, it was perpetually windy on deck. The sea breezes would cool her.


She’d ascended to the second deck. It was deserted this late at night, so she was able to drop the hood to the back of her neck. The brisk currents of air tugged at her long, unfettered hair. She gloried in the sense of freedom it elicited. Leisurely, with no specific destination in mind, she strolled to the front of the vessel. Tonight the ship was running almost parallel with the wind. Crossing from port to starboard at the tail she found herself in the lee of the breeze entirely. The consequence was an almost uncanny quiet. Even the engines steady throb beneath her feet seemed silenced.


Until she moved beyond the bow bend of the cabins.


She heard men’s voices. Instinctively she pulled the hood up over her head and was about to retreat the way she’d come, when she realized one of the voices was familiar.


Dr. Thomson.


What was he doing out here this hour of the night? Seeking respite from the confines of his small cabin as well? And who was he talking to?


Cautiously she tiptoed forward. Oh, my God!


The doctor was standing at the rail, his arm around the neck of his friend Asa, who was perched on its other side. Both men were facing the sea, allowing her to slide up along the cabin wall unobserved to a small alcove directly behind them. From this vantage point she was able to hear everything they were saying.

 “Lemme be, Buck. I can’t take no more.”

 “You don’t want to do this, Asa. I know you’re hurting, but give it time. Things’ll get better. I promise. If you end it now, you’ll rob yourself of the chance to improve. Come on back, Asa. You can get through this.”

 “I won’t. I ain’t never gonna be all right. Never again. What they done . . .” He was sobbing. “I can’t go on, Buck. Let me go. Please.”

 “Asa, you’re my friend. I can’t let you go. Things’ll get better. Day by day. A little bit today. A little bit more tomorrow and the day after that. It’ll take time, but you have to give it a chance. You’ll be all right, Asa. I promise. Give it some time and everything’ll be fine.”

 “It ain’t, Buck. I ain’t never gonna be well. Those men . . . what they done . . . I keep dreaming . . .” His voice was choked with tears. “They raped me, Buck. They . . . I’m better off dead. Lemme go. I ain’t no good no more. Please lemme go.”


Sarah was stunned. A man raped? Was that possible? The images the word stirred up in her mind revolted her and for a moment she felt sick.


As she fought the nausea, she realized Asa was struggling against the doctor’s arm lock, bending forward, levering Buck’s feet off the deck. Another concerted heave, and both men would be tumbling into the waters below. By the time she could raise an alarm they’d be lost.


She couldn’t let that happen. She stepped forward and touched the doctor’s arm.


Startled, he jerked his head in her direction, his eyes wide. He was about to say something, but she preempted him by removing her hand and placing it on Asa’s biceps.


Equally shocked, he twisted towards her. His face was wet with tears. In the moonlight, she could see his eyes were bloodshot from long crying. He scrunched them closed in abject humiliation at her being there, seeing him in these circumstances. She didn’t think she’d ever seen a man in such utter pain.

 “He’s right,” she told him. “Buck’s right, Asa. You need to give yourself time to heal.”

 “You don’t understand,” he argued, then got angry. “It ain’t none of your business. Go away. Leave me alone. Buck, lemme go.”

 “I can’t, Asa. You’re my friend. I can’t let you go.”

 “It’ll get better,” Sarah assured him. “You have to be patient, learn to accept what happened—”

 “How would you know?” he demanded. “You don’t understand. How could you?”


She bit her lip, closed her eyes for a second, then said, “Because I was raped too.”


She felt both men staring at her, too stunned to say a word.


Forcing back her tears, she finally said, “Asa, please come back on board. You’re going to be all right. It does get better. The pain and humiliation you feel now will gradually fade. Not all at once, but every day it’ll be a little bit less. The worst is behind you. Please believe me. It really is.”


Dr. Thomson and his friend stared at each other and slowly Asa rotated around. Clasping the neck of his shirt securely with one hand, the physician used the other to help him negotiate the white iron rail.

 “Are you all right, ma’am,” Asa asked when both his feet were firmly on the deck.

 “I recommend a good night’s sleep,” she said in reply, doing her best to sound upbeat and positive. “I’ll see y’all at breakfast in the morning.”
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Buck was cutting into his second rasher of bacon when Asa, sitting across from him, asked, “Do you think they’ve already eaten and we missed them?”

 “I don’t think so. We were among the first ones here when they opened the dining room.”

 “Maybe they’ve decided not to eat. Maybe they’re seasick.”


Buck had to resist the temptation to smile. Asa was remarkably solicitous this morning. He didn’t want to spoil the mood.

 “I bet they’ll be . . .” He saw the three people standing in the doorway. The two women appeared tired while Mr. Greenwald seemed defiant. “There they are now.”


Even before Buck could rise, Asa had pushed back his chair and stood up, all his attention focused on the new arrivals. A waiter ushered them to the table. By then Buck was on his feet as well. The customary greetings were exchanged by everyone except Mr. Greenwald who insisted on remaining mute. When Sarah suggested he take a seat, he ignored her. Mrs. Greenwald then commanded him to sit down. Still he refused to cooperate.


To Buck’s astonishment, Asa circled the table and went up beside the old man.

 “Sure would be nice if you’d join us, Mr. Greenwald. Why don’t you come sit by me?”


Everyone was surprised when he did. His wife nodded pleasantly to the young man. “Thank you, Mr. Boone. You have a gift.”


Asa merely bowed his head, clearly unprepared for the compliment.

 “I hope you slept well,” Sarah said to him, while the waiter poured steaming coffee into their thick china cups.

 “Yes, ma’am.”

 “We’ll be in Charleston today,” Ruth went on, unperturbed by Asa’s sudden reticence. “I can’t wait to get home myself. It’s been such a long trip, and I miss familiar surroundings. How about you, Mr. Boone?”

 “Yes, ma’am.”


The waiter took their orders. Buck requested more coffee, Asa another plate of grits and eggs. The meal proceeded between fits and starts of conversation, mostly between Sarah and her mother concerning people Buck knew nothing about.


Finally Asa announced he was ready to go back to his room. “You gonna lock me in again, Buck?” he asked with a grin.


The jocular tone took Buck aback. It had been some time since Asa had displayed any sense of humor. “Should I?”

 “I think we’ll both feel better if you do.”


Buck was flabbergasted. Asa’s moods seemed to swing from lighthearted to solicitous to shy and morose in a matter of seconds without apparent reason, yet through it all he gave the impression of being fully aware of what he was doing, the world around him and the impression he was making. Instinct told Buck Asa’s self-awareness was an encouraging sign, though he couldn’t explain why or figure out how to exploit it.

 “Ladies,” he said pleasantly as he rose, “if you’ll excuse us, please. I’ll return in a few minutes.” They made their way along the inside passage to their room. “You seem to be feeling much better this morning,” Buck observed. 


 “Better than what?”


Buck glanced over and was relieved to find Asa smiling.

 “Sometimes I feel all right, and . . . sometimes. I hate this, Buck. I hate being who I am, what they done to me.”

 “I wish I had words to make it all better, Asa, but I don’t.”

 “Just being able to talk to you, knowing you understand, helps. There ain’t nobody else who—” He didn’t finish the sentence because he’d choked up.

 “She’s right,” Buck told him. “Sarah is right. Give it time. Be patient. After a while you’ll have more good feelings than bad.”


He had to wonder though if the bad feelings would ever completely go away. Probably not, but if there were enough good times to outweigh them, maybe it wouldn’t make any difference. Didn’t he have things he wanted to forget—like a brother being killed right in front of him?


Assured that his friend was comfortable with the door locked—in fact Asa seemed to welcome it—Buck hurried back to the dining room. The companionship of a beautiful woman was a pleasure he’d long been denied. Too long.


The first thing he noticed upon reentering the long, low-ceilinged refectory was that Sarah was alone. Waving off the attention of an approaching waiter, he weaved his way directly to her table.

 “Where’re your parents?” He resumed his former seat across for her.

 “Poppa was getting restless. Momma decided to take him out on the upper deck to see if fresh air and open spaces would help relax him. He’s never liked to be confined.”

 “Almost everyone’s cleared out. Would you like to sit here, drink coffee and bask in my sterling company, or perhaps take a walk on deck too?”

 “Do you want another cup?”

 “Only if you’ll join me.”

 “I’ve had enough, thanks. I’d much rather stroll the promenade deck in the sunny salt air.”

 “Sea, salt and sun at your disposal.”


He was acutely aware of the sway of her full skirt as she preceded him down the narrow passage and the subtle scent of gardenia wafting back at him. 



Outside, she paused at the rail and gazed out over the gently undulating waves. He came up beside her.

 “Do you envision any hope for my father?”

 “I’m no expert on matters neurological, and I’ve had little opportunity to study up on them—”

 “What you’re trying very diplomatically to say without saying it is that you don’t, that he’s not going to recover.”


Buck didn’t want to see the pain he knew he’d find in her eyes, so he continued to peer straight ahead. “I wish I could be more encouraging. Perhaps Dr. Meyer will be able to give you better answers to your questions and reason to hope. I’m sorry I can’t.”


She turned into the soft breeze blowing off the starboard bow and leisurely sauntered forward. The rhythmic puff of the engine two decks below throbbed beneath their feet.


At the white iron rail, she gazed once more at the heaving surface of the ocean. Buck again stood by her side. Several minutes went by in silence.

 “Last night,” he said quietly. “What you said . . . It’s none of my business . . . but is it true?”


She hesitated before answering. “About being raped?” Another pause, this one longer. “Yes, it’s true.”

 “I’m sorry.”


They remained side by side for several more minutes. The pounding of the steam engine seemed to accelerate, or perhaps it was his heart rate growing more intense. Primitive instincts battered nurtured behavior. He ached to wrap his arms protectively around her. His hand inched closer to hers until they touched.

 “Would you like to talk about it?” he asked quietly, as he focused on the flat horizon.

 “Why?” The single word wasn’t a challenge but a simple question.

 “Because sometimes it helps. If it means anything, let me remind you I’m a doctor. Whatever you tell me will be in absolute confidence. I can assure you it’ll never be repeated to anyone.”

 “You really want to hear about it?”

 “If it’ll help you. I’ll protect your privacy as a professional, but I’d also like to help you as a friend.”


Anxiety dulled her dark eyes. He recognized the latent, unjustified but all too real sense of shame that victims of violence inevitably experienced, the unreasonable guilt of not being strong enough to conquer unconscionable evil, that somehow they were complicit in their own defeat. He saw too her fretful eagerness to unburden 
herself warring with apprehension of the pain the revelation would inevitably impose.

 “Let’s sit in these deck chairs here in the shade,” he offered, taking the initiative. “No one will hear us and we can see anyone approaching.”

 




#

 



 “It started,” Sarah said when they were seated, “three years ago. Randolph Drexel, the son of a friend of my father’s, came to work in our accounting department. The scion of a distinguished Jewish family in Charleston, he was handsome and smart, quick-witted and charming. When, after the customary rituals of courting, he asked Poppa’s permission to marry me, I was thrilled. Within a few months of our wedding I was carrying his child, and Randolph had accepted my father’s offer of a junior partnership in the company. We felt blessed.”


A gust of wind ruffled her raven hair and threatened to undo the black-lace mourning veil. In an automatic gesture, she re-secured it.

 “Fort Sumter had been fired upon and the war had begun by then. Randolph was able to obtain a captain’s commission in Colonel Steward’s infantry regiment as the quartermaster in charge of purchasing food, clothing and munitions for the troops. To my great relief and satisfaction his duties required him to remain in Charleston where we had numerous business contacts who were able to supply the large quantities of scarce goods our fighting men depended on.”

 “Were you involved with the brokerage business?” he asked.

 “I’ve worked for my father—not officially, of course—since I was a little girl. I think I probably learned double-entry bookkeeping with my arithmetic tables. After our marriage Randolph insisted a wife’s place was at home, and for several months I confined myself to domestic duties. But again the war intervened. All the young men, and many of the older ones, were drafted or volunteered in the fight against the northern aggressors. Cotton was piling up on wharves and in warehouses because of the Yankee blockade. Randolph’s contracts with the army had become our primary source of income. Naturally that was where my bookkeeping attention was focused.”

 “I have to admit I don’t know much about accounting,” he commented.

 “It’s simple in principle—” she smiled “—but can be convoluted in practice. It took me awhile therefore to discover a series of transactions that suggested goods were being sent to parties I suspected were sympathetic to the Union cause.”

 “What did you do?”

 “I had no choice. I presented my findings to Randolph, fully expecting him to either explain that I had misinterpreted the data or confirm my findings and take vengeance against the traitor in our midst.”

 “Did you have any idea who it might be?”

 “I suspected Boyce, a junior bookkeeper who’d been less than conscientious in his duties. My father had been getting ready to sack him when Boyce decided to enlist in Colonel Steward’s outfit. Imagine the shock, when, upon being told of my findings, Randolph erupted in outrage at me for spying on him. My first mistake was not recognizing that he’d been drinking. I knew he was under a great deal of pressure, and I’d noticed he’d begun consuming wine with our evening meals. That afternoon he’d started early and was already intoxicated when I served dinner. On hearing my report the first thing he did was pour a stiff brandy and gulp it down. I credited it to nerves. The war was going badly, our resources were dwindling. We had huge accounts receivable that no one was paying. And, of course, he was double dealing. After a second drink he insisted the transactions I was complaining about were all perfectly innocent and appropriate. I wanted to believe him, but the more I questioned them, the more confusing and contradictory his explanations became. My second mistake was telling him I needed to present the matter to Father so he’d be aware of it in case anyone else ever raised questions. I was hoping too that Poppa would be able to clarify the situation for me, because I was thoroughly confused by it.”


Her voice shook at the memory. “That’s when Randolph reminded me my name was no longer Greenwald but Drexel, that he was my husband and that I’d do well to keep my mouth shut and obey his commands. I was stunned. Then, as the truth finally penetrated, I became sick at heart. I’d never imagined the possibility that he might be involved in treachery. I was also furious. I shouted at him that I was not a slave, that I wouldn’t stand by and allow him to destroy everything my father had worked for his entire life.”


She paused, stared out to sea. “That’s when he hit me. And kept hitting me.”
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She glanced sideways and saw the expression on the physician’s face change from distaste to anger to outrage.

 “Perhaps I could have escaped further humiliation if I’d accepted the first blows, run from his presence and remained silent. But I fought him—” she closed her eyes tight “—in my bitter anger I fought him and he raped me to prove he was a man.”


She couldn’t restrain the tears now any more than she’d been able to repulse her husband’s violent invasion of her body. The physical pain was gone, but not the humiliation of being battered and abused by a man she’d thought had loved her. The betrayal of that trust would haunt her for the rest of her life.

 “Next morning,” she resumed after brushing away the tears and regaining control of her voice, “he was obsequiously repentant. He groveled and begged for my forgiveness. He promised, swore it would never happen again, that he’d never touch another drop of liquor. In retrospect I think he was more afraid of what my father would do to him than he was concerned about my feelings.”


She fell silent for close to a minute. “I don’t know if you can understand this, Dr. Thomson, but I wanted desperately to believe him. I was three months along. I wanted us to be a happy family. I told myself what happened was my fault, that I’d been insensitive to his needs, to the enormous pressure he was under trying to support our family and the ever failing war effort, that he’d became enraged because I’d offended his honor. He couldn’t have betrayed our cause or compromised my family’s integrity.”

 “But he had,” the doctor remarked, “hadn’t he?”


She ignored his question, steeled herself and, voicing a deep sigh, went on. “Two days later I miscarried. Momma saw the bruises on my body, brought me home and kept prodding me until suddenly the whole sordid story came tumbling out.”


Buck gazed at her sympathetically. “What did she do?”

 “She told Poppa. He became so angry I was afraid he was about to have a stroke or a heart attack.” She glanced up. “The man you’ve met isn’t a shadow of the hero I’ve known. He sent a messenger to Randolph summoning him to the house that very afternoon. When Randolph arrived, Poppa confronted him with a loaded pistol and issued a series of ultimatums.”


The doctor cocked his head attentively, clearly hanging on to her every word.

 “Poppa presented him with a blank piece of paper and dictated his letter of resignation as a partner in the firm without compensation. He told Randolph if he ever touched me again, he’d kill him. Next Randolph had to reimburse the firm for the funds he’d embezzled within thirty days or face criminal charges. The scandal alone would ruin his family socially. Finally and most importantly, Poppa demanded that Randolph go to our rabbi within twenty-four hours and start the process to obtain a get, a Jewish divorce.”

 “Your father told you all this?”


Sarah smiled thinly. “I listened at the door. But I wasn’t alone. Momma was right there at my side listening too.”


The doctor nodded. “Go on.”

 “A month later Colonel Steward ordered Randolph to join the regiment which was then bivouacked in Virginia. Randolph was captured on the second day of the battle of Darbytown Road and was taken to a Yankee prison camp not far from Baltimore. Shortly thereafter I received a letter from Randolph pleading with me to pay 
his parole.”

 “Surely you didn’t.”

 “I debated hard with myself,” she replied uncomfortably. “He’d ruined my chances of ever having children. Our religious divorce had been granted, but as you probably know there’s no civil divorce in South Carolina. My parents were adamantly opposed to my rescuing him. I reminded them that honor doesn’t come from dishonor. He was legally still my husband. I owed him something.”


The doctor’s expression intimated he agreed with her parents. 


 “But they loved me and insisted on accompanying me to Maryland where the Yankees were holding him. Poppa carried the necessary funds, as well as a loaded Colt. I’ve often wondered if it was to protect us or to kill Randolph.”

 “Would he have? Killed him, I mean?”

 “At that time, yes. He was that angry. But he never got the chance. Upon our arrival at the prison camp, the commandant informed me that Randolph had died of wounds received a week previous. He was buried with the others in an unmarked grave. By chance I learned he’d been stabbed by one of his fellow prisoners for reasons the exact nature of which are unclear.”

 “You did more than he deserved, more than I would have under those circumstances. You can rest with a clear conscience.”

 “You must understand, Dr. Thomson, I never wished evil to befall my husband, but these past weeks and months have taught me very clearly that he wasn’t the man I thought he was, nor was he a man of honor. Nevertheless, our southern customs and my faith dictate that I show respect for the dead, and I shall fulfill that obligation, but allow me to add that it’s a formality rather than any lingering emotional attachment. I did what I felt I had to do. As you might surmise from all this, I am a woman in mourning, but I am not grieving.”


He reached over and took her hand gently in his. “Thank you for telling me. The courage you’ve displayed in coping under such difficult circumstances inspire respect and admiration.”


He raised her hand to his lips and tenderly kissed it. “I understand your desire to maintain decorum and I shall certainly honor it, but I also hope that, when it’s more appropriate, you might allow me to call on you.”


She grinned, feeling genuine warmth. “You are a gentleman, sir. When the time is right, I shall welcome the pleasure of your company, Dr. Thomson.”

 “Under the circumstances, please call me Buck.”


She bowed her head, secretly pleased. “And I’m Sarah. But now, Buck, let’s talk about your friend Asa. Can you tell me what happened to him?”
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Buck took a deep breath. Asa deserved the same degree of privacy he’d offered Sarah, but he also felt he could trust her with the basic facts of the situation, especially since she’d already learned the most humiliating aspect of it.

 “Asa Boone was my hospital orderly in the last year of the war. We all called him Kentucky. Strong but compassionate, he proved willing to undertake the kinds of duties most people recoil from. There are men alive today because of his care and dedication. Since we were both from South Carolina, we decided to travel home together. After a couple of days on the road, I left him to set up our campsite, while I rode into the neighboring town to pick up fresh clothes and supplies. I returned after nightfall to find him tied to a tree and being mistreated by three men. Asa Boone spent three years in the war treating the weak, the suffering and the dying with tender kindness, and these animals were inflicting the kind of pain and humiliation few people can imagine and none should have to endure.”

 “My God.” She clasped her hand over her mouth. Her eyes watered. When she lowered her fingers her lips were pinched and it was with visible effort that she spoke. “I had no idea such things happened. That poor man. What action did you take against the fiends who were doing that to him?”

 “I killed them. All of them.”


This time her eyes went completely round in shock at his cold, unmerciful statement, and her jaw dropped. No doubt at that moment she considered him a fiend as well.


Perhaps she was right, yet Buck felt no remorse, no shame or guilt for what he’d done. Continuing to gaze across the deep waters Asa had found so inviting, he remained mute, daring not to add that, given a chance, he’d do it again—and without compunction.


He wasn’t surprised when she turned away from him, considering the horrors he’d described. In the empty, pulsing silence that followed, they both stared out to sea. What she said then, however, did surprise him.

 “You remind me of my father. You’re both willing to go to whatever lengths are necessary to protect the people you love.”


Love. When had he last heard that word attributed to him? It was gratifying to hear, especially from this woman, but it was also humbling and intimidating. He cleared his throat.

 “You do me too much honor. I took revenge on my friend’s enemies and I’ve tended his physical wounds. But I don’t know how to help him heal from the torments those savages inflicted. Perhaps when he gets home to his father and is back in familiar surroundings, doing what he loves, farming, he’ll be able to put all this behind him. I hope so.”

 “Where is his home?”

 “Portland Plantation near Savannah. His father’s the overseer there.”


Sarah froze. “Did you say Portland Plantation?”


Her tone had Buck pivoting to face her. “Is something wrong?”


She hesitated for moment. “You probably haven’t seen a newspaper in some time, so you wouldn’t know. Portland was directly in the line of Sherman’s march. When the owners refused to abandon the place, his troops encircled it, ran off the slaves, and rounded up the white people. They strung up the men. I don’t like to think what might have happened to the women. The Yankees then burned the buildings. People who’ve been by there since report nothing left but charred chimneys and blood-soaked weeds.”

 “My God! Does the death and destruction ever end? I knew that devil had ravaged the countryside, but it never crossed my mind that Asa’s home might’ve been in the path of destruction.”


And Jasmine? Buck wondered. Was our plantation a victim as well?

 “Fortunately they spared Charleston,” Sarah went on, “or my parents and I wouldn’t have a home either.”

 “I’m relieved to hear that, but . . .” Buck shook his head. “How am I going to tell Asa the home he’s longing to return to is no more, that his father’s dead? This isn’t the time for him to find out his poppa might’ve been hanged by marauders.”

 “The poor man. He’s already been through so much.”

 “I won’t abandon him,” Buck declared categorically, “but taking him to Columbia with me is out of the question. He can’t tolerate a long trip on horseback or carriage, not until his back heals—and his mind. But I don’t know anyone in Charleston to leave him with.”


Sarah put her hand on Buck’s forearm. “Maybe we can return the favor you’re doing us, doctor. Let me talk to Momma. If there’s a way to help your friend, she’ll find it. She loves solving problems. In the meantime, if I may offer a suggestion—”

 “Of course. I welcome your advice.”


She spoke softly, caringly. “Encourage him to talk about what he’s feeling. Men don’t like to do that. They accept bodily pain as part of physical healing. Well, emotional pain is part of mental healing. Sympathy from a good listener can work wonders. Ask any mother.”
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As the harbor pilot guided the Shenandoah past the battered ramparts of Fort Sumter and steered toward the Cooper River docks on the Charleston peninsula, Buck tended to Asa’s wounds. His back was healing well.

 “Asa,” he said, knowing he was about to inflict another emotional blow, “I was talking with Mrs. Drexel, and she tells me that although Sherman spared Savannah and Charleston, he wreaked a lot of havoc in the rest of South Carolina. She tells me Portland Plantation was in his path and didn’t do well.”


Asa’s posture stiffened. “What do you mean, didn’t do well?”


Buck hesitated, but there was no easy way to say it. “It was totally destroyed.”


The man sitting on the lower bunk didn’t flinch. His voice was even. “And my father?”

 “Apparently all the men at Portland were killed. I’m sorry.”


Tears coursed down the young man’s face but he didn’t make a sound. 



After several minutes, Buck said, “I’ve agreed to take Mrs. Drexel and her parents with me to Columbia so her father can see a physician there. As your friend I’d welcome your company, but as your doctor I think the trip would be too arduous and would delay your healing. I promise you, however, I’m not going anywhere until I’ve made arrangements for you.”


Asa’s face was stern, his voice flat. “I don’t have any friends in Charleston.”

 “Tonight you and I’ll stay at the Isaac Hayne Hotel. Mrs. Drexel’s mother’s apparently acquainted with nearly everyone in town. She’s going to arrange for a place for you to stay while I’m away.”

 “I’m not a child,” he objected angrily.

 “No, you’re not, Asa. You’re a man. If the arrangements Sarah’s mother offers aren’t acceptable, I’ll stay here with you. They can go to Columbia on their own. You’re my first priority as my patient and as my friend.”


A moment passed. Asa’s watery eyes shifted. “How long will you be gone?” Clearly he didn’t want to be left alone.

 “A week. Not more than two. If you need to contact me, I’ll give you the address of an old family friend in Columbia, Augustus Grayson. He’s the bank president there.” 



Asa nodded and they returned to the deck. Buck stood at the rail and searched for Sarah and her family in the file of passengers beginning to leave the ship.

 “My God!” His head jerked involuntarily.


A small man with shoulder-length red hair partially covering a rough bandage on his neck was descending the gangplank of an adjacent steamer. Buck stared with unbelieving eyes. 



The redheaded man? His brother’s killer? Here in South Carolina? Was he really seeing him? Surely there was more than one male with red hair in the world. Or was this another hallucination?


As the figure melted into the crowd, Buck swore. The sniper he’d vowed to kill was escaping!


He shouted to Asa over his shoulder, “Wait here. I’ll be right back,” and bounded down the Shenandoah’s gangplank. He raced to the other steamer where the bursar was busily checking off the names of departing passengers. Pushing ahead of several, to their loud objections, he demanded, “A small man with long red hair just left the ship. What’s his name?”

 “Sir, please wait your turn.”

 “What’s his name?”


Annoyed but not intimidated by Buck’s sharp tone, the crew-member replied officiously, “I’m not supposed to give out any . . .” He paused, however, when he saw the gold piece in Buck’s right hand. “But yes, yes, I believe I do remember him. Strange fellow.”

 “What’s his name?” Buck repeated emphatically and slipped the coin into the man’s palm.

 “Ah, here it is, sir. Snead. Lexington—”


A chill slithered down Buck’s spine. It wasn’t possible. It couldn’t be.

 “Snead? Did you say Snead?”

 “Yes, sir, Rufus Snead, Lexington County, South Carolina. Milky left eye. Had a bandage on his neck as I recall. Is that the gentleman?”


Buck’s mind whirled. Images of the plantation overseer and his family crowded his brain.


The next man in line prodded him. Buck moved absently aside, muttering to himself, “Rufus Snead. Red-haired Rufus Snead.” He slapped his thigh.


My God, he’s that damn murdering Saul Snead’s boy. Couldn’t have been more than twelve or thirteen when I left Jasmine. Clay detested him. Always making mischief, taunting the slaves, stealing things. I reckon he’s headed back to Lexington County. Damn your soul, Rufus Snead. Now I’ll find you!


Buck returned to where Asa was leaning on the ship’s rail and asked him to wait on the dock with their luggage.

 “Where’re you going?”


Buck hesitated. Did he want to tell his friend about seeing his brother’s killer, after all the young man had been through already? He decided not to. “I saw someone I need to talk to. I’ll be right back.”


Asa nodded. “Sure, Buck. Please don’t be too long. I don’t like it when you’re not around, especially with all these strangers.”

 “I’ll only be a few minutes.”


The moment Gypsy was unloaded, Buck leaped into the saddle and began his pursuit.


By the time he’d entered East Bay Street the crowd of departing passengers had thinned. There was no sign of his quarry. Where would he go? Buck had no clue and decided to play the odds. Most unaccompanied men would head for the nearest watering hole, and the Sneads were a brood of heavy drinkers.


The closest saloon was The She Crab just ahead. Buck tied Gypsy to the hitching post and peered through the greasy window. The place was crowded. His prey wasn’t in view, so he went inside. The place reeked of unwashed bodies, stale smoke and cheap liquor. The long mahogany bar was straight ahead.

 “Excuse me, gentlemen.” Buck squeezed between two rotund customers.


They both stopped, glasses halfway to their mouths, and stared at him. “Mister, good manners’ll never get you a drink around here. Yell or fire off that fancy pistol you’re toting under your coat. Gunfire tends to get people’s attention.”

 “Especially the sheriff’s, if he’s still awake,” the other man said.

 “Actually, I’m after information rather than a drink.”

 “I hear they have free libraries up north,” the first man noted. “You ain’t one of them carpetbaggers, is you?”

 “Lord, no,” the other drinker exclaimed. “Does he sound like a Yankee to you?”

 “I’m from Columbia,” Buck told them, “if there’s anything left of it.”

 “Took its licks, I hear. But what’re you doing in our fair city, if you’re from Columbia?”

 “Trying to find a redheaded man. I thought I saw him come in here a few minutes ago.”

 “Mister, we’ve been hanging onto this bar for more than three hours. Ain’t no redheaded man or woman been in here lately.”

 “Must have gone somewhere else then. Thanks.” Buck wended his way back outside.


Another dead end, and a disheartening one, especially now that he knew who he was after. A blind chase in a city this size, however, would be a waste of time and effort. His gut said that, like him, Rufus Snead was going home.


Buck mounted Gypsy and loped back to the dock. Asa was sitting on a portmanteau, tapping his foot impatiently. He brightened with perceptible relief when he saw Buck.

 “What took you so long? Did you find your friend?”

 “No, but I will. You all right?”

 “I feel like I’m still rocking on the boat.”


Buck laughed. “That’s perfectly normal, Asa. I feel that way too. But it’ll be gone after a night’s sleep. Come on, let’s get to our hotel.”

 “I sure am hungry.”

 “Good. A clean hotel room and a hot meal is just what the doctor’s ordering for both of us.”
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They checked in at the Isaac Hayne Hotel, named for a Revolutionary War martyr hanged by the British, ate sandwiches in the dining room, then Buck settled Asa into their suite and suggested he rest. Satisfied his friend wasn’t inclined to wander—he’d probably take another nap—Buck went to the lobby, requested paper and pen and wrote a brief letter to Dr. Thaddeus Meyer, requesting an appointment for Mr. Jacob Greenwald. Buck put it an envelope and asked the clerk at the desk to send it with the next available courier to Columbia. He 
paid generously for the service. He had no idea if it would get there—or when.


From the hotel he proceeded to the stagecoach ticket office several blocks away, only to discover a coach for Columbia had departed that morning. There wouldn’t be another one for at least a week, and rail service wasn’t expected to be available for several months. For a substantial fee, however, the depot master had a three-seated surrey available for hire. Buck inspected it, found it in good condition and rented it along with two horses. The stable manager then informed him he’d also have to pay for a driver and guard, who’d return the wagon from Columbia.


Buck shrugged, muttered, “Welcome home,” and signed the rental ledger. He wasn’t sure when they’d be leaving. It all depended on what provisions he could make for Asa.
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 “It’s so sad, Momma. Buck says—”

 “Buck?” Ruth raised an eyebrow and smiled.

 “I mean Dr. Thomson. He said Asa was the best orderly he’s ever worked with, that he was especially caring and kind to the sick and wounded.”

 “And now he’s the one who needs caring for,” Ruth Greenwald remarked. “This terrible war . . . so many boys—”

 “I’m sure Dr. Thomson—”

 “You mean Buck,” Ruth teased.

 “He won’t leave Charleston until he’s satisfied his friend’s in good hands. Is there anyone—”

 “Hmm.” Ruth tapped a finger to her lower lip. “Let me think. The Fiddlesteins wanted a nurse to take care of their son who lost a leg at Atlanta, but I understand they found somebody. Myron Cantor’s boy was blinded at Chattanooga but his wife brought him home and is taking care of him. Oh, I know. Yes. Perfect. I know exactly who to talk to.”

 “You always do, Momma.”

 “That’s what mothers do, dear.”

 “Well, who?”

 “Mrs. Cohen.”

 “The rabbi’s wife? She’s got Hazel Ann and Flory Jean. Why would she need more help?”

 “Oh, didn’t I tell you, dear? The rabbi had a stroke last month. His mind and speech seem unimpaired, but his right side’s completely paralyzed. He’s in a wheelchair now. The big problem is . . . well—” she lowered her voice “—his personal needs. He hates having women attending to them. Hazel Ann is an excellent cook and Flory Jean an exceptional housekeeper, but one doesn’t ask spinsters to deal with matters of that sort. Molly’s doing everything for him, and it’s wearing her out, especially since the rabbi is a rather rotund gentleman. She’s not exactly young anymore either. What Mordecai needs is a male nurse. Doctor Thomson’s friend sounds absolutely perfect, if he’s interested.”

 “It certainly appears he’s eminently qualified for the job,” Sarah observed.

 “And mark my words,” her mother added, “focusing on someone else’s troubles is what that young man needs.”

 “As usual, Momma, you’re right.”

 “I’ll go over and talk to the rabbi and Molly immediately. Such a mitzvah they couldn’t refuse.”

 “Let me go with you. If they agree, we can stop off at the hotel and discuss it with Dr. Thomson.”
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 “I don’t need no buggy, dammit. All I want is a horse to get me home to Columbia.”

 “All right. All right.” The stable manager shook his head. “I just figured with your hurt neck a buggy would be more comfortable, and since there’s a doctor plans on driving a surrey to Columbia in the next day or two, thought you might want to check if he has room for another passenger. Be cheaper than renting a horse on your own.”


Rufus tried not to show a reaction.


No, it can’t be, he thought. Surely he’s not talking about Buck Thomson. But then how many doctors could there be going to Columbia these days?

 “A doctor you say?” He struggled to sound only mildly interested. “Going to Columbia? I wonder if I know him. What’s his name?”

 “Thomson.” The man rifled in a drawer and brought out a dog-eared ledger. “Elijah Thomson.”


Rufus had to keep from smiling. He’d taken his revenge on Clay Thomson. An eye for an eye. Or more precisely a death for a death. Now there was the matter of Rufus’s neck. That called for a wound for a wound. This might be the perfect opportunity to pay him back.

 “He’s staying at the Isaac Hayne Hotel if you want to go ask him,” the livery man said.

 “No. I don’t want to wait that long.” Or confront him face-to-face. “Just give me a horse. I can get there before he even leaves.”


And be waiting for him. The last of the Thomsons.
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Buck was puzzled by the summons to the lobby of the hotel that evening to meet two ladies who were asking for him. It was a pleasant surprise when he saw Sarah and her mother on the settee across from the saloon. After exchanging greetings Ruth Greenwald told him in a concise manner of the arrangements she’d made for Asa to remain in Charleston and assist the Cohens, if he wanted the job.

 “It won’t be a sinecure,” she pointed out. “He’ll be required to attend to all the aging rabbi’s personal needs under difficult circumstances. In return he’ll receive respect and support. Like everyone else these days they don’t have any cash, but he’ll at least get room and board.” Ruth then reiterated her firm conviction that helping others was the best way to help oneself.

 “Absolutely brilliant,” Buck exclaimed. “I can’t think of better medicine for Asa than assisting someone in need. He excels at that.”


Momentarily excusing himself, he went upstairs and brought his friend down without explaining the reason for the summons. A small smile came to Asa’s face as soon as he saw the ladies. Ruth tactfully explained to him the duties he’d be called upon to perform if he agreed to come with them. For an all-too-brief moment, Buck glimpsed a spark of enthusiasm in the young man’s eyes. His verbal reply, however, was “Whatever you say.” Then he added to the ladies, “Thank you.”


At least he hasn’t forgotten his manners, Buck thought. He gave Ruth detailed instructions to pass on to Mrs. Cohen on how to attend to Asa’s lacerations.

 “I’ll come and check up on you when I return from Columbia,” he assured his friend. “If you need anything in the meantime, you can contact me at the Graysons’.”


Together they returned to the room and assembled Asa’s modest belongings. Twenty minutes later, they again joined the ladies, this time in front of the hotel. Buck shook his friend’s hand in both of his. “By the time I see you again, I expect you’ll be healed and well on your way to a complete recovery.”

 “I hope so, Buck.” His eyes became glassy. “Thanks for—” He broke off abruptly and climbed into the carriage and took the seat opposite the two women.


Buck felt a pang of loneliness as he watched them disappear down the busy street.
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Early next morning the surrey Buck had rented pulled up in front of the Isaac Hayne Hotel, and the sullen driver grudgingly loaded his passengers’ portmanteaux. He was a large man, more mass than muscle, and it was manifest he hadn’t bathed in some time, perhaps since before the late war. After another restless wait of over 
fifteen minutes a short pudgy guard with bleary eyes, lugging a 12-gauge shotgun, joined them. Reeking of last night’s alcohol he clambered onto the front seat without a word of greeting or apology, belched loudly and was snoring before they’d even reached the outskirts of Charleston.


It was going to be a long trip with these brutes, Buck decided.


The open carriage was more utilitarian than elegant, a flatbed wagon with two ranks of passenger seats on leaf springs, plus the driver’s bench behind an improvised dashboard. Mr. and Mrs. Greenwald sat in the rear, while Sarah and Buck occupied the front seat opposite them. This afforded him the opportunity to keep an eye on the road behind them, since both the driver and guard, when the latter was awake, were focused forward. The baggage was stowed behind the rear bench. It wasn’t an ideal setup, but at least they were out in the air instead of confined to a cramped coach interior. Gypsy was tethered behind the carriage.


Once what promised to be a tedious journey had begun, Mrs. Greenwald, in true southern fashion, initiated a conversation by inquiring into Buck’s family background.

 “Dr. Thomson, by any chance are you related to the Thomsons of Sullivan’s Island?”

 “No ma’am, all my family’s from lower Richland County near Columbia. I did have occasion to meet the Thomsons of whom you speak while I was attending medical school in Charleston. Delightful people. I wish I could claim them as kin.”


For a while, Buck and Mrs. Greenwald discussed family connections and he courteously sketched his past life for them as genteel manners dictated.

 “My younger brother Clay and I were raised at Jasmine, a cotton plantation about fifteen miles from Columbia. Our mother, Mildred Lynch, died of yellow fever when I was thirteen and my father chose not to remarry.” He added, as if lightly, “I’m afraid I was something of a disappointment to him when I chose to study medicine rather than follow the family tradition and manage the plantation.”

 “Family traditions are very important but the profession of medicine is a truly noble calling.”

 “How long have you been a physician, doctor?” Sarah asked.

 “I graduated from medical school three years ago and immedately joined the army, as did all my fellow classmates and professors. Now I’m returning home to visit my father and see what’s left of the family holdings.”

 “And your brother?”

 “Clay was killed near Burkeville in Virginia shortly after Lee surrendered.”

 “Our deepest condolences,” Mrs. Greenwald responded. “It seems no family’s been spared the tragedy of loss in this terrible conflict, but at last it’s over.”


Mr. Greenwald remained silent during this exchange, which wouldn’t have been particularly remarkable under the circumstances. Buck fondly remembered learning from his mother that when women were speaking, men should remain silent and attentive, speaking only when spoken to. However, Sarah’s father showed absolutely no interest in the conversation. Buck suspected he was for all intents and purposes unaware of what was being said.


They rode in silence for a minute or two.

 “And what about the future, doctor?” Ruth asked. “Do you plan to open your practice in Columbia so you can remain close to your father?”

 “It’s a consideration. I hope to explore the opportunities with Dr. Meyer and my good friend Gus Grayson.”

 “Grayson? You know Augustus and Miriam? I hope they’re well. I’m sure you’ll get wise counsel on the prospects available in their fair city. I implore you, however, not to eliminate Charleston from your considerations. There’s always room for another good doctor, especially in a thriving port.”

 “You’re quite right, Mrs. Greenwald.” Buck gazed over at Sarah, sitting next to him. “Charleston has many attractions.”


From there the conversation migrated to mundane subjects like the price of cotton, about other people they knew in common, at least by name, and about times past. Eventually, however, the heat and humidity, the buzzing of insects and the rhythmic snoring of the guard lulled them from their sprightly conversation into private daydreams.


The sun was low in the sky when they finally pulled up to the inn at Monck’s Corner. The driver tied the reins to the brake pole, climbed down and went into the squat, dirty building. The shotgun, who’d been sleeping and snoring all day, miraculously came to life and joined him. Displeased by their ill manners, Buck nevertheless took the time necessary to help the stiff-jointed ladies down for the uncomfortable conveyance. Mr. Greenwald remained on the bench.

 “May I offer you a hand?” Buck said.


He received no response.


Ruth came around to his side of the carriage. “Jacob,” she ordered loudly, “we’re stopping here for the night. You need to get down. Now.”


Buck expected the elderly man to resist her as he had in the ship’s dining room, but this time he complied with a mumbled, “Yes, dear.”


The inside of the inn was no more inviting than the outside, but at least they weren’t confined to hard seats and jangling motion. The proprietor came out from behind a raised counter and asked them to sign the register. Buck meanwhile sought out the driver and guard.


They weren’t difficult to find. The saloon was plainly visible through two sets of double doors. Buck entered, walked up to the round table where the pair had already consumed half the contents of quart-sized glass mugs of beer.

 “Bring in the ladies luggage, John,” he ordered the driver, “and take it to their rooms.”

 “Soon’s I finish my beer,” he replied dismissively.


Buck pretended to ignore him and turned to his companion. “You, too, George.” 


 “Mister,” the guard growled, not even bothering to look up, “I ain’t your nigger.”


Buck’s heartbeat begin to accelerate, his breathing slowed and deepened, and his chest expanded. He reached out, picked up the two mugs and poured the contents on the sawdust floor. “You’ve finished your beers. Now bring in the bags.”


Both men jumped up. The guard reached for his shotgun, propped up against the table, but Buck kicked it away before he could grab it. Simultaneously he snatched his Colt from the inside pocket of his coat and pressed it to the man’s cheek. 


 “The next thing I spill won’t be your beer.” He glowered at the driver who’d retreated at the sight of the handgun. “Understand?”

 “All right. All right,” the driver wheedled. “Calm down, mister. Don’t know what difference a five-minute delay would’ve made, but you want them bags in now. . . . Sure.”

 “You have anything to add?” Buck asked the guard who was now wide-eyed.

 “I never argue with a loaded Colt. I’ll get the damned bags.”

 “Wise decision.” He released the sweating, foul-smelling drunkard, who backed away and ran out the door.


Buck watched him leave. Sarah and her mother were standing in the other doorway. Neither flinched when he approached them.

 “I’m sorry you had to see that, ladies.”

 “Some men are slow learners,” Ruth observed.

 “I’m afraid you just received a glimpse of the infamous Thomson temper. I’ll do my best to shield you from it in the future.”


From the expression on Sarah’s face he knew his actions had reprised unpleasant memories. He hoped with all his heart he hadn’t driven her away.
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Business was brisk at the Whiskey Jug Saloon in Lexington County, South Carolina. Rufus Snead slid off the nag he’d rented in Charleston. After being ridden to exhaustion over the last two days, the gelding’s head hung between his forelegs. Rufus didn’t bother hitching him to the post. He wasn’t going anywhere.


The barroom smelled like a combination of outhouse and chicken coop. A few faces glanced at the new arrival, then returned to their cups.

 “Rufus, that you?” Floyd bellowed from across the room. “Damn, it’s good to see you again.” He weaved his way between indolent patrons and threw his arms around his older brother.


Rufus was surprised the teenager was almost a head taller than the last time they’d been together. Same scrawny build though. Same rust-colored brown hair. Skin darker now. His slouch hat and clothes looked like they belonged to someone else, especially the leather belt with a silver buckle. Rufus wondered who he’d robbed for it.

 “I feared you was a gone coon in the war.” Floyd released him and stepped a half pace back. “But since you ain’t dead, welcome home.” He held Rufus at arm’s length. “What happened to your neck? Yankee’s git ya?”


Better not tell him I was a sniper for the Yankees. Not that Floyd would care, but he always had a big mouth.

 “You ‘member the Thomsons, don’t you?” Rufus responded. “Well, I got that son of a bitch Clay for what he done to Sally Mae. It was his fault she died. He killed her, so I blowed his pretty yellow head right off him up there in Virginia.”

 “He done that to your neck?”

 “Not Clay. His brother Buck.”

 “Buck Thomson? I thought that momma’s boy was a doctor? Ain’t he?”

 “If you call lopping off people’s arms and legs doctoring. But he still
knows how to shoot, I can tell you that. If he’d aimed half an inch to the left, I’d be a dead man. Don’t matter though. Now it’s pay-back time.”


Floyd grinned. “What you got in mind? You want to kill him?”


Rufus squinted at his brother with his good eye. “I’m thinking that’d be too quick. Be more fun to make him feel some pain, like he done me. Figure I could shoot him in the elbow, maybe blow it off, see how good he is at hacking people up with one arm.”


Floyd snickered. “Speaking of one-arm. . . . You remember Chopper Willems?” He nodded to a scrawny farmer in overalls at a corner table. “You mighta noticed, he lost his right hand in the war. Talking now about selling his chicken farm near Gadsden since he ain’t no good at chopping off the heads of live chickens with only one hand. Too much trouble wringing their necks first, so’s he can hold ‘em down. Ain’t affected his ridin’ or his shootin’ though. Can still knock a circling buzzard out of the sky with that rusty old piece of his. Tip a jug too. He’d be much obliged if you’d ask him to join us. He’s plain sick of chasing them chickens. But back to Buck Thomson. I ain’t heard of him being round here since way before the war.”

 “He’s on the way here from Charleston with some folks in a rented surrey. They should be spending tonight in Gadsden and get into Columbia sometime tomorrow.”

 “Why Gadsden? Ain’t that a little out of the way?”

 “Yep, but the road’s better.” Rufus scratched his head in deep thought. “Tell you what, call Chopper over here. I got a job for ’im.”

 “Sure, brother. What you got in mind?”

 “Need him to do what the army calls re-con-oy-ter.”

 “Sounds like a disease.”

 “Means to look around.”

 “Why didn’t you say so?”

 “I did. Now call Chopper over here and Fat Man too. I need to find out which way Thompson’s coming, and fast. Him and the people he’s with’ll be here tomorrow.”

 “They’ll want to know what’s in it for ‘em,” Floyd said. 


 “And for you, brother?” Rufus asked with a sneer.

 “Maybe you ain’t heard, but the costs of things’s gone up considerable since the war began. Thomson got money?”

 “He’s a doctor, ain’t he? Besides, I ’spect the folks he’s traveling with have plenty too.”

 “You always could sniff out the soft touches, Rufus. I’ll get Chopper and Fat Man.” The sixteen-year-old motioned to the proprietor behind the plank bar. “Two more beers, Shifty, for me and my brother here.”

 “He better have cash. You still owes me for the last two.”


Rufus snorted. “Still free loading, huh, brother.” He removed a leather purse from inside his shirt and produced a small silver coin.


Floyd let out a whoop. “Yankee money! Where’d you get that, brother? Ah, never mind. It’s better than rebel paper.”

 “Enough for another couple of rounds, you think?”

 “Ooo-eee! Come on, Shifty. Start pouring.”

 “Speaking of Sally Mae,” Rufus said after his first gulp, “how’s the boy?”

 “Job? Oh, he’s still with old Emma, far as I know.” Floyd snickered. “Favors his daddy, they say, with that yellow hair of his.”

 “His daddy’s hair ain’t yellow no more.” Rufus picked up the foamy tankard of beer and downed half of it in one gulp. “Ain’t yellow now.”
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 “Momma, you must be exhausted, and Poppa can barely keep his eyes open.”

 “I’ll be glad when this journey’s over,” Ruth said, feeling every bit as tired as she probably appeared. “The food gets worse and the beds lumpier. I’ll never put your father and me through a trip like this again.” She went over to the wash stand, poured water from the pitcher and patted it on her cheeks and neck. “Surely Dr. Meyer will be able to recommend a physician in Charleston to treat your father.” She pulled the combs from her hair and let the thick gray-streaked braid fall down her back. “Too bad Dr. Thomson doesn’t plan to practice there.”


Sarah chuckled softly as she removed the veil covering her head and dropped it on the trunk in the corner of the room. “I must say you interrogated the poor man enough in the last two days to know everything about him.”

 “The character of the people you’re traveling with is important, dear. Besides, what else is there to talk about when you’re on the road—or what they call a road—for hours on end?”


Sadly she regarded her husband sitting on the edge of the one chair in the room, his head down, his hands dangling between his knees. Dear Jacob. I wish I could restore you to the man you were. But, alas, I think that may never happen.

 “Let me help you put him to bed,” Sarah offered. “Sweet Poppa. I wish . . .”

 “Hush, dear,” her mother cut her off. “There’s nothing we can do, except do what we can.”


Five minutes later the lethargic old man was stretched out under the thin counterpane and snoring softly. The women moved to the other side of the room to disrobe for bed. Sarah’s was a straw cot on the floor next to the wash stand.

 “Something’s been troubling me, Momma. Did Poppa go to Colonel Steward and arrange for Randolph’s transfer to the regiment in Virginia?”

 “No, he did not.” Ruth paused and studied her daughter. Such a lovely young lady. She didn’t deserve the treatment she’d received at the hands of the man she’d pledged her life and love to. “No, he did not,” she repeated. “I did.”


The expression on Sarah’s face wasn’t shock, as Ruth had expected, but more like disbelief.

 “You? You arranged for him to be sent off and killed?”


Ruth shook her head. “No, sweetheart, I didn’t send him away to be killed. I was trying to save him from being murdered.”


Sarah sank onto the straw mattress and stared up with wide eyes. “I don’t understand, Momma.” She covered her mouth with the tips of her fingers. “What . . .” Her voice quavered. “What are you talking about?”


Ruth pulled the chair over and sat before her, reached down and clasped Sarah’s cold hands. “After confronting Randolph, I learned your father had bought a handgun, a Colt—”

 “The one in his luggage?”

 “Yes. And he’d been practicing with it. He’s never had any use for fire arms, so it took me a while to figure out what he was up to.”

 “Are you telling me he was planning to kill Randolph? That was why you had Colonel Steward send him away, to save him from being killed by Poppa?”


Ruth shook her head. “No, dear. Not to save your husband’s life, but to save your father’s.”

 “Momma, you’re not making sense,” Sarah cried out.

 “Calm down and listen to me for a minute.” She massaged her daughter’s hands. “If your father had killed Randolph, as he planned, he would’ve been arrested for murder and put in jail. I couldn’t let that happen, sweetheart. He wouldn’t have lasted there more than a few months. He’s a good man, an honorable man, and I love him. He deserves better than to spend his last days in a cage for taking the life of a scoundrel like Randolph. No, I wouldn’t have it.”

 “But . . . But Poppa still had the gun when we went to Maryland. He was going to kill Randolph after we got him released, wasn’t he?”

 “He never told me, but I’m sure that was his intention. So I stole the cartridges.” She smiled proudly. “I still have them in my purse.”


Sarah stared up at her mother as tears began to well, then she sprang to her feet. Ruth rose too, but more slowly. 


 “Oh, Momma,” she cried and she embraced her mother. “You did all this for me?”


Ruth whispered, her voice unsteady, “I did it for all of us.”


The two women hugged each other tightly and wept.
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 “You might as well tell the ladies they can relax,” the driver reported to Buck on the last morning of their journey. “We ain’t gonna be leaving anytime soon.”

 “What’s wrong now, John?” Buck asked in exasperation.

 “Old George is sleeping in.”


Buck eyed him sternly.

 “I tried waking him,” John insisted, “but he’s out for the duration.”

 “Where is he?” Buck demanded, his temper rising.

 “The barn.”


Buck marched toward the gray, weather-beaten wooden building.


The driver struggled to keep up with his long stride. “Come on, mister, just let him sleep it off. Even if you wake him, he’ll be worthless.”


They found the foul-smelling guard curled up in a pile of hay in the corner of an empty horse stall. His snores were keeping more sophisticated animals at bay.

 “Give him a few hours, and he’ll be all right,” the driver urged.

 “We’ll go on without him.”

 “I ain’t going nowhere without a guard.”


Buck’s patience snapped. He shoved the driver into a corner, picked him up with a fistful of shirt and some of the chest hair underneath, and growled in his face, “We’re leaving now or you don’t get paid a plugged nickel.”

 “Listen, mister—” the man’s voice was strained, yet defiant “—I brung you this far and I’ll get you the rest of the way. But not without a guard.”

 “You have fifteen minutes to find one—or else.” He dropped the man onto his feet. They started back together to the already harnessed surrey.

 “Where the hell am I supposed to find another guard?” railed the driver. “This here’s Gadsden, not Charleston. Ain’t nobody here ’cept the innkeeper and that farmer over there watering his nag. Don’t reckon he wants to leave home. Besides, he’s only got one hand.”


Buck had seen him in the dining room earlier, a young-old man with his right hand gone above the wrist. How many hands had Buck cut off after battles? How many other men had to spend their lives missing hands and feet because of him?

 “I’ll get the others,” Buck stated uncompromisingly. “We’re already behind schedule. We’ll go by way of Cedar Creek. It’s faster.”

 “Mister, I don’t like that road.”

 “Tough. That’s the way we’re going, and I’ll ride shotgun.”


The driver stared at him and was about to object, but the expression on Buck’s face seemed to change his mind. The one-handed man loitering over on the side watched, then mounted his sorry-looking nag and rode off.
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 “Chopper, I seen army horses in better shape than that bag of bones you’re riding.”

 “Probably—” he dismounted “—but this here’s the one I got and I had to ride him like hell, but he took me there and back fast. That’s all that matters. I’m sure he understands times is tough.”

 “What’d you find out?”

 “Y’all better get riding. They left Gadsden about an hour or so behind me. And get this, your doctor friend is riding guard.”

 “What’re you talking about?” Rufus demanded.


Chopper recounted the exchange he’d witnessed. “That sawbones don’t take no for an answer, Rufus. The driver done his best to stall him—I reckon he was hoping for some relief since he was up awful late last night, ’splaining things over that mountain dew you was generous enough to buy me, but—”

 “Let me get Floyd and Fat Man,” Rufus said, as he turned away.

 “What about me?” Chopper asked.

 “You got any of that moonshine left?”

 “Hell no. How far you think one measly jug of that stuff lasts with three thirsty men?”


Rufus removed another silver coin from his pocket and tossed it to him. Chopper may have been right-handed once, but he had no trouble catching with his left hand now.

 “Get yourself some beer to clear your head. We’ll be back in a few hours.”

 “What you gonna do?”

 “Take Floyd and Fat Man with me to Cedar Creek, where we’ll welcome Dr. Buck Thomson home.”


A moment later his brother and a big, round man came out of the saloon and joined them. 


 “Remember,” Rufus told them after explaining the situation, “you can shoot and kill any of ‘em, but not the guard. The doc is all mine.”

 




#

 




The wagon had traversed the flat coastal plains of South Carolina and was now rolling over forested hills and through swamps. Swarms of insects bombarded them without relief. There was no breeze and the humidity was suffocating. The ladies fanned themselves incessantly with little effect, while the men slapped and scratched themselves with equally poor results.


They’d been on the road nearly two hours when the surrey descended into a shallow valley. The narrow sandy road wound between the tall pines and scattered oaks that towered over tangled brambles and impenetrable underbrush. Upon coming to a shallow stream, the driver halted the horses to let them drink. Clouds of biting insects immediately attacked. Everyone was swatting ineffectually at them when the driver flicked the reins of the horses and moved on. They’d barely cleared the creek bed when Buck heard the all-too-
familiar flat crack of a rifle shot. The image of his brother’s exploding head flashed before his eyes. A moment later the horse directly in front of him dropped in its traces, blood gushing from its head.


The two women screamed. 



Buck swung around and caught a glimpse of Mr. Greenwald frowning in bewilderment.


Before he could raise the Henry from across his knees, a hairy brute stepped from behind a tree on the left, leveled a pistol and at point-blank range shot the driver dead.
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 “Get down,” Buck shouted. He swung his rifle to the left and fired. The assassin’s face widened with disbelief as he was blown backward by the impact of the bullet piercing his chest.

 “Stay low,” Buck ordered the people behind him.


He was scanning the woods ahead, searching for the hidden rifleman who’d shot the horse, when Sarah and her mother screamed again. Buck whirled around on the seat in time to see the two women dive for the bottom of the wagon. Mrs. Greenwald reached up for her husband who continued to sit calmly, apparently unfazed by the terror around him. Buck was about to order him to take cover when a thin, disheveled man, wearing a slouch hat, stepped out of the woods on the right side of the road. He pointed his revolver and fired. As the old man slumped from the bench, Buck ended the gunman’s life with a single rifle bullet to his chest.


Sarah, sprawled protectively on top of her mother, was reaching toward her bloodied father when another rifle bullet tore a path across her right shoulder. She made not a whimper, and Buck was convinced she too was dead.


The infamous Thomson temper roared through him. He leaped from the wagon and stood crouched beside it, emptying his rifle into the distant grove at the forward curve of the road. In the wake of the resulting shower of leaves and bark, he spotted a man with long red hair scrambling frantically to the ground.


Images flashed. His brother’s golden head ruined. The crippled boy hiding in a hickory. The desecrated bodies of Martha Hewitt and her children.

 “Sarah,” her mother screamed, “you’re bleeding. Help. Help.”


Buck spun around at the same time he heard Sarah moan. She was still alive, thank God. Mr. Greenwald was draped over the side of the wagon, obviously dead. Mrs. Greenwald was pinned beneath her daughter, blood from Sarah’s wounded shoulder dripping onto her bodice. Quickly Buck surveyed the woods once more to insure no further attack was imminent. There was no movement. No jiggling of tree leaves. The air was still, without the hint of a breeze.


Assuming their attacker or attackers had left the scene, he gently raised Sarah off her mother. Dazed, bleeding and undoubtedly in pain, the young woman nevertheless climbed down from the carriage on her own.

 “Get behind that rock. Quick,” he instructed her.


Older and less spry, her mother required Buck’s assistance to negotiate her descent.

 “Poppa—” Sarah implored.

 “There’s nothing we can do for him now, sweetheart,” her mother said tenderly, as she ripped a piece from her skirt. “But you’re bleeding. Hold this tight on your wound.” She asked Buck. “Are they gone?” 


 “I believe so, or they could be playing possum. We need to get out of here, fast. Stay where you are and lie as flat as you can until I have everything ready.”


He hurriedly detached the harness from the dead horse, then urged its partner to back up far enough to maneuver around it. Untying Gypsy from the rear of the wagon, he led him forward and buckled him into the traces.


Before climbing into the wagon himself, however, he walked over to the burly dead man who’d killed the driver. Bending down, he examined him more closely. He’d never seen the shooter before. The other killer, the thin one, was sprawled on his back in the middle of the road. Buck removed the shapeless hat from the teenager, exposing short, kinky hair with a reddish hue. Buck pulled the killer’s collar aside. There was no scar on his neck. Two red-headed men? What were the odds? It didn’t make any difference. What did matter was that Clay’s killer was still at large, deep in the swamp by now. Buck muttered an oath.



He hoisted the bodies of Mr. Greenwald and the driver into the bottom of the buggy, then, removing clothing from the luggage stowed behind the back seat, he used it to cover them. Meanwhile the two women were clinging to each other. Sarah was sobbing, while her mother held her in her arms and rocked her gently, whispering a rhythmic refrain in a language Buck didn’t recognize.


Praying there were no other gunmen in hiding, he mounted the front seat, gathered the reins, and urged the horses into a brisk trot.
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Soon they entered the total devastation inflicted by Sherman’s legions upon Columbia. Row upon row of formerly majestic houses had been burned to their foundations. Broken furniture littered ruined lawns. Charred cotton bales, obviously used to obstruct the streets, were strewn like giant burned pillows. Buck drove for blocks without sighting a single inhabitant. Where were the people? Had they all perished? Had they all fled?


Dominating the landscape was the smoke-streaked capitol building, pock-marked from the impact of cannon balls. General Washington, the father of his country, molded in proud bronze, still guarded the front steps, but now his cane was crippled. Only Trinity Church, across the street, seemed to have escaped the wrath of victorious Yankee troops.


Buck came upon a solitary white man in a torn maroon frockcoat scavenging through the rubble of what may have been a parlor. As Buck drew nearer he heard the old man mumbling, “I’ve got to find her picture.”

 “Sir,” Buck called out.


The man started to run away, clumsily climbing over an overturned piano bench that was missing a leg.

 “Sir,” Buck called out again, hoping he sounded less threatening. “Can you help me, please?”


The man stopped, froze, listened, then turned, as if to an old friend. “How may I assist you, sir? I’d offer you a chair, but—” he peered around, as if confused “—I don’t know where they’ve put them. I must find Lucy Jean’s picture.” He resumed his pawing through broken shards of china and glass.

 “Be careful,” Buck warned. “Can you direct me to the nearest undertaker?”

 “Jeffcoat’s? She’s not there anymore. We buried her.”

 “Where?”

 “In the cemetery, of course. Weren’t you there?”


This poor man, Buck thought. Who was Lucy Jean? His wife? His daughter? But he didn’t have time to dwell or help the elderly gentleman. Jeffcoat’s. He remembered now. The name of the largest funeral home in Columbia. Just a few blocks from here.


After a short drive he arrived in front of what appeared to be a typical southern mansion, columns painted a dull white and fronted by a manicured green lawn. Only a large stone etched with the word “Jeffcoat” identified it. He jumped down from the seat, tied the wagon’s reins to a metal post, then turned to Sarah and her mother. With her arms around her daughter’s waist, Mrs. Greenwald gazed at Buck for a moment, then life came to her swollen eyes.

 “Where are we?” Before he could answer, she took in the stone tablet and the building. “Oh. Yes, of course.” Sarah sat without moving until her mother whispered in her ear, “We need to get down, dear.”

 “Let me help you.” Buck extended his hands.


Sarah reached for them, then made a mewing sound and pulled back. Firmly grasping her waist, Buck lifted her from the carriage and gently deposited her on the ground. As he did so, the older woman glanced at the clothing-covered outline of her dead husband. Then, without a word she accepted Buck’s help and stepped into the street.

 “Sarah,” she said, “let me see your shoulder. Good, it’s stopped bleeding,” she noted with approval.

 “Nevertheless,” Buck insisted, “we have to clean and dress it quickly.”


He placed his arm around Sarah’s waist and guided her toward the imposing façade. While her mother held her daughter’s hands, Buck knocked sharply on the front door.


An impeccably attired black man opened it immediately. “Yessir, may I help you?”

 “I’m Dr. Thomson. A lady has been injured. I require a private room with a washstand, warm water, soap and a clean cloth. Then I need to see Mr. Jeffcoat right away.”

 “Yessir. Y’all come in, folks. I’ll go fetch Mr. Jeffcoat directly.” He led them to a small reception room across from the massive staircase and hurried out to complete his assignment.


Before Buck could help Sarah and her mother to the settee, a stocky, balding man with a brown-dyed handlebar mustache, wearing a black frock coat, gray vest and striped pantaloons, hurried to meet them. His visage was one of practiced concern, his voice soothing as trickling water. 


 “Good evening, ladies, sir. I’m Otis Jeffcoat. How may I assist you?”


Buck offered his hand. “Permit me to introduce Mrs. Greenwald and her daughter, Mrs. Drexel. I’m Dr. Buck Thomson. I must attend to Mrs. Drexel’s shoulder immediately. We’re also in need of your services.”


The black man appeared in the doorway, carrying a basin with a pitcher in it, a towel slung over his arm and a piece of soap balanced on top of it. With amazing dexterity he deposited them on a side table and removed a roll of white cloth bandages from his vest pocket.

 “Doctor,” Jeffcoat said, “when you’re finished, Dolfus will be waiting outside the door to escort you to my office.”


Observing the appropriate modesty, Buck engaged the assistance of her mother in removing enough of Sarah’s clothing for him to properly attend to her injury. Impressed by the young woman’s uncomplaining compliance with his directives, which undoubtedly caused her pain, he proceeded to cleanse and dress the wound. After giving her a few moments to rest, Buck opened the door and they followed Dolfus to the funeral director’s office down the hall.
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When everyone was seated in the tastefully appointed room Ruth Greenwald allowed Dr. Thomson to recount the events that had brought them there. He did so concisely and with professional detachment. Buck then deferred to the older woman.

 “Are you familiar with Jewish burial customs, Mr. Jeffcoat?” she asked.

 “Madam, I’ve had the honor of handling the funeral arrangements for all the Jewish families here in Columbia. With your permission, I’ll send a messenger immediately to Rabbi Myron Mendelssohn, who, I’m sure, will be a great comfort to you in this difficult time. Do you have any relatives here in Columbia with whom you can sit Shiva?”


Ruth was pleased that the officious man was apparently as knowledgeable as he claimed. “Not relatives but friends. But first there’s the matter of a burial plot.”

 “I’m sure Rabbi Mendelssohn can be of assistance in that regard.”


Buck raised his hand. “Perhaps you could also send a message to Gus Grayson and his wife. Miriam’s Jewish.”

 “The banker and his wife! Yes, yes!” the undertaker agreed. “I know them well. I’ll send someone to notify them straightaway.” He paused, then inquired of the physician in almost a whisper. “And the present location of the deceased?”

 “In the wagon out front.”

 “If you’ll excuse me a moment.” He started for the door.

 “There’s one other thing, Mr. Jeffcoat,” Buck said, stopping him before he was able to escape. “Our driver—I know him only as John—is also in need of your services.”

 “Sir, rest assured this also will be handled appropriately. Dolfus,” he called out, “pull the wagon from in front around . . .” His voice trailed off as he closed the door behind him.


Ruth murmured. “I haven’t seen Miriam and her husband for so long, and now to impose on them like this—”

 “Momma, you know Miriam, if you didn’t call on her she’d be offended. Wouldn’t you be if circumstances were reversed?”

 “You have the wisdom of a mother,” she said with a smile, then put her hand to her mouth. “Sarah, baby, forgive me.”

 “A compliment is kindness, Momma.” 



Buck could feel Ruth studying him as he observed her daughter. Sarah was sitting in the fiddle-back chair at the corner of the desk, pale and weary. She hadn’t yet cried, and he had to admire her stoicism, but he also wondered how much more tragedy she could endure. She’d already suffered the loss of her brother in the war, the less-than-honorable demise of her abusive husband in a Yankee prison camp, and now the senseless murder of her beloved father in front of her eyes. Not to mention being shot herself. 


 “I’m glad you know the Graysons,” Buck said. “Miriam’s a good woman who’s at her best in a crisis. Until she arrives, is there anything I can do for either of you? A glass of water? Brandy perhaps?”

 “Nothing, thank you.” Sarah bowed her head. “You’ve been so kind already—” her voice trembled “—and you saved my life.”


She’s so brave, so beautiful, and I’ve brought nothing but pain and death to her and her family.

 “If only I could have saved your father,” he said.

 “You have no cause for regret, doctor,” Ruth assured him. “My husband left this life quickly, and I believe, painlessly. He was a good husband and a wonderful father. I’m comforted by the belief that God is closest to those whose hearts are broken. Had Jacob lived, I fear the time ahead would have been very difficult for us all.”


Sarah finally broke down and began to weep silently.


Jeffcoat hurriedly reentered the room, wiping his brow with a silken kerchief. “Can I get anything for you ladies, brandy perhaps?”


Before Ruth could answer she heard a heavy knock on the outside door. A moment later, the black man appeared. “Mr. Jeffcoat, sir, Mr. and Mrs. Grayson have arrived.”

 “Show them in. At once.”


Dolfus didn’t get a chance. A short, plump woman in a black taffeta hoop dress, bustled around him and marched directly to the women. She extended gloved hands to Ruth and Sarah. “Oh, my dear Ruth. Mr. Jeffcoat’s informed me of your loss. I’m so dreadfully sorry. These difficult times. . . . All our losses—” She stopped, brooded for a moment, then recovered her resolve. “But you’re among friends now. I’ll see to it that everything that can be done will be. Oh, this is so terrible, so tragic.”


She turned abruptly to her husband. “Augustus, Ruth and her daughter are our house guests and will be sitting Shiva with us.” She sighed. “We remain a house in mourning. So much mourning.”


Only then did she acknowledge Buck’s presence. “Elijah.” She wrapped her arms around his waist and rested her cheek gently against his chest. Then, with a final squeeze, she pulled away. “I’m sorry we can’t offer you the hospitality of our home right now.” She bit her lip and her eyes brimmed. “But you’re back. Thank God for that. If only Harry and Bert were here too.” She wiped a tear from her cheek.

 “Miriam,” her husband whispered, “don’t—”

 “I’m going to have Janey clear out Bert and Harry’s rooms. Our guests will stay there,” she declared uncompromisingly.

 “Honey, are you sure?”


She fluttered her hand. “Ruth and Sarah will remain with us for as long as they wish.”

 “Yes, my dear.” He nodded and for a moment his dark eyes became glassy, before he too bolstered himself. “I’ll walk Buck over to the Sand Hills Hotel and see to it he’s given their best accommodations. By the time I return Rabbi Mendelssohn should be here and you can complete the necessary arrangements for tomorrow.”

 “The surrey and the mare,” Buck remarked, “belong to the stagecoach company, but the gelding’s mine.”

 “Put your mind at ease, doctor,” Jeffcoat interceded. “I’ll see to it they’re delivered to the hotel livery as soon as possible and arrangements made for their proper care.”


Buck stood and turned to Miriam. “Please ask your family physician to examine Sarah’s wound as soon as possible and redress it.” Without thinking of the propriety of his action, he took Sarah’s hand and gently caressed it. “I’ll see you and your mother tomorrow. Rest well.”


While the banker was giving his carriage driver instructions to wait for the ladies, Buck sized up his old friend. Augustus Grayson was clean shaven, dressed in obviously expensive but worn clothes, and still athletically fit. The fifty-year-old’s sole concession to the passage of time seemed to be the silvering of his hair and the crow’s feet at the corners of his hazel eyes.

 “God, it’s good to see you, Gus,” Buck said as they proceeded down the street on foot. “But once again, I seem to be bringing a world of trouble.”

 “You’re home. That’s all that matters now.”


Buck had to struggle to keep up with the banker’s rapid pace as they marched toward the hotel. At the corner where only chimneys of houses remained, they turned to the right.

 “Gus, you’re as fit as ever. How do you do it?”

 “Well, I still walk to and from work every day, weather permitting. Miriam limits me to two cigars a day if I have any, out of her presence, and she watches what I eat like a hawk. Of course, as she’s fond of pointing out, that isn’t much because I usually have my foot in my mouth.” He chuckled. “Lord I love that woman.” 



He slowed his stride when they approached a large brick-built two-story house. At first glance it appeared undamaged. As they passed by, however, Buck realized it was no more than an empty burned-out shell.

 “The Wilson place.” Gus shook his head. “Good friends. All died in the fire. So many deaths.”


Buck couldn’t hold back any longer the question he’d dreaded asking. “What happened to Bert and Harry, Gus?” It was clear to him they were dead.


His friend continued on several more paces before answering. “Franklin. Tennessee. Last November.” His voice grew husky. “Nine thousand men, six thousand of them ours, were killed that day.” For a while he didn’t speak. “I received a letter from a Captain Halben in December, just before Christmas. He said he tried to convince the boys to separate before the battle, but they wouldn’t hear of it. Insisted on marching together. Were advancing side by side when the Yankees lowered their cannons and fired pointblank into the formation. My boys . . . just . . . disappeared.”

 “God damn this war.” Buck’s jaw tightened. He knew what each size of munitions could do to the human body, from the ragged tears of the minie-ball to the multiple punctures of the Gatling gun to total destruction by mortars and cannon fire. He and Grayson walked on side by side for another half block before Buck was able to get past the lump in his throat and the anger.

 “I’m sorry, Gus, for them, and for you. Bert and Harry were good men who did you and Miriam great credit. They were honorable men and devoted sons. My family and I adored them.”


They were also a study in physical contrasts, Buck reflected, one short and stocky, the other tall and lanky, with complimentary senses of humor. How they loved to laugh and play off each other, so full of life. It was difficult for Buck to imagine them being gone.

 “Miriam wanted to visit their graves,” Gus said after they’d continued on for another devastated block. “I had to tell her there weren’t any. For a while I thought she’d never speak again, then she threw herself into her causes and educating her maid Janey. Slowly that good woman came back to me.”

 “And now I bring you more sorrow.”

 “It’ll never end, Buck. But as Miriam would say, the world, which was made for us, abides; but we, for whom it was made, depart. Sometimes it seems to me, though, we’ll be in mourning for the rest of our lives. All Miriam and I . . . All any of us can do now is hold on to each other.”


They walked on side by side for another half block, before Gus commented, “My boys were fighting for state rights, you know, not slavery.”


It was hairsplitting, Buck had long realized. The state rights they were fighting for was the right to own slaves.

 “I think you’re aware of my feelings about the peculiar institution,” he reminded his friend, “and the rift it caused between my father and me.”

 “You’d be surprised how many families around here were split over it, but it was a matter of economics. It bothered me to have to lend money to plantation owners to buy slaves or to accept the cash value of their slaves as collateral for loans. Here I was supporting an institution I detested by day and helping undermine it by night.”

 “Undermine it? What do you mean?”


Gus paused a moment, then on a deep breath said, “At last I can tell you, but I do so in the strictest confidence, Buck, for there’re people who would happily wreak their vengeance on us if they knew.” He paused again. “For years Miriam and I have been active conductors on the so-called Underground Railroad.”


Buck stopped short, aware his mouth was hanging open but unable to close it. “You were aiding runaway slaves?”

 “So they could get to Canada or other safe havens.”

 “My God, Gus. You could have been shot if you were caught. And Miriam.”

 “It was a chance we had to take. Slavery is . . . was wrong. Owning people the way one owns a dog or a horse is immoral, not to mention the way some of them were treated.”

 “By white trash like Saul Snead,” Buck offered belligerently. 


 “He was as bad as any of them, worse,” Gus agreed.


Buck shook his head. “In these past war years I thought I’d seen the bravest of the brave, but you two top ‘em all.”

 “I’d like to take the credit, but I must tell you I merely furnished the funds. Miriam provided the means and moral courage. She clothed and fed them, gave them shelter and even transported them. No, my friend, if you want an example of selfless bravery, look to Miriam.”


They continued on. Gus had slowed his pace, perhaps in consideration of his young companion, perhaps because he was caught up in his own thoughts and memories. It was during this almost relaxed perambulation that something dawned on Buck that sent a shiver down his spine.


Was it possible that while the parents were undermining the singular cornerstone of southern society, their boys were going off to be killed in defense of it?

 “Gus—” he hesitated “—did Bert and Harry know?”

 “They knew. They died for the right of free people to make their own decisions.” Emotion silenced him for several strides, then he recovered and said, “I realize that sounds contradictory, but they were fighting so we could make the right choices on our own, not have them dictated by self-righteous outsiders.”

 “We could have solved our own problems, if we’d been allowed to,” Buck agreed. “Is that what you mean?”


Gus shrugged. “Firing on Ft. Sumter was a grievous mistake. Firing on any fort is stupid if you can’t win the battle that will inevitably follow. Did those idiot politicians here in Columbia think Lincoln would tuck his tail between his legs and give us independence?”

 “I hated slavery,” Buck said, “but like you I thought of myself as a South Carolinian first and an American second. General Lee felt the same way about his allegiance to Virginia. I guess now we’re all Americans first.”


They turned the last corner on their approach to the hotel.

 “Gus, we’re lifelong friends. Why did we never have this discussion before?”

 “I felt sure you agreed with me in principle, but I was afraid, with your famous Thomson temper, you might inadvertently compromise what we had to do in secret. Besides, when were you around for me to tell you? We haven’t seen you in what . . . six or seven years? First you went off to college, then medical school, then into the war.”

 “A war that should never have happened.” He thought of the carnage he’d seen. The wasted lives. The ruined lives. A generation of men scarred and crippled.

 “Yet you fought on the side of the Confederacy,” Gus observed.

 “Because we were invaded under force of arms by the Yankees. I wasn’t defending slavery. I loathe it. Or state rights. Do we have the right to be morally wrong? I was helping in the struggle against northern aggression. Nobody points a gun at me and mine without me fighting back.” 



They’d arrived at the Sand Hills Hotel, a three-story frame building with four grand columns in front. Its northwest wing had suffered fire damage and was obviously no longer habitable. Inside the main entrance, however, there was little evidence that the world outside had changed forever. Plush settees, crystal-shaded lamps and claw-footed tables gleamed, while neatly dressed Negro servants poured tea for finely gowned peaches-and-cream ladies and decanted aged Cognac for distinguished white gentlemen.


The clerk at the registration desk greeted the banker with polite respect.

 “Good evening, Mr. Grayson. How may I help you and your young friend?”

 “Doctor Thomson requires accommodations for—” he asked Buck “—how long will you be staying?”

 “A week perhaps. No more.”

 “The John C. Calhoun Suite is available, sir.”

 “That’ll be fine.” Grayson turned to Buck. “I’ll leave you now, but I’ll be back tomorrow morning at nine. We have a great deal to discuss. Get some rest. You’ve had a trying day.”


Buck extended his hand. “Thank you for your help, old friend. And please thank Miriam for me.”


After Gus left, Buck arranged for a message to be sent by courier to the stagecoach company in Charleston notifying them of the highway encounter and the death of their driver. It was ironic that the drunken guard had survived. Buck also identified Otis Jeffcoat as the point of contact for the disposition of the driver’s remains. 



He then sent a note to Dr. Meyer’s office canceling Mr. Greenwald’s appointment. After informing the man behind the desk that the surrey would be arriving sometime that evening and directing that his baggage be brought to his room, Buck retired for the night. 
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 “He killed Floyd.” Rufus stomped in front of the cold pot-bellied stove in Lexington County’s infamous pot house. “He killed my brother.”


Hank wiped his handlebar mustache of beer foam. “Where?”

 “Cedar Creek crossing.” It was supposed to be so simple. Shoot the horse and the driver, then put a slug in Thomson’s shoulder. Would have worked if Thomson hadn’t been riding guard, wielding that rifle. Never trust a doctor with a gun in his hand. “He killed my brother and now I’m gonna kill him for sure.”


Hank held up his pewter mug to the bartender for a refill. “What about Fat Man?”


Rufus slammed his fist on the plank bar. “Killed him too.”

 “Their bodies still out there?” Shifty replaced Hank’s empty stein with a frothing one. “Or’d you bring ‘em back with you?”

 “No time.” Rufus paced angrily, remembering the barrage of gunfire and the shower of leaves. There was no way he was going to hang around with Thomson wielding a gun. “Get a couple of the boys and a wagon out there to pick ‘em up,” he told Hank. “I’m gonna see to it Floyd gets a decent burial. Fat Man too,” he added as an afterthought.


Hank showed no particular interest in hurrying, but drank deeply of his beer, a few drops coursing down the side of his mouth. He wiped them away with the back of his hand. “How come you didn’t get him, Rufus? You knew he was coming along that road and you was waiting for him. Even with one eye it ain’t like you to miss?”


Rufus glared angrily. He didn’t like being reminded he was half-blind. “Ain’t my fault, I tell you. Would’ve got him in the shoulder, dammit, if Floyd and Fat Man hadn’t opened fire too soon. Ended up hitting the woman riding behind him instead.”

 “You shot a woman?” Hank grinned and lifted his beer in salute. “Kill her?”

 “Told you, I wasn’t aiming for her. Only wounded her. In the shoulder, I expect.” Without realizing it he raised his hand to the blood-stained scarf around his neck. Maybe there was justice after all.

 “But you missed killing the doc?” Hank taunted.

 “I told you I was aiming to cripple him, damn it. But he killed Floyd. Now I’m gonna kill him.”

 “Floyd was a good man. So was Fat Man. Can’t let that doc get away with this. We’ll help you finish him off.”

 “I work alone. Always have. I’ll get him myself.”


Hank fondled his luxuriously thick mustache with his fingers. “Didn’t do a real good job by yourself this time.”

 “Cause I was depending on other people.”


Hank shrugged and emptied his tankard, then started for the door. “I’ll get Zeke and see to them bodies.” He turned back. “When you change your mind and decide you can use some help with this killer doctor of yours, you just let me know. Like I said, Floyd and Fat Man was friends to a lot of us.”
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Buck slept deeply and arose early, physically refreshed, but dreading the events to come. As promised, his luggage was waiting in the sitting room. He pulled the cord by the fireplace and when a servant arrived, requested a hot bath be drawn and a barber be summoned to shave him and cut his shaggy hair.


At nine o’clock sharp, he appeared in the hotel’s dining room, well groomed and wearing clean clothes. Gus was drinking a cup of coffee. A waiter pulled out a chair for Buck even before he reached the table. He ordered coffee and a breakfast plate.

 “You look like a new man,” Gus commented.

 “Probably smell like one too.”


The banker grinned. “I wasn’t going to say anything.”

 “You’ve already eaten?” Buck asked.

 “Miriam frowns on non-kosher cooking.”

 “You’re not Jewish.”

 “Please don’t tell her that.”


Buck laughed. “You mean you’ve kept the bedroom lamps unlit all these years.”


Gus guffawed, almost spilling his coffee.


The next half hour was filled with a candid narrative of the lost years. The battles Buck had witnessed, the businesses large and small Grayson had watched collapse, and the families that had moved away. They were recounting pleasant memories of cotillions and barbecues, when a messenger arrived from Jeffcoat, announcing the funeral service at the synagogue would commence at eleven o’clock. Since they had an hour and a half until then, Gus suggested they proceed to his office at the Richland County Bank.


Once comfortably seated there and cigars lighted, Grayson became somber. “I’m so sorry about your father’s death. I wish—”


Buck sat upright in the upholstered chair. “Father’s dead?”


Gus stared at him. “You didn’t know?”

 “I—”

 “I’m dreadfully sorry, son. I only heard about it a month or so ago myself. I still don’t have all the details, except that there was a fire at the house. You and Raleigh had your differences, but he was in many ways a fine man who loved both his sons.”

 “Did Clay know about Father’s death?”


Gus froze. “Did?” he repeated. “You mean—”

 “He was killed by a sniper a few days after Lee surrendered.” 



The banker shook his head as his eyes misted. “Not him too.” He stared at the desk blotter and mumbled, “Lord, I loved that young man like one of my own. So full of life and joy, and God, what a horseman.” He raised his head. Tears stained his cheeks. “Now he’s gone too, like my precious boys.”


He rose to his feet and paced behind his desk, head bowed. “So many lives ended.” He wiped his eyes and then resumed. “In the event of his death, your father left letters with me to give to you and your brother upon your return. Now, with Clay gone . . . I reckon they both belong to you.”


He went to the shoulder-high black-iron safe in the far corner of the room, spun the dial and removed two dun-colored envelopes. He handed both to his guest. Buck stared at his father’s careless handwriting, frowned and placed the missives in his coat pocket.

 “You know, Buck, this country may someday recover from this terrible conflict. We might even eventually bind our nation of states closer together to make us a stronger Union, but, my God, at what a price! All the dead. All the crippled young men, North and South. I tell you, generations will pass before many of these families recover. I’ve heard over a quarter of the young men in the Confederate States have been killed or disabled. Nothing—state rights, abolishing slavery—nothing’s worth the price we’ve paid.”


He picked up his Havana. It had gone out. He set it back in the ashtray and shook his head sadly.

 “And Columbia. This beautiful city, ruined, ruined! It’ll be rebuilt, and our state’ll recover, but it’ll take many years. Unfortunately, you can’t force people or legislate them to love one another.”


He leaned back in the swivel chair, then sat upright. “Enough of this philosophizing.” He reached for the dead cigar, relit it with a wooden match, took a deep puff and blew the smoke over his head. “What’re your plans now, son? I hope you’ll open your doctor’s office here in Columbia. You’ll be most welcome . . . and successful.”


Buck too puffed before he replied, “I’m afraid I’ll have to delay that decision for now. There’s another matter I’m obliged to deal with first.”


Gus waited expectantly. When Buck didn’t elaborate, he shrugged. “As you wish. If you require ready cash, it’s available. Raleigh deposited funds here for your medical school, but since you chose not to use them, I’ve invested them for you, and now, with Clay gone. . . . As the sole surviving son, you also inherit Jasmine—or what’s left of it. Give me a day or two to get all the legal documents filed, but—” he stared grimly through the fragrant smoke “—you certainly won’t have to concern yourself with earning a living right away.”

 “I have a good horse—” Buck studied the glowing tip of his cigar “—and adequate cash for now. About this matter I alluded to . . . I need your advice. Do you remember Saul Snead?”

 “That sorry overseer your father hired? I tried to warn him, but after your momma passed on, all your poppa seemed interested in was turning a profit.”

 “I’ve learned Saul’s son, Rufus, is the mankiller who shot Clay. He and his gang also murdered Sarah’s father and wounded her.”

 “God in heaven!” Gus wagged his head. “That whole family’s depraved. But this! That wretch’s got to be stopped.”

 “My immediate concern is for the safety of Sarah Drexel and her mother.” Buck rose to his feet and strode heavily across the worn carpet. Retracing his steps he positioned himself directly in front of the banker’s desk. “Then,” he declared firmly, “I’m going to find Rufus Snead and kill the murdering bastard.”


Grayson stared up at him, speechless for a moment. “Buck, I’ve never seen you like this. You, a doctor who never even went on a foxhunt, are now talking about taking another man’s life?”


Buck stared at him. “I’ve already killed six men and haven’t regretted a single one of them. Now I’m a mankiller.”


The banker fell back in his chair, clearly appalled at what he’d heard. He started to bring his cigar to his lips, but his hand trembled so badly he lowered it to the crystal ashtray.

 “My God, Buck. My God.” He covered his face with his hands. “What’s this war done to us?”

 “I need to find Rufus Snead,” Buck said with cold calm. “He’s around here somewhere.”


Pulling himself together, Grayson tapped the ash from his cigar and took a puff. “My friend, I want you to get Clay’s murderer as much as you do, but the Sneads are a treacherous lot with a host of evil friends. It’d be foolhardy for you to go after him by yourself.”

 “I can’t ignore him now.” Buck frowned. “Not when I know he’s so close.”

 “Oh, I’m not suggesting you let him get away. I have ah . . . an . . . acquaintance who can find a gnat in a sandstorm, and squash him if necessary.”


Buck shook his head. “No, sir, I want that red-haired coward for myself.”

 “I understand that. What I’m proposing is you let my man Tracker locate him for you. He’s a master of disguise who can slip into dangerous places without raising suspicions.”

 “You’ve never steered me wrong, Gus. But I don’t want this to drag out. There’s no telling how many lives are at stake. Do you think Tracker can get the job done promptly?”

 “I believe he can. Fortunately he’s in the vicinity. I’ll send word to him right away.” Gus pulled a gold watch from his vest pocket and snapped it open. “Time for us to pick up the ladies and proceed to the synagogue.”
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Buck, Sarah, her mother, and the Graysons arrived at the synagogue in silence. Rabbi Mendelssohn greeted them with appropriate solemnity and introduced several members of the congregation—many were friends of the Graysons—so that there would be the ten male Jews required for religious services. Buck was unfamiliar with the rituals that followed but was captivated by the rabbi’s resonant, sonorously mournful chanting.


From the house of worship, they proceeded across the street to the Hebrew cemetery. Here the rabbi led a prayer which was recited by all those present, even Gus. Buck listened and found the words deeply comforting.

 “Glorified and sanctified be God’s great name throughout the world which He has created according to His will . . .”


Gus prodded Buck and inclined his head toward a group of tombstones on their left.

 “May His great name be blessed forever and to all eternity . . .”


A small figure, wearing a badly stained Confederate cavalry hat and tunic, crouched among the gravestones. When the vagrant realized he’d been seen, he scurried away. In his haste the hat fell off, revealing a long tangle of red hair.

 “Blessed and praised, glorified and exalted, extolled and honored, adored and lauded be the name of the Holy One, blessed be He, beyond all the blessings and hymns, praises and consolations that are ever spoken in the world; and say, Amen . . .”


Buck almost gasped. By God! It’s Rufus Snead. What the hell is he doing here?

 “May there be abundant peace from heaven, and life, for us and for all Israel; and say, Amen . . .”


Apparently the sniper hadn’t given up stalking him. Buck was tempted to pursue him but two things dissuaded him. He wasn’t armed, and he was loath to disrupt the service.

 “He who creates peace in His celestial heights, may He create peace for us and for all Israel; and say, Amen.”


The ceremony concluded, Miriam came over to Buck and invited him to the house for a small reception. Buck hesitated, then accepted. His pursuit of Snead would have to wait—at least until he was armed.


The banker’s smoke-streaked residence on Senate Street was a sprawling three story brick building with a kitchen in back and beyond it a carriage house. A butler in patched livery greeted them at the front door, accepted the gentlemen’s hats and walking sticks, while female servants helped the ladies out of their cloaks and feathered hats.


The party proceeded to the drawing room in front, where a scant buffet had been laid out. Ruth was pouring sherry into small crystal glasses. Gus was at the other end of the long trestle table decanting modest portions of brandy into matching crystal snifters. The butler approached him quietly and waited until he was recognized.

 “Yes, Quintus?”

 “Beg pardon, sir, but a letter comed a short while ago for Mr. Jacob Greenwald.”

 “I see. Where is it now?”

 “In the hall, sir. You want me to fetch it?”

 “Yes, please. But bring it directly to me.”

 “Yessir.”


A minute later, the black man approached with a silver salver on which a yellow envelope lay.


Gus thanked him, dismissed him and then examined the document to verify the name of the addressee. He noted that Miriam had been observing him out of the corner of her eye while talking with her guests and discussing the Lord only knew what. It took the merest nod from him for her to excuse herself and join him. Her immediate reaction when he showed her the envelope was, “More bad news? Is this salt for the wounds?”


Together they went to Ruth and Sarah.

 “Ruth, my dear, a letter has arrived addressed to Jacob.”


The new widow’s hands shook.


Sarah relieved her of her glass. “Momma, do you want to sit down?”

 “Please. What does it say?” Ruth asked after she was seated. “Who sent it?”

 “Would you like me to open it for you?” Gus asked.


The grieving woman nodded.


Gus was surprised when he realized his own hands were shaking too. He tore open the flap, unfolded the crinkly paper, scanned the terse words and quickly read them aloud.

 “Franklin Drexel is contesting Sarah’s sole ownership of the brokerage and has obtained a court order closing it, pending court determination of his challenge. The hearing is scheduled for the 18th. I require your original documentation to go forward with your defense. It’s signed Simon Weinberg.”

 “Our family lawyer,” Sarah explained.

 “Perhaps you would prefer to discuss this in private,” Miriam said, eyeing Buck.

 “No.” Sarah replied. “Dr. Thomson’s aware of my situation with Randolph.”


Her mother frowned, doubt on her face.

 “All of it,” Sarah declared. 


 “We must return to Charleston immediately,” Ruth said.

 “No,” Sarah repeated. “You stay here. I’ll go back and take care of this.”

 “I must—” Ruth started to say.

 “Nonsense,” Miriam stopped her. “Sarah is right. You need to stay here and recuperate. Your daughter’s well qualified to deal with this.”


Ruth covered her face with her hands. “And we thought they were our friends.”
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 “Do you have any idea what the basis of their suit might be?” Buck asked Sarah who was sitting between her mother and Miriam.

 “I can think of three possible causes of action. First, that the agreement to sever his junior partnership was obtained under duress. Second, that there was no compensation for value received, and third, that our religious divorce has no legal standing.”

 “May I ask a few more questions?” Gus asked.

 “Of course,” she replied. “I’m hoping you might be able to give us some ideas on how to proceed.”


The banker nodded. “Do you have any papers signed by Randolph renouncing his claim to the business?”

 “Yes, they’re in our private safe in the office.”

 “Is there anyone back there who has the combination to that safe and who you would trust to turn those papers over to your lawyer?”

 “Arthur Saxe has worked for my father for twenty years, but he doesn’t have access to the safe and—”

 “No,” Ruth said decisively. “I don’t trust him, not with something this important. I must go back—”

 “Put the thought out of your mind, my dear,” Miriam rejoined. She turned to her husband. “What other questions do you have?”

 “Were there any witnesses to your father’s confrontation with Randolph?”

 “My mother and I . . . overheard their conversation.”

 “But you weren’t in the same room,” Buck pointed out, remembering Sarah saying they were listening at the door.

 “It’s my house,” Ruth snapped. “I have a right to know what’s going on.”

 “Momma,” Sarah interceded, “I don’t think Dr. Thomson’s implying anything.”


Ruth made a harrumph sound, while Miriam poured a glass of water and handed it to her.

 “No offense intended, ma’am,” Buck said evenly. 


 “May I continue?” Gus asked.


Ruth nodded. “I’m sorry. I’m just so—”

 “Legally you and Randolph were still married at the time of his death,” Gus posited. “Is that correct?”


Sarah nodded.

 “Are there any other heirs to your father’s estate besides you and your mother?”

 “Aaron, of course,” Ruth said brightly.

 “Momma—”

 “He’ll come back. I’m convinced in my heart he will.”

 “Ruth, dear,” Miriam said softly. “I know how hard it is, believe me. It took me a long time to accept that Bert and Harry were gone, that they will never be returning home.” Her eyes filled with tears. Gus moved up beside her chair and placed his hand on her shoulder.

 “You said he was lost in the war, is that correct?” Gus pressed.


Sarah bit her lip, then stiffened her spine. “My brother was a blockade runner out of Charleston. He’d been sailing since he was a little boy and made dozens of trips safely, but we haven’t heard from him in over a year. The papers listed him as MPD, missing, presumed dead.”

 “I don’t believe it,” Ruth interposed. “The war’s over, and he’ll be coming home.”

 “Yes, Momma. But let’s not discuss it now. The question is what we’re going to do about Randolph’s father. You stay here with the Graysons, and I’ll return to Charleston.”

 “Not by yourself,” Buck said firmly. “I’m going with you. I’ll check with the stagecoach company and see if they have anything available. How soon will you be ready to leave? Tomorrow?”

 “Tomorrow? Leave tomorrow?” Miriam exclaimed. “That’s impossible. They must sit Shiva, after which they need to rest. I won’t hear of her leaving tomorrow. It’s out of the question.”


Buck shifted his attention from Gus’s wife to Mrs. Greenwald and finally to Sarah. “Excuse me. Sit what?”


Miriam patted Ruth’s hand sympathetically while explaining to Buck, “It’s our religious practice for the next of kin to remain in isolation for a period immediately following funeral services. All mirrors are turned to the wall or covered and meals eaten in seclusion. Ruth and her daughter will observe this custom in our home.”

 “You mean she can’t travel? For how long?”

 “Shiva means seven days. Actually eight, since the Sabbath doesn’t count.”

 “That’s too long, Miriam,” Sarah protested. “Since we’re traveling I can satisfy the obligation by sitting Shiva for three days.”

 “Is that when you’ll be ready?” Buck asked. “In three days?”

 “I’m ready to leave immediately if that’s what’s needed. Right now saving the family business and our honor is more important than a ritual that can be performed later.”


Buck nodded. The woman had endured the violent death of her father, yet was still willing and eager to take on the world. One hell of a woman.

 “I’ll check with the stagecoach company and find out what their schedule is and get back to you.”

 “No, no,” Ruth objected. “It’s much too dangerous.”

 “I’ll be traveling with your daughter to Charleston to insure her safety,” Buck informed her.

 “For propriety’s sake,” Miriam cut in, “I’ll send Janey as your servant and companion.”


A few minutes later, Gus escorted Buck to the front door and put his hand on his young friend’s shoulder. “Well, doctor, as usual the women have everything well in hand. All we have to do now is exactly as we’re told.”


Buck grinned. “I’m eminently familiar with taking orders.”
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Buck went directly from the Grayson house to his room at the Sand Hills Hotel. Today he’d participated in a strangely soothing ritual that reminded him that there can be death with dignity. So different from what he’d witnessed in the war; where torn-up bodies were carelessly discarded more often in pits than in dignified graves; where there were no markers to remind the world that here feeling men had yielded up their lives, limbs and dreams; where few words were spoken to commemorate their sacrifices, many of which the world had already forgotten.


He removed the two unread letters the banker had earlier given him from the inner pocket of his ill-fitting frock coat, and tossed the garment itself onto the back of a chair in the sitting room. Once again he studied the two envelopes and was surprised to see his hands were trembling. What last words had Raleigh had for him and Clay? What premonition might he have had of his own demise?


Sitting on the edge of the settee in the corner between the windows, he opened the envelope with his name on it.

 




To my elder son Buck:


One of the greatest joys of my life was the day you were born. The two greatest sorrows were the loss of your mother and that you and I parted with such rancor. But that does not dampen the pride I have for you and your accomplishments. Even as a boy you were more like your mother than me, with your compassion for wounded animals and your kindhearted care of our slaves. She and you touched the tender part of my soul. I need not remind you how profound was her loss on my nature. Perhaps it explains the inexcusable behavior I now so deeply lament.


I pray you will forgive me and in time recollect me with some fondness for those moments of happiness we shared. May you return safely from this terrible war, establish your medical practice here in South Carolina, and enjoy a long and successful life. 



Your loving father, 



Raleigh

 




Buck let the single piece of paper slip from his fingers and fall to the floor, overwhelmed with unexpected emotion. Gus had been correct. For all his shortcomings, his father had loved him. How much Buck himself regretted the hostility of their last meeting. If the war hadn’t intervened, would they have been reconciled? They’d always have differences, but Buck liked to think they’d eventually have found common ground.


He picked up the paper, refolded it and tucked it back into its envelope. Several minutes went by before he broke the seal on the other one. He felt unclean, as he opened this letter, written on the same personalized stationery. To read the private correspondence between his late father and his dead brother seemed somehow a sacrilege, yet it would be irresponsible and doubly disrespectful of their memories to ignore it.


He sat more deeply into the upholstered sofa. His fingers trembled as he read:

 




To my dear son Clay:


I pray your reckless exuberance for life has not placed you in harm’s way and you return safely from this dreadful war.


It was apparent to me from your earliest days that you appreciated the good life of a plantation owner and are unafraid to enjoy the pleasures and privileges it offers. I have therefore willed the entire estate of Jasmine to you. All pertinent documents are on file at the Richland County Bank in Columbia. Be discreet and generous in your affairs, but drink deeply of life and the joys it offers. Your memories of me will fade, but I hope from time to time, you may think of me and smile.


I have also established a trust fund with Gus Grayson to carry faithful Emma and the child through these troubled times. We owe her a great deal. God bless her.


I trust you will be able to put behind you the tragedy of our failed cause and the sorrows it has brought. May this meager bequest help you fulfill your dreams. I could not have asked for a finer son and heir. 



Your loving father, 



Raleigh

 




His throat tight, his hands still trembling, Buck managed to return the document to its envelope, which he laid on the side table at the base of a whale-oil lamp. Folk wisdom said time healed all wounds, but the scars left by some injuries never completely disappeared, and the pain of some afflictions remained with a man for the rest of his life.


Though the day was still young, Buck removed his boots and crawled on top of the faded four-poster bed, overwhelmed with fatigue and a sense of guilt that was more deep-seated than mere physical exhaustion. The rawness of the pain radiating from his soul, however, did not diminish his commitment to rid the world of the evil around him.


On the contrary, he was more determined than ever to find the deformed caricature of a man responsible for Clay’s death.


He would track down Rufus Snead, and he would kill him.
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 “He saw me,” Rufus told Zeke. “He recognized me.”

 “You sure?”

 “Of course he’s sure,” Hank put in. The three of them were sitting at the table closest to the plank bar in the Whiskey Jug, a tankard before each. “His pint-size was a hint, but the long red hair was a dead giveaway.”


Rufus would have favored cutting the man’s gizzard out. He didn’t appreciate being reminded he was small, only a hooter over five feet. As for the red hair, he supposed he could cut it short like Floyd had done his, or dye it a different color, but cut it once and he’d have to keep cutting it. As for dyeing it . . . out of the question. He wasn’t no Mary. Besides, that’d be even more work.

 “If my dad-blamed hat hadn’t come off,” he explained, “the folks at that burial would have figured me to be somebody come to visit a dead relative.”


He hated cemeteries. Always had. His old man had bound him to a tombstone one night to teach him a lesson. Couldn’t remember what he’d done wrong. Didn’t matter. The sot didn’t need a reason. Rufus had learned his lesson though—to stay as far away from the crazy lush as he could after that. Done all right too until the night the bastard started beating on Sally Mae.

 “Then that banker noticed me and nudged the doc.” Rufus realized too late he should have ignored them. The oversized hat would have shielded his face.

 “Well, if the doc didn’t know he was being followed before,” Hank commented between gulps of warm beer, “he does now.”

 “Don’t matter,” Rufus told him. “I know where the doc is, but he don’t know where I am.”

 “Why didn’t he go after you?” Zeke wondered.


Rufus had been thinking about that too. “Maybe ‘cause he didn’t want to upset his friend’s funeral.”

 “To go after his brother’s killer?” Hank obviously didn’t cotton to the notion. “So he interrupts a funeral. Big deal. The dead don’t care, and he could always explain it to the living.”

 “Maybe he didn’t have a gun with him and thought Rufus did,” Zeke suggested.


Hank put his finger to the side of his nose. “I like that better.”


Rufus smiled. “If that’s the case, I reckon I ought to arrange another funeral for him to go to.” He snickered. “Make it his funeral too.” 



Shifty brought him another tankard of beer. Time to think.


Doc Thomson knew Rufus was watching him.


Thomson was an expert marksman.


Except for maybe church, even Jewish churches, and funerals, he probably wouldn’t go anywhere without a gun, and he was supposed to be every bit as good with a pistol as he was with a rifle. Rufus knew how good that was.


Should be easy enough to follow him wherever he went, but shooting him in town probably wasn’t a good idea. The locals might catch him, but worse, them damn Yankees might, and they wouldn’t hesitate to shoot him on the spot or take him somewhere and hang him, or at least treat him real bad.


Better for him to pick the time and place, rather than waiting for a chance that might never come. But now that the doc had seen him, it would be too dangerous to go after him alone.

 “Think the boys might be willing to help me out, Hank?”

 “Told you, everybody liked Floyd and Fat Man. They want their killer almost as much as you do. What do you need?”
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The following morning after breakfast in the hotel dining room, attended to by a slow-moving but remarkably efficient old black man, Buck went directly to the stage office. The next coach to Charleston wouldn’t be leaving for three days. Good timing. He sent a messenger to Sarah informing her of the schedule, then spent the next couple of hours searching for better clothing at a price he was willing to pay. Confederate money was worthless. Federal currency was in short supply. Most commerce for ordinary people was conducted at the rudimentary barter level. Even the barest of necessities were in short supply. Everything above mere subsistence was now considered a luxury.


Buck was at an unexpected advantage. Asa had refused to even touch the gold and silver Buck had collected from the men who’d attacked him, and as much as Buck loathed its source, he realized it would be foolish to ignore it. Instead, he hoarded it in a way his upbringing never taught him and haggled in a manner his father would have spurned. He also kept careful track of every coin he spent and vowed to return a like amount to his friend at a future date.


It was close to noon by the time he set out on a journey he knew would be as unsettling as his father’s written farewell. It had been nearly six years since he’d left Jasmine, seemingly at peace with his resolution to never set eyes on it or his father again. But learning his father was dead, he realized he’d undergone a sea change. It was one thing to resent and hold at arm’s length a living man with whom there was still the possibility of reconciliation, and quite another when that person was dead. The same was true but in reverse regarding Jasmine. Dissociating himself from something that was sacred to another member of the family was much easier when he didn’t expect to own it. Now, as the sole heir of the ancestral estate, he had no choice but to return, even if it was for the last time.


Mounting Gypsy, he set off for the plantation, fifteen miles away.


The day was bright and sunny, a sharp contrast to his mood and to the desolate condition of the countryside through which he rode. Houses, humble and grand, had been burned, battered and ruined. Fields, once fertile and productive, lay uncultivated and weed-choked. Even the ancient trees lining stately and fashionable avenues had paid the price of Sherman’s wrath. Their outstretched boughs had been reduced to stumps, like the many human limbs Buck had amputated.


At last he came to the long, canopied drive to Jasmine, the Thomson family home. By some miracle the stately oaks had escaped the Yankee vendetta. As Gypsy’s shod hoofs clattered along the red-brick pavement, Buck’s mind slipped back to the last time he’d seen his father, a memory he wished his mind could erase.
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April, 1859


Jasmine Plantation


South Carolina:


Buck rapped on the door of his father’s study and entered before there was time for a response. Raleigh, seated behind the desk writing in a ledger, looked up. His annoyance quickly faded at the sight of his first-born. 


 “Welcome home, son,” he said cheerfully. “How was Columbia?”

 “Hot and humid. But I’m not here to talk about the weather. Mose just told me Claudius was whipped to death by that son of a bitch overseer of yours.”


Raleigh’s face reddened. “Don’t use that kind of language in my house, son. You know I don’t allow it. Claudius was whipped . . . and then he died. I’ve already fired Snead.” 


 “Fired! You ought to have shot the son of a . . . that man long ago. He’s been nothing but trouble.”

 “He was responsible for a good deal of the success we’ve enjoyed here. He worked hard and expected others to do the same.”


Buck put his hands on his father’s desk and leaned forward. “He beat those people unmercifully, Father. He’s done it for years. I’ve seen the results of his beatings and treated them myself. I’ve told you this many times before, but you wouldn’t listen. Now you’re culpable in a murder.”


Raleigh stood up suddenly. His face was close to Buck’s. “How dare you speak to me that way. I told you Snead’s gone. That’s the end of it.” 


 “Hell it is. Claudius’s blood is on your hands. You can’t wash it off this time.” He pulled away from the desk, turned his back, then spun around to face his father. He would have liked to shout, but the breeding of good manners won over the base urge. “It’s wrong, Father. This whole business is wrong. Slavery’s wrong. You know it and I know it.”

 “Now you listen to me, young man. You sound like one of those damn abolitionists.” Raleigh Thomson was livid, shaking with rage. “Those high and mighty Yankees condemn us for having slaves, but they’re the ones who buy them in Africa, build the ships to bring them here, and sell them in Charleston. They’re willing enough to purchase our cotton, picked by those same slaves, for their factories—factories where they employ children and immigrants unable to speak English, to whom they pay starvation wages.” He took a deep breath. “That’s their form of slavery.”

 “But they don’t beat them to death!” Buck retorted, his voice finally raised. “They don’t sell them or rip their families apart for profit.” He headed for the door. “Slavery. I’m sick of this whole damn business.”

 “Stop,” Raleigh bellowed. 



Involuntarily, Buck did.

 “You self-righteous hypocrite. You despise slavery yet you’re willing to accept the fine, luxurious home it’s provided you, as well as an expensive education. You say you hate our whole way of life—hunting, riding with foxhounds—yet you’re the best rifle and pistol shot in this part of the country. And what do you shoot? Pine cones and paper targets. Some of my friends wonder if you’re not a ‘fancy boy’. Still, you’re not above asking me to pay for medical school.”


His father’s tirade inflamed Buck’s ire. With one hand on the door knob, his voice quivering with rage, he said, “You’re right, Father. I’m not like you or your friends. I don’t believe in owning people or whipping them or killing animals for sport. I want to heal people, not hurt them.” He took a deep breath. “I don’t fit in here and I never will. I’m going to medical school, but I don’t want a penny of your damned blood money. I’ll manage on my own, and you’ll never see me again.”


So much for home sweet home.
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Peering to the end of the broad lane, Buck sat up straight in the saddle and stared, then sagged dejectedly. All that remained of the once beautiful mansion were smoke-tainted red chimneys standing like tombstones in heaps of gray ash.


The semicircle of dilapidated cabins behind the destroyed house was deserted. Shutterless windows stared like dead eyes at the desolation surrounding them. Even the dogs were gone. The only sign of life in the entire compound was a thin thread of smoke curling from the blackened tin pipe of one of the slave shacks. Its front yard was cleared of weeds and shaded by a large chinaberry tree.


Buck rode up slowly, dismounted, and not knowing what to expect, tapped on the porch rail with the barrel of his Colt and held it ready. An entire minute must have elapsed before he heard a mumbled sound from inside, and another minute until finally, a stooped, rail-thin, white-haired Negro woman shuffled barefoot from the dim interior leaning on a gnarled cane. She cupped a veiny hand over rheumy eyes as she stood blinking in the unaccustomed sunlight. 



He hardly recognized the woman standing before him. Once strong and stout, she seemed to have shrunken into a wrinkled mummy. She wore a faded gray dress he vaguely remembered as having once belonged to his mother. It was tattered and patched now. The elegant fitted waist hung loose and low, the hem ragged and soiled. He put the gun away.

 “Emma, Emma, it’s me, Buck. I’m home.”

 “Lord help me, Mr. Buck, I feared I’d never see you again.” She shook her head slowly and lowered herself with Buck’s help into a rickety chair on the porch. “They been bad times ‘round here, bad times.”


He sat on the steps at her feet and held her bony fingers. “What’s happened, Emma? Where is everybody?”

 “The black folks, they all run off, Mr. Buck. The white folks, they done gone too. Even the horses . . . been stole or shot.”


He scanned the bleak sight before him and shook his head. Despite his distaste for the injustice and cruelty of the world he’d known here, he couldn’t deny that it had also boasted elegance and beauty. The two-and-a-half-story mansion with its fluted columns, wide piazzas, French windows, expensive furniture, sophisticated décor and carefully collected library had attested to culture and refinement.

 “The Yankees do this, Emma? Burn the place, run everybody off?”

 “Yessir, but not Yankee soldiers, just bad men. They even burned the cotton seed from meanness, so’s we can’t plant no more.” She looked around suddenly. “Where’s Mr. Clay? He ain’t with you?”

 “Clay’s dead, Emma.” Buck said hoarsely. “Killed in the war.”

 “Oh God, Oh Jesus, not my baby. Him gone too?” The old woman wailed and beat her chest. “Oh, sweet baby Jesus. Seems like God don’t never stop punishing this poor family.” She rocked back and forth in her chair, humming tunelessly.

 “What happened to Father? How did he die?”

 “Lord have mercy, child. There’s too much pain, too much. He was pure tired, Mr. Buck. It was all more than a man could take. He wanted to do the right thing. Truly he did, but it was all too much. He just sit on that porch and rock for hours, staring and sipping whiskey. I doesn’t ‘member Mr. Raleigh drinking much before, but he don’t seem to care ‘bout nothing.”


She continued rocking for a long minute, then in a toneless voice began her story.

 “It must a been about three days ‘fore General Sherman and his troops got to Columbia. I was setting here on the porch when these men come riding up. They was at least six of ‘em, all dirty and ragged with bushy beards and pistols shoved in they belts. Your momma, she wouldn’t never a let men of that low caliber step foot in the front yard, but she weren’t here. Thank the Lord she didn’t live to see this.”


Buck sat quietly, waiting for her to continue. After a time she did.

 “The leader, a scruffy man with a fat belly and a mean mouth, he rode right up to the front steps and yelled ‘Anybody home?’ like he was calling some Jezebel down in a holler. Your poppa, he comes out the door, walking proud like he always do. ‘I’s Raleigh Thomson, sir,’ he say real genteel, like they was gentlemen stopped by for a afternoon a lucre, ‘at your service.’ ‘Anybody else home?’ the fat man say. ‘No sir,’ Mr. Raleigh say back. ‘My wife’s passed and my two boys is . . . away.’ ‘Away fighting with them other Rebs, huh?’ ‘They with the Confederate army,’ your poppa say, standing up straight.”


She rested her head against the back of the chair and closed her eyes, as if she were reliving the sadness of that day.

 ‘Got any liquor in the house?’ one man yell. Your poppa, he say, ‘No sir, nothing left but a little wine for medicine.’ ‘Well Mr. Reb,’ that fat man say, ‘you set on this here porch while we see what we can find.’ He told one of the men to point a gun on Mr. Raleigh while they went inside. ‘I expect them men was in there over an hour tearing up the place, but they didn’t find nothing they wanted.”


She clamped her jaw at the memory. “So they went and poured coal oil in the house and set it on fire. Oh, Lordy, it blaze up like a pine tree. And Mr. Raleigh, your poppa, he was just standing in the yard with the men watching his house burn—” her voice tightened, as if in misery “—then all sudden-like, he run up the steps and into that fire. I don’t know why he done that, what he was trying to get. I bust out crying then.”


She cried again, a soft keen of pain.

 “That fat man, he rode over to where a bunch of us black folk was standing, scared to death, and he yell, ‘You people, get out of here now. You’re free. Understand me? You’re free. Free to go.” Emma sobbed. “One of our men go up to him and say, ‘Yes, sir, but where it is we suppose to go?’”


Tears trickled down the old woman’s wrinkled face as she finished her story. She wiped her eyes on her apron, then cleared her throat and leaned forward again.

 “You know, Mr. Buck, things changed ‘round here after your momma passed, and ‘specially after you left. Mr. Raleigh, he lost interest in most everything.” Her tone hardened. “He even bring back that overseer Snead and his brood.”

 “Brought Snead back!” Buck exclaimed, barely controlling his rage. “Whatever possessed him to do that?”


She shook her head. “Mr. Raleigh, he needed somebody to run the place. After the fighting started, the new overseer joined the army, and some of the black folks, they just up and left. Your pa knowed Mr. Saul wouldn’t let no more of them run off, so he bring him back, along with them sons of his. Sometime his wife and daughter come here too. They was stealing the place blind, Mr. Buck. That Snead cheated us on weighing our cotton and didn’t credit us like he should. That devil was stealing cotton, selling it hisself and keeping the money that belonged to your poppa. When one of us said he was gonna tell Mr. Raleigh what him and them boys of his was doing, that’s when the bad whippings commenced. I wish you was here to take care of the folks like you done before.”

 “But what about Clay?” Buck asked. “Where was he?”

 “Oh. He love the place, but he was too young to be running it. Your poppa used to get mad ‘cause he spent most of his time riding that big black horse of his and jumping over them fences . . . and chasing girls.”


She continued to rock back and forth, her lips tightened, and Buck realized she was angry.

 “Now that Snead girl, Sally Mae,” the old woman snarled, “she had her eye on him from the minute she got here, pestering him all the time about giving her a ride on that horse. Finally, the day of the big barbecue, after he’d had a bit more whiskey than was fitting a man of his position, well, he swung her up onto the back of that saddle and took off laughing down the avenue, that yellow hair of his streaming out behind him. Must’ve taken her nearabouts to Columbia, ‘cause they don’t come back for more’n a hour. Your pa, he wasn’t happy about such behavior, but that Saul Snead he just grinned.”

 “I didn’t even know Saul had a daughter.” Buck shrugged, then asked, “What happened to his family anyhow?”

 “Oh, Lordy. Ain’t nothing good happened around here in a long time. Old Saul, he used to beat them sons of his unmerciful, and his wife too. When he found out Sally Mae was with child he commenced beating on her. Rufus tried to protect that poor girl, but old Saul, he turned on the boy with his belt and blinded him in one eye. Rufus was mean before that happened. He was meaner after.”

 “What about the girl? What happened to her?”


Emma took a deep breath. “She was carrying that baby inside her, Mr. Buck, but she was doing poorly across the river. One night, real late, I gets a pounding on my door and it’s Rufus, and he’s got the girl in the back of a wagon. From what he said his momma was out somewheres doing Lord knows what, and his poppa, well, he was probably passed out drunk.” All at once Emma’s voice softened.

 “Anyways, Rufus, he done seen his sister was getting the pains real bad and he knowed I birthed most all the black babies hereabouts. So he puts her in that wagon and drags her twenty miles to me. Well, that young child, she was already bleeding bad. I done all I knowed how to do, but it wasn’t no good. I got that baby out and breathing, but I couldn’t do nothing for his momma. Rufus, he was real broke up. I reckon Sally Mae was the only person he ever cared about. He took her body back to Lexington that night to bury, but he left the child with me. Before he gone, though, he swore he was gonna kill the man who done that to her.”

 “Did he know who it was?”


The old woman turned her head and gazed off into the distance. “There ain’t no telling, Mr. Buck.”

 “What happened after that?”

 “I heared Mr. Saul’s skinny wife, she run off one night while he was drunk. Nobody seen the boys after that neither. I’m sure glad all of them no-good Sneads is gone.”

 “And the baby, Emma? What happened to the baby?”

 “Well, sir, I still gots it. Named him Job, since he be having a world of trouble afore him. But I’s raising him best I can.”


Buck remembered then the words in his father’s letter to Clay that he was leaving money for faithful Emma and the child. He hadn’t thought about it at the time. He’d been focused on his father’s affection for his brother, when all he’d had for Buck was respect. Buck would have to take consolation in that.


A scuffling sound came from within the dilapidated cabin.

 “Em-ma? Em-ma?” a childish voice called out. A moment later a little white boy appeared in the doorway wearing a much-patched, wrinkled cotton gown and rubbing his eyes. He toddled out onto the porch. The old black woman scooped him up onto her lap with one arm. The child snuggled up against her skinny body, stuck a finger in his mouth and closed his eyes.


Buck saw the genuine affection that passed between them, a child of less than two years and a woman well into old age, though she probably wasn’t more than sixty, rocking contentedly.

 “You raising that boy all by yourself, Emma?”

 “With the good Lord’s help and my sister’s girl. She done had a baby ‘bout the time this one was born, moved in with me and nursed both of ‘em till it was time for weaning. Then I feeds him soft food.” She cackled. “That weren’t no trouble, since I ain’t got enough teeth left to eat much else. And he sure do like that pot liquor when I cooks greens. Lordy, that’s where all the goodness is. What else was I to do, Mr. Buck? Ain’t nobody else wanted this poor tyke. He ain’t no bother.”
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Buck trotted Gypsy down the familiar sandy road to St Paul’s, the family’s Episcopal Church. His head was reeling with images and recollections of the many hours he’d spent here as a young parishioner and later as an acolyte. In his mind he could see his smiling, animated mother, holding her prayer book, wearing a stylishly elegant wide-hoop skirt and beribboned bonnet, extending her white-gloved hand, palm-down as she greeted neighbors and friends. By her side stood his father, several inches taller, the epitome of the southern gentleman in a finely tailored frock coat and stovepipe hat, a boutonnière in his lapel, shiny black-lacquered walking stick in his gray, kid-gloved grip. He remembered particularly their gracious manners and genteel speech. Sunday services weren’t exclusively for praising the Lord but to celebrate life, a good life for members of the white aristocracy.


This had been part of the world Buck once called home.


The white clapboard church with its stained-glass crusader windows and single towering spire had been built in the 20s, after its predecessor had been destroyed by fire. It needed a fresh coat of whitewash now, but otherwise the provincial house of worship and the rectory a hundred yards to its right appeared to have been spared the ravages of war and foreign invasion. Buck saw no one around, for which he was grateful. He was in no mood for “visiting,” even with old friends. What, after all, would they talk about but casualties, the loss or maiming of brothers, fathers, husbands and other male relations and friends? He’d seen enough of death and mutilation and felt responsible for more than his share of both.


He dismounted and tied Gypsy’s reins to a hitching post, then strode self-consciously to the graveyard between the church and vicarage. He passed by old tombstones with all too familiar names carved into them. Many plots were weed-choked, yet there were several bare mounds scattered about the fenced-in cemetery. Fresh graves. He didn’t bother to read the names on the stakes that served as temporary markers until the ground settled enough for granite stones to be set.


He passed by the Lynch enclosure, noting the names of his mother’s parents, as well as several aunts and uncles and a few cousins who’d died young from whooping cough or measles, but mostly from yellow fever. Proud people who carried themselves with dignity and an inborn sense of noblesse oblige.


He trekked on to the Thomson family enclosure.


Here less pleasant associations crowded his mind . . . poisoned it. The long funeral cortege from Jasmine for his mother’s burial, the lines of black folks, mourning her passing, and crowding up into the gallery of the small church, the unaccustomed smell of whiskey on his father’s breath, eight-year-old Clay crying because his mommy wasn’t with them today.


Buck had no difficulty finding her grave. Her tall, stately tombstone was a kilter. Beside it a subsiding mound was crisscrossed with budding brambles. Only a crude wooden plank with a name and dates scratched inelegantly upon it marked his father’s final resting place. No grand monument. No loving verses or biblical references to eternal life beyond this fragile bar. Buck shook his head. Raleigh Buchanan Thomson had died six months ago. There’d been no one left to order him a tombstone. A detail to attend to later.


He stood over his mother’s grave. “You wouldn’t like the world as it is now, Mother. You left us too soon, but it’s better that you did. I’m afraid you wouldn’t think very highly of me either. I’ll do my best to make amends, if ever I can figure out how. I don’t regret the lives I’ve taken, only the ones I let slip away. As for the others, the ones I mutilated . . . I don’t know what I could have done differently, but I don’t want to do it anymore, ever.”


At last, reluctantly, he turned to his father’s grave. “I never intended to come back, Poppa. And now I wish I hadn’t. I would’ve liked to carry with me the memory of Jasmine as it was, with all its proud vanity and fatal flaws, rather than the blackened ruin it’s become. Like the South itself, Poppa. Proud vanity. Fatal flaws. A blackened ruin. We’ll rise above the ashes. Someday. But it’ll never be the same. We’ll never be the same. I won’t. ”


The lump in his throat burned.

 “I’m leaving again, Father, this time for good, now that there’s nothing to come back to. And no one.” His nostrils clogged. He snuffled to clear them. “I failed, Poppa. I was supposed to protect my little brother, and I failed. Clay’s dead. The Cause is dead. Slavery’s dead. Jasmine is no more. It’s all gone, Father.”


Tears coursing down Buck’s face. He made no attempt to brush them away.

 “You thought I didn’t love Jasmine, but I did. We just saw it differently, I guess. You saw it the way you thought it had to be, the way it should be. I saw it the way it could have been. Without slavery. Without people being beaten and scarred.” He wiped his cheeks. “It doesn’t matter now. That’s all in the past. You’re gone. Jasmine’s gone, and in a few minutes I’ll be gone too.”


From his coat pocket he removed the plume that had been on Clay’s cavalry hat. The yellow had faded. The blood stains had deepened to a dull brown.

 “I have the watch you gave to Clay. If you don’t mind I’m going to keep it. After all it’s not a personal possession as much as a family heirloom. I have a lock of his hair too. The golden boy with the golden hair. A memento of the son who had what you called a reckless exuberance for life. But I’ll leave you this ornament, this last symbol of the boy you sent off to war. I think he might have become a man you could have been proud of, had he lived.”


Again Buck wiped his wet cheeks.

 “I forgive you, Poppa, for whatever there is in my power to forgive. I hope before you died, you granted me pardon too for my many offenses.”


He knelt and wedged the damaged tussock into the ground up against the marker, where it might receive some protection from the wind and rain. “That’s all that’s left now, Poppa.” He rose, shook his head and bit his lips. “That’s all that’s left of the world we knew. A wooden board and the broken plumage of a lost cause. May you both rest in peace.”


He nearly ran out of the churchyard, untied Gypsy and sprang into the saddle. He cantered away from the place of his youth, trying to outrun its ghosts.
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The return journey from Jasmine to Columbia afforded Buck another tour of the detritus of war—fallow fields that had once been rich with cotton, heaps of soot and cinder where proud mansions had stood, more modest piles of ash where slave quarters had clustered. The lower quarter of Richland County might one day recover, Buck ruminated, but that day was far off.


Everything and everyone he’d once held dear was gone. His brother, his father and mother, the plantation that had been his world—they were all faded memories. Only one old black woman, newly up from slavery remained, caring for an abandoned white child. There was nothing and nobody else left to hold Buck Thomson to this place. He renewed his vow to never return.


Summoning to mind what Emma had told him about Saul Snead, he began to appreciate the level of evil that had warped his son. Sadistic beatings that maimed bodies also twisted minds, and like Sherman’s neckties, the straight and narrow, once bent, could never be made functional again. Rufus Snead, the red-headed mankiller, was beyond compassion and pity. His one redeeming feature had been an attempt to protect his sister. But she was dead, and Rufus had abandoned her child. Was that when he became a mankiller? It didn’t matter. Like any rabid dog, the only cure for his malady was a bullet, delivered quickly and painlessly. Buck Thomson, surgeon and expert with firearms, was the man to perform this final amputation of a diseased member from the body social.


Reaching Weston’s Creek, he halted to let Gypsy drink. As he leaned forward to stroke the steed’s neck, the sharp report of a rifle shot from his right was met almost simultaneously with the ricochet of a bullet whining off a granite rock on his left.


Instantly Buck kicked the startled gelding into a full gallop. Thoughts and images tumbled through his mind, all seemingly at once. He wasn’t sure exactly where the bullet had come from, other than the trees to his right. The woods lining both sides of the creek were dense. He needed to pinpoint the shooter’s position, but he didn’t have time. He was a sitting target, fatally vulnerable where he was. Vaulting over a fallen tree as Clay might have done, he tore through a line of thickets onto an open field and glanced behind him. No one was following.


Suppose there was more than one sniper. Suppose another sharpshooter was positioned along his obvious route of escape. There was no cover here. He kicked Gypsy into a faster gallop, and the faithful steed gave him his all.


Only when they reconnected with the meandering road more than a mile later did he rein in the panting horse to an easy trot. By then they’d reached the relative safety of the outskirts ringing the devastated city.


Who’d shot at him and why? Was it a random act of violence brought on by these troubled times, or had he been personally targeted for robbery and perhaps death? Was the sniper another diabolical opportunist, or—


His mind skittered to a halt, while Gypsy continued to dance forward, head high, breathing heavily.


My God, I’ve been a dolt!


Finally, what seemed like isolated, unrelated facts and events began to fit together to form a coherent picture.


His brother Clay had been a womanizer who’d dallied with Sally Mae, Saul Snead’s young daughter. She got pregnant and died in childbirth. Saul’s son, Rufus, swore vengeance against the man who’d taken advantage of her. Clay was later killed, apparently the random target of a redheaded sniper, whom Buck had since been able to identify as Rufus Snead.


Lord, it didn’t take a genius to figure out Clay had been the baby’s father. Why else would an old black woman be raising a little white boy by herself in times that were more precarious than ever slavery had been—except as an act of love and dedication toward the family that had been the focus of her entire life, and the young white man she’d helped raise?


That was the private family matter Clay had wanted to tell Buck about at Sayler’s Creek.


Snead’s finding Lieutenant Clay Thomson in the waning days of the war may have been purely by chance, but Buck was convinced now that his brother’s death hadn’t been the random act of a crazed mankiller. He’d been a carefully and deliberately chosen target for vengeance by the uncle of Clay’s son. A chilling thought struck him.


Now I’m a target too.
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The sun was low in the summer sky by the time Tracker crossed the river into Lexington County.


A few discreet inquiries had alerted him to the Whiskey Jug Saloon as Rufus Snead’s hangout of choice. Tracker had been there before and knew the place catered to a class of ruffians that didn’t welcome strangers. He had no qualms about invading enemy territory, but this was a reconnaissance mission. He elected to go instead to the Brick Works across the street which welcomed gamblers, drunks and other assorted miscreants. 



Wearing a stained and threadbare red frock coat, ruffled white shirt, a pink cravat and a vermillion-plumed straw hat, he held his chin up and traipsed through the front door as if the soles of his scuffed brogans were on fire. Heads turned at his entrance, some in undisguised disgust, others in comical amusement. He could imagine both contingents sharpening their knives or fondling other weapons.


Acting oblivious to their stares and muttered comments, he pranced directly to the long bar and was immediately impressed with the agility of the peg-legged bartender who clumped up and down ceaselessly to serve his thirsty clientele. Tapping his silver-headed walking stick on the scarred mahogany, Tracker said in a voice a little too loud, “I say, my good man, do you serve absinthe?” Simultaneously he clicked two silver dollars together.


Peg-leg’s attention was more focused on the large coins than the question. “Ab-what? We got two kinds of beer and two kinds of whiskey. What’s your pleasure?”

 “I really was anticipating an aperitif.” When the bartender tilted his head in annoyance, Tracker added. “A beer, I guess.” He then slid one of the coins to Peg-leg and held his finger on the other. “And a little information?” he said softly.

 “Like my whiskey, Mister, I’ll give you your money’s worth.” Peg-leg grinned, displaying large yellow teeth with gaps resembling a smashed picket fence. 


 “I’m searching for a Snead family from around here somewhere. Are you acquainted with them?”


The men within earshot ceased their chatter.


Peg-leg leaned forward and spoke confidentially. “Now why would a gentleman of your refinement be interested in the likes of them?”

 “I met one of them in the war. Said he was from near here.”


An unkempt bearded man seated next to Tracker interrupted. “You don’t want no part of that family, mister, if there’s any of ‘em’s left ‘after what happened.”

 “You tell him about it, Cephus,” Peg-leg urged him. “You know the story better than me.” He returned to his clamoring customers, all of whom
drank as if they were contestants and the prize was more whiskey. 



Seeing his new companion’s glass was empty, Tracker ordered him a fresh drink, and motioned to an unoccupied table along the wall. Once seated, Cephus sniffed the liquor, smiled across to his host, sipped appreciatively, grinned and belched. Tracker grinned too. Apparently Peg-leg had served the barfly the good stuff.

 “Now, what can you tell me about the Sneads,” he asked.


Savoring another taste, Cephus began his tale. “Well, sir, since you ain’t from around here, I reckon you need to know that Saul Snead—the daddy of the clan—was the overseer at Jasmine, the Thomson plantation east aways. Had a place of his own too, a few rocky acres up river. His woman farmed it enough to feed herself and her brood, but mostly she made rot-gut whiskey. Sold what the old man didn’t drink and when she could, earned a little extra money on her back, if you get my meaning. Saul ran cock fights too.”


When Cephus finished off what was left in his glass, Tracker waved to Peg-leg to bring him another. “How big a family did Snead have?”

 “Well, there was that toothless old woman of his, like I said, and a couple of sorry red-headed sons. All mad as coon dogs, from what I hear, ‘specially when they was drinking. And there was the girl. Hard to imagine them two producing such a purty little thing. Sally Mae they called her. Some say Saul was saving her to snare a rich man.”


Peg-leg brought the whiskey, and Tracker tossed him another silver dollar. “Where’s he now?”

 “Well, sir, you won’t believe this, but one night a year or more back neighbors heard awful screaming coming from their place, like a animal being tortured. Next morning a bunch of locals got together, armed themselves real good and rode over to check things out. They couldn’t credit what they seen. That loony Snead had boiled a Negro man to death in his old lady’s big wash pot and was feeding the meat to his dogs. Crazy old coot was eating some of it hisself.”

 “My heavens, what’d they do?”

 “What any civilized men would. They strung the old bastard up from a tree in his yard. Heard tell, that devil never stopped cussing till the rope jerked tight. Word is them red-headed boys of his rode up a while later, saw their daddy dangling and rode off without even cutting him down. Left him there for the crows. Ain’t no one been out to the place since.” Cephus stared bleary-eyed at Tracker. “If I was you I’d stay clear too. Folks claim the place’s haunted and won’t go near it.” He smacked his lips. “But what I done told you is sure worth another drink, ‘eh, mister?”


Tracker slipped his untouched beer over to him, and feeling generous, ordered another premium whiskey.

 “What happened to the rest of the family?” he asked. “His wife?” 


 “Well, she run off one night. Least ways that’s what Saul said. A few folks think it’s mighty suspicious. I mean why would she do that? Weren’t nobody gonna invite her to go with him, and where would she go? Ain’t got no family she ever talked about. Could have something to do with the girl. Sally Mae got herself in a family way, then died when it was time for the tyke to be born. Some say her momma blamed herself. Others say her poppa blamed her ma and took it out on her. I’ve heard claims that if you dig up the girl’s grave over yonder, you’ll find her momma with her.”

 “A terrible tragedy,” Tracker opined.


Peg-leg brought the next installment of conversation enhancer.

 “And the sons?”

 “Another tragedy,” Cephus declared as he gulped half the newly arrived glass’s contents. “What you might call a i-ron-ic turn of events.”


Over the course of the next hour and several more shots, Cephus told Tracker about Clay Thomson getting Sally Mae pregnant. Sally Mae dying in childbirth. Rufus swearing vengeance on Clay, then finding and killing him during the war.

 “Where’d you hear all this?’ Tracker asked casually.

 “Here and there. Rufus come back not long ago and told his younger brother Floyd all about it. Right proud he was too.”

 “And the irony?” Tracker asked.


It took a moment for the semi-inebriated raconteur to figure out what the question was. “Oh, the i-ron-ic part. Well, seems Rufus and Floyd was riding one day with a couple of friends out by Cedar Creek when Clay’s older brother, Buck—he’s Dr. Thomson now—was passing through. Guess he recognized Rufus, cause he opened fire on him without warning. When the smoke cleared, Floyd and the friend was dead, and Dr. Thomson and his friends was gone.”


Cephus grinned, well pleased with his tale. “The hand of God, some folks ‘round here say. Divine justice, you might call it. Rufus killed Thomson’s brother. Now Thomson’s killed Rufus’s brother.”

 “So the feud’s over.”

 “Not to hear Rufus talk about it. Buck Thomson killed Floyd, he tells people. Now Rufus has taken over Floyd’s gang and is gonna kill him.”

 “Very i-ron-ic indeed,” Tracker agreed, carefully pronouncing each syllable, so there’d be no misunderstanding.


The old codger downed his next drink in one gulp, wiped his mouth with the back of his hand and staggered back to his seat at the bar.


Tracker was sitting quietly at the table, observing the scene, trying
to decide if there was any more information to be gleaned, when a small man of perhaps two-score years stepped up to the side of the table.

 “You just gonna sit there and take up space, Mister Dusky Nancy-boy?”


Tracker considered his options. He’d walked away from a fight or two, but this particular creature didn’t deserve leniency.

 “Actually, my dear man, I’ve come to get your money.”


The other man stepped back and placed his hand under his coat, clearly prepared to draw a weapon.

 “I happened to observe you playing cards at that table over yonder. You appeared to be quite adept at it, seeing as how you won all the pots.” Tracker had also noticed him cheating.

 “You want to play cards, Nancy?”

 “My name is Lucky. Luckier than you, I think.”


The other man laughed uproariously. “Take my money, huh?” He addressed the men at the surrounding tables. “You fellows want to watch me strip this coon naked?”


Several titters went up until Tracker turned his full glare on them.

 “May I have your name, sir?” he asked.

 “Call me Lefty.”

 “Well, Lefty, shall we commence? Mr. Bartender,” he called out to Peg-leg, “would you have a fresh deck of cards available?”

 “Sure thing.”


A moment later Peg-leg came thumping from around the long bar and offered him an unopened deck. Tracker exchanged it for another silver dollar. Again there was the display of picket-fence teeth, and the one-legged man retreated happily behind his bar.


They cut for dealer. Lefty drew a nine. Tracker showed an eight.

 “Oh my,” he exclaimed, “I’m off to a poor start.”

 “Come the finish you’ll be even poorer, Mr. Dusky Nancy-boy.”

 “The game?” Tracker asked.

 “Five-card stud. How does that sound?”

 “Mmm. Poetic.”


Lefty raised his brows, apparently unsure what the word meant.


Tracker showed no reaction to the continued insults he received over the next half dozen hands. In an honest game the cocky little man might have broken even, but this wasn’t an honest game. Tracker had observed him palming several cards and had increased his bets in an apparent attempt to recoup his losses, but he continued to lose.

 “I thought you were lucky, Nancy,” Lefty taunted as he dealt another round and slipped himself another ace. 


 “I once knew a man who palmed his cards and lost the hand.”

 “What . . . What are you saying?” Lefty’s eyes narrowed in his first display of wariness.

 “Only that it must be time for my luck to change.”

 “How about double or nothing?”


Tracker grinned and reached inside his coat. Lefty immediately shoved back his chair with a screech.

 “My cash reserve,” Tracker explained with a cheery grin. He removed a money pouch and plopped it down on the wooden table. “Winner take all. Agreed?”


The other man snickered. “Okay, Mr. Dusky Nancy-boy. It’s gonna be a pleasure to take your money.”


Smiling, Tracker muttered. “Beware the hand that reaches out.”

 “Hey, Lefty. Maybe you ought to call Mr. Nancy-boy, Fancy-words,” a man suggested, drawing laughter from the crowd that had gathered to watch.

 “Deal the cards,” Tracker said in a voice that was deeper than before, but which nobody seemed to notice, least of all the cheat sitting across from him.


Lefty dealt the cards, the first one down, three up. Once again he palmed a card. Tracker had a pair of jacks showing, a three face up, one down. His opponent had a pair of tens and an ace showing.


He dealt Tracker’s fifth card down and was preparing to draw his own. Tracker’s right hand flew into and out of his coat. In a lightning move he impaled the man’s hand to the table with a stiletto.


Before the fraud had a chance to blink, Tracker reached under his pinioned paw and withdrew the ace of spades. A gasp went up from the onlookers just as Lefty let out a scream of agony.

 “You’re the second man of my acquaintance who palmed a card and lost the hand.”


His face white with shock, his shoulders writhing stiffly in pain, Lefty stared dumbfounded at his assailant.


Calmly holding the knife in place, Tracker yanked the card sharp’s bloody palm through the blade, slicing it deftly into two parts. The resulting scream was even more piercing than the first one. A gasp of horrified disbelief erupted from the circle of onlookers as they all took a simultaneous step backward.


Casually scooping up the money, Tracker dropped it into his coat pocket, extracted the knife from the table, wiped it on his victim’s shirt sleeve, returned it to the scabbard under his coat and glanced around. There were no challengers.

 “I guess your nickname is Righty now,” he said with a chuckle.


No one followed when Tracker marched out the door. He instantly put the mangled hand out of his mind. It wasn’t important. What interested him was the story Cephus had recounted.


Buck Thomson had unwittingly inherited a powerful enemy. Did he realize how vulnerable he had become and the danger he posed to the people around him?
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The next morning Buck arrived at the Richland County Bank to find his friend Gus closeted with a prominent local client and not expected to be available for the better part of an hour. Buck was turning to leave the building when a male voice called out.

 “Buck Thomson? I do declare. Is it really you?”


He swung around. 



A young man, dressed in a well-tailored but worn suit with a vest and stained cravat, stepped toward him, hobbling badly on his left leg. Buck’s initial reaction was to attribute his handicap to a war injury. It took him a moment to place the face. “Rex? Rexford Cleburne?”


Not a war casualty at all. Clay’s best friend had broken his ankle badly in a fall while foxhunting as a teenager; the fracture had never healed properly.

 “It’s been years,” Rex said, offering his hand. “I’m glad to see you survived the recent unpleasantness, apparently in one piece.”

 “It’s good to see you too, Rex. How’ve you been?” He was almost as tall as Buck, with wavy sand-colored hair, parted in the middle, and dark-edged, medium-blue eyes. A handsome young man, who in spite of his limp gave the impression of vigorous good health.

 “I understand you’re a doctor now. You planning to open your practice here in Columbia?

 “I haven’t made any plans for the future yet. I’m here to discuss options with Mr. Grayson about selling Jasmine.”

 “Sell Jasmine? What about Clay? I thought he was going to take over the place.”


Buck paused. “I’m sorry you haven’t heard, Rex. Clay’s dead. He was killed in the war.”


Rex stared at him. “Dead?” His voice shook. “Clay’s dead?”

 “I’m sorry,” Buck repeated. “Can we go somewhere? You look like you need to sit down.”

 “My office,” Rex muttered.


As he walked beside the limping man, Buck remarked, “Your office? You work here?”

 “Have for a couple of years. Used to help Mr. Grayson interview people wanting loans. Nowadays we don’t have any money to lend. I reckon things’ll get even worse with the Yankees in charge. Carpetbaggers! Been invading in droves. Worse than boll weevils.” 



Inside a small room with frosted-glass windows on three sides, Rex waved him to a chair while he hobbled behind the scarred wooden desk.

 “What happened? How was Clay killed? When?”

 “A few months ago, right at the end of the war, up in Virginia. A sniper got him.”


Rex bowed his head.

 “Actually, I believe you’re acquainted with the man who killed him.”


Rex looked up, startled and gaped at Buck. “What? I? How could I? Who—”

 “Rufus Snead.” Buck watched as the other man rocked in his chair, then heaved himself to his feet.

 “That sorry bastard?” He took an unsteady step to one side, reversed course and paced back. “He and his whole damn family are a scourge,” he grumbled in a low intense voice. “Rufus killed Clay? That son of a bitch. I heard talk he was going after your brother. Swore to kill him. I never believed he had the guts to follow through though.” He dropped heavily into his seat again, placed his elbows on the desk and held his head in his hands. “Sniper, huh? Should have known he’d take a coward’s way, shoot him from afar. An honorable man would’ve faced him. So that worthless piece of scum got his revenge after all.”

 “Revenge for what?” Buck had already figured it out, but he wanted independent confirmation. “What reason did Rufus Snead have for killing my brother?”


Rex frowned, as if he were weighing options, then spoke in a confidential whisper. “He hated Clay, Buck. No question about that. He hated your brother. Clay never let Rufus forget he was the overseer’s son, from the time they were boys.”

 “But that was years ago, when they were children. Did something transpire between them as adults that drove Rufus to murder?” Buck leaned forward and crossed his arms. “Before he was killed, Clay said he wanted to tell me about a family matter, but he never got a chance. Did it have anything to do with the Sneads?” 



Rex sighed. “I reckon everybody in lower Richland County’s familiar with the story.”

 “I didn’t keep in contact with people around here after I left for medical school. Then the war broke out. When Clay showed up a couple of weeks ago I hadn’t laid eyes on him in four years or more.”

 “A lot happened after you left. You remember Saul Snead’s daughter, Sally Mae? She would’ve been eight or ten years old when you were still living here. The only one in the family who had any looks. Her old lady was ugly enough to freeze up a cotton gin, and her old man . . .”

 “Emma says the girl died in childbirth, claims she doesn’t know who the father was.”


Rex stroked his chin pensively. “She knows, Buck, but I reckon she doesn’t feel it’s her place to say.”

 “It was Clay, wasn’t it?”


Rex shrugged. “Had to have been him. He was her first and I suspect her only. Hell, I thought I might get . . .” He averted his eyes, embarrassed at the impulsive admission. “She wasn’t like the rest of the Sneads, Buck. Not like her momma, if you following my meaning. I believe she was truly in love with Clay. Kept her knees close together and refused to let any other man touch her. That really riled her daddy, not because she let Clay have her, but because she did it for free. He figured she was gonna be a steady source of income. When she refused to share her favors with other men, he beat her nearly as bad as he whipped those boys of his. Then he told your father what Clay’d done. Next thing you know, the girl’s back in Lexington County and Clay’s off to the Citadel. You said you saw Emma. She still got the boy?”

 “You never bothered to check up on your best friend’s son?”


A muscle in Rex’s jaw twitched. “Don’t lay that responsibility on me, Dr. Thomson,” he shot back angrily. “It’s your family, not mine. Raleigh knew Emma had his grandson in her cabin, and he seemed content to let him stay there, while he passed his time up at the big house. Commenced drinking like never before. Far as I know, he never said a word to anyone about the baby. Folks around here didn’t talk about it either, at least not where they could be overheard. I certainly didn’t see any reason why I should get involved.”


Buck nodded. “You’re right. I was away at medical school when all this was going on, so I appreciate your enlightening me. I understand now what Clay was referring to.” He braced the wooden arms of the upholstered chair, started to rise, then settled into it again. “What a mess. My father and brother dead. Jasmine in ruins. And now a child that no one seems to want, except an old black woman, who more than anyone else has the right to wash her hands of him. The world’s gone crazy.”

 “If I can help in any way, Buck, tell me. Clay was like a brother to me—” he paused, ill-at-ease with the comparison “—my best friend.”


They heard loud, laughing voices out in the lobby. Apparently the bank president’s guest was leaving.

 “Thank you, Rex. It’s good seeing you again.” Buck stood. “Forgive me for not asking sooner, but how’s the rest of your family? Still at Foxgrove?”


Rex spread his hands on the desk and pushed himself to his feet. “Father managed to sell the plantation a few years ago. He and Momma and my sister moved to Greenville. He’s a judge there now. Or was. With the war ended and the Yankees in charge, who knows?”

 “I wish them well.”


Buck opened the door before his crippled friend reached it and stepped out into the lobby in time to see a large, well-dressed plutocrat, wielding a glossy black walking stick, step out into the street. Grayson turned and greeted Buck with an outstretched hand.

 “Sorry to keep you waiting,” he said. “That was General Hampton, here to discuss . . . some interests of his.” He ushered Buck into his high-ceilinged office.

 “Sell it,” Buck instructed, once the door was closed. “For whatever you can get for what’s left of Jasmine, sell it.”

 “Are you sure, sir? It’s your patrimony.”

 “Sell it,” Buck repeated. “There’s not much left but memories, and there aren’t too many of them I treasure. The house’s gone. The slaves have all run away. Of course, they’re not slaves any more, but . . .” He paced anxiously across the worn Oriental carpet between the desk and the cold stone fireplace. “There’s just one thing. Old Emma. Did you realize she’s raising Clay’s son out there by herself?”

 “I heard rumors,” Grayson muttered. “I asked your father a year or more ago about the baby, but all he’d tell me was that it was Saul Snead’s grandson, and I should mind my own business. You mean the child’s still there at Jasmine? What in the name of Ulysses S. Grant is Emma doing with a baby at her age?”

 “Taking excellent care of it from what I can tell. But, as you’ve noted, she’s getting on in years. If I sell the place, she’s gonna need somewhere to go.”


Grayson shook his head. “Buck, I’d assumed the Sneads had taken the baby back to Lexington County. If I’d known they hadn’t, especially after I heard about your father’s death, I would’ve checked to see if he was all right.”

 “It wasn’t your responsibility, Gus. You’ve had your own problems to deal with. Besides, you’ve already done so much for our family.”

 “I wish . . .” Suddenly his face brightened, his hazel eyes twinkled. “Wait till I tell Miriam. She’ll know what to do.” He smote his forehead. “I can hear her now. We’ll have two more chickens in our coop.”


Buck couldn’t help but smile at his friend’s unfailing good humor in spite of all he’d endured. “I don’t feel right unloading this burden on you, Gus, but I’m consoled that old Emma and my nephew couldn’t be in better hands. Thank you, my friend. Now that I know they’ll be properly taken care of, I never want to set eyes on that accursed place again. Sell it,” he repeated once more, in case his earlier message hadn’t been clear enough.

 “I’ll do as you wish, Buck, but I hope you’ll reconsider. I hate to think of Jasmine going to some stranger, maybe even a Yankee.”

 “Damn the Yankees, and damn Jasmine, for all I care.”


Grayson regarded him for a long minute, then cleared his throat. “I wish things had worked out differently . . . for all of us.”


For several moments the only sound in the room was the ticking of the mantel clock over the fireplace.


Regaining his composure, the banker offered him a cigar from the humidor he kept on the corner of his desk. Once they’d lit up, Buck said, “I’m leaving Columbia. Present company excepted—it holds no associations I care to retain.”


Grayson frowned. “Your family’s lived here for generations and we’ve been lifelong friends. I’ll miss your company, but I certainly understand why you feel you must go. Any idea where?”

 “I enjoyed Charleston when I was in medical school, and now I have other reasons for making it my home and establishing my practice there.”


Grayson puffed out a smoke ring. “Do I detect a female influence in your decision?”


Buck smiled, then grew serious. “Any word on Rufus Snead?”

 “As a matter of fact, I’ve just received a preliminary report from Tracker.”


Buck sat up.

 “Snead’s indeed ensconced in Lexington County among a band of cutthroats and thieves who do his bidding as much out of fear as loyalty. They’re a formidable contingent.”


Buck puffed his cigar and listened carefully.

 “Snead knows you’re here in Columbia,” Grayson continued. “He also knew you were coming here from Charleston and purposely ambushed you at Cedar Creek. His intent at the time was to wound you like you wounded him. The man’s insane, obsessed. Tracker’s emphatic. Be exceptionally vigilant. He’s convinced Snead will make another attempt on your life.”

 “He already has,” Buck stated calmly through the veil of rich aromatic smoke. “At Weston’s Creek. And he missed. Again.” He examined the ash on the tip of his cigar and recounted the ambush and his narrow escape on the trip back from Jasmine the day before. When he was finished, he stood up. “I think it’s time I met your Mr. Tracker.”
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 “What do you mean you’re going to Jasmine today?” Gus asked his wife at breakfast. “You said last night you were bringing Emma and the baby here in the next week or two.”

 “That was last night,” Miriam replied. “I thought more about it and I’ve changed my mind.”

 “How often have I heard that before?”


She scowled at him. “There’s no point in waiting, and that poor woman out there all by herself with that child. We should have done something about that situation a long time ago.”

 “It wasn’t our responsibility, dear.”

 “If each one sweeps in front of his own door, the whole street is clean.”

 “I’m trying to reason with you and you give me Jewish aphorisms.”

 “You disagree?”


He threw up his hands. “No, dearest, I don’t, but—”

 “I was going to send Wilbur and Janey, but Emma hasn’t met Wilbur but maybe one time, and she’s never met Janey. I can’t imagine that old soul getting in a carriage with virtual strangers because they tell her I sent them. So I’m going with them.”

 “Buck is going with you, of course.”

 “That poor man’s been through enough. Besides, he’s meeting with Dr. Meyer this afternoon. I’m hoping Thaddeus will be able to talk him into settling down here.”

 “Don’t count on it.”

 “Anyway, Wilbur will drive and Janey can help Emma and me with the child.”

 “Just the three of you to take care of an old woman and a baby? That’s unacceptable. I won’t allow it. If you won’t take Buck, I’ll go with you.”

 “Tsk. Gus, you tend to your business and I’ll tend to mine.”

 “Miriam, you need protection.”


She reached across the table and patted his cheek. “You’re a darling, Gus, but I’m taking your pistol with me. You know I can outshoot you. Go to your bank, dear, and let me take care of this.”


He threw his napkin on the plate before him. “For once in your life, Miriam, listen to me.”


The cup stopped halfway to her mouth and she stared at him. It was so unusual for him to put his foot down, especially once she’d made up her mind. 


 “You are not leaving this house with no more than two servants and traveling halfway across Richland Country,” he stated. “You need a body guard, and it so happens I have the man for the job.”


She blinked slowly, waiting for him to elaborate. 


 “So you make your preparations, my dear, and I’ll make mine. His name is Tracker.” 


 



 



 



 



 



 




Chapter
FOURTEEN

 



 



 




For the third time in three minutes Gus conferred the nickel pocket watch that he wore in place of his treasured gold timepiece, shook his head and sat in the upholstered chair by the cold fireplace. The drawing room of his residence on Senate Street was growing dim with the summer day’s waning light.


Buck stood up from the settee on the other side of the room. “If they’re not here in the next half hour, Gus, I’ll ride out and look for them.”

 “I shouldn’t have let her go.” Gus strode to the window.

 “She isn’t by herself, old friend. Tracker’s with her.”

 “I trust him implicitly, but he’s only one man.”


The housekeeper entered the room. “Mr. Grayson, sir, should I light a lamp?”

 “Go ahead,” he responded impatiently. “Is supper ready, Alice?”

 “Whenever they get here, sir.”


They heard the clop of horses’ hooves on the street outside. Gus spun to peer through the open window, and let out an audible sigh. “Thank God. It’s them.”


Buck followed him out the front door and stood off to the side while he rushed to the shiny black open landau. “Where in Sam Hill y’all been?” he accosted his wife. “I expected you home two hours ago.”

 “Oh, Gus, look at this precious child.” She tickled the cheek of the placid boy in her arms.

 “I see him. I see him. Now, what took you so long?”

 “Oh, tush. We’re here now. Help us unload.”


Buck smiled at the endearing exchange between husband and wife. But his attention was more drawn to the man on the Appaloosa behind the carriage. Tracker was of indeterminate age. Buck judged him to be of average height and stature, with a coppery complexion that admitted of no one particular race. Dressed impeccably in white trousers, riding boots, matching waist coat and jacket, he appeared smart without being flashy. The incongruity was in his sporting a stovepipe hat while across the saddle cantle he held a Henry rifle.


Grayson said his factotum could blend in anywhere. Differently attired, perhaps he could. What Buck suspected wouldn’t change was the air of confidence that seemed to emanate from inner strength. 



The creaking of the carriage as Miriam stood in preparation for stepping down brought Buck’s attention back to the old woman in the seat next to her. Poor Emma. The woman looked exhausted as she slouched against a young servant girl with a flawless, creamed-coffee complexion.


He moved up to the side of the four-wheeler. “Emma, you all right?”

 “Oh, Mr. Buck,” she said teary-eyed, “I . . .”

 “Janey,” Miriam instructed once she was on the ground, “you take Job while I help Emma.”


The servant girl climbed down the other side of the carriage, came around the back and took the sleeping toddler from Miriam into her arms.


Buck extended his hands to Emma. “Here, let me.”


Slowly and painfully, the former house slave struggled to her feet, swayed when the high-sprung carriage tilted, and nearly fell over its side. Fortunately Buck was there to catch her. Over her protests he carried her in his arms to the porch of the house and set her down in a rocker. Biting her lips, she sobbed.

 “You’re all right now, Emma. You’re safe.”

 “It’s all gone, Mr. Buck. Everything’s gone. My home. The house. My family. All gone. And now the boy—” She moaned and buried her face in her withered hands. “Ain’t nothin’ left no more. Ain’t nothin’. It’s all over.”

 “Now don’t you talk like that, Emma,” Miriam reprimanded her, but there was gentleness in her words and compassion in her eyes. “We’re gonna get the child something to eat, then we’ll bring him back to you.” She turned to the girl. “Janey, in a few minutes, after Emma’s had time to collect herself, you take her to the room we fixed up for her. Then come here and get a tray from Alice for her dinner.”

 “I ain’t hungry, Miz. Grayson,” Emma protested.

 “Never you mind. You’ve had a long day and a hard journey. You need to eat. Then I want you to get plenty of rest. Janey here’ll see to anything else you need.”

 “Yessum,” the old woman mumbled. “Ah ’preciates it, Miz. Grayson.”

 “Come along, Miriam,” Gus said to his wife. “You need to eat too. Buck?”

 “In a minute. I’ll be with you directly.”


As his hosts entered the foyer of the large house, Buck knelt at the feet of the old black woman. “Emma, you’re going to be all right. You having any pain? I can give you something for it if you do.”

 “The pain’s in my heart, Mr. Buck. Ain’t no medicine for that.”

 “Is there anything I can do for you, Emma?”

 “Yessir, Mr. Buck. Promise me when I’m gone you’ll take me back to Jasmine and bury me under that old chinaberry tree.”

 “Emma, I hope that won’t be for a very long time.”

 “Yessir, but promise me.”

 “Yes, Emma. I promise.” He stroked her arms. “I’ll take you home.”
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Gus was waiting for him inside the front door. Beside him stood the bodyguard who came forward and offered his hand.

 “Dr. Thomson, I am Pierre Bouchard. My friends call me Tracker.”

 “I’m happy to meet you, Tracker. Please call me Buck and allow me to thank you for protecting Emma. She’s very special to me. I realize that may seem strange, my affection for an old black woman, but she’s been a very stable and positive influence in my life, and I love her for it.”


The words, spoken impulsively and emotionally, surprised even Buck by their intensity and honesty. Until he’d said them he would hardly have admitted to loving anyone. Honor, respect, admire. But not love.


A small smile came to the other man’s lips, not one of mockery or disbelief, but of sympathy.

 “I share your affection for old black women,” Tracker said quietly. “Mine arises from heritage. Yours is voluntary and therefore purer. You have my deepest respect, doctor.” He made a small but distinctive bow, which Buck could hardly have anticipated but which moved him.


Gus, who’d witnessed this exchange and perhaps recognized the potential for mutual discomfort at so instant and spontaneous an exchange of personal views, extended his arm toward the double doors to his right. “Gentlemen.”


The three of them stepped into the front parlor. Gus closed the pocket doors behind them.

 “Thank you for your information on Rufus Snead,” Buck said to Tracker. “It’s been most helpful.”

 “You and I have a good deal to talk about, but not now. Not here. We can meet later. Privately.”

 “Surely you’re staying for supper,” Gus interjected.

 “Please thank your wife for the kind invitation. Perhaps another time, but I have some other matters I must attend to.” He addressed Buck. “Would it be convenient for me to come to your hotel room later this evening, say around ten o’clock.”


Buck was disappointed. He was eager to get into the serious discussions Tracker had alluded to, but he also realized the dinner table wasn’t the appropriate place for them, and he couldn’t imagine this man sitting through a social meal making polite small talk when much more important issues were on his mind.

 “Ten o’clock will be fine,” he told him. “I’m staying at the Isaac Hayne, room—”

 “The John C. Calhoun suite.” Tracker smiled more broadly this time. “Yes, I know.”


Buck might have been offended to realize this stranger had been spying on him, but he found himself returning the smile instead. “Ten o’clock then.”


Tracker shook his host’s hand and left the room.

 “An interesting fellow,” Buck commented after he heard the front door close behind him. 


 “The two of you seem to have hit it off. I’m glad. He’s a good man. You can have complete confidence in his total commitment and integrity.”


They stepped into the hall and down to the dining room opposite the sweeping staircase. A minute later they were seated at the long table with the lace cloth, bone china and silver candelabra. The last wasn’t in use this evening, however. A single candle in a glass base was the sole source of light. Even the well-off had to conserve on consumables.

 “Will Emma be all right?” Gus asked. He was sitting at the head of the table, Miriam on his right, Buck on his left.

 “She’s plumb worn out,” Miriam opined, scooping up a serving of collards onto her plate. “She’s been taking care of that child all by herself for almost two years. I declare she’s lost fifty pounds since the last time I laid eyes on her. Hardly recognized her. I reckon she gave him most of the food she managed to get hold of, but she’ll be eating regular now.”

 “I sure hope she likes kosher cooking,” Gus commented with a grin. “She’s going to miss the fatback in her greens.”


Miriam screwed her mouth and arched her brows disdainfully. “I don’t imagine she’s had much of it lately.” She grinned. “Besides, you can slip her some of yours, dear.” She nodded at the separate bowl of greens the cook always managed to slip beside his plate.


Gus snickered and passed the dish to Buck.

 “Aren’t Sarah and her mother joining us?” Buck asked.

 “While they’re sitting Shiva—that’s deep mourning for the loss of Mr. Greenwald,” Miriam explained, “they’re taking their meals privately in their rooms.”


The cook brought in a platter of meatloaf and set it in front of Mr. Grayson.

 “Alice,” Miriam remarked, “be sure Quintus takes Emma’s carpetbag to her.” She turned to Buck and Gus. “There’s not much in it, but it’s all she and the boy have for now. Tomorrow I’ll see what I can find for her and the child.”

 “There goes the budget,” Gus grumbled good-naturedly and served Buck a double portion of vegetable kugel.
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The side room of Lexington County’s notorious groggery was long and narrow. The ripe odor of unwashed bodies and equally rank clothing mingled with the cloying stench of stale beer, cheap cigar and pipe smoke. The racket sent up by raucous, cursing voices and the clank of glasses and pewter mugs reverberated off the wooden walls and tin ceiling.


Rufus was standing at the plank bar, sucking on his second tankard of sour suds. Definitely not one of Shifty’s better batches of beer, not that anyone seemed to notice or care.

 “We heared you was a sharpshooter in the war,” a voice said behind him.


Rufus turned. Tall and bony, Zeke had been one of his brother’s gang members.

 “Hank says you want our help getting the critter what killed your brother and Fat Man. Floyd always looked out for us, and Fat Man was a real good cook. Tell us what you want us to do.”


Rufus had always worked alone. He didn’t need help, and he sure didn’t like anybody muscling in, questioning, arguing. He’d do it all himself, except . . . The war was over. You couldn’t shoot someone now without someone else asking questions. In war, you were expected to kill. In this so-called peace if you planted a bullet in a body, they accused you of murder and gave you a trial before stringing you up.

 “Yeah, I could use a hand,” he admitted. “But under one condition. You do exactly what I say. No killing until I tell you it’s all right.”

 “Balderdash,” Clyde snapped in a deep authoritative voice, his gray beard brushing against the bib of his faded overalls. Strong language for him. He used to be a preacher till he got caught inappropriately inspiring one of God’s sweet angels. “We’ll help you get Floyd’s killer, but we ain’t asking your permission to shoot him dead when we find him.”


Zeke, standing beside him, nodded. Rufus realized Zeke would’ve nodded at anything Clyde said. “We don’t need no boss.”


Rufus slammed down his mug on the rough board, spilling beer over the side. “Listen to me, damn it. I know Buck Thomson and what he can do. You don’t. Let me tell you, he’s almost as good a shot as me, and I’m better than Floyd and Fat Man was combined. So unless you think you can outshoot me—” he paused to let the words sink in “—you do it my way or it’s no deal.”


When the other men didn’t answer him back, he went on. “I’m gonna kill Thomson with or without y’all.”

 “What do you need our help for then?” Zeke demanded.

 “Thomson and his lady friend are taking the stage to Charleston on Monday. I need to know who all’s with them, how many guards they’re taking, and the road they’re gonna take, so’s I’ll know where to hit ‘em.”

 “What’s in it for us?”

 “The stage carries a strong box, don’t it? Probably contains gold, right? Men passengers carry cash, and for sure Doc’s rich bitch’s got fancy jewelry with her. You can divvy it all amongst yourselves.”


Zeke slanted a quizzical eye at him. “We get to keep all the money and jewelry?”

 “That’s what I said.”

 “What about the woman?” Clyde wanted to know.

 “She’s all yours too, dead or alive.”

 “Oo-ee.” Clyde took off his hat and waved it over his head. “When’re we going?”
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Tracker knocked on Buck’s door at precisely ten o’clock that night. No longer in riding attire, he now sported a casual cream-colored linen suit and maroon cravat. He also carried an elegant silver-knobbed walking stick that Buck suspected was more than an affectation.


They again shook hands. Buck offered him a drink from the small collection of decanters on a side table, wasn’t surprised when the tender was declined, then waved him to one of the fiddle-back chairs in the sitting room. Buck took the matching settee at a right angle to him.

 “What’s your relationship with the Sneads?” Tracker asked.


Buck reviewed the history of the two families and made no attempt to disguise his contempt for Saul. With what he hoped was clinical dispassion, he itemized the man’s offenses, physical and moral, against the plantation’s defenseless slaves, as well as his defrauding the owner he worked for.


Tracker listened without comment. Buck had no doubt he’d heard similar stories in the past. Given the man’s own amalgamation, he had to wonder what experiences Pierre Bouchard might be able to personally narrate.


Buck then described Clay’s murder by a red-headed little man, the ensuing miserable deaths of the Hewitt family at the hands of depraved ruffians, thanks to the same assassin’s leaving the desperate woman and her children stranded with a useless, half-dead horse, followed by Buck catching a glimpse of him at the port in Charleston and subsequently learning his identity.


Without a nod, Tracker then said, “Tell me about your trip here from Charleston.”


Had he not met the man earlier, Buck might have taken umbrage to the repeated demands, since they constituted an essential reversal of roles. Buck was no longer interviewing a prospective guard. Tracker was interviewing him—to see if he was worthy of his protection. But their brief exchange earlier in the evening and Gus’s utter confidence in him, to the point of entrusting his beloved wife’s life to his care, allayed any misgivings Buck might have had.


Over the next half hour, he gave an account of the fateful journey.

 “Any other incidents?”


Buck almost smiled now, suspecting his guest, like a lawyer, rarely asked blunt questions he didn’t already know the answer to. Nonetheless, he described the attack at Weston’s Creek, ending it with a disclaimer.

 “If you ask how I know it was Snead who shot at me, I can offer no proof. I never saw him, but the similarity of setting, the circumstances of the attack—by a lone rifleman up in a tree—convinces me it was the same person.”

 “It was,” Tracker agreed. “Do you know why he has a personal animus against you?”

 “Because I’m a Thomson?”


Tracker shook his head. “That certainly influences his dislike of you but not sufficiently to want to kill you. In fact at Cedar Creek his intent was not to kill you but to wound you, to cripple you and ruin your life.”


Buck felt his jaw drop. Was there a word for such viciousness, for the pleasure this creature seemed to take in seeing other people suffer? If so, he didn’t know what it was. If not, there should be.

 “He failed obviously,” Tracker added.

 “But succeeded in wounding Sarah Drexel, a completely innocent bystander.”


Tracker nodded. “Fortunately her injury was neither fatal nor serious.” He folded his hands and brought them up to his lips. “His goal now is even more sinister. He’s intent on killing you.”

 “Why? What have I ever done to him?”


Tracker paused for a moment. “You killed his brother.”

 “I . . . His brother?” Buck’s mind whirled. Had his brother been one of Buck’s patients, one of so many who didn’t survive enemy fire or his knife and saw? He knew the names of so few of the men he’d treated.

 “The red-haired young man you killed at Cedar Creek.”


How strange, Buck thought, that he’d forgotten the teenager with the short, rust-colored hair that lay on the side of the road with a bullet through his heart. He’d noted the red hair and even examined his neck to determine if he might be Rufus. Then he’d put him completely out of his mind, like so many of his victims.

 “He’s vowed now to kill you. Be on perpetual guard, sir. Your life is in mortal danger.”


Buck climbed to his feet and paced the worn carpet in front of the settee. He did so with hands behind his back for a long minute. Tracker did and said nothing to interrupt his reverie.

 “He killed my brother,” Buck muttered, still pacing. “He condemned a half-starved widow and her two children to the most vile deaths at the hands of diseased monsters. He’s responsible for the death of an ailing elderly man who was traveling here with his wife and daughter in search of medical treatment, for wounding the daughter and killing our driver all in cold blood.”


Still Tracker remained silent. Buck continued his march up and down the length of the Oriental rug, then stopped to address his guest.

 “The daughter, Sarah Drexel, must now return to Charleston on urgent business. Unfortunately her life continues to be in danger from this redheaded scum simply because she has the misfortune of being associated with me. That is why, sir, I want to engage your services, not to protect me—I’ll take care of myself—but as her bodyguard. Are you available?”


Tracker stood up. “I have a particular loathing for men who would prey upon women and children, the weak and the defenseless. In short, sir, I am at your service.”


The two men shook hands, solemnly and firmly, setting a bond that Buck knew wouldn’t be broken.

 “From all you’ve told me,” Tracker said, “I’d take considerable pleasure in ending this villain’s life.”

 “I’d prefer to reserve that privilege for myself,” Buck replied, then added, “however, if he should happen to fall within your sights do not hesitate. Kill him.”
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The following morning at sunrise, Buck left his hotel and, feeling well-rested, walked briskly to the stage depot. He arrived to find Tracker, now attired as an inconspicuous working man in a rumpled but clean denim outfit, hoisting his carpetbag effortlessly onto the roof of the coach. He finished stowing his cased rifle inside the carriage before turning to greet his employer.

 “We need to go over our plans with the driver and guard,” Buck informed him.


A few minutes later, Wes Taylor, the driver, and Freddie Swift, the guard, joined them. After introductions were exchanged, Buck said, “Gentlemen, here’s the situation we’re facing.” He noticed a man in butternut homespun with a luxurious handlebar mustache inspecting the hubs of the coach wheels. Buck motioned the others out of his hearing and continued. “You’ll need to keep a sharp eye out during this trip. I’ve reason to believe we’ll come under fire somewhere between here and Charleston.”

 “Why’s that?” Freddie asked.

 “I’ve been playing dead man’s tag with a sniper since I left Virginia.”

 “I need to tell you, mister,” Wes declared, “I ain’t no good with a rifle or a hand gun. Never have been, but I can drive a coach and team to hell and back. Is that where we’re going?”


Buck smiled in spite of himself. “Maybe. How about you, Freddie? You any good with that gun of yours?”

 “Mister, I was at Antietam and Gettysburg. After that I ain’t scared of nothing and I mostly hit what I aim at.”

 “That’s all I can ask for,” Buck said. “Gentlemen, this sniper’s a crack shot. Probably has a Henry with a telescope, because he shoots from a distance, but he seems to have a problem with moving targets.”

 “Maybe because he only has one good eye,” Tracker observed.

 “Only one eye, huh?” Freddie rubbed his chin. “Which is the good one?”

 “The right and he’s right-handed, so he has no trouble looking down the barrel of his rifle.”

 “I’ll keep us moving,” Wes said. “You can count on that.”


Buck nodded. “Be especially careful if you have to stop along the road. So far he always shoots from ambush, usually high in a tree. But make no mistake. He’s utterly ruthless. He shoots horses and won’t hesitate to shoot women. During the war he sighted his rifle in on litter bearers and my patients. Killed several of ‘em.”

 “My God,” Freddie exclaimed, shaking his head.

 “Wes,” Buck said, glad he’d captured the young man’s attention, “you keep a sharp eye ahead and alert Tracker or Freddie if anything looks suspicious. Freddie, you watch the rear. From on top the coach, if that makes it easier for you. Tracker will be inside, protecting Mrs. Drexel. I’ll be a quarter of a mile ahead or behind you to make sure there are no surprises. If I see a problem, I’ll signal you. One shot means continue on, but be doubly alert. Two means stop where you are and take immediate cover, as best you can. If I fire three times, Wes, get the hell out of there. Full gallop. Understand?”

 “Completely.”


Half an hour later a two-horse open brougham arrived. Buck greeted the Graysons and the two widows with them. He took Sarah’s arm as she climbed down, while Gus assisted Miriam, and the coachman helped Ruth to the ground. Janey, the mulatto servant, seated next to the driver, was left to get down by herself. Freddie and Wes removed the bags to the Concord. Gus greeted Tracker and shook his hand, then introduced him to Sarah and her mother as Pierre Bouchard.


Tracker doffed his hat to the ladies and bowed. “Enchanté, mesdames.”

 “I’m pleased to meet you, Monsieur Bouchard,” Sarah responded comfortably in French.

 “Please call me Tracker.” He smiled. “It will be my pleasure to accompany such a lovely lady. If at any time in our journey I can be of assistance to you, I hope you won’t hesitate to call on me.”


Miriam introduced Janey Stiles to him and announced that she would be accompanying Mrs. Drexel to Charleston as her companion. The girl wore a simple flowered cotton dress, patched in several places but immaculately clean. Her dark intelligent eyes were bright and alert.


Miriam wrapped her arms around Sarah. “Sarah, shalom. Please write us as soon as you can to let us know you arrived safely. And please keep us informed of what’s happening there. I wish we could’ve met under different circumstances, but be assured you’re forever in our hearts and will always be welcome in our home.”

 “Thank you so much for your hospitality and the great gift of peace you’ve given me.” Sarah attempted to say more but her voice was fragile.


Her mother placed her hand on Sarah’s cheek and smiled through brimming tears. “Be safe, my child. I wish I were going with you, but your father . . .” She paused. “I’ll be joining you as soon as I recover my strength. I’m with good friends here. Don’t worry about me.”


Sarah threw her arms around her. “Oh, Momma.” The two black-clad women held their embrace and rocked gently for several seconds.


As they were separating, Miriam turned to the young servant. “Janey, I have something for you.” She reached into her purse and brought out a slim, leather-bound volume. “I know this is your favorite book, so it’s yours to keep you company away from home.”


Regaining her composure Sarah raised the book already in Janey’s hand. The Sonnets of Shakespeare. “I like your taste in literature.” She smiled at the girl. “Perhaps you can read some of the verses to me on our trip.”

 “I can recite some of ‘em by heart, Miz Sarah, but I’d enjoy reading ’em, specially to you.”

 “Ladies,” Buck intervened, “it’s time for us to be on our way.”


The inspector with the handlebar mustache had just finished checking the Concord’s leather suspension straps and walked back to the barn behind the depot.


Tracker came out of the stage office carrying a cloth-wrapped box which he carefully lashed to the roof among the luggage. Gus was right behind him, holding up a ticket in his right hand.

 “Fortunately the coach isn’t full. The station master says sometimes it is and passengers have to sit on the roof.” He handed Janey the stiff paper voucher, then helped Sarah into the coach. Tracker, back on the ground, held the door for Janey who, momentarily startled by the unconventional courtesy, hesitated, then climbed in behind her. Through the window she smiled modestly at Tracker.


Buck came up to the door of the Concord. “Ladies, I don’t want to frighten you, but you need to be alert.” He saw Sarah tense, though she made a valiant effort not to let it show. He wished he didn’t have to remind her of their trip here but lulling her into a false sense of security was a luxury they couldn’t afford. “If we run into any trouble, please follow Tracker’s orders. He’s here to protect you. Do you have any questions?”


Sarah looked at him wide-eyed with apprehension. “You’re not coming with us?”


He’d given his ticket to Tracker. “I’ll be following you at a short distance to make sure nobody comes up behind you or threatens you in any way. Don’t worry, even if you can’t see me, you’ll never be out of my sight.” 


 “Dr. Thomson,” she said, “I appreciate all the precautions you’re taking on my behalf, but I expected you’d be riding with us.”


He didn’t want to tell her about the man stalking him, but he didn’t want her to be complacent either.

 “Rightly or wrongly, I hold myself responsible for your father’s untimely death and your getting wounded. I couldn’t bear to have it on my conscience if anything more happened to you.”


She put her hand on his sleeve. “These are indeed difficult times. The war . . .” She took a shallow breath. “It’s as if civilization itself has died. But rest assured, you are not to blame for other people’s misdeeds.”


He was about to respond, when Janey declared, “Don’t you worry, Miz. Sarah. I’ll be watching out for both of us.”


Buck smiled. He’d forgotten Sarah’s young companion was sitting beside her, unavoidably listening in on their conversation. “Good girl,” he complimented her, then stepped back.


Tracker climbed aboard and took the seat opposite Sarah, giving him a rear view of the road behind them.


Buck signaled Wes, who clucked the horses into motion.
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Getting revenge for the wound in his neck should have been coon pie for Rufus. Instead Doc Thomson had turned everything upside down. Not only wasn’t he touched in the shower of gunfire at Cedar Creek, but he’d killed Floyd and Fat Man. Adding insult to injury, the ambush at Weston’s Creek had gone awry, making Rufus look like a humbug.


Not again. He didn’t work for the Yankees anymore. He wasn’t a lone sniper working for someone else. He had his own gang now, men who’d sworn their loyalty to him—or would once they got their hands on the strong box. Might have been simpler if he didn’t have a gang though. Being a general wasn’t so easy, not with all the planning he had to do.


Rufus had considered showing up at the stage depot by himself, open fire, kill the doc and as many other people as he wanted and then vamoose. But he wasn’t real good at close-in shooting with a handgun, maybe cause he had only one good eye, but more importantly, Buck Thomson was. Rufus couldn’t take any chances on the plantation owner’s highfalutin son hornswoggling him again. Thomson had always been lucky, but his luck was about to run out.


Since he didn’t want to show his face around the depot, Rufus had sent Hank to pick up any information he could. The stage had departed on the first leg of its trip to Charleston less than an hour when Hank appeared in the saloon’s doorway, looking smug and well satisfied with himself. He crossed the room, head up, eyes straight ahead, greeted Rufus who was standing at the bar and ordered a beer from Shifty. He took his first long quaff and stroked his handlebar mustache before telling his new boss, “I got what you wanted.”


Everybody was listening.

 “How many people on board?” Rufus demanded.

 “The driver, a guard, a dude in working clothes, a white woman in black and a high-yellow nigger girl is all.”

 “Who’s the dude?”

 “One of them ‘most-white Creoles, I reckon, cause I heard him talk French. Got a rifle case with him.”

 “Most-white, huh? Ain’t Doc Thomson then. He’s all white. You see any gent might be the doctor?”

 “Yep, but he didn’t get in the coach.”

 “What?” Rufus wasn’t expecting that. “What’d he do?”

 “Rode off on a black horse a few minutes after it left.”


Thomson wasn’t with his woman? Rufus realized he should have known the doc would want to play scout to make sure there were no traps laid for her. Smart. But then, Rufus never featured Doc Thomson to be stupid. But if he was riding behind the coach . . .


 “Any way we can get ahead of ‘em?” he asked Hank.

 “You could cut across a couple of farms and connect with the main road on the outskirts of St Matthews. It’s longer, but you can move cross-country on horseback faster and easier than that creaking old Concord, ‘specially the way the roads are nowadays. Probably get there about the same time too.”


Rufus pondered the situation. Hitting them too close to St Matthews probably wasn’t a good idea. The boys wanted to have some fun. That’d take time. Not that he cared about them. Whether they got any money or women wasn’t important to him. All he wanted to do was kill Thomson, but thinking on it, he might want to take his time doing that too. A remote location between stops would be better. And after all, there was no need to rush. They wouldn’t reach Charleston for several days. Maybe he ought to use that time to play a few games, keep them on edge. That way, when he did strike they’d be tuckered out.


A plan came to mind. He would’ve liked to do it himself, but that might be too dangerous. Thomson might recognize him. No point in taking a chance. Not with a man who was as good with guns as the doc. So he came up with another idea. Mundo was dumber than dirt, but he was good with a gun and he generally did all right when he was told exactly what to do. From a distance he might even be mistaken for Rufus.

 “Hey, Mundo, I got a job for you.”

 




#

 




Sarah had bidden a final farewell to the Graysons and wiped her eyes as the coach pulled away. Miriam and Ruth waved small white kerchiefs as they disappeared from view.


She sat back against the hard wooden seat and let out a rueful sigh. No use fooling herself. She was disappointed that Buck wouldn’t be riding with her. She’d been looking forward to his company. For no reason she smiled at Tracker sitting across from her. His return smile seemed almost an invasion of her inmost thoughts.


The flat-roofed carriage swayed on its leather strap suspension as they advanced down the road at a leisurely pace to spare the horses as well as the passengers over the rutted road. 



For the first mile Janey practically hung out the window. This was an adventure for her, a new, exciting experience. Sarah studied the girl. Under the best of circumstances her life would be difficult. Not as difficult as Emma’s had been, she hoped, but not likely to be as comfortable or at ease as a white woman’s. The girl was intelligent and curious, a combination that could make her life rich but could also bring unbearable frustration, for her opportunities to use her intelligence and explore her curiosities would be not just limited but activity obstructed by those less blessed.


Another mile or two went by. The passing countryside offered no new vistas.

 “Would you like me to read to you from my book?” Janey asked, proudly opening the small volume. For generations before her, slaves had been forbidden the right to literacy. Janey clearly didn’t take it for granted.

 “That would be very nice. Do you have a favorite?”


Janey smiled. “Yes’m. Number twenty-nine.”

 “Say yes, ma’am, Janey. Not yes’m. It sounds better.”

 “Yes, um, ma’am.”


Tracker appeared preoccupied but also mildly amused. He was an interesting man, partly Sarah suspected, because there was an air of mystery about him, a secretiveness she was utterly confident she was unlikely to penetrate.

 “I’d like very much to hear you read,” she told Janey.


The young girl flipped a page, found what she was looking for and began to read:

 



 “When in disgrace with fortune and men’s eyes,


I all alone beweep my outcast state,


And trouble deaf heaven with my bootless cries


And look upon myself and curse my fate . . .”

 




It was an appropriate sonnet for a former slave, Sarah realized. She listened to the rest of it, then complimented Janey on her reading of it. Her inflection was in the correct places. Obviously it was a poem she’d read many times before, enough that the words were no longer Shakespeare’s but hers as well.

 “Will you read me another?” Sarah asked.


The request obviously pleased her. She paged through the small volume, uncertain which one to choose.

 “How about number thirty-four?” Tracker suggested.


Startled, Sarah cocked her head to the side as she gazed at him. He’d been so quiet she’d almost forgotten he was there.


Janey too seemed disoriented by the request, but she recovered quickly. “Oh, all right.” She flipped a few more pages until she found it.

 



 “Why didst thou promise such a beauteous day,


And make me travel forth without my cloak,


To let base clouds o’ertake me in my way


Hiding their bravery in their rotten smoke?”

 




This time Sarah stared at him with stunned amusement. This man in denim was no ordinary working man or body guard, but someone well educated. Self educated? Most likely. She couldn’t imagine him sitting in a classroom listening to someone talk down to him.


And what of the sonnet he’d selected. Despite her efforts to be discreet, he’d noticed her attraction to the doctor. If she was interpreting his message correctly, the man across from her was saying he’d noticed her disappointment in not sharing Buck’s company.


Her body guard’s eyes remained averted, but a smile played on his lips, as if he were reading her thoughts and concurring. When the girl reached the last two lines, the resolution of the sonnet, he joined her in reciting them.

 



 “Ah! But these tears are pearls which thy love sheds,


And they are rich, and ransom all ill deeds.”

 




In other words, the disappointment she feels now will be rewarded later.


Janey slipped her finger in between the pages. “That’s pretty.”


She hadn’t read it with the fluidity she had the first piece.

 “And appropriate, I think,” Tracker added. Before Sarah could ask the question he must have seen on her lips, he continued, “The key to poetry is often not what’s written, but what’s implied between the lines.”


Sarah didn’t hold back her smile this time. To her puzzlement, however, he ignored it and gazed out the window. What thoughts had these measured lines evoked? Maybe they weren’t about her at all. Nevertheless if they’d been alone she might have said Thank you.

 




#

 




The women fell silent, then began nodding as the rig rocked and swayed through the sandy ruts as it headed toward its first destination. Tracker remained on full alert.


They were several miles from St Matthews when the rhythmic, insistent squeal of the coach’s left rear wheel became strident. He was the first to detect the faint smell of burning wood. He stuck his head out the window and informed the driver they had an overheated hub. With a muttered curse the knight of the ribbons began reining in the horses.

 “Ladies,” Tracker said firmly, “please stay inside while we attend to this problem.”


Before the wheels had stopped turning Freddie Swift leapt from the roof and positioned himself in front of the coach, sweeping his rifle through a hip-high arc in protective custody. Almost as quickly, Tracker sprang from inside the rig and took a mirror position guarding the rear.
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A hundred yards back, Buck rode atop Gypsy, scanning the land as far as he could see. Uncertain what the immediate problem was, he remained a discreet distance behind the coach, spurred Gypsy to a gentle knoll for better vantage, slipped his binoculars from the saddle bag and monitored the activities below. Scanning the horizon, he spied a small mounted figure wearing a straw hat on the road ahead. Was it the red-headed man? Or a local plowboy?


Almost frantically he scoured the countryside. No sign of anyone in the trees. No horses unattended. No sign of anyone or anything out of the ordinary. Just a farmhand moseying along a country road on his horse. Buck removed the Henry from its scabbard and kept the stock tucked under his arm as he continued to survey the bucolic scene below. The rider was still a hundred yards from the stalled coach when he removed his hat and wiped his brow. Black hair, not red. Short, not long. Not Rufus Snead. Yet something about him didn’t feel right.


Meanwhile, Wes had removed a beam with a notch in one end from a toolbox beneath the coach’s chassis. He wedged it under the rear axle and urged the horses forward enough to lever the damaged wheel out of its sandy rut. After chocking the others, he unscrewed the hub nut with a wrench, greased the axle and proceeded with reassembly.


Uncomfortable with the plowboy appearing on the scene, Buck raised his rifle to his shoulder and held the lone rider in his sights. Fortunately he passed on Buck’s side of the coach, giving him a clear shot, should one be necessary. The rider slowed his pace as he passed the raised vehicle, tipped his hat to the passengers, said something and continued on. Lowering his rifle, Buck used his binoculars to maintain surveillance of the stranger until he turned into a side road, leading to a farm house a mile away. By then, the coachman had remounted his box and resumed their travel.


Instead of being a source of relief, the false alarm served to heighten Buck’s awareness of the danger ahead.
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Dusk was approaching as the coach pulled into St Matthews. The stage compound on the western outskirts of the hamlet seemed more suited to storing grain than accommodating travelers. Buck told the driver and passengers to remain outside while he checked within. The dimly lit downstairs common room reeked of last winter’s wood fires.


A man in his fifties wearing a leather apron came through a low doorway at the far end of the room.

 “Welcome, welcome, sir. Name’s Jim Hopkins. Y’all are right on time. How many in your party, sir?”

 “I’m Dr. Thomson. There are six of us altogether, but we’ll only need accommodations for four. The driver and guard will remain with the coach. The ladies would prefer to stay together if you have a room large enough to accommodate them.”

 “They can have the big room, sir. Two beds and a real nice wash stand. I’ll help you bring in their things while my wife Matilda sets the table. Supper’ll be ready in a few minutes. How about a drink first? Reckon you’ve had a long day.”

 “It has been long, but I’ll pass on the drink.”


The innkeeper was obviously disappointed. “Whatever you say. Maybe later.”

 “Perhaps,” Buck replied, not wanting to dampen the man’s enthusiasm.


They went outside. Tracker was helping Freddie lower the carpet bags from the roof. Janey opened the door below them, got out and held it for Sarah.

 “Wait a minute, mister,” the innkeeper said brusquely to Buck, “you didn’t say nothing about no darkies being with y’all. The girl can bed down in the hay barn and the dandy can sleep any damn place he wants, long as it ain’t under my roof.”


Buck could tell Janey had overheard the man’s remarks, but seemed to ignore them. Tracker, however, was less indulgent. Seeing him reach inside his coat, Buck placed a restraining hand on his arm. The two men made brief eye contact. A second later Tracker withdrew his hand.

 “Mr. Hopkins,” Buck said firmly, “the ladies—” he emphasized the word “—will be pleased to accept your offer of the big room. And Mr. Bouchard and I appreciate your furnishing us two separate bedrooms.”

 “See here, mister, this is my place and I decide who stays in it. And no damn darkies are welcome.”

 “Times have changed, Mr. Hopkins. The war’s over.” He put his hand inside his jacket, where his pistol was clearly outlined. “It would be a pity, now that the shooting’s stopped, for you to add your blood to the cause. I sure would hate to have to kill you in front of your wife.”


A scrawny woman, wearing a threadbare dress with a mismatched patch along the hem, came up behind the depot manager and said quietly. “Jim, hush your mouth. Ain’t gonna do neither of us no good if you get yourself killed.”

 “Tillie, get inside and leave this to me.”

 “Jim, we need the money,” she implored, then addressed the travelers. “Y’all come along now while my husband sees to the horses and totes in y’all’s things. Supper’ll be ready soon as I take the biscuits out of the oven.”


The innkeeper shifted his jaw, shot glances at Tracker and back at Buck. “Y’all be eating together?”


Buck took his hand from inside his coat. “As soon as your dear wife has the table set.”


The man started unhitching the horses. Buck considered reminding him of his wife’s offer for him to help with the luggage but winked at Tracker instead and picked up the nearest suitcase.

 “I wonder, doctor,” Tracker commented as he hefted the other portmanteau, “if Mr. Hopkins realizes his wife just saved his hide.”

 “What can you tell me about the plowboy you encountered this afternoon?” Buck asked.

 “He’s not Rufus Snead, if that’s what you’re worried about. This guy had dark hair. Real, not dyed. He was more like thirty than twenty, and he had two good eyes, very blue eyes.”

 “That’s a relief,” Buck responded. “He looked so much like Snead from a distance that—”

 “One thing I can tell you about him,” Tracker added, “is that he was no plowboy. His hands were too soft and clean.”


So who was he?
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 “Good work,” Rufus told Mundo. So the coach had been stuck on the road because of a bad hub. They’d been sitting ducks, except Rufus didn’t know that then. He expected Mundo to pass by the moving coach. By the time he was able to work his way back to the gang, the coach had already arrived in St Matthews.

 “I swan, those women are bodacious fine,” Mundo added. “The white woman is pretty as a turtle dove, and that dusky gal makes a man feel right pert.”


A one-track mind, Rufus thought, emphasis on the one track, not the mind.

 “You’re randy for anything in a skirt,” Clem commented a few feet down the bar. He tipped his mug and gulped foamy beer, let out a belch and turned to Rufus. “Why didn’t we hit ‘em today, boss? I don’t understand why we’re waiting.”

 “You don’t have to. We hit ‘em when I tell you to.”


In fact, knowing now the pickle they’d been in when they stopped to repair the wheel, he probably should have attacked them. A lost opportunity. But he didn’t know then what he knew now. Besides, there’d be other chances to exfluncticate Doc Thomson and his friends. After all, coaches broke down all the time.


Zeke came bounding into the long barroom. “Hey, boss, I found it.”

 “Found what? Your ass or your elbow?”

 “The perfect spot for your ambush tomorrow.”

 “Where?” Rufus asked. “And what makes it so damn perfect?”


Suppressing a grin of pleasure at being one up on the one-eyed runt, Zeke told him. “On the road to Holly Hill. A long narrow bridge through the swamp. We’ll be able to hear ‘em when they get on it. There’s woods on both sides. I know how you like being up in trees, boss. They can’t turn the coach around on that bridge, so they’ll be sitting ducks.”


Rufus smiled. It did sound perfect. “Get some sleep,” he ordered. “We’re gonna be up real early tomorrow. And remember the doc is mine.”

 “He’s all yours, boss,” Mundo said. “I prefers women.”

 



 



 



 



 



 




Chapter
SIXTEEN

 



 



 




The sun was pinking the eastern sky when Buck tapped on Tracker’s door. Hardly a moment elapsed before it opened and the man stood in front of him fully dressed.

 “I’m riding out to see what there is to be seen,” Buck told him. “I expect to be back by the time y’all have finished breakfast, but don’t leave until I do. I want to make sure the road’s clear and check out any bad spots.”

 “We’ll be waiting for you.” 



Buck started to walk away. 


 “I’ll have Mr. Hopkins pack some biscuits for you,” Tracker added, “to eat at your leisure.”

 “Uh, thanks.”


Buck found the road out of the compound ran straight for two miles, then curved around a series of small hills. From there it descended into swampland that buzzed with mosquitoes, stinging flies and black gnats. Another mile on and Buck came to a long wooden causeway, barely wide enough for the coach. Cypress trees crowded both sides of the shaky structure. Once on the bridge the coach would be committed to moving forward.

 “If ever there was an ambush waiting to happen,” Buck muttered to himself, “this is it.”


Before crossing, he removed the binoculars from his saddle bag and scanned the flat terrain. No sign of anyone about. He started across the bridge. The gelding’s iron shoes drummed the half rotted timbers, an alarm to anyone coming the other way, but also a tocsin for anyone lying in wait. Buck didn’t like it, but it appeared to be the only road to Holly Hill. He wasn’t ready to turn back yet, however. If the travelers were to be successful in negotiating this thieves’ corner, he needed to be familiar with what still lay ahead.


A mile farther along, the road widened and the opportunities for maneuver improved. Buck also discovered what appeared to be a little-used by-road that swept to the south, presumably to farms. Dead ends, probably.


He turned around and retraced his way to the stage depot. But, before he reached the causeway, he stopped to use his binoculars once more. The tall cypress trees growing so close to the road bothered him.


There. Someone was sitting on a thick bough less than fifty feet from the middle of the wooden structure.


How did he get there so fast, or had he been there earlier and Buck hadn’t seen him? The thought wasn’t encouraging. He continued to scan other trees and other branches, this time catching glimpses of at least five other men straddling limbs, holding rifles.


Had they all been there all along?


Was one of them Rufus Snead?


Buck didn’t see him, but he knew the sneaky coward was there. Somewhere.


He also realized he was now cut off from the people he was trying to protect. If he continued down the road and across the causeway, he’d be killed outright. Another fifty yards, and Rufus Snead would surely have him in his sights—if he didn’t already.


He remembered the farm road he’d seen and hoped it would take him to St Matthews.


Reining in Gypsy, he reversed course and rode quietly away from the assassins. At the intersection with the by-road, he checked behind him one last time and set his horse into an easy trot.


The sun was fully up now, warming the damp air. At least he was moving away from the swamp. Insects chased him but not in the numbers
he’d previously encountered. Only three or four had so far drawn blood.


As expected, the dirt road brought him to a small once-white farmhouse with an unpainted cypress barn behind it. A bent old man in bib overalls was carrying a tin bucket from the house, presumably to empty in the privy several yards beyond.


Buck could feel the man’s anxiety build at his approach. “Hello, old-timer. Is this the road to St. Matthews?”

 “Well, it ain’t the main one no more, but it’ll get you there.”

 “Does it get any better?”

 “It don’t get no worse.”

 “That’s small consolation.”


An hour later, Buck pulled into the stage compound. The traveling party was outside, no doubt to enjoy the fresh air. The ladies were sitting in wicker chairs on the porch of the building, fanning themselves, while the men were standing under an oak tree, smoking little cigars or pipes.

 “Is everything all right?” Sarah came to meet him. She was clearly apprehensive. “You were gone so long, I . . . we were worried.”


Tracker moved closer as Buck dismounted. “Trouble?”

 “They’re waiting for us,” Buck responded. 



Sarah gasped, and he regretted giving the report in her presence.

 “We can go around them, though,” he announced. The driver and guard joined them. “I came back by a different way. It’s longer and slower, but it’ll circle around the trap on the main route. Now, y’all best be going if you hope to make Holly Hill before sundown.”

 “What about you?” Tracker asked. “Aren’t you coming with us?”

 “I’ll meet you there. I have some other business to take care of.”


Tracker frowned. “By yourself? You need some company?”

 “You protect the women. I’ll join you in Holly Hill. Might even be there to welcome you.”


Janey joined them. “In case we can’t stop to eat lunch,” she said, “I asked Miz Hopkins to pack some food for us.” 



Buck raised an eyebrow before he realized he’d done it. “And did she?”

 “Cornbread and sidemeat, scuppernongs and red plums.”

 “Sounds like a feast.”

 “She throwed in some honeycakes too. I mean threw.”


Sarah smiled. “You and Mrs. Hopkins have been getting along pretty well, haven’t you?”

 “Aw, she’s all right away from her husband.”


Jim Hopkins approached from the inn. “About the bill. Mister,” he said in a flat voice.


Buck followed him inside where he settled what, in his estimation, amounted to an outrageous sum. His wife seemed embarrassed by the transaction but said nothing. If Buck hadn’t had the feeling they were desperate, he would have objected to the fleecing.


Outside, everyone had taken their places in and on the coach. Wes shook the reins and the lumbering wagon got underway.
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Buck mounted Gypsy and started down the main road. This was a good opportunity to reverse roles with the redheaded man. Let the pursuer be the pursued. Not far from the causeway, he found a footpath winding through the swampy cypress grove. He dismounted and walked Gypsy as quietly as possible closer to the ambush site he’d discovered earlier.


The surrounding land was flat, the trees dense. He tied Gypsy to a cypress knee and, taking a lesson from his antagonist, climbed up a stout sycamore, his rifle and binoculars slung over his shoulder.


Shinnying up the tree at Sayler’s Creek had been a first since he and Clay were boys. The memory of his dead brother and the recollection of how he’d been assassinated spurred him higher. He was about twenty-five feet up when he straddled a substantial limb, pulled the binoculars around and surveyed the forest on the far side of the wooden bridge. It took several minutes before he spied what he was looking for, three men facing him from the cover of swamp chestnuts. Earlier he’d seen five men in these trees. He kept searching, hoping to see the other two and praying that one of them might be the redheaded man. Rufus Snead was the real target. These others were mere distractions. Still, their gunfire would be as lethal as their leader’s.


Buck propped his Henry in the fork of the bough he was braced in, leveled the barrel and focused on the man farthest away. With a slow squeeze of the trigger, he fired. The round shattered the man’s nose and kept going. His dead body hit the shallow swamp water with an echoing splash.


Before that sound faded, Buck had a bead on the second man, who was closer to him. Another calculated tightening of his trigger finger and this target jerked backward and tumbled from his perch. The third man was scrambling desperately down a neighboring oak, having already dropped his rifle into the brackish water. Through his sights Buck was following the man’s frantic descent, waiting for a clear shot, when Gypsy reared and snorted and stamped his feet. Buck realized his prey had fled and he was in danger of losing his horse. Scampering down the sycamore as fast as he could, he arrived in time to see a cottonmouth slither into the underbrush away from Gypsy’s pounding hooves.


After calming his steed, Buck examined the animal’s legs and found no fang marks. He was about to swing up into the saddle, when he heard the clatter of the retreating gunmen on the wooden structure. To his surprise they were returning toward St Matthews, not advancing to Holly Hill. Buck stayed hidden until their hoof beats had faded into the distance. Was the redheaded man one of them?


Taking Gypsy by the reins and carrying his rifle in his other hand, Buck again led the horse quietly along the footpath, watching carefully for snakes, human and reptilian. Only when he was past the wooden bridge did he mount the steed again and, not taking any chances, put him in a full gallop toward Holly Hill.
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Rufus swatted at another horse fly and brushed away the glob of blood the insect had drawn. “Damn you, Zeke. We waited hours for that coach. Never showed up, and now we got two men killed. What the hell happened back there?”

 “Only thing I can figure, boss, is the coach took the other road.”


Rufus’s face grew hot with rage. “What other road, damn you?”

 “The old one, boss. This here’s the new one.”

 “Why didn’t you tell me there was two?”

 “Nobody uses the old one no more, boss. Except farmers. It was abandoned fifteen years ago or thereabouts.”

 “Well, obviously somebody still uses it.”

 “What about Joe and Eddie, boss?” Hank asked. “Should we go back and get ‘em? They may just be wounded.”

 “Get ‘em if you want to, but if they ain’t cold as a wagon tire by now, they will be by the time you find ‘em, either bled to death or finished off by snakes and varmints.”


Zeke shrugged. “What now, boss?”

 “My neck hurts,” Rufus complained, “and these gallnippers is about to eat me alive. First you fetch that ointment of yours and fix me up. Then I’ll figure out our next move. Where you reckon that coach is now?”

 “Most to Holly Hill,” Zeke told him. “We might could catch up—”

 “No. We’ll go on and find a place to put up for tonight, then get after ‘em tomorrow. Early. I want Doc Thomson to pay for Joe and Eddie.”

 “How you know it was the Doc shot them?”

 “Cause he didn’t miss. Ain’t but one person’s better with a rifle than him. Me.”


Jake rode up. “Rufus, there’s a good campsite yonder, where we can build a fire to smoke off some of these here pests, and it’s got enough cover. Nobody’ll spot us there.”

 “I hope you’re better at picking campsites then this idiot is at figuring out roads,” Rufus replied, glaring at Zeke.


Jake led them to a ravine several miles away. One of the other men had already started a fire. His cohorts were gathering pine straw from under the nearby trees to put on the fire to smoke the bugs away.

 “Get out the whiskey, boys,” Rufus yelled. “We’re in for the night. Tomorrow at daybreak we’re gonna have to ride like hell, ‘cause I want to get ahead of that doctor and his friends. Zeke, you best get that damn stuff of yours and treat my neck again.”

 “Whatever you say, boss.” Zeke left and returned a minute later with the smelly ointment. “Now hold still.”

 “Ouch, God dammit. What you got in there, lye? Burns like hell.”

 “Axle grease, a little sulfur and some soothing turpentine. Good for what ails you.”

 “If it don’t kill you first.”


Jake brought a whiskey bottle. “Here you go, boss. This’ll help.”


Rufus guzzled a quarter of it before handing it back. “Lord. Even my daddy’s rotgut was better than this pisswater.”

 “Better than nothing though, I reckon,” Jake told him.


They settled down, broke out a sack of stale biscuits, a moldy chunk of salt pork, a jar of molasses and another bottle of whiskey.


As soon as Zeke finished with the ointment and had put a semi-clean rag around his boss’s neck, Rufus moved out into the clearing and stared up at the sky. New moon. To make matters worse, there was dense cloud cover. Couldn’t even see the stars.

 “Wrong goddam time of the month,” Rufus griped.


Mundo snickered. “What’re we gonna do tomorrow? Why we have to get up so early?”

 “So’s we can be on the road ahead of ‘em. Ain’t that what I just said? Then we wait for ‘em to come to us.”


Clem cut a piece of mold off the fatback and sliced the rest into small strips which he put on the iron skillet he carried in his bedroll. The pork was starting to crisp when he knocked the handle and tilted everything into the fire. The grease blazed up, backing everybody away.

 “Damn your eyes, Clem.” The redheaded man exploded. “Can’t you do anything right? Now we’re down to dry biscuits, molasses and whiskey. One of you jackasses spill the whiskey and I swear I’ll kill him. Got that?”


The men around him nodded.


They were all snoring when the rain started three hours later. A patter, patter on rocks and leaves at first. Rufus woke in time to realize what was coming. He roused the others. None of them was enthusiastic about being awakened.

 “Get up or drown, you dumb sons of bitches. Get up.”


Bodies were stirring, sort of, when, a few minutes later the fire went out and they heard a roar. A wall of water three feet high knocked them sprawling. They were awake now and sputtering. In the darkness they could hear the terrified horses whinnying and snorting. A streak of lightning showed three rearing and pawing at 
the swirling waters.


Two hours later, Rufus took inventory of his gang. Nobody knew what had happened to Neezy Collins. The teenager and his horse were missing. Some of the others had lost their bedrolls. Clem had lost his saddle.

 “You still got that ointment, Zeke?” Rufus asked.

 “Safe and dry, better off than me.”


Rufus gazed up at the sky. The clouds had moved off, which he could clearly see because the sun was fully up now. He’d lost the initiative he’d sought.

 “What now, boss?”

 



 



 



 



 




Chapter
SEVENTEEN

 



 



 



 “What now, boss?” Jake asked after the others had gathered around.


Rufus was seething. Things had gone bad before, but this gang of his brother’s was more worthless than his old man’s word. He took in the pathetic bunch of soggy, half-drowned drunks. They’d lost two horses but managed to save the whiskey jug, damn them. Two men were missing as well, so the score was even.

 “First we dry off. No use trying to go after the coach today. It’s hours ahead of us now.”


He’d had the perfect plan last night. Ride head of Doc Thomson and have him come to him. He hadn’t counted on the damn storm. How could he? Nobody could predict the weather—‘cept his old granny, when her rheumatism was acting up. But she’d been dead for years.

 “We get something to eat, then we ride as hard as we can, but stay behind the coach till it stops for the night at Goose Creek. Then we ride on ahead of it, so’s we can be ready by sun-up when Doc Thomson goes out to do his re-con-noit-ering.”

 “His what?” Clem asked.

 “Don’t worry about it. Tomorrow we hit ‘em for sure. And remember, you can do whatever you want with any of them—”

 “Like the women?” Clem asked enthusiastically.


Rufus shook his head. “But the doc is mine.”
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The two men sat down facing each other at the trestle table in the main room of the Holly Hill Inn. “Road appears open,” Buck told Tracker. “I wasn’t able to go the whole way, but what I saw was wide and clear. Trees well back and not very dense. If there was anyone up in them, I didn’t see them.”


The innkeeper brought Tracker his breakfast, a stack of pancakes and a dish of grits.

 “Where’s the bacon?”

 “Ran out about two years ago,” the innkeeper informed him.

 “And maple syrup?”

 “Two years ago.”

 “Got anything to give these flapjacks some taste?”

 “A little sorghum molasses, but it’ll cost you.”


Tracker frowned. “If it’s more than a Yankee dollar, I don’t want it.”

 “Mister, you got a Yankee dollar, I’ll give you a pat a butter to go with it.”


Tracker shook his head. “I hate war shortages.”

 “I guess that means he accepts your kind offer,” Buck told the proprietor.

 “I’m a man of appetites, doc,” Tracker commented after their waiter had stepped away, “and I do my best to satisfy all of them, as opportunity presents itself.”


The waiter brought him what amounted to no more than dollops of molasses and butter. Tracker smeared them on with a frown.

 “We’re not dealing here with a West Point strategist like General Lee,” he commented to Buck. “If Snead doesn’t have his men deployed in the trees like last time, it seems to me the alternative is a frontal assault. Think they could be ahead of us?”


Buck waved to a serving girl for some coffee. “I don’t know and it worries me. Would’ve been a challenge for them getting there, considering the rain last night, but they may be more familiar with the countryside than we are and know of a way around this place.”

 “Not by road,” Tracker said. “There isn’t any bypass, I checked with our kindly innkeeper and he assures me this is the only road between Holly Hill and Goose Creek. Unless your nemesis wants to go halfway
back to St Matthews and take the road to St George. But if they use that route we’ll be in Charleston before they even get to Goose Creek.”

 “You’re assuming they’d go by road.”


Tracker forked up a generous portion of nearly dry pancakes, and made a face when he tasted it.

 “If they’re going to attack—” Buck accepted a metal cup of steaming coffee from the girl “—they’ll have to come at us from the rear.”

 “So what’s your plan?”

 “Nothing very elaborate or subtle. I’ll follow y’all. I wish we had someone to ride point though . . .”

 “I’ll tell Freddie to watch out ahead,” Tracker said, scooping up a forkful of grits, “instead of facing backward like he’s been doing.”


Buck paused a minute, then quietly posed a question. “How’s she holding up?”

 “You mean Janey?” At Buck’s arched expression Tracker chuckled. “Mrs. Drexel’s all right, in fact, my friend, I’d say she’s a remarkably strong woman. Her neck pains her some, but she doesn’t complain. And that girl Janey’s been a real help. They read to each other. Your lady friend even laughs, especially when Janey beats her at Whist. If Mrs. Drexel makes it through this journey unscathed, she’ll be fine.”


A minute later, the subject of their discussion came into the room, Janey following behind her.

 “It just occurred to me,” Buck said quietly to Tracker, “I’ve never seen her in anything but black.”

 “Patience, my friend, the time will come. She’s obviously interested in you.”


Buck shifted his gaze to avoid eye contact with the man sitting across from him, rose and greeted the widow as she entered the long room. “Almost home,” he told her when she reached the table.


She sighed. “It can’t be soon enough.”

 “Dr. Thomson, will we be getting to Charleston tonight?” Janey asked.


 “Not tonight. We’ll stay over at Goose Creek, then ride into Charleston tomorrow, probably around noon.”

 “I ain’t never . . . I have never been to Charleston.” The girl was obviously looking forward to the adventure. “Can I see the ocean from there?”

 “Not from my house,” Sarah told her. “We’re on the bay side. Don’t worry. While you’re with me we’ll drive to the beach and you can behold the Great Atlantic.”


Janey gave her a broad smile of anticipation.
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Jake came riding up like there was a Yankee or a revenuer after him. “Hey Boss, they’re still there.”

 “Where?” Rufus asked.

 “You git vittles?” Clem called out.

 “They’re still at the stagecoach depot,” Jake replied.

 “How come?”

 “Stage manager said a horse went lame, another threw a shoe, then they had to grease a wheel—”


Something was finally going right, Rufus thought smugly.

 “They expected to be out of there an hour after sunup, but it ain’t working out that way.”

 “Where’s the food?” Clem whined. “I ain’t et since yesterday.”

 “Shut up,” Rufus scolded him. “How soon before they get going?” he asked Jake.

 “They was almost finished doing all them things when I rode off. I reckon they’ll be on their way in maybe half an hour.”


Rufus shouted. “Everybody, grab a biscuit and eat in the saddle. Here’s our chance to get ahead of ‘em. Don’t go through town on the main road though. I don’t want any of ‘em seeing you. Just follow me. We got to move fast.”

 “What’re we going to do?” Clem asked. He was the first to pull a biscuit from the sack Jake had draped over his saddle horn.


Rufus grinned. There wasn’t time to set up the ambush he was hoping for. “We’re gonna have some fun.”
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A series of minor mishaps had delayed their departure from Holly Hill. It was almost nine o’clock, two hours later than they’d planned, before they were able to get on the winding, sandy road to Goose Creek. As prearranged, Buck took up his mobile sentry duty a half mile or so behind the coach, sometimes staying on the road, sometimes cutting paths through the underbrush that paralleled it. He kept his binoculars out and constantly scanned the woods, especially the upper branches of trees, for snipers. When Wes stopped at one of the frequent creeks to water the horses, Buck had seen no one or anything suspicious. Yet he felt uneasy, as if he were himself being watched. Intensely he continued to survey the territory around them.


Suddenly a ragged, dirty man stepped out of the nearby woods into the roadway, leading a skinny gray mare. Tracker had alighted from the coach, revolver at his side, and was dutifully scrutinizing the stranger. Buck, his senses on alert, continued to watch the scene through his binoculars, his Henry raised in firing position if anything untoward might happen.


From that distance Buck couldn’t hear the exchange of words between the two men, but he saw the stranger remove his hat with a flourish toward the ladies in the coach. After a few more words were exchanged, the man mounted his horse and rode toward Buck and the stage resumed its journey.


Buck considered avoiding the horseman but decided nothing would be accomplished by doing so. He watched the rider approach at an easy trot, scruffy looking, with several-day’s growth of grayish whiskers and surprisingly clean yellow suspenders.

 “Morning, stranger,” the man said in a thick drawl. “Sure are some nervous folks around here. All I said was good morning and the fella down yonder pulled a pistol on me.”

 “That right?” Buck replied. “Dangerous times. I reckon everybody’s on edge these days.”

 “You take care now, hear?” The man touched his hat and continued on his way.


Buck urged Gypsy after the coach, got out the binoculars he’d discreetly hidden from the stranger and continued to observe the countryside around him.


Several miles farther along, the coach came to a crossroads. Sitting on a fallen tree trunk a dozen yards from the intersection were two men, apparently relaxing in the afternoon sun, doing nothing more than talking to each other.


Something didn’t seem right, but as Buck drew closer to them, he didn’t see anything suspicious. They didn’t even appear to be armed, nor, to Buck’s amazement was there any evidence of a whiskey jug. As the stage passed, they ceased their conversation and waved to the lumbering wagon.


A knot formed in Buck’s stomach. What was going on? Why were they here?


The loiterers greeted him pleasantly as well when he passed by and wished him a good day. He returned the salutation, but he couldn’t shake the feeling that something was amiss.


The next few hours went by slowly but without incident. They were within five miles of Goose Creek when Buck saw still another stranger, this one riding at a comfortable gait toward the stagecoach. The young man, whose face was covered with freckles, wore a red-plaid shirt. He doffed his hat when he reached the coach, displaying light-brown hair that was almost blond. Most striking, however, was the scar that ran from his right temple to his chin. An old scar, Buck decided, though the man didn’t appear to be more than in his early twenties.


After they exchanged greetings, Buck asked, “You from these parts? I’m wondering if there might be a place to spend the night.”

 “Just passing through, mister.”

 “Well, thanks anyway,” Buck responded.


Again he had an uneasy feeling. If the stagecoach stop was on this road, the rider must have passed it. Why didn’t he say so? On the other hand, Buck supposed he could have come by one of the side roads between here and there. He was seeing more and more of them as they drew closer to Charleston.


The coach continued down the narrow road, and Buck continued his solitary vigil behind it.
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Zeke grinned, showing a missing front tooth. “Them folks on the stage are jumpier than a bunch of frogs on a hot skillet. And that man riding that black horse a ways back’s got a pair of binoculars with him.”

 “I know,” Rufus said. “I been trailing behind and keeping an eye on him.”

 “You only got one, Rufus,” Clem said with a snicker.


Rufus glared at him with it and the other man shut up fast. “Y’all turn in early tonight and lay off the jug. We gotta move out at first light and set our ambush ahead of ‘em.”

 “We gonna hit ‘em tomorrow, Rufus?” Hank asked.

 “Yep, before they get into Charleston. So get a good night’s sleep.”
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In his march from Savannah to Columbia, Sherman had bypassed Charleston and mercifully the small settlement at Goose Creek. The accommodations Buck and his party found there were the best they’d encountered in their long, boring trek across devastated South Carolina. The rooms here were comfortable, if not luxurious; the seafood was fresh and expertly prepared, all in stark contrast to the scarce, poor quality fare at other way-stations.


Sarah shunned the non-kosher clams and shrimp, but enthusiastically feasted on the sea bass and porgies in her room with Janey.


Buck and Tracker joined the other guests in the ill-lit restaurant. No dietary restrictions for them. Oysters weren’t in season but clams, shrimp and mussels were, and they made a feast of them. 


 “I expect we’ll be safe here tonight,” Tracker opined.


The inn was crowded with civilians from Charleston, as well as Yankee officers and their “ladies.” Neither group acknowledged the other. The war was over, but the divide between North and South remained.

 “Wes,” Buck said, “how long you reckon we’ll be on the road tomorrow?”

 “It’s about three hours to the city,” Wes replied.

 “You know the road. If you were going to set up an ambush, where would you do it?”

 “Easy,” the coach driver answered. “There’s a spot about six miles ahead on the Cooper River where the road does a switchback below a bluff. Road narrows at that point and sorta juts out into the river. Have to slow down to make the turn. Wouldn’t take much to drop a tree across the path and pick us off while we tried to clear it.”

 “I’ll check things out first thing in the morning,” Buck said. “Y’all stay here till I get back. Is there any other route, if we can’t make it through there?”

 “Could go to Monck’s Corner,” Wes commented, “but it’s a lot longer. Might not get to Charleston tomorrow, if we go that way.”

 “Doesn’t seem like much of an option,” Tracker said. “The longer we’re on the road, the greater the risk. I don’t imagine your lady friend will feel safe till she’s in her own home.”


Neither will I.
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Buck rose before sunrise the next morning, unable to shake a feeling of apprehension. The hours ahead would bring safe haven in Charleston for Sarah, if all went well, but that was a mighty big if. Wes and Freddie were of a mind that, since Buck had killed four of the gang, the redheaded man and any of his gang who were left had limped back to Lexington County with their tails between their legs. Buck’s gut told him otherwise. The man who’d murdered his brother wouldn’t give up that easily.


Tracker stirred in the other bed and sat up.

 “Don’t leave till I return,” Buck told him. “Shouldn’t be gone more than two hours.”

 “If you’re not,” Tracker said, yawning and stretching, “I’ll come looking for you.”

 “Don’t worry about me. Protect the ladies.”

 “I know my job. I’m not called Tracker for nothing, doctor. Remember that.”


A sliver of light was creeping over the eastern rim when Buck started down the road to Charleston. If Snead still wanted to attack, it had to be today. The macadam was level and wide as he trotted at a leisurely pace toward the coast. Did he smell a tang of salt in the still air? Probably his imagination, but he looked forward to spending time in the harbor city where he’d attended medical school.


The Cooper River was at high tide. The shale road skirted the river’s edge at intervals and wound its way through groves of hemlock, pine and bald cypress. Buck found the switchback Wes had described, where a bluff projected out over the racing river.


He headed Gypsy up a footpath to the top of the bluff, which gave him a clear view of the road below. Using his binoculars, he scanned each of the trees, some of them more than once, looking for any sign of Rufus Snead or his men. No one. Yet, if the coach was going to be attacked, this would be the ideal location. For a third time, Buck examined likely and unlikely sites for sharpshooters to ensconce themselves.


Nobody.


He hoped.


Both dissatisfied and relieved that the way appeared to be clear, he pushed Gypsy into a faster trot on the way back to the inn at Goose Creek. The ladies had eaten; the men had packed the luggage onto the roof. All that remained was the mysterious box Tracker had carefully stored in his room every night. Buck had asked what it contained but all Tracker would tell him was that it contained personal effects.

 “What did you find?” he asked, after Buck had dismounted and led Gypsy to the water trough.

 “Just what Wes had described. The perfect ambush site, but not a soul around.”

 “And that bothers you?”

 “Rufus Snead hasn’t given up.”

 “So what do you want to do?” Tracker asked.

 “We’ve come this far. Not much choice. We go on.”


A minute later, the two men joined the driver and guard in the stable where Wes was harnessing the team.

 “I found a vantage point up on the bluff you mentioned where I can watch y’all and see if anyone’s following or setting a trap ahead. Do we need to go over the signals again?”


Freddie wasn’t pleased at having his memory questioned. “Like you said, doctor, one shot’s continue on. Two’s stop, and three’s run like hell.”


Tempers were getting edgy, Buck realized. Not a good sign. Angry people didn’t always think straight.

 “Another detail we need to discuss,” Tracker said. “That box I’ve been carrying.” He’d stored it in the corner of their bedroom every night and lashed it securely to the top of the coach every morning. “It contains an 
equalizer— grenades and explosives.”

 “Explosives?” Wes exclaimed.

 “Just some black powder, nitro and fuse cord.”

 “Nitro?” Wes backed away and stared at him. “Nitro? You’ve been carrying that stuff with you this whole trip? Are you out of your mind? You trying to kill us all?”


Buck was bewildered. “You’re carrying nitroglycerin? My God, man!”


Wes was less contained. Sputtering with rage, he threw his hat on the ground. “Dadgummit, I thought you were supposed to be protecting us. If this coach . . . had turned over when that wheel seized up back at St Matthews—” he paused to catch his breath “—Sweet Jesus, we’d all be singing with the angels.”

 “Hold on and listen. You’re not thinking straight,” Tracker said emphatically. “First off, I’m no more anxious to die than you are. Second, we’ve hit enough bumps in the last three days to have already set it off by your standard. And third, even if the coach had turned over back there, this stuff wouldn’t have blown.”


Buck shook his head. “You should’ve told me.”

 “If y’all will listen to me a minute,” Tracker said with exaggerated patience, “I’ll explain. This concoction’s no more dangerous than the cartridges in your rifle.”

 “Nitro? Are you kidding?” Wes nearly shouted. “The way the coach bounces, it’s a miracle we’re still here talking about it.”


Buck stood by listening to the exchange, puzzled by Tracker’s rash behavior. “I’m still waiting for an explanation, Mr. Bouchard.”


Tracker narrowed his eyes and spoke slowly. “Dr. Thomson, I was the explosives ordnance officer on Colonel Canby’s staff in the Mexican War. I used this formulation every day and never lost a finger.” He held up his hands and wiggled the digits to show they were all there and functioning. “Each component’s separately wrapped, and the nitro’s been mixed with sawdust so even if it fell off a moving wagon, nothing would happen. It’s perfectly safe to transport because only a fuse will set it off.”


Wes huffed. “Well, we’ve come this far without being blown to smithereens,” he conceded, obviously still not pleased by the explanation. “I guess we’ll have to take you at your word. After all, you have been riding with us. But I can tell you I’ll sure be glad when this trip’s over.”


Tracker relocated the box to the inside of the coach. A minute later, the ladies joined them. Before they climbed aboard, Tracker motioned Janey to one side.

 “We’re almost there,” he said, “but if we run into trouble, I’m counting on you to protect Mrs. Drexel. Get her down on the floor of the coach and get on top of her, if you have to.”

 “You ‘spect something gonna happen?” Her eyes widened with excitement and fear.

 “I want us to be prepared. We’ve gotten this far. A few more hours and you’ll be home with your mistress.”

 “Yes, sir, Mr. Tracker. Yes, sir. You can count on me, sir.”

 “Good girl.”
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As the ladies were boarding the coach, Buck nudged Gypsy into a gentle trot ahead of them. He could make faster progress on horseback than the heavy Concord could and wanted to use the opportunity to scout out the trail one more time.


Sarah’s journey was almost over. Within a matter of hours she would be home and free of the danger of being associated with him. It was because of him she was in danger; it was because of him her father was dead. She should hate him. He didn’t understand why she didn’t. He was only grateful. But that made the burden he felt even heavier. His mission now wasn’t exclusively to kill the man who’d killed his brother. As important as that was, more important for him was to protect her. A few hours to go. Until this moment he hadn’t realized the depth of his feelings for her. These past years he’d insulated himself from anyone or anything. He did his job the best he could, but as time went on he experienced less and less connection to the people he treated. Until she came along. 



With the smell of a salt tang in the air he knew he was drawing close to the river. Wes was right. The switchback ahead was the perfect site for an ambush, but maybe Rufus thought it was too obvious. Maybe he’d decided to pick another spot to waylay them. Tracker also had a valid point. Rufus was no General Lee, more like General Custer who had a reputation for sacrificing his men to achieve his objectives. But Rufus Snead was clever in his own way.


Buck was perhaps fifteen minutes ahead of the coach when he reached the footpath that led to the top of the bluff. He continued to advance slowly, examining every tree and shrub along the narrow trail. He was vulnerable, he knew that, but the hair on the back of his neck wasn’t telegraphing any alerts. He kept going.


At the top of the promontory he removed the binoculars from his saddlebag and began scanning the terrain below. It seemed as peaceful and quiet as it had been two hours earlier. Nevertheless, something was making him feel uneasy. He surveyed the trees again.


Nothing.


He scanned once more.


And once more he couldn’t detect any movement.


Still he wasn’t convinced.


Dismounting, he tethered Gypsy, removed the Henry from its scabbard and crouched down behind a tree stump. He peered yet again through the lenses of his binoculars. In the quietude between bird calls and the buzz of insects, he began to discern the rattle of the approaching stagecoach. His heartbeat accelerated.


Lowering the binoculars he took in the broader perspective.


Suddenly in a tree that had been outside his restricted telescopic view he glimpsed movement. A bird? A squirrel? He raised the lenses again and focused on the spot.


A man with a rifle!


His pulse quickened. He willed it to calm.


He peered more closely. A man with a jagged scar across his cheek. The youth he’d met in the woods yesterday. No coincidence. And no innocent. One of Snead’s people.


Exchanging the binoculars for the Henry, he propped his elbow on the stump and took careful aim. Slowly he applied pressure to the trigger and squeezed off a round. Birds squawked and fluttered into the sky. For a moment his target remained motionless. Had he missed him? Then as if in slow motion the man tumbled to the ground.


Once again he’d killed a man. But there was no time to think about it. He levered in another cartridge.


Movement. This one closer. Almost directly below him.


Without conscious thought, he repositioned his rifle and fired again. Another man fell.


Two down. Neither had red hair. How many were left? Rufus Snead certainly. Somewhere.


Suddenly Buck became aware of an unnatural silence. What was he not hearing? It took a moment for him to figure it out. The coach. 



The coach had stopped just before the entrance to the bend. Why? More precious seconds passed before he realized what had happened. He’d fired two shots in quick succession. The signal to halt.


Now the very people he’d vowed to protect were easy prey. Especially for a sharpshooter like Snead, who shunned moving targets.
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He had to get them moving. Fast. Buck lifted his rifle and fired into the grove of trees on the other side of the road. Three shots in rapid succession. Get the hell out of there.


Four things occurred almost simultaneously. The coach jerked forward into a full gallop. Another rifle shot sang out. Freddie rolled over on the top of the coach, clutching his left arm. His rifle fell to the roadway.


Buck watched the speeding wagon sway through the first turn. Wes was a man of his word, and a damn good driver. The heavy vehicle tilted and rocked but stayed upright. One last turn, this one more shallow, and they’d be out the shooters’ range. Unless there were more shooters beyond the switchback.


As the lumbering Concord with its precious cargo raced past the ambush site, Buck heard a stuttering of gunfire. Apparently the highwaymen were shooting wild. They probably hadn’t anticipated a galloping team. Wes had barely negotiated the second turn when a metallic screech split the air. Buck watched in horror as the left rear wheel flew apart and the coach tilted precariously. The frantic horses dragged it until they could pull no more.


That damned hub.


The jolt had thrown Freddie off the roof into the bushes. Buck jumped to his feet and watched helplessly as Wes valiantly clung to the reins. After several unsuccessful attempts he was able to reach down and pull the linchpin. Freed, the frantic team galloped off, and the unbalanced vehicle collapsed onto its side.


Buck vaulted up into the saddle and spurred Gypsy down the side of the bluff toward them. The gunfire had ceased. Why? To reload? To get to their horses?


The trees were huge. There was no clear path. Gypsy had been sure-footed in the past. He had to trust the animal’s instincts. Their course was contorted, the descent maddeningly slow. Minutes seemed like hours until he arrived at the bottom.

 “The ladies all right?” he yelled out as he raced forward.

 “They’re fine,” Tracker assured him. “I told them to stay inside while I checked the area.”


Sarah had pulled herself out of the topside door and was just reaching the ground when Buck came up to help her. She ignored him aside, however, and reached inside for Janey. The girl’s face was pale with fright as Sarah urged her over the side of the opening.

 “Janey? Are you hurt?”

 “No, Miz. Sarah. I don’t think so.”

 “Y’all need to get off the road.” Buck looked around. “Where’s Freddie?”

 “Here.” The young guard limped from the other side of the road, clutching his left arm.


Sarah rushed impulsively toward him. “You’re bleeding.”

 “Get off the road and out of sight,” Buck ordered.

 “How bad is it?” Sarah asked Freddie as she supported his injured arm.

 “I’m all right, ma’am. Just nicked me. My arm ain’t broke.”

 “Get into the woods, all of you,” Buck commanded them. “Now. Y’all have to take cover.”


Everyone but Tracker moved toward the woods bordering the road. 


 “Faster,” Buck urged. “When you’re safely out of sight, wrap it tightly to slow the bleeding. I’ll look at it later. Now where did Tracker go?”
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Rufus was mad as a hornet. His plans had gone bad again. He was dealing with idiots and now two more had gotten themselves killed. Well, it was all their own fault. If they’d stayed still in the trees like he’d told them . . .


He put his thumb and forefinger between his teeth and let loose with a shrill whistle. His men began to lower themselves from the trees.

 “Jake, bring up the horses, so’s we can catch up with ‘em.”

 “Boss, this plan of yours ain’t working real good.”

 “You want that gold, don’t you? Look on the bright side. Now there’s two less people to split it with. There’ll be more for everybody.”

 “What about them women?” Clem asked. “You said we could have the women.”

 “You ain’t getting nothing, gold or women, if we don’t get a move on.”


Jake rode up on a chestnut, pulling the reins of half a dozen equally emaciated nags behind him. Rufus mounted the bay. “Come on. Let’s go.”


Bobby, the youngest member of the gang, shook his head. “I’ve had enough. I don’t want nothing more to do with this here doctor of yours. He’s done killed four of us already. I ain’t gonna be the next one.”

 “You will be,” Rufus snarled, “if’n you don’t do as you’re told. Here’s your choice. Ride out with me or die right here.”


The pimply-faced farm boy stared at him. It took a few seconds to realize Rufus meant what he said. “Sure, boss. Sure.” He grabbed the reins of a brown bag of bones and climbed into the saddle.


The rest of them mounted their horses without comment.

 “They’s probably slowed down by now,” Rufus said, “maybe even stopped to catch their breath. Now’s the time to attack. Just remember, the doc’s mine. Anyone of you kill him, and I’ll kill you. Got that?” Heads nodded. “Now get going. I’ll be right behind you.”


They cantered off on the road toward the first bend. About halfway through it, Hank, who was in the lead, pointed to the overturned stagecoach. “Sitting ducks,” he said and laughed. “Boys, here’s the payoff.”
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Wes, Freddie and the women were fleeing into the woods. Buck was about to follow when he looked past the overturned coach and saw Tracker sprinting toward him from the riverside bend in the road.

 “Where the hell you been?”


Not even breathing heavy, Tracker answered, “Checking to see who’s behind us. Five of them, and they’ll be here soon.”

 “Since you didn’t tell me about these explosives earlier, you better do it now and fast.”

 “Leave the box in the coach,” Tracker told him. “That way they won’t see it and skedaddle. I’ll stick in a fuse. We can light it before we run. The tricky part’ll be the timing.”


Buck could hear hoof beats echoing off the bluff walls. How long would it be before Rufus and his gang appeared? Minutes or seconds? “Can your surprise be set off with a rifle shot?”

 “I told you it can’t. That’s why it’s been safe for me to carry it the way I have.”

 “How about lighting the fuse with a rifle shot?”


Tracker stared up at him incredulously. “You’d have to be exceptionally accurate. I don’t see how anyone—”

 “You run fast. I shoot straight. Here’s what we’re going to do.”


Buck dismounted and helped Tracker position the box on the upper side of the coach, snug against the rear wheel.

 “Set your fuse, Mr. Bouchard. Do it fast and make it very short.”

 “You’re ahead of me, doctor.”

 “Put the end in a pool of powder about the size of a butterbean on the metal rim. I’ll fire into it and hope the spark it produces sets things off.”

 “You that good?” Tracker looked at it skeptically. 


 “I’ll see it and I’ll hit it.” 



Just as they completed the task, they heard the sound of horses approaching.

 “Go,” Buck ordered.


The two men dashed into the forest twenty yards away. Buck stopped at the base of a hickory. Without having to be told what to do, Tracker boosted him up to the lowest branch, then took cover behind a towering cypress. More limber than the last time he’d gone tree climbing, Buck ascended hand over hand from bough to bough. He straddled a limb and faced the wrecked coach.


He’d barely had a chance to aim his Henry when the gang charged around the bend of the road. Whooping and yelling like a bunch of kids at the sight of candy, they kicked their sorry mounts into a gallop and headed straight for the wagon. The men jumped off their moving horses and ran to the coach, still yelling. Buck waited until they were within a few feet of the box before he squeezed the trigger.


The men paused at the sound of the rifle fire. The ricochet whined as the bullet struck the wheel rim. The fuse sputtered into life.


The explosion that resulted a few seconds later shook the earth.


A billowing cloud of smoke and dust erupted into the placid summer air. The silence that followed was broken by the spatter of debris falling from the sky. Not since the battle of Sayler’s Creek had Buck seen such carnage as the body parts of four men rained down, no piece fully identifiable. A red mist hung over the remains of the coach.


Buck looked back along the road. At the far bend he saw a man trying to calm a rearing horse. For a split second the two men made eye contact. By the time Buck had shouldered his smoking rifle, Rufus Snead had turned his mount and fled.


The redheaded man had escaped. Again.
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Buck found the others in a small pocket of bushes in the woods not far from the second bend in the road. Janey was shivering in Sarah’s embrace.

 “It’s all right,” Sarah said softly. “You’re safe.”

 “Yessum, but all them men— I ain’t never seen—”

 “Shh,” Sarah soothed her. “It’s all over now.”


Buck watched and listened, amazed at the woman’s strength and stamina. Her father had died in her lap. She’d been shot. Now she’d seen four men blown to bits in front of her, and here she was consoling a terrified black girl, though she had to be every bit as unnerved herself.

 “What now?” Tracker asked from behind him.


What indeed? Buck had too many unanswered questions. Where had the redheaded man retreated to? How many men did he have left?

 “How far are we from Charleston?” Tracker asked Wes.

 “Three miles to the nearest settlement, another mile from there to the city.”

 “We need a wagon or buggy to get the ladies out of here,” Tracker told Buck.

 “Too dangerous. They’d be open targets.” Buck turned to Wes. “You and Freddie stay with the women and keep down. Y’all’ll be safe enough here.”


Buck examined the young man’s left arm. Whoever had wrapped the wound—Sarah, he was sure—had done a good job. The bleeding was no more than a slow ooze. It might require sutures when they got a chance, but for now he was in no danger.

 “Sorry this happened to you, son.” Buck handed over his Colt. “If you have to use this—”

 “You can count on me, doc.”

 “Are you coming with us?” Sarah asked.

 “In a few minutes. I need to talk to Tracker first about how we’re going to get y’all to Charleston.”


This has to end today. I have to go after the mankiller, otherwise he’ll come after us again sooner or later. I can’t let that happen. 


 “Stay with Freddie and Wes,” he told her. “We’ll join you in a few minutes.”


As soon as the others had started walking away, Buck motioned Tracker to join him behind a stand of pines.

 “What do you have in mind, doctor?”


Ever since the coach had turned over, Buck had been trying to figure what his next move should be. It seemed to him he didn’t have many options. Stand fast and hope the mankiller got tired of waiting and left the area. But how long could they hold out, especially with Freddie’s injury. Try to get the others out of the area? Without a wagon, it didn’t seem possible, and even with a wagon they’d be easy targets. Or be aggressive, find Rufus and kill him. Buck knew without making a conscious decision that the last option was the one he’d chosen. 


 “If I were Rufus right now, I’d be climbing up that bluff from the other side.” Buck told Tracker. “That’d put him in a position with a clear view of the road. If I sneak up on him from the other side—” 


 “You don’t know where he is.” Tracker scratched his chin. “It’s a big bluff with a lot of trees. He might spot you first.”

 “It’s a chance I’ll have to take.”

 “Maybe I can even the odds.”


Buck regarded him skeptically.

 “If you had a decoy to draw his fire—”

 “A decoy? What’re you suggesting?”

 “Give me your coat and hat. I’ll show myself for a second, pull back, then make a mad dash to the other side of the road. There’s a bar ditch over there I can take cover in.”

 “No. Too chancy. You’d be out in the open too long.”


Tracker smiled. “You’ve seen me run. This time it won’t be in a straight line. Didn’t you say he has trouble with moving targets?”

 “Still sounds like a suicide mission to me.”


Tracker studied him. “Doctor, I’ve done this before. I didn’t survive the Mexican War on my looks.”


Involuntarily, Buck cracked a smile.

 “I’ll give you five minutes to get in a position where you can see the bluff. Then I’ll make a run for it. He won’t be expecting anyone to come out of hiding. If he’s lucky he might get two shots at me, but I run damn fast, especially when there’s a bullet chasing me, so it’ll probably be only one. That ought to give you enough time to pinpoint his location. Once I’m on the other side of the road I’ll be stuck there with no place to go, so you’ll be on your own. Think you can handle it?”

 “Let’s go.”

 




#


Sarah had detached herself from the others with the excuse that she needed to attend to a personal matter. In fact, she’d doubled back to where Buck and Tracker were conferring with each other. What she overheard was a plan that both earned her admiration and alarmed her.


She started back to rejoin the others. Her mind was unsettled. Back’s plan was daring—and dangerous. She couldn’t bear the thought of losing him. He was the only man she’d ever met who was selfless and generous, who inspired her rather than frightened her. His life was in peril. She couldn’t sit quietly in the forest waiting to find out if he lived or died. She didn’t know how she could help him. Maybe she couldn’t protect him the way he was protecting her, but she could be there if he needed her.


She was about to turn back the way she’d come when Janey glanced over her shoulder.

 “Miz Sarah, ma’am,” the girl called to her, “you all right? You needs help?”


Wes turned as well.

 “Go on,” Sarah said. “I’ll join you presently.”


The coach driver approached her. “You need to stay close to us, ma’am.”

 “I will. You go on ahead.”

 “Ma’am, I can’t leave you. You need to come with us.”


She looked him directly in the eye. “I’m not asking your permission. Now take Janey and Freddie and get on into the woods.”

 “Ma’am—” Wes started to protest.

 “Just go,” she insisted. “I’ll be all right.”


The driver paused a long moment, clearly unhappy at the dilemma he was facing, then, with a shake of his head and a shrug, he returned to the others. Janey looked back, clearly frightened, her hand extended to Sarah, but Sarah merely smiled and motioned her on.
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Buck plowed his way through the underbrush until he had a panoramic view of the bluff above him. Once again he tried to put himself in the redheaded man’s mind. Rufus liked to fire from heights. He already had the advantage of elevation on the bluff, but Buck imagined he’d feel still more comfortable perched in a tree. A bird’s eye view certainly gave him an advantage, but in this cat-and-mouse game, it also limited his mobility.


All Buck could be reasonably sure of was that Rufus Snead would be facing south. The seconds kept ticking away. How long had it been since he and Tracker had separated? When would Tracker make his dash? He had to be ready to fire in an instant. How could he get a clear view of the road without making himself a target at the same time?


Which tree? And how high up? 



A shot rang out.


It came from above, ahead of him. But where? He searched for the telltale smoke of a rifle. Nothing. Damn. Damn. Damn. He’d missed his one opportunity to locate the bastard.
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From her hidden vantage point in the tangled shrubs under the pine trees, Sarah had watched Tracker, wearing Buck’s coat, dash out into the road and then back, only to do it again. But the second time, instead of darting into the woods a dozen yards from her where he’d started from, he zigzagged down the road to where it curved beside the fast-moving river.


He was nearly there when a report rang out. Tracker was moving as fast as any horse she’d ever seen. The bullet missed him and kicked up a gout of sand on his left.


She waited for the sound of Buck’s rifle up on the bluff. But none came. Either he wasn’t yet in place when the mankiller had fired or he hadn’t been able to establish his location. The trees were dense at the top of the bluff. One shot would be difficult to isolate.


She’d overheard Buck and Tracker making their plans, so she knew that Tracker was safe but trapped where he was. Any attempt on his part to get back up on the road would expose him. Since Buck hadn’t yet gotten his prey he would still be searching for the killer. What she had to do now was keep the sniper’s attention focused on the road until Buck was in position.


She listened for another minute. Except for the distant rush of the river and the songbirds twittering around her, all was silent.


Taking a fortifying breath, she reached between her legs, gathered her skirt and bolted out onto the roadway. She couldn’t run nearly as fast or deviously as Tracker, but perhaps the sight of a woman would unnerve the sniper sufficiently to affect his accuracy—and miss her.
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A second shot.


This time Buck spied movement and a small wisp of smoke high up in a tree less than twenty yards to his right.


His heart pounded and euphoria coursed through him. At last, Buck had Rufus Snead in his sights.


Carefully he aimed. Slowly he tightened his finger on the trigger. A raven fluttered from the branches of a nearby pine. Buck fired. A scream erupted. An eternal five seconds elapsed before the redheaded man tumbled from his perch to the ground below.


Buck realized he was panting, as if he’d been running for miles. At last he’d killed the man who’d murdered his brother.


But Clay was gone forever. Was this justice? It didn’t bring his brother back. Buck tried to console himself that this misanthrope, as Clay had called him, wouldn’t be killing anyone else.


The winding footpath brought him closer to the sniper. He approached cautiously, smoking Henry still clutched in his right hand . . . just in case.


He heard a groan.


My God!


As Buck drew nearer, he realized Rufus Snead was still alive. The bullet had pierced his chest. Blood was oozing from the wound. He was still breathing but he didn’t have long to live.


Suddenly an emotion Buck thought he’d lost somewhere in the many battles of war again manifested itself. Kneeling beside the dying man, he cradled him in his arms the way he’d held his brother.


The redheaded man’s one eye gazed up at him, not so much in pain or anger, as in sorrow. “Sally Mae . . .”

 “What about her?” Buck asked softly.

 “The . . . only . . . good . . . thing . . . I—” He coughed. “I . . . wanted . . . to . . . help . . .”


Suddenly choked, Buck squeezed out the words, “I understand.”


Blood trickled from the corner of the dying man’s mouth. “Take . . . care . . . of . . . Job,” he whispered.

 “I will,” Buck replied, his voice still husky. “I’ll take good care of him.”

 “Em-ma . . .” Buck pictured Job coming out onto the porch and climbing onto the old woman’s lap. “Em-ma.” 


 “Emma too. I promise.” Buck’s throat burned. “They’ll be all right.”

 “I’m sor—” His eyes closed.


The mankiller
was dead.
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NINETEEN

 



 



 




Sarah pushed her way through the underbrush and stopped. Buck was on his knees, tears running down his face as he cradled his victim in his arms as if he were a sacred treasure. What kind of man was this who cried over the death of his brother’s assassin? Could she weep for her father’s murderer? A knot formed in her chest when she saw the agony contorting his face. How can I ever be worthy of such a man?


Fighting the impulse to rush to his side, she started to turn away, filled with shame for her lack of compassion. She’d give him another minute to collect himself. 



Tracker appeared at her side, his face stoic. They exchanged wordless glances.


For a moment Buck remained motionless, then lowered the dead body of his archenemy to the soft forest floor and slowly rose to his feet.

 “Why are you here?” he asked Sarah.


He seemed so distant, she wondered if he would even hear the answer. “I thought . . .” But she didn’t know what to say. All she could do was envelop him in her arms. They wept together.


After a discreet interval Tracker shook a nearby branch, the distraction enough to raise their heads.

 “Mrs. Drexel,” he said, “you’re a remarkably brave woman, but please don’t ever tempt fate like that again.”


Buck looked from one to the other. “Would you mind telling me what’s going on?”


Over the next few minutes Tracker explained what Sarah had done to draw Snead’s second shot. She stood by, occasionally nodding, but said nothing.


When Tracker was finished, Buck looked at Sarah then grasped her hands. “Now that I’ve found you, I don’t want to lose you.”


She smiled up at him. “You haven’t.”
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Over the next several hours, everyone was busy. Falling back on old habits, Buck took charge. He told Wes where Gypsy was tethered and sent him to the settlement three miles away where he could hire a wagon and team to convey the ladies into Charleston. Meanwhile, he and Tracker buried the redheaded man. Janey was still trembling from the morning’s ordeal. Sarah did her best to assure her the danger was passed. Freddie, feeling useless, insisted on standing guard in case there were more members of Rufus’s gang around. Buck seriously doubted any survivors would be willing to show themselves, but he appreciated the young man’s concern and dedication.


The ordeal was over. The redheaded man was dead. Thank God the killing had ended. Buck knew he should be exhilarated. Instead he felt depressed, let down and strangely sad. He’d killed another man today. He prayed it was his last.


It was late in the afternoon when the weary travelers finally pulled up in front of the Greenwald home on Charleston’s Battery.

 “Goodness me,” Janey said, staring up at the massive three-story clapboard mansion. “This is where you live?”

 “It’s the only home I’ve ever known. My father had it built when he married my mother. It won’t be the same now without him.”


She invited everyone inside, where they were greeted by a butler and housekeeper, who offered their simple but heartfelt condolences on the death of Mr. Greenwald. They inquired after Sarah’s mother and were given directions to pack an additional trunk of clothes to be sent to her in Columbia. Janey was also introduced, assigned a place in the servants’ quarters and made a part of the household staff.


Meanwhile Buck attended to Freddie’s arm in the back parlor, where he and Wes were then served supper. Before they left for their lodging house on East Bay Street, Sarah presented them with generous purses, which they happily accepted.


As soon as the driver and guard left, she turned to Tracker. “Mr. Bouchard, please join us in the dining room. I can’t offer oysters and shrimp, but I think you’ll find our cuisine palatable.”


He bowed and kissed her hand. “Would that I could, Madame, but I have vital affairs I must attend to. Perhaps on another occasion.”

 “You’re always welcome, sir,” she said. “Perhaps when we meet again we can work up our appetites with another footrace.”


He laughed. “I’ve never known a woman to finish last. Au revoir.”


She stood in the doorway, while Buck stepped outside to offer his friend a final handshake. “Thank you for everything, Tracker.”

 “You’re welcome.” Then he leaned forward and said sotto voce in Buck’s ear, “Don’t let her get away, mon ami.” With a final wave, he descended the porch steps and strutted toward Market Street. 


 “Perhaps it would be best if I departed as well,” Buck said to Sarah.

 “I would welcome your company this evening, doctor. It’s been a long and trying week, not to mention today’s affair. Mother isn’t here, and I don’t feel like dining alone. On the other hand, maybe you would prefer solitude.”


He recalled the feel of her in his arms at the top of the bluff. “I would very much like to spend some time with you, but . . . is it appropriate? I mean—”

 “Under the circumstances,” she said seriously, “I frankly don’t care about propriety, if that’s what you’re referring to. So sit, eat.”


He grinned. “Yes, ma’am.” Was it his imagination, or did she sound like her mother?


They sat at opposite ends of the long dining room table, while the butler served a series of courses, each exquisitely prepared, none overly large, though the cumulative effect was quite satisfying.

 “May I ask what plans you have for the future?” She spread chicken pate on a piece of toasted bread. “I understand you’re considering opening a medical practice here in Charleston.”

 “I know more physicians here than in Columbia, so my chances of finding an opportunity are probably better.” He lifted his cut-crystal glass and sipped tea.

 “Do you have any contacts here in Charleston?”

 “Some of my old professors, if they’re still around.”

 “If I can be of any help . . .” The butler removed dishes and presented the next course, braised beef tips in a wine sauce. “Several friends of our family are doctors.”

 “I’d appreciate any introductions you can give me.” My God, Buck thought, this is our first private conversation and we’re talking business. He covered up his smile by sampling the beef dish. “I do hope my future medical practice involves more than gunshot wounds.” And cutting off limbs.

 “I’m sure you’ll be successful at whatever you do.”


So polite. So serious. Was she nervous being alone with him? Not afraid, he hoped, but the look in her eyes didn’t reflect fear. No, not fear, but . . . something.

 “And you?” he asked, following her lead. “What about this lawsuit you’re involved in?”

 “I’ll fight it, of course. I have no intention of letting Franklin Drexel profit by his son’s crimes or my father’s death. You may rest assured of that.”


She was a strong and determined woman. Heaven help her opponents. “You’ll prevail. And after that? Will you run the brokerage yourself?”

 “Like you, my future’s uncertain. The cotton market . . .” She lifted her shoulders and let them fall. “My father put money aside for Mother and me, but the hardest work is being idle, as he was fond of saying.”


Buck chuckled. “I never thought of it that way, but I have to agree.”


The meal proceeded with charm and dignity, as they discussed other topics, their tastes in music and literature, Jewish customs and courtesies.


He was disappointed when dessert was finally served, not because it was simple pudding but because it meant their time together was drawing to a close. For two weeks Sarah Drexel had been the focus of his interest, the center of his attention, and the salvation of his sanity. When he left this house in a little while, he had no idea when he would return.

 “I understand you’re in mourning, but may I ask when it might be appropriate for me to call?”


She bowed her head. “I wish I could say at your earliest convenience. I do want to see you again, Buck, as a friend, as a . . . confidant. But under the circumstances I feel that discretion is more important than ever. My in-laws would make hay of a gentleman caller, since under civil law I am still married to their son—or rather I am his widow. It’s touchy. I’m sure you understand.”

 “I do,” he said, as he rose from the table. “I understand completely.”


The butler slipped back her chair as she stood up. “You’ll be staying at the Isaac Hayne Hotel?” 



He nodded. “For the foreseeable future.”

 “May I send you a message there when this mess is resolved?”


His heart skipped a beat. “Most definitely. If I relocate to another address I’ll either send you the change or have the desk at the hotel hold any correspondence that may come for me. In either case, I can promise you I will be at your beck and call.”


She grinned with amusement. “I hope it won’t be too long.”

 




#

 




The next morning Buck set out to see his friend Asa Boone. From his earlier conversation with Sarah and her mother, Buck knew the rabbi’s address on Broad Street was within walking distance. The two-story house, which sat sideways to the street, was beautifully landscaped with wisteria vines climbing the porch columns. Two large magnolia trees shaded the lane separating it from the neighbor’s equally well-tended home.


Buck pulled the bell beside the wrought-iron front gate. A minute later a servant girl came to inquire who was there. She repeated Buck’s name, left him standing in the street, returned moments later, opened the gate and invited him inside.


In the vestibule, a short, stout woman was waiting to greet him.

 “Dr. Thomson. I’m so glad to meet you at last. Asa’s been singing your praises since coming to our household, and I must tell you he’s been a gift from God for Mordecai.”

 “How is your husband? I understand he suffered a stroke a month or two ago.”

 “It’s so sad, but with Asa’s help, he’s improving. The worst for him was that he couldn’t go on writing his memoirs. But Asa’s even helping him with that. And you know—” she placed her hand maternally on his sleeve “—I think it’s been a blessing for Asa too.”


Buck smiled, sincerely pleased with the news.

 “But where are my manners? Here I am prattling on in the hallway. Please come meet my husband. I’ll have Sophie bring us tea.”


She led him down the hall past the staircase to a room with double doors. Buck’s first reaction was that he’d entered a cave lined with old papers and manuscripts. The small room, however, was merely the antechamber to a much larger one. Slumped in a wicker, high-backed wheelchair by a window sat a white-bearded man in a maroon silk dressing gown, a small round brimless cap on the back of his head. A few feet away, facing him, sat Asa, holding a pad and pencil. He looked up, saw Buck, his face broke into a broad smile. He popped to his feet. Before Buck realized what was happening, Asa was embracing him.

 “Buck, I’m so glad to see you.” He released his grip. “I can’t believe you’re finally here.”

 “You’re obviously feeling better than the last time I saw you.”

 “I want you to meet my good friend and teacher.” He turned to the man in the wheelchair. “Rabbi Cohen, this is Dr. Elijah Thomson. He saved my life.”

 “Rabbi, sir, I’m very pleased to meet you.” Noticing the obvious weakness in the elderly man’s right arm, Buck bowed slightly instead of offering his hand to shake. “As for Asa, he’s being both kind and modest. He saved many lives himself.”

 “Kindness is the beginning and the end of the law.”


Buck was pleased the old man’s speech wasn’t impaired.

 “Molly dear, are you just going to stand there? Please call Sophie.”

 “Tea,” his wife exclaimed. “I told the doctor we’d have tea, and here I am dawdling.”

 “Maybe he’d like something stronger,” the rabbi said in a voice too loud.

 “You’re not having any wine, Mordecai.”


Buck smiled. “Thank you, but tea will be fine.”


Molly went to the side of the fireplace and pulled a cord. Within seconds a stout woman wearing an apron entered the room.

 “Sophie, bring us tea and some of those honey cakes.”

 “Dr. Thomson,” the rabbi said, “I understand you took my good friend Jacob Greenwald and his wife to Columbia for treatment. Such a fine man. How is he doing? Well, I hope.”


Buck weighed the consequences of telling them the truth or hedging. 


 “I regret to tell you things didn’t go well. We were ambushed by highwaymen on the way to Columbia and Mr. Greenwald was killed.”


Molly collapsed into a chair, her face gone pale.

 “Sarah and her mother?” Asa asked, his voice trembling.

 “They’re fine,” Buck assured them and proceeded to describe the trip in general terms. He held back any mention of the journey to Charleston, except to say Ruth had elected to stay with old friends in Columbia, while Sarah returned to attend to legal matters. He didn’t elaborate on their nature, unsure how much he was at liberty to disclose.

 “Jacob was a close friend and a valuable member of our community.” The rabbi shook his head. “But, as it is said, life is only on loan to man. Death is the creditor who will one day claim it.” He looked up. “Molly, send word to Reuben Moscovitz. He can call a minion to say Kaddish for Jacob.” 



Sophie came into the room with a large silver tray.

 “And now,” the rabbi said, “we have tea.”


While Molly was serving the hot beverage, Buck motioned Asa to the side. “How’s your back?”

 “It’s healing, Buck. I’m fine.”

 “Do you want me to take a look at it before I go?”

 “That won’t be necessary.”


They migrated to the center of the room. Buck surveyed the walls which were lined with bookcases, all overflowing with bound volumes, loose manuscripts and scrolls.

 “You have quite a library here, rabbi.” He noted the writing table was covered with papers, some in a strange, indecipherable script, others in English and another language written in the Latin alphabet. “And you are an author as well?”

 “Judah ha-Levi once said, my pen is my harp and my lyre, my library is my garden and my orchard.”


Asa smiled at Buck. “He dictates and I write it down for him. He has to spell a lot of words for me, words I’ve never heard before, but they sound wonderful, Buck. And he’s teaching me what they mean. Really mean.”


Buck had never before seen the glow he saw now on his friend’s face.


The rabbi smiled crookedly. “You can get more water from a deep well than from ten shallow ones. And the Talmud tells us, much have I learned from my teachers, more from my colleagues, but most from my students.”


Buck wasn’t sure he fully understood all of what the teacher was telling him, but he felt it was profound.


He accepted a second cup of tea but politely declined a third. It was clear to him that the elderly invalid was tiring. After Buck thanked the rabbi and his wife for their hospitality and acknowledged their invitation to return, Asa saw him to the door.

 “You seem content here,” Buck commented.

 “I am, for now. I wish I’d met the rabbi sooner, but—” his voice thickened “—he doesn’t have too much time left.”

 “What then? What do you want to do?”

 “Somehow, someday, somewhere I want to get back to farming, work with the land and live a life of peace. I feel strong again, Buck, and the rabbi’s helped me accept what happened. I still get angry sometimes, but he’s taught me not to be bitter.”

 “How does he do that?”


Asa laughed for the first time. “I don’t know exactly, except that he lets me talk about anything, even things I’d be ashamed to tell anyone else. He doesn’t judge. He just listens.”

 “I’m happy for you,” Buck said, with more envy than he was willing to admit.
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At the hotel Buck was handed a sealed envelope by the clerk at the front desk. He didn’t recognize the writing, but the lavender color of the stationery indicated it was from a woman. He knew only one in the area. It took monumental strength for him not to tear it open on the spot. At the table in the dining room, however, while a waiter was pouring him coffee, he used the butter knife to open the correspondence.


Sarah had sent a list of physicians. He was disappointed to find no personal note with it, but a moment’s consideration told him it would have been unwise of her to do so in case the letter went astray. Nevertheless he found himself studying her writing, something personal of hers.


He reviewed the names. Six doctors. He was surprised he wasn’t familiar with any of them, but he hadn’t lived here in five years and a lot had happened during that time.


He’d also compiled a list of his own and wondered how many of these former colleagues were still in Charleston, How many had served in the war? How many were not yet home? And how many might never return?


For the next two days he rode Gypsy from the Ashley to the Cooper Rivers and up and down the peninsula, covering all of the port city. He was able to find two of the dozen names on his list and four of the names Sarah had given him. In every office he was greeted hospitably and given a polite hearing, but the result in each case was essentially the same.

 “You have a great deal of valuable experience in surgery, doctor, and we can certainly use that. With so many wounded men coming home, there’s an unlimited need for good surgeons and I’ll be pleased to use you in that capacity. I must tell you though that I’m not presently able to offer you a permanent position, because I’m waiting for my nephew—” or my brother or my son or my uncle or my best friend “—to return from the war, and of course my first obligation is to offer him a place here. If you’d like to fill in until their return, or if you’d like to wait a few months and contact me again . . .”


But Buck wasn’t interested in a temporary position. He wanted to put down roots and establish some semblance of a normal life.


He visited the medical college where he’d received his training and was cordially greeted by the dean, but it soon became apparent he was primarily interested in putting Buck on the staff to teach surgery, especially amputations.


Buck thanked him, promised to consider the opportunity and left with
no intention of ever coming back. He’d seen enough severed limbs.


Disappointed and disheartened by his lack of professional prospects, he compiled another list of physicians and wrote a series of letters, posting them to the last addresses he was aware of, uncertain if they’d ever be delivered or if he’d hear back from them. On an impulse, he also sent a letter to his old family friend, Dr. Thaddeus Meyer, inquiring about possible opportunities in Columbia, in spite of his resolution never to return there.


In the week that followed, Buck was at loose ends. It was too early to expect responses from any of his letters, yet he had no place to go, nothing to do. His former favorite leisure diversion of target shooting had lost its appeal. He indulged in reading, something he’d had scant opportunity to do over the previous four years, but even the thrilling tales of Edgar Alan Poe failed to hold his attention for very long.


His mind kept drifting back to his visit with Asa and the conversation with the rabbi. Recalling the open invitation to call again at his leisure, he penned a note asking if he would be at home on Thursday at two o’clock. Buck was surprised when the messenger brought back an immediate reply heartily welcoming him.


That was on Tuesday. For the next two days he kept trying to imagine what he and the rabbi would talk about. Nevertheless he used the interval to purchase new, better quality and better-fitting clothes and the services of a barber.


His outward appearance had improved but inwardly he was still deeply troubled. The rabbi and now Asa seemed to possess the serenity he so much desired. Although he was attracted to Sarah, the first woman in his life for some time, he felt as awkward as a schoolboy. How does one proceed with a courtship involving customs that were foreign to him? The medical profession wasn’t welcoming him with open arms as he had expected, and a lucrative practice wasn’t assured.


Perhaps Rabbi Cohen would have some answers for him.


Mrs. Cohen stood inside the door when a servant opened it to Buck. She stepped forward, both hands extended, palms down, and smiled almost radiantly up at him.

 “Shalom, doctor. I wish you peace.”


He wasn’t familiar with the foreign word but was surprised that the very sentiment he was seeking was being offered.

 “Peace to you also,” he said.


She smiled, as if she understood his hesitation.

 “How is your husband today?”

 “He keeps improving—” she grinned mischievously “—and when he doesn’t, we say he does. When things are not as you like, like them the way they are.”

 “You have a wonderful way of regarding life. I envy you.”

 “Life is a dream, but please, don’t wake me.”


He laughed and wondered why it was so easy to be with these people.


The rabbi was in the same place and posture as he’d been on Buck’s first visit. In his lap was an open book. Buck recognized the writing now as Hebrew.

 “What are you reading, rabbi?”

 “It’s a commentary on the Talmud, which is a commentary on the Torah, what you would call the Pentateuch.”

 “It doesn’t sound like light reading.”

 “Acquiring wisdom is rarely easy, and taking it easy is rarely wise.”

 “I must remember that.” Buck looked around. “Is Asa not here?”


The rabbi gave a one-shouldered shrug. “I’m competing with Rebecca. She always seems to find things for our friend to do, and he always seems to find time to do them.”

 “Who’s Rebecca?”

 “Ah, Rebecca. A joy for the eyes. A young woman but sadly already a widow. We learned of her plight two years ago from a friend of a friend. Her husband was killed at the battle of Chattanooga in November of ‘63. She gave birth to their daughter a month later. We took her in as a house maid right after she’d weaned the baby. Our friend is quite taken with both of them.”


Asa with a woman . . . and a child. Buck was both surprised and envious. Where had Asa learned or discovered such resilience. Less than a month ago he was bereft of all hope of a normal life.

 “You’ve performed a miracle, rabbi, in what you’ve done for Asa.”

 “By our tradition, it is Elijah who performs miracles. Are you not Elijah?”

 “It would indeed be a miracle if I could attain a portion of your serenity and wisdom.”


The old man studied him, a slight grin on his lips. “Young man, tell me what it is you’re seeking, what you want to do with the rest of your life?”


Buck moved a fiddle-back chair closer to the invalid and sat in it, remaining silent for a long minute before he answered.

 “I want to practice medicine. It’s been my goal all my life. But I don’t want to cut off limbs, maim and mutilate people anymore. Somehow I want to make them mentally and physically whole. “


The old man nodded. “You have already learned how to treat diseases of the body. How do you plan to treat diseases of the mind?”


Buck shook his head despondently. “I don’t know. How can I do for my patients what you’ve been able to accomplish with Asa? What’s the secret?”


The rabbi smiled beneath his long white beard. “The first lesson is one I’m sure you’ve heard. Physician, heal thyself.”


Buck put his head in his hands, then looked up directly into the rabbi’s faded blue eyes. “How do I heal myself when I don’t even know what the ailment is?”

 “Ah, my young scholar. You’ve already taken the first step. You’ve acknowledged that you have a problem. Now you must determine what was right and what was wrong, then forgive yourself for the mistakes you’ve made.” He raised his good left hand, the forefinger extended. “The second lesson is more difficult. As a patient you talk. As a doctor, you listen. Our God gave us two ears and one mouth for a reason. So you should listen twice as much as you speak. Now, you talk and I will listen.”

 “About what?”

 “I don’t know what’s important, but you do. So why don’t you start at the beginning.”


For several minutes, Buck floundered, not sure what to say or how to say it, but as he rambled, what started out sounding like nonsense began to assume coherence. Childhood memories began to surface.


He talked about his mother. How she schooled him. How she nurtured his interest in healing injured animals. How he cried when she died. How lost he felt afterward. How his father called him a sissy for being so sentimental. How much Emma meant to him in his grief, and how angry his father would get when he found out Buck had been spending time with a slave in her cabin. And finally how he started to do things his father disapproved of as the most effective way he knew to rebel against Poppa’s authority. How glad he was to go away to school and college, away from his father’s growing wrath against his disrespect and ingratitude.


Buck paused, seemingly lost in thought. Several minutes went by before the rabbi finally spoke.

 “God forgives the stumbles of our youth. He weighs a grown man’s works. And when a man grows old, God waits for his repentance.”


Buck stared at him, not sure he understood what had been said. The elderly teacher gazed back as if he saw into Buck’s mind. Another minute went by.

 “Who’s Emma?” the rabbi asked.

 “A house slave. My mother’s personal servant. My salvation. I could always go to Emma, the way I used to go to my mother, when things got ugly.”

 “And you loved her like you loved your mother.”


Buck cringed at the notion, but more reflection brought him to the conclusion that it was true. 


 “Tell me about the war,” the rabbi prompted when Buck fell silent for an extended period.

 “I loved being a doctor. I still do . . . I think.” He spoke as if in a dream. “But I hated what I had to do. I cut off men’s arms and legs. Day and night. I cut through living flesh. I sawed through the bones of men and boys. I cut off broken, shattered limbs while they screamed in agony. Sometimes they lived. Sometimes they died. I wonder if the ones who died weren’t the lucky ones—after what I’d done to them. They died cursing me, while those that lived will hate me till the end of their days.”


Buck sat motionless as tears rolled down his cheeks. He was crying in front of another man, yet felt no shame, for the elderly teacher observing him elicited none. Time seemed to stand still and in his anguish Buck felt as if a heavy burden had been lifted from his shoulders.


When the rabbi spoke again it was softly and with compassion. “You cannot determine what other men will do with their lives. You can only decide what you will do with yours. So, keep talking.”

 “I don’t know what else to say.”

 “You will. Another time. We’ll talk again. Need I remind you a medicine rarely cures with one dose?”

 “I don’t understand what’s happening, but already I feel better. You’ve been very kind and patient.”

 “See how simple? You talk, I listen.”


Buck shook his head in wonder. “I’ve talked about things I’ve never said to anyone in my life, things I’ve never thought of before.”


The rabbi arched an eyebrow. “Do you have any questions?”


Buck smiled, a little embarrassed. “Only one. When can we talk again?”

 “You are always welcome, and I am always here. Now we drink tea.”


Buck rose, rubbed his wet cheeks with the back of is hand, went to the side of the fireplace and pulled the cord. A moment later there was a knock on the door. The rabbi called out and the maid entered the room, followed closely behind by Molly.

 “Sophie,” she ordered, before her husband could get a word in, “We need tea. And bring the fresh kugel, and some of the strawberry preserves.”

 “Yes, ma’am.” The servant had turned back to the door when Asa came bounding in. 


 “Buck, I just found out you’re here again.”


The two embraced in a spontaneous show of affection.


Molly was still making room on the round table under the chandelier when the maid reappeared pushing a tea cart. Clearly it had been prepared in advance. While Molly played mother, the rabbi looked on affectionately. He smiled at Buck. “Talking and listening make a man thirsty.”


Asa glanced at Buck and grinned knowingly.
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 “There is no way I’ll allow the Drexels to get one penny of my father’s money or his business,” Sarah told the attorney behind the imposing desk. “My father’s dead and they’re trying to take advantage of my mother’s and my grief. I will not have it. I don’t care what you have to do or how much it costs. I will not have my father’s lifelong work pillaged by a family of jackals.”

 “Calm down, my dear,” Simon Weinberg told her. “They don’t have a legal leg to stand on. It’s simply a matter of time and all of this will be settled in your favor. Leave it to me.”

 “Are you sure? Are you absolutely sure?”

 “Your father was one of my closest friends. Remember, God punishes, but men take revenge. I have never liked the Drexels and will take great pleasure in trouncing them in court.”

 “How long will this vengeance take?” Sarah asked.

 “I would say within a month.”

 “Don’t take too long, Simon. I’m tired of wearing black.”

 




#

 




Buck continued to feel at loose ends. He felt calmer and less inclined to losses of temper as he idly walked the busy streets, perplexed about what direction his life should take. He wanted desperately to stop by Sarah’s home, but knew doing so would not be wise. He obeyed his conscience in action, but his thoughts were less disciplined. The world he’d taken so for granted had changed immeasurably. South Carolina had lost its sovereignty and become occupied territory. Soldiers on the street wore Union blue, not Confederate gray. More than once he’d been forced into the street so a Yankee could stroll the sidewalk. It was difficult for him to adjust to the sight of former slaves walking unaccompanied by a white overseer. They were still no better clothed than they had previously been, nor did they seem any better nourished. In fact they appeared lost in their new-found freedom.


Yet there was music in the air. As he passed by the many saloons that had sprung up during his absence, he saw and heard Negroes singing and playing instruments for the entertainment of raucous and drunken Yankee soldiers. More mortifying was the sight of young Southern women in the arms of those occupying troops.


The following Tuesday, as prearranged, Buck once more called at the home of Rabbi Cohen and his wife Molly. This time Asa greeted him at the door. Before ushering him into the drawing room, Asa commented, “You look like a new man, Buck. Charleston seems to agree with you.”

 “It’s not the place, but the people.”

 “Sarah?”

 “She’s in mourning and involved in legal matters.” Buck smiled. “But I can wait.”


Asa chuckled. “As the rabbi says, Lord, give me patience and give it to me right now.”

 “He’s quite a man, isn’t he?”

 “There’s someone else too, Buck. I told you once that I didn’t think a woman—” He stopped, even now unwilling to bring up his shame.

 “Who?” Buck asked with a friendly grin, suspecting he was about to meet Rebecca.


For a moment Asa bowed his head, then looked up, his face almost radiant. He turned to the doorway at the end of the foyer and made a waving motion. Out stepped a woman who couldn’t have been more than about twenty-one. Her brown hair was tucked under a chambermaid’s cap. She had tiny freckles on her nose and cheeks and soft brown eyes.


Asa and the girl . . . woman made no moves to touch each other, yet Buck could easily imagine them holding hands when no one was looking.

 “Buck, er . . . Dr. Thomson, this is Rebecca Cunningham.”


She curtsied nervously before he had a chance to extend his hand. “Rebecca, I’m very glad to meet you.”

 “Pleased to meet you, sir. Asa’s told me so much about you.”


Buck glanced at his friend. “If it was anything good, I hope he exaggerated.”

 “Oh, he did, sir. He said you were his best friend, the salt of the earth—” she paused for a heartbeat “—with a little pepper added.” 



Buck laughed out loud. “He’s got me pegged.”

 “I hope to see you again, sir,” she told him, then turned to Asa. “You’d best take him in. The rabbi’s waiting.”

 “Yes, yes, of course.”


Buck didn’t miss the love he saw in Asa’s eyes as the pretty young woman fled down the hall and disappeared through a side door.

 “Congratulations. What was it I heard the rabbi say the other day? Mazel something?”

 “Mazel tov.” He showed Buck into the rabbi’s study.

 “Shalom,” the old man greeted him.

 “That means peace, right? Shalom to you.”

 “You’re a quick learner. You are well? Sit. Sit.” To Asa he said, “Please tell Sophie we’ll want tea later.”

 “Yes, rabbi.” Asa left the room and closed the door behind him.

 “So,” the old man said, “what do you have to tell me today? I’ll listen.”

 “The only position I can find here is as a surgeon. I don’t want to do that anymore. I’ve sent out letters but it’s too soon to hear anything back. My life’s rather quiet now. I thought during the war I’d give anything for quiet, but too much seems as difficult as too little.”

 “Don’t grumble. There’ll be time for that later. Now, I’m listening.”

 “We talked about so much last time, I think I’ve run out of things to say.”

 “So, tell me what you dream.”
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She breezed through the door of the Weinberg legal firm. “You have news?” 


 “Didn’t I tell you I’d take care of things? The Drexels dropped their suit and have signed papers giving up all future claims to Greenwald Enterprises.”

 “How did you do it?” Sarah seated herself on the edge of an upholstered chair. “You said a month and it’s only been two weeks.”


Simon laughed. “And during those two weeks you’ve been hounding me, wanting to know why it’s taking so long.”

 “You’re not answering my questions.”


He shook his head in amusement. “The truth was my sword, my dear. I reminded the pater familias that his son was a lecher, a thief, a scoundrel and an adulterer, and that he’d have to move to the Dead Sea to escape the ignominy of it all.”

 “Adulterer?”


He looked momentarily shocked that she either didn’t know or at least suspect. “I should have left that word out.”

 “It doesn’t matter.” She waved her gloved hand. “So it’s over?”

 “It’s over. You’re free from the Drexels forever.”


For a moment she was afraid she was going to cry, but then she smiled, stood up and extended her hand across the desk. He jumped to his feet and came around to accept it.

 “Now you can get on with your life. A better life.”

 “Thank you so much, Simon. Father always valued you as a friend and as a professional colleague. Now I must tell mother. She’ll be relieved.”

 “And please give her my regards.”


On returning home she wrote a long letter, explained that the situation had been resolved and asked when her mother would be returning to Charleston, offering—with a moment’s hesitation—to travel there to accompany her back. Since the postal service was still very unreliable, she had her coachman take it to the stage depot to be dispatched on the next coach to Columbia


Would Buck be willing to make the trip with her? She must get in touch with him and give him the good news as well. She penned a quick note, this one to be delivered by messenger to his hotel.


How long would it take for him to respond? Was he even in town? Perhaps he’d already found a location for his medical practice here in Charleston, or maybe he’d found a better opportunity somewhere else. She would just have to wait for his answer.


In the meantime, rather than return to the big empty house that had once felt so much like home, but which now only echoed with memories, she decided a new wardrobe was appropriate. Since there were no longer any dress shops in business, she spent the next three hours rummaging through dressers and trunks of old clothing, then summoned a seamstress to alter them to conform with current fashions. Not one of them was black.


By late afternoon, she was buoyant but fatigued. Tomorrow her new life would begin, no longer in mourning. She was removing the pin from a wide-brimmed hat when the doorbell rang. Curious who could be calling at that hour, she stood by while the butler answered it.


The sound of his voice made her heart stop. 



Buck.
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TWENTY-ONE

 



 



 



 “Tell me what’s happened,” he said more sharply than he’d intended.

 “Our legal matters have been resolved. In our favor. I’m free, Buck. I’m no longer in mourning. I can get on with the rest of my life.”


Impulsively he pulled her into his arms. She fit perfectly there. The entrancing scent of her skin, the way her body molded to his conjured sensations and images that nearly drove him over the edge. He smothered her with kisses.

 “Let’s celebrate. Can you . . . is it all right if . . . we have dinner together? In a public place. I mean—”


She laughed, a deep, throaty sound that threatened to reduce him to begging.

 “We can go anywhere and eat together in front of the whole world.”


Nevertheless, before accompanying him out of the house, she insisted on bathing and changing clothes. He was shown into the drawing room to wait.

 “I’ll only be a few minutes,” she assured him. “There’s brandy and port. If you want anything else, ring for Oscar and he’ll see to your comfort.”


He thanked her and wandered over to a bookcase by the side of the fireplace. He wasn’t totally surprised when a few minutes turned into nearly two hours. By then he’d read a goodly part of Hawthorne’s The Scarlet Letter. But the wait was worth it. Sarah had transformed from a lovely, charming but grieving widow to a radiant southern belle in an azure-blue and emerald-green hoop skirt with a low-cut bodice and a double strand of pearls that perfectly concealed the scar on her neck. Matching earrings rocked beneath the high elegant bouffant crown of silken black hair.

 “You take my breath away,” he told her when she entered the room. “You’re beautiful.”

 “Why, sir,” she drawled, “I do believe I’ve kept you waiting too long.”

 “It was well worth it.”

 “Shall we then to dinner?” She extended her elbow.


His hand was damp as he escorted her out into the night.
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Sarah stretched luxuriously in her four-poster bed as the morning light sneaked through the hurricane shutters of the French windows. Last night had been exciting if not completely fulfilling. They’d dined in the city. The food wasn’t very good or generous, but they didn’t care. It was the conversation. They talked for hours about every imaginable subject, from books to politics to religion to what they wanted to do with the rest of their lives. She’d never met a man who so fascinated her. He was well-educated, highly literate, and his manners were impeccable.



The evening ended too soon, though it was after midnight when he escorted her home. Then came the awkward moment. They both knew what they wanted, how they felt about each other, yet propriety—damn propriety—kept them from following through on their desires. He kissed her goodnight outside her front door, then, hand held out behind him, bade her adieu.


As she lay in her bed alone, she promised herself not to let the next opportunity slip by.


She was sitting in the morning room, sipping hot, creamy coffee, when Oscar entered holding a salver.

 “A letter for you, Madame. It was just delivered.”

 “A letter? From whom?” She tore it open and read:

 “My dearest Sarah. I’ve found a very nice house in good condition here in Columbia and have decided to stay. It’s not exceptionally large, but it is big enough for the two of us. If you want to stay in the house in Charleston, you may, of course, but I’m hoping you’ll come here and live with me. I miss you dreadfully. I don’t know if you can sell the house there. I’ll leave that decision to you. Write soon. With all my love.”


It was signed “Mother”.


She fell back against the chair, her hands hanging over the arms. If her mother had wanted to shock her, she’d succeeded. Sarah couldn’t imagine Ruth Greenwald living anywhere but in this bustling commercial city in the house she’d made into a small castle. And yet Sarah understood. Charleston and this house had become the abode of too many bad memories. The good ones she could take with her wherever she went. She didn’t need constant reminders of the sorrows this place conjured.


Strangely, after the initial shock, Sarah felt elated. A new life was about to start. Whether it would be here in Charleston or some other place—like Columbia—she wasn’t sure, but the challenge of a new adventure thrilled her.


She picked up the ceramic bell beside her breakfast plate and rang it. Oscar entered the room a few seconds later.

 “As soon as I’ve finished eating, have Felix bring around the carriage.”

 “Yes, Madame.”
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Simon Weinberg rose from his leather-upholstered swivel chair when Sarah was shown into his office.

 “I didn’t expect to see you this morning,” he said, after the usual greeting and a genteel kiss on the cheek. He showed her to a fiddle-back chair and resumed his place behind his ornately carved desk.

 “Mother has decided to stay in Columbia. Apparently she’s found a house there. Knowing Miriam Grayson, I’m sure she had something to do with it. And I’m glad. I can’t imagine Mother without Father, but I think the adjustment will be far easier for her to make in a new place with old friends.”

 “How can I help?”

 “I’ve decided to sell our house, most of its contents, as well as the brokerage.”

 “Selling the brokerage may not be too much of a problem, however, I must advise you that this is not a good time to be disposing of private property. I’ll do my best for you, of course, but it’s unlikely you’ll get more than half of what it was worth before the war.”

 “I’m in no great hurry. You can wait for a rich Yankee who wants the social standing of living on the Battery.”


He chuckled.

 “There is one condition, however,” she warned.


He raised an eyebrow.

 “Nothing will be sold to any member, relative or close associate of the Drexel family. I’m counting on you to insure there is no subterfuge.”

 “You have my word.”


She stood up. “I want to go to Columbia to see Mother and perhaps live with her, at least for a while, but first I need to settle matters here. It’ll take me at least a month to pack what I want to keep and arrange for the servants employment. Do you think rail service will be reestablished by then. After what happened last time I can’t bear the thought of making the trip again by coach.”

 “From what I’ve heard work has already commenced restoring the lines. There’s certainly enough labor available to do it.” Simon rose, came around the corner of the desk, and extended his hands. “I’ll look into this for you and let you know. In the meantime, please don’t hesitate to call on me if there is anything I can do to help you, not only as your attorney but as your friend. I’ll greatly miss your presence here in Charleston. Your parents and I go back a long time together. The future doesn’t look very bright at the moment, but you’re still young, and that’s my consolation.”


Sarah left the lawyer’s office a few minutes later and had her driver take her to the Isaac Hayne Hotel. At the desk she asked for Dr. Thomson’s room. The desk clerk tried not to impart any judgment that an attractive young woman was inquiring about a single man’s room number, but didn’t quite succeed. He hit the bell on the counter and when the bellhop arrived moments later, directed him to take “this lady” to Dr. Thomson’s suite. Sarah almost giggled as she followed the young man in the brass-buttoned red uniform up the stairs.


Buck opened the door and stepped back when he saw her. 


 “Dr. Thomson, sir,” the black bellhop said, “this here lady come to see you. That all right?”


Buck stared at Sarah, then replied, “Yes, yes. Just a minute.” He spun around to the table behind him and removed a coin from his purse and handed it to the boy. “Thank you.”


The lad, who couldn’t have been more than twelve or thirteen, gazed at the coin. His jaw dropped. He’d probably never been tipped a whole dollar before. As if he were afraid Buck might reconsider, he backed up, bowed, offered effusive thanks and disappeared down the hall.

 “Come in. Come in.” Buck backed away from the door and waved his hand in invitation.


She stepped into the room, her hoop skirt gliding over the worn carpet, and turned to face him. He closed the door and stood speechless in front of her.

 “May I sit down?” she asked with a smirk on her lips.

 “Yes, of course. I’m sorry. Of course. Please, sit down.” He rushed to the table and pulled out a straight-back chair. “Can I give you something to drink? Wine or tea or . . . something?”

 “I want to tell you about my plans. Won’t you sit down too?”

 “Plans?” He pulled out the chair across from her and almost tripped into it.

 “I’m leaving Charleston,” 


 “Leaving?” He looked shocked, fearful. “Why? Where to?”

 “Columbia. I received a letter from Momma. She’s decided to stay there. Told me to sell the house and brokerage. Wants me to visit her there.”

 “And you’re going?”


She nodded.

 “When? Not right away, surely.”

 “No, not right away. In about a month perhaps, depending on how long it takes me to settle my affairs here.”


He said nothing for what seemed like an eternity. “I don’t want you to go,” he finally declared.

 “Excuse me?”

 “I don’t want you to go. Not by yourself.”

 “The trains will probably be operating again by then,” she informed him. “The trip will be a lot faster and safer.”


He stood up and came around to her side of the table. “I can’t let you go.”

 “To Columbia?”

 “From my life.” He turned and paced before continuing. “I don’t understand what’s happening to me, Sarah. I’m searching, but I’m not sure for what. Until I do I can’t make any commitments. Or ask anyone else to. But what I feel for you . . . I’ve never felt for any other woman.”


She studied him with steady eyes and waited.


He started to take her hand, then turned away. As soon as he did, she bolted to her feet and whirled around to confront him. “I’m not asking for any commitments, Buck. Would it surprise you to learn I’m as confused as you are? I’ve never been in love before, but I think I am with you.”

 “You love me?”


She smiled. “I think so.”


He circled her with his arms and gazed into her eyes. “Frightening, isn’t it?”


She found her attention focused on his mouth. “Terrifying, yet I—”


She didn’t get a chance to finish the sentence before his lips smothered her words.


It would have been impossible for her to recount the series of steps that followed, except that they led to the bed in the other room. What happened there, well . . .
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In the days and weeks that followed, Buck received only two wrinkled letters in response to his inquires about medical practices. One expressed no interest in his application. The second appreciated his interest but had already filled all their vacancies. 



Now that Sarah had told him she was returning to Columbia, he wrote another letter to Dr. Meyer, expressing his interest in diseases of the mind and spirit. To his utter amazement he received a reply in less than a week. Dr. Meyer was enchanted with the possibility of having a partner who would see patients with mental problems so he could concentrate exclusively on his interest in neurological diseases. He ended his letter with “I eagerly await your arrival.”


Still clutching the correspondence in his hand Buck rode Gypsy immediately to Sarah’s house, spun her around in his arms and announced that he was going to Columbia with her. Over the course of the next few days, he helped her finalize her plans. She gave each of the servants glowing letters of recommendation and generous severance packets. The one exception was Janey who would accompany her back to the Grayson household. 



Simon Weinberg had already sold the brokerage and found a promising prospective buyer for the house. Finally, on a sunny but cool autumn morning, Sarah made one last sweep through the mansion that had been her home all of her life, noted the sheets that covered the furniture her parents had accumulated through thirty years of marriage, and said a final farewell to Oscar the butler who had served the family for more than twenty years. She and Janey, climbed into the hired carriage that would take them to the railroad station. Buck followed behind on Gypsy.


Simon Weinberg had used his influence to get them the last seats in the one passenger rail car of a troop train going to Florence. From there they would have to take another train west to Columbia. The route was indirect but far safer than traveling by road. 



Lulled by the clickety-clack of the iron wheels on the newly-replaced tracks, Buck’s thoughts wandered. Time was indeed a remedy. A few plantations were already being reestablished, though not with the intensity of labor they’d once demanded. The steady exodus of former slaves continued. If questioned about their destinations, they invariably answered: “Goin’ north.” Buck wondered if, like the Great Diaspora, they were doomed to wander endlessly, seeking permanent homes.


He gazed at the woman sitting in the seat facing him. No longer dressed in black, Sarah was wearing a jade-green silk dress, trimmed in ecru lace. Its tailored cut emphasized her slim waist and full bosom. Her summery straw hat had a wide brim and was decorated with peacock and quail feathers.

 “It’ll be good to see Job again,” she commented. “Mother’s last letter was bubbling with praise for him. Not yet four years old and already he’s reading.”


The chug of the steam locomotive echoed off the dense growth of forest lining the raised rail bed.

 “I’ll be glad when we get through this accursed swamp.” Sarah wiped her face with a white-linen handkerchief as she stared out the open window. “At least we don’t have to put up with the swarms of insects we encountered last time.”


Or redheaded assassins, Buck thought.


He wished he could erase all recollection of Cedar Creek. The best he could offer was pleasant future memories. Reaching across for her hand, he said softly, “We’ll be in Columbia before dark, sweetheart.”


She curled her fingers into his and grinned at him. sitting beside her, Janey studiously read her Shakespeare.


To their delight Sarah’s mother, Miriam and Gus Grayson were at the station to welcome them. Tears of joy filled the women’s eyes as they laughed and embraced. Buck and Gus clasped each other’s hands and shoulders and exchanged greetings.


Standing back Buck enjoyed the scene before him. The lines in Ruth Greenwald’s face had deepened during their separation, but her bearing and demeanor hadn’t changed. She hugged her daughter and visibly trembled with emotion, clearly reluctant to release her.

 “Oh, Momma,” Sarah murmured between sobs. “I missed you so much.”

 “I’ve missed you too, sweetheart. Everything at home is . . . all right? The brokerage—”


Sarah nodded. “Sold, and the house will soon be as well. The Lord be praised, keeping busy kept me sane.”

 “Your father would be so proud of how you’ve handled everything.” Ruth sniffled. “So proud.”

 “Now, there’ll be none of that,” Miriam decreed. “This is a happy day. A joyous day.” She turned to Sarah. “My dear, you look absolutely stunning. That color suits your eyes so perfectly.”

 “Come on, ladies, let’s be on our way,” Gus prompted as he motioned everyone into the waiting carriage. “It’ll be dark soon. Dinner’s waiting.”

 “Men!” Miriam exclaimed. “Always thinking about their stomachs.”


The chatter among them didn’t stop or even pause for breath on the short ride to the Grayson residence.

 “Momma, where is your house?”

 “Around the corner and about a quarter mile from the Graysons. Smaller, of course. But I fell in love with it the moment Miriam told me it was for sale. And at a bargain price.” Behind her hand she whispered, “It was owned by a lady novelist who smoked cigars and drank straight Bourbon by the glassful. She’s dead now, of course. Eighty years of intemperate living will do that. ”


Sarah laughed. “I guess I have some catching up to do.”


Minutes after pulling up in front of the house on Senate Street, they were drinking mint juleps in the drawing room served by a young black man who was an inch or two taller than Buck and rail-thin. Overly deferential, he was trying almost too hard to please. Buck wondered what his background might be. He seemed self-conscious in his livery.


After the servant had returned to his station by the sideboard, Buck asked quietly, “A new addition to your household?”


Miriam nodded. “His name’s Gibbeon. I found him sleeping in an alley off Pendleton Street. I had him tagged as a runaway.”

 “She’s got a heart of gold,” Gus reminded Buck.

 “I have a heart,” she protested. “He was hungry and homeless. What was I supposed to do, leave him on the street to starve to death?”


Gus put his arm around her and squeezed gently. “I’m glad you only take in people and not stray cats. Come to think of it though, I’d love you for that too.”


She gazed up at him, her eyes twinkling mischievously.

 “Uh-oh. I think I just said the wrong thing. Miriam, please, no cats.”


She laughed. “Silly man. You know they make me sneeze.”


Gus stared up at the ceiling. “Thank you, Lord.”

 “Is Gibbeon from around here?” Buck asked.

 “Born on the Hardwick plantation. Was about seven, he reckons, when his mother got in trouble. The old man, Chalmers, apparently wanted her in his bed. She refused. He wasn’t one to take no for an answer, but when she struck him, she went too far. He could legally have killed her, but he didn’t. Instead he took Gibbeon and sold him in the slave market in Charleston, then refused to tell her who had bought him or where he’d gone.”


Buck cringed. He remembered Chalmers Hardwick, the patriarch of the family, a tightfisted tyrant whose wife had committed suicide a few months after the last of their five sons was born. Over the years each of the boys had rebelled against him, sometimes violently, and been disowned. To Buck’s knowledge, none had ever expressed regret at the loss of their inheritances.

 “Chalmers still alive?” Buck asked.

 “Died last year,” Gus replied, “of an apoplectic stroke. His youngest boy was killed at Chancellorsville in ‘63, and I heard the oldest was blinded at Gettysburg a few months later. Not sure what’s happened to the other three. Heard the middle boy went up north and fought with Grant.” He shook his head. “Can’t say if it’s true, of course. Just a rumor. None of them showed up for the funeral. Then Sherman came through a few months later and burned the place down to the ground, including the slave quarters.”

 “You said Gibbeon was sold away,” Buck reminded Miriam. “Where was he and what’s he doing here now?”


Her face sagged in sadness. “After leaving Hardwick he was sold several more times. Apparently he wasn’t very cooperative with his masters. Eventually ended up in southern Mississippi. When he got word the war was almost over, he ran away and managed to get back here.”

 “Looking for his mother?”

 “Unfortunately he was too late. She’d run away several times over the years, intending to find him, but it was hopeless. She always got caught and whipped when she was returned to Chalmers. Finally, about two years ago she managed to get word to me that she wanted my help.”

 “The Underground Railroad?”


Miriam nodded. “It took a month of planning, but we finally got her out, bound for Canada. Whether she ever made it . . .” She shrugged. “Gibbeon’s asked me to help him find her.”

 “And of course you’ve said yes.” Buck realized how proud he was of this strong, sweet woman. No wonder Gus was in love with her.

 “I’ve written to my contacts in Toronto and Montreal, but I haven’t heard anything back yet. With the mail these days . . .”

 “What are the chances—”


She shrugged again.

 “My sources tell me,” Gus remarked, “that you’ll be joining Dr Meyer here in our fair city. I hope you’ll favor me with a special discount.”


Buck laughed. “Anytime you want my medical advice, I’ll be happy to give you a special discount on top of a friendly one. I believe added together they equal a hundred percent.”

 “A bargain.” Grayson winked at his wife.

 “I should forewarn you, however,” Buck went on, “that I deal primarily with disorders of the mind and nervous system.”

 “No surgery? With all your experience and expertise?”

 “I’ve put my bone saw, scalpels and other surgical instruments away in my saddle bag along with my pistols. Patients who require surgical treatment will be referred to Dr. Roger Jervey.”

 “Why only mental disorders?”


Before he could answer, Sarah’s mother joined them. “Buck, I recently received a letter from Molly Cohen. She had the highest praise for Asa, said the young man has been absolutely selfless in attending her husband, the rabbi.”

 “Asa insists the rabbi’s helped him much more.”

 “Molly didn’t furnish any details, but she did mention that they enjoyed many long conversations.”


Buck smiled. “The rabbi’s willingness to listen drew Asa out of his shell. I’ll try to do the same with my patients. There’s a great need and considerable ignorance about mental illness, particularly involving casualties of war. Not all scars are visible. I expect caring, compassion and listening will be far more effective than the usual pills or potions.”


Miriam came up beside her husband. “We mothers have always known that.”

 “Touché,” said Buck. He hesitated for a minute, then asked to be excused. “I want to see Emma.”

 “Oh, dear me,” Miriam said. “I should have had you taken to her immediately. She’s anxious to see you.”

 “Is she all right?”

 “I’ll let you decide.” She motioned to Gibbeon. “Please take Dr. Thomson to see Emma.”

 “Yes, ma’am.”


The young man led Buck to a small room over the stalls of the carriage house. Emma lay on a cot in the far corner under a lace-curtained window. Buck tried not to show it but he was shocked by her appearance. She had withered even more than the last time he’d seen her. Her dark rheumy eyes lit up, however, when she saw him in the doorway. She reached out a scrawny hand.

 “Oh, my baby’s home. At last. Now I can find my rest.” Her voice was faint and husky yet there was a strange joy in it.


He came closer. “Don’t talk like that, Emma. You’ll be up and dancing in no time.”

 “Lordy, chile, the only-est dancin’ I be doin’ be in a happier place. I’s plumb wore out, Mr. Buck, but it ain’t no matter. I’s done what the Lord done sent me to do. Now I’s ready for His call.”


He went to his knees at the side of the bed and clasped her hands in his. “Don’t leave me, Emma. I need you.” She brought her hands up to his cheeks and murmured softly. “Thank you, Jesus, you let me see my sweet baby one more time.”

 “Oh, Emma.”


A faint smile creased her wrinkled features and a light returned to her eyes.

 “Do you ‘member how you loved to read when you was a boy? I would come out on my porch and see you settin’ in your Daddy’s rocker on the piazza with a book in your lap for hours. Mister Clay, he was always tearin’ round the place on his pony or a horse with that yellow hair flopping up and down. But you was always quiet, ‘specially after your Momma passed. Sometimes you’d be up in that ole chinaberry tree readin’ your book. One day I axt you to come and read to me and it started. I learned about King Arthur and his round table and his knights. Then you read to me from those Cooper books about Indians that talked funny and had strange names. But best of all when you commenced reading to me from the Bible I axt where God was and you moved my finger under the letters G-O-D. You ’member all that?”


Buck was unaware of the tears coursing down his face as he answered. 


 “I remember Emma, and I remember how you rewarded me. You would pick up a hot sweet potato with those iron tongs from your fireplace and put it in a wooden bowl so I wouldn’t burn my hands. You’d peel off the top and put a blob of churned butter on it and I would eat it all. I can taste it now.”

 “Lord a mercy, you would look up and have that butter and tater all over your face. We would laugh and laugh.”


It seemed to Buck that this brief conversation had exhausted her. 



She let her hands drop and closed her eyes, then whispered, “Take care of Job.”


Buck remained by her side for a while and watched. Her breathing was shallow and slow. She was resting peacefully. He quietly climbed to his feet and with one backward glance, left the room.


To his surprise Gibbeon was waiting downstairs for him. As if by instinct the young man said nothing. He simply turned toward the house with him.

 “Please extend my thanks to the Graysons and the ladies. I’m going to my hotel. I can be reached there.”

 “Yes, sir,” the servant replied and disappeared into the house by the back door.
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Buck slept fitfully that night. He woke several times with images of Emma crowding his thoughts. He considered riding over to the Grayson estate and checking on the old slave woman, but he’d left word for them to send for him if he was needed, and he knew from experience that deathly ill patients could survive far longer than expected. He had no doubt that Emma was dying, but she might not pass for days. He turned over and finally fell back to sleep.


He rose with the sun, dressed and was about to go down to the dining room when there was a knock on the door. He swung it open and was startled to see Gibbeon standing there.

 “Dr. Thomson, sir, Mr. Grayson send his compliments and asked me to inform you that Emma passed in her sleep during the night. I’m sorry, sir.” His eyes were misty. “Mr. Grayson is making arrangements with Jeffcoat’s to take her to Jasmine tomorrow for the funeral.”

 “I thought of going to her last night and didn’t,” Buck murmured. “I should have.”

 “Sir, Sophie sat with her all night. She says after you left Emma never opened her eyes again. She passed in her sleep, peaceful.” His voice was choked.


The two men said nothing for almost a minute, then Gibbeon added, “Mr. Grayson, he sent me with the buggy if you care to return to the house with me. I can wait, if you need me to.”

 “I’ll come now.” Buck retrieved his coat from the arm of a chair, put it on and followed the tall, lanky black youth down the stairs.

 



 



 



 



 




Chapter
TWENTY-TWO

 



 



 




Franklin Drexel was enjoying his second cup of Irish breakfast tea from his secret hoard when he heard a woman scream. “What now?” he murmured to himself. Probably that new chamber maid frightened by another mouse. He shrugged and resumed reading the Charleston Courier report of cotton prices. A few moments later he heard male footsteps approach from the foyer. The butler, no doubt, to explain the disruption of the morning routine.


Without looking up, he asked, “What’s going on, Clarence?”


When the butler didn’t answer immediately, he looked up.

 “Hello, father.”


The bone china cup in Franklin’s hand fell to the marble tile floor and shattered into a thousand pieces.

 “Randolph?”

 “In the flesh.”

 “But—”


His son guffawed. “You should see the expression on your face, dear father.”

 “But . . . we were told you were dead, killed in a Yankee prison camp.”


Randolph laughed. “Surely you don’t believe Yankee lies.”


Franklin slumped against the back of the Louis Quatorze armchair. “This is quite a surprise. Why didn’t you get word to me—”

 “Dead men don’t write.”


The older man sucked in a deep breath and motioned to the chair opposite him. “Sit down.” He picked up the crystal bell beside his plate of grits, eggs and biscuits and rang it. When the butler appeared, he ordered a full breakfast for his son and a pot of coffee. “And have someone clean up this mess.”

 “Yes, sir.”

 “How are you, Clarence?” Randolph asked.

 “Well, sir, thank you. Welcome home, sir.”


Randolph chuckled when the major domo left the room. “If he gets any more pale, I swear he could pass for a white man.”

 “Well,” Franklin said sternly. “Explain. What happened?”


A girl who couldn’t have been more than fifteen came hesitantly into the room with a hand broom and dust bin and began sweeping up the broken china. As soon as she was finished, she fled as if she were on fire. Randolph watched her go and smiled lasciviously.

 “I asked you a question.”


Randolph snorted. “It’s a long story.”

 “Shorten it.”

 “I was in a prison near Baltimore and was offered parole on a condition of a fee. I wrote to Sarah and told her to pay it. Several weeks went by, and I hadn’t received an answer. I had no idea if she’d gotten my request or if she’d chosen to ignore it. Anyway, one day in the yard two men were fighting over a scrap of moldy fatback, when one stabbed the other to death. The captain of the guard arrived some minutes later. The culprit had fled into the crowd by then. The captain, a sorry excuse for an officer even by Yankee standards, directed the body be taken to the mass grave they’d prepared for the ones who’d died during the night. When he asked who the victim was, I told him his name was Randolph Drexel.”


Franklin stroked his chin pensively. “That explains the report that you were dead. How did you escape?”

 “They turned us all loose a couple of months ago. Without a penny or a horse. Have you ever eaten turnip root and hog jowl, Poppa? Quite good if it’s cooked long enough.”

 “No, and I don’t intend to. How’d you get home?”

 “I walked every damn step of the way here from Maryland. Where the hell’s Sarah? I went by our house. It was all locked up.”


Clarence reentered the room with the same scared black girl carrying a heavy silver tray. He supervised her setting the place where Randolph sat and putting the steaming food in front of him. Randolph didn’t thank her, but he did ask her name.

 “Topaz, sir.”

 “You’re very pretty, Topaz. I’m looking forward to seeing more of you.”


She mumbled something and darted from the room.

 “Prison certainly hasn’t changed you,” Franklin remarked.


Randolph smirked, picked up the Sterling-silver fork and began shoveling poached egg into his mouth. The yoke dribbled down his chin, but he ignored it. Franklin observed him with quiet disgust.

 “I repeat—” his mouth was still half-full “—where the hell is my wife?”

 “You divorced her, remember?”

 “There is no divorce in South Carolina.”

 “Makes no difference. You’re legally dead.”

 “What are you trying to tell me, dear father?”

 “Your widow has sold everything here and gone to Columbia with another man.”


His son glared at him in astonishment and slammed down the silverware, toppling another china cup to the floor.

 “That slattern.”

 “There’s more,” Franklin said, enjoying his son’s ire. “I tried on your behalf to lay claim to the estate and the brokerage but was thwarted in my most sincere efforts.”

 “On my behalf, father, when you thought I was dead?” He laughed viciously. “Perhaps you better fill me in on all the details.”
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 “So you refuse to help me regain my property.”


Simon Weinberg sat straight in his chair and faced the man he’d once thought a good match for Sarah Greenwald. How could he have been so wrong?

 “You’re legally dead, and as far as I’m concerned you can stay that way.”

 “A self-righteous lawyer.” Randolph laughed. “But don’t worry, counselor. I know she’s gone to Columbia with Buck Thomson. It shouldn’t be too difficult finding her in what Sherman left of that charming city. Father has already provided me with traveling funds—if only to get me out of Charleston.”

 “Let her be, Randolph. Nothing good will come of your causing her more grief.”

 “Oh, I’ll let her be after I’ve settled a few scores. Her father ruined my reputation and destroyed my livelihood, but he’s dead. Excuse me if I don’t mourn him. Her mother had me sent to the battlefield and ultimately to a prison camp. As for Sarah, she started it all by betraying me. Vengeance is sweet. Or will be on her and her goyishe paramour.”


Simon shook his head. “You seem to have forgotten the Book of Proverbs. He who digs a pit will fall into it, and he who rolls a stone, it will come back upon him.” He stood up. “Now, get out of my office.”


For a moment he thought his unwelcome visitor was going to strike him, but he didn’t. The coward turned on his heel and stormed out.

 “Chester,” Simon called once the door to the street had closed, “take this message to the stagecoach office immediately and give them instructions that it’s to be delivered upon arrival.”
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Everyone was sitting around the dining room table in the Grayson household. The mood was somber one minute, filled with humor the next as they recounted stories about Emma.

 “I remember the day your parents got married,” Miriam said. “Your momma was as nervous as a chicken before dinner. After all, she was marrying Raleigh Thomson, one of the wealthiest plantation owners in Richland County. Handsome devil. She was leaving a sheltered life in Camden to live among strangers, and it scared her half to death. But then your grandmother gave her Emma as a wedding present, and that helped. Emma was more of a momma to Mildred than her own mother. Stayed calm as a clam and hummed a spiritual the whole time she was getting Mildred into her wedding dress.”

 “Her biggest job was minding you and Clay,” Gus commented. 



Buck chuckled. “We could hide from our parents, but we could never fool Emma. She knew all our secret places.”

 “Did she have any children of her own?” Sarah asked.

 “Certainly not after she came to our house,” Buck replied, “but she never talked about herself. I believe she had family of sorts over near Gadsden. She even mentioned her sister’s girl nursing Job when he was an infant. And of course she delivered him as she had so many others.” He paused. “I’m ashamed when I think about how little I knew about her. I could always count on her, yet I was never interested enough to ask the most basic personal questions.”

 “Everybody loved her,” Miriam said. “She was one of those rare people who devoted herself to others and took her consolation in making them happy.”

 “Unfortunately I got to meet her all too briefly when she was old and ill,” Sarah said, “but listening to y’all talk about her, I feel like I’ve known her all my life. I wish I could’ve spent more time with her.”

 “The salt of the earth,” Gus contributed. 


 “Beg your pardon, sir,” Quintus said from the doorway. “They’s a letter for Miz Sarah.”

 “For me?” she exclaimed. “Who’d be sending me a letter here?”

 “The delivery boy’s outside and won’t give it to nobody but her personal.”


Sarah shrugged. “Very well.” She rose from her chair which Buck eased out from behind her, and proceeded to the foyer.


A moment later everyone heard her gasp. “It’s impossible,” she exclaimed. “He can’t be.”


Buck rushed out to her. The others, equally disturbed, followed. They found her sitting on the small chair by the front door, the yellow paper clutched in her right hand. Her face was pale white.


Without asking permission, Buck took the paper, unwrinkled it, scanned the words and muttered. “My God!”

 “What is it?” Gus and his wife asked simultaneously.


Buck placed his hand consolingly on Sarah’s shoulder and turned to the others. “Randolph Drexel is alive and on his way here to Columbia.”
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The next two hours were spent in speculation of how a dead man could be alive.

 “I was told he was stabbed to death and buried in a mass grave,” Sarah explained. “The camp commandant even showed me his name written in the death ledger.”

 “Were you given any of his effects?” Gus asked.

 “No. I asked about his gold watch but no one remembered having seen it. Under the circumstances it didn’t seem unreasonable, and I didn’t really care about it. I would have given it to his father, had I received it.”

 “So you had nothing but the word of a stranger that he’d been killed?” Gus asked.


His wife glared at him. “What else was she to do? She had no reason to suspect he wasn’t telling her the truth.”

 “I meant no disrespect,” he replied. “My point is that she could have been deceived, intentionally or by accident.”

 “What’s important,” Buck remarked, “is that Randolph Drexel’s alive and no doubt out for vengeance.”

 “Well,” Miriam told Sarah, “you certainly can’t go to Jasmine tomorrow. It’ll be much too dangerous for you to be out in public.”

 “I’ll send word to my bank guards,” Gus offered, “and have them come here and protect her while we’re gone. They’re good men. I can assure you, no one will get past them.”

 “No,” Buck decreed. “She’s not staying here alone. She’s going with us so I can protect her.”

 “That’s very noble of you, doctor,” Ruth remarked, “but I don’t see how you can protect her on the road. The last time—”

 “Mother!” Sarah stopped her.


The older woman bowed her head. “I’m sorry.”

 “No apology necessary, Mrs. Greenwald. I fully understand. You have my regrets and my sympathy.”

 “What do you have in mind?” Gus asked, clearly as interested in learning Buck’s plan as relieving the tension that had developed.

 “According to the dispatch—” he stretched it out on the table in front of him “—Randolph is in Charleston and will be leaving in the morning to come here to Columbia. Whether he already knows Sarah is staying at this house isn’t important. It won’t take him long to find out once he arrives. That’s why Sarah and her mother have to go with us to Jasmine. I don’t want him to find anyone here.”

 “A good plan,” Gus concluded. “By the way, I meant to tell you earlier. Rexford asked to go with us. Like you, he has fond memories of Emma and wants to see what’s left of Jasmine. Says he spent as much time there as he did at his own home.”

 “He still shoot?” Buck asked.


Gus grinned. “Not as well as you, but close. I’ll send word for him to bring his pistol. What about you?”


Buck had thought he’d retired his guns permanently. Obviously not. He would fire cannon, if need be, to protect Sarah.
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Buck returned to the hotel that evening in a state of agitation. He’d thought the crises in his life were behind him, that he could go forward with the woman he’d grown to love without having to take on more enemies. Once again he was confronted with the ugly fact that the world he’d grown up in, a world that seemed so genteel and orderly, so refined and sophisticated, was no more—and perhaps had never been that way to begin with. Nevertheless he missed the façade of civilization and decorum it had presented.


In his sitting room, he went to the corner where he’d stored the saddlebags he’d brought with him from the battlefields of Virginia. In one pocket were his medical supplies, his bone saw, his scalpels, needles and sutures, bandages and bottles of chloroform and laudanum. He had no use for them, but long habit required him to check that they were intact. He wouldn’t leave them behind—just in case . . .


In the other pocket of the saddlebag, he found what he was looking for. His brother’s Colt pistol. The cartridges were there as well, along with his binoculars. Clay’s Henry rifle was propped up in the corner.


He stared at the firearms. How much he wanted to abandon them. But that apparently was not to be. He loaded the Colt, leaving one chamber empty and lowered the hammer on it. He also filled the magazine of the rifle. Would Randolph Drexel hide in trees, as the redheaded assassin had? Would he be as accurate a marksman as Rufus Snead?


Would Buck have to take his life too?


The thought made him shudder. But if that’s what it took to protect Sarah, he would once again become a mankiller.
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Buck arrived at the Grayson house soon after seven the following morning. He’d gone first to Jeffcoat’s to make sure the arrangements Gus had earlier made were being followed precisely. The fastidious undertaker confirmed the hearse and gravediggers had departed before sunrise and would get to the plantation in time to prepare the gravesite before the others arrived. The memorial service was scheduled for shortly after noon.


Miriam had seen to it that the breakfast room sideboard was fully laden with victuals: eggs, pan-seared chicken livers, what Buck learned was kippered herring, biscuits, grits, and red-eye gravy, as well as honey and several varieties of jams and jellies.

 “You won’t find any butter for your biscuits or cream for your coffee, I’m afraid,” Gus explained to Buck and Rexford who’d arrived earlier. “We don’t mix dairy and meat.” He winked. “At home.”


Fish for breakfast had never been on Buck’s menu before. He was surprised, however, to discover that the salted, dried fish that had been marinated overnight, was delicious.


At eight o’clock the men escorted the ladies out to the waiting vehicles. Gus rode with his wife and Ruth Greenwald in the open landau with a driver. Sarah was in the second with Janey and Job. Gibbeon took the reins. Rexford followed on his feisty young stallion, Scamp, while Buck rode ahead on Gypsy.


The autumn air was cool and refreshing, the sunshine at odds with the mission of the small caravan that trekked east through gently rolling hills and sandy flatlands. The four-hour trip was uneventful and free of the swarms of insects that had plagued Buck’s earlier visit. At last the main road came to the brick columned gate of Jasmine. The carriages turned down the avenue of sprawling old live-oak trees. About halfway to the acre on which the plantation house had stood, Sarah asked Gibbeon to stop the carriage.


Buck’s spine stiffened. Had she seen something that alarmed her?

 “I want to take in the view,” she explained. “Buck, this place is lovely.”

 “I wish you could have seen it as it once was. To me now it appears desolate.”

 “Take another look around. These trees are regal. The fields beg for cultivation.”

 “The house is nothing but ashes, charred stone and brick.”

 “It can be rebuilt,” she told him, and he thought he heard a plea that it might be.

 “It’ll never be the same.”

 “I thought you didn’t like it the way it was.”


He stared at her. That certainly wasn’t the response he’d expected. “We better move on. The others are waiting.”


She smiled. “Yes, sir. Let us move on.”


The lead carriage had stopped in the circular driveway in front of what little was left of the looming mansion. Gibbeon pulled up behind it. Buck helped Sarah to the gravel path, while Rexford took Job so that Janey could climb down on her own. They joined the older people.

 “What a terrible shame,” Miriam muttered. “What a terrible tragedy. I remember—”

 “Miriam,” Gus cautioned, “let it go.”


She sniffled into a lace handkerchief. “I know. No one has a monopoly on regret. But still.”


The rhythmic sound of hoof beats and the crunching of iron tires on gravel, had everyone turning to gaze at the new arrival.


The lone occupant of the four-wheeler was a large red-bearded man wearing a black suit with a clerical collar. He alighted from the buggy with amazing agility for his size and approached the group.

 “It’s been so many years, Buck,” he said, extending his hand. “I had hoped our reunion might be under more pleasant circumstances.”

 “Thank you for coming, Reverend Christian. Please allow me to introduce Mr. and Mrs. Grayson—”

 “The banker. I know you by reputation, sir, though I’ve never had the pleasure of meeting you in person. You’ve been very generous to our community.” He turned to Miriam. “Mrs. Grayson, it’s indeed good to see you again. It would seem our work is done.”


She took his hand warmly. “Only the circumstances, Reverend. Our work is never done.”


Listening to them, Buck realized they’d toiled together in the Underground Railroad. With a smile and a shake of his head, he introduced Sarah and her mother.


Next came Janey and Job.


The minister smiled fondly. “Job doesn’t remember me, but I remember him. Emma brought him to me to be baptized. I’m afraid he didn’t particularly enjoy the experience. Cried through the whole thing, as I recall. Hello, young man.”


Janey urged him to greet the clergyman, which he did shyly, then looked to the chinaberry tree in front of Emma’s cabin. Buck followed his gaze, waiting for the four-year-old to say something. It was unclear if he understood what was going on, though Miriam had explained it to him in the most gentle and sympathetic terms.

 “Shall we get started?” Reverend Christian said.
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Randolph was both frustrated and excited. The trip to Columbia, a city he’d never liked, had been odious and uncomfortable in the horse cars of the trains he’d managed to bribe his way onto. But it was better than his walk home only to find his wife wasn’t there. The bitch.


No matter. She’d soon regret making a cuckold of him. And her mother would regret having him sent off to that stinking battlefield in Virginia.


The capital city looked even worse than he remembered it, now that most of it had been burned to the ground by that Yankee cracker Sherman. No matter. Randolph didn’t plan to be here long. A few years ago he would’ve challenged Doctor Elijah Buchanan Thomson to a duel, but the soldier’s life had taught him a few tricks gentlemen didn’t usually employ, and he was the man to use them. If he had his way he’d hang Thomson from a tree, the coward’s death, but there were other, equally effective ways to send a man to hell.


He’d pondered on the train how he was going to find this Dr. Thomson that Sarah chose to degrade herself with. Then it came to him. How do you find a doctor? By asking another doctor. It was at the office of the third physician that he finally struck gold.

 “Buck Thomson?” the rotund sawbones had said. “I’m not familiar with him personally, but I do know he’s good friends with Gus Grayson the banker. I’m sure he’ll be able to put you in touch with him.”


The Grayson house was impressive and not difficult to find. A black butler answered the door.

 “Doctor Thomson? He ain’t here, sir. They’s all gone to a funeral. Expects ‘em back later today. May I ask who’s calling and give him your name?”

 “That won’t be necessary. I’d like to surprise him.”
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The small party of mourners migrated to the site under the massive chinaberry tree. The gravediggers had suspended Emma’s plain pine casket on poles over the hole they’d finished excavating only minutes before. Jeffcoat’s men moved away and stood by the hearse as Reverend Christian positioned himself at the head of the coffin. He opened his prayer book and was about to begin the service when faces appeared along the sides of the dilapidated cabins.


Miriam followed his gaze, then called out to them. “Y’all come on up and stand with us. We’re all Emma’s friends. Everyone’s welcome to say goodbye to her. She would’ve wanted it that way.”


The minister echoed her invitation. “Let all come forward who wish to bid her a final farewell and usher her into the presence of the Lord, where there is joy and happiness forever.”

 “Amen.”


Buck and the others slowly turned at the sight of half a dozen black men and women, and two small children shuffling toward the interment site. They were all skinny, their clothing threadbare. They had their heads bowed in respect, but Buck imagined they were also uncomfortable in close proximity to people who had once lorded it over them and controlled their fate.


The rector’s words were reassuring. “Come stand with us and praise the Lord in thanksgiving for Emma, for we have come not to mourn her passing but to celebrate her life.”


When they stopped a few paces behind the white people, the minister again raised his prayer book but began speaking without reference to it.

 “O God, whose mercies cannot be numbered, accept our prayers on behalf of thy servant Emma, and grant her an entrance into the land of light and joy . . .”


Buck listened without hearing, except for the sobbing of the people behind him. How often had he sat under this tree, teasing Emma as she scrubbed clothes she’d drawn from the steaming metal tub with a wooden stick. As if her hands didn’t burn from the hot lye-soapy water, she would gently tease him back, ever mindful of her place. She smiled so easily, even when she had to have been exhausted, but the joy on her face was genuine when he’d recite “purdy” words from books she couldn’t read. How she loved poetry, the cadence and rhythm of verses with strange words and meaning even he didn’t yet comprehend.

 “Out of the depths I cried to thee, Lord, Lord, hear my prayer . . .”


There was open weeping now.

 “If anyone wishes to offer prayers or memories of Emma, please come forward,” the minister said. “Let us share the events and good deeds of her life here below.”


When no one came immediately forward Buck spoke up. “I don’t remember the exact words of the bible but the story of the widow’s mite describes her perfectly. Others gave great treasure, but she gave all she had.”

 “Praise the Lord,” a woman behind him called out, and suddenly a deep male voice commenced singing:

 



 “Nearer, my God, to Thee, nearer to Thee!

 “Though like the wanderer, the sun gone down,

 “Darkness be over me, my rest a stone;

 “Yet in my dreams I’d be nearer, my God, to Thee . . .

 




As they finished the last verse, the gravediggers stepped forward and slowly lowered the casket into the hole. As it was being set in place, the minister closed his book and from memory recited a final benediction:

 



 “Blessed are the dead who die in the Lord;

 “Even so saith the Spirit, for they rest from their labors.”

 




The gravediggers were pulling up the ropes by which they’d lowered the coffin when Job stepped forward and said softly, “Bye, bye, Emma.” He turned and threw himself against Miriam’s dress. She rubbed his shoulders tenderly.


It was more than Buck could take. Raw emotions cascaded through him, burned his throat and racked his body. He emitted an audible sob and dashed behind the chinaberry tree.


As he leaned against the massive trunk, the former slaves began a spiritual he’d heard them sing many times, even while working in the cotton fields.

 




Swing low, sweet chariot,


Coming for to carry me home . . .

 




As everyone was singing or humming, he felt a hand on his shoulder and turned to see Sarah gazing at him with sorrow-filled eyes. 


 “All of us have lost someone dear. We have a saying that death is merely moving from one house to another.”

 “She had such a hard life,” he said, barely able to get the words past the burning in his throat. “She did so much for others.”

 “And now she’s free.”


He removed a kerchief from his inside pocket and wiped his eyes and face. When he made no move from where he was, Sarah said, “You have so many friends here who are happy to see you’ve returned from the war safe and sound. Come meet them.”


He nodded. “Give me a minute.”

 “Take your time. There’s no hurry.” She brushed her fingers down the side of his jaw. “We’re not going anywhere, and neither will they.”


It took several minutes for him to master his emotions, longer than he thought it should have, and even then his control was tenuous. He stepped out from behind the chinaberry tree. Everybody had moved away from the gravediggers and were gathered around the minister’s buggy. Reverend Christian was removing his stole and folding it neatly. He looked up at Buck’s approach, his face somber but soft with understanding.

 “She was a fine woman,” he said. “I feel privileged to have known her. She was very proud of you.”


Uncertain how to respond to this tribute, Buck said, “It was a beautiful service, Reverend. Thank you for the prayers and benediction.” He turned to the black folks who stood a small distance away and went to them.

 “Thank you all for coming.”

 “You ‘member me, Mr. Buck? I’s Rastus. Used to tend your poppa’s horses.”

 “I remember you well. I never did meet anyone could calm a skittish horse as well as you.” He peered at the woman beside him. “Lulabelle, that you?”

 “Yessir, Mr. Buck, sure is.”


He greeted all but one of the others by name. The exception was a field hand who’d come on the place after he’d left home.

 “We sure be glad you’s back, Mr. Buck,” Benson said enthusiastically. “We planting come spring? I knows where you can buy seed. Two year old, but still good.”

 “We been working in the cotton gin over to Gadsden, but I sure would like to get back in the fields where things is quiet, ‘cept for the birds and mules. They’s always brayin’, but it sound a mighty bit better than in that gin house.”

 “You tells us when you wants us, Mr. Buck,” Dola Rose said. “Just leave word at the gin.”

 “It may be a while,” Buck temporized. He looked over at Sarah who was watching him and clearly listening as well. “But I’ll keep y’all in mind.”


They thanked him profusely and started wandering off on foot. He realized he had no idea where they lived or how they’d survived, or until now how much he’d missed them.


Sarah came up beside him. “They sure like you.”

 “I never beat them.”

 “From what I hear you tended all their needs.”

 “Somebody had to.”


She smiled in a way that said it didn’t have to be him. “Well, they haven’t forgotten.”

 “You ready to go?” he asked and started toward the group talking with Reverend Christian.


Rex approached. “I’ll be leaving now.”

 “You’re not coming with us?” Sarah asked.


He looked a little sheepish. “I have an appointment in town.”

 “A lady, no doubt,” Buck commented.

 “You know me too well.”

 “Thank you for coming, Rex. Let’s keep in touch.”

 “Definitely. I haven’t given up on convincing you we need good doctors in Columbia.” 



They shook hands. Buck and Sarah watched him limp toward his young stallion.

 “There’s something I want to do before we leave,” Buck told her.


He strode over to the cabin Emma had lived in most of her life. On the porch above the door was a horseshoe that had been there since before he was born. He reached up and pulled on it and was surprised it was so securely fastened to the ancient wooden crosspiece. He went inside, got a stool and climbed on it. It still took a mighty heave, but then, with a sharp crack it came loose and he dropped nimble-footed to the ground, horseshoe in hand.


The panicky neigh of a horse caught his immediate attention. He looked over to see Rex fighting to gain control of Scamp, but the stallion was strong and uncooperative. He reared again, then made a dash to the right. Rex tumbled off the side of the saddle, but the foot of his crippled left leg got caught up in the stirrup. Even more spooked now, the horse kept whirling and pitching. Suddenly there was a sickening snapping sound. Rex went completely limp. Rastus, the groom, raced over and grabbed the horse’s bridle, hung on and brought the animal to a standstill.


There was no mistaking what had happened. Semi-conscious and moaning in pain, Rex was suspended from the stirrup, his crippled foot at an unnatural angle.


Buck catapulted from the porch to the horse, which was still skittish. Rastus grabbed the stallion’s upper lip in a vice-like grip, stilling the animal. Carefully Buck removed the boot from the high stirrup and eased the leg to the ground. Nearly breathless, Rex’s upper body was writhing in pain.


One of the black men separated himself from the group and drew closer, curious to see what was happening. Buck looked up. “Benson, get my saddle bag off Gypsy. Hurry.”

 “Yessir.”

 “Rex, I’m going to have to cut your boot off. I’m sorry,” he said, referring not to the boot but to the added pain he was about to inflict.

 “That’s . . . all right,” Rex said haltingly. “I don’t think . . . I’ll be needing it . . . anymore.”


Benson placed the saddle bag on the ground beside Buck.


Reverend Christian appeared behind him. “Tell us what else you need, doctor.”

 “A board to use as a splint and something to tie the leg in place. Anybody have a sharp knife?”


One of the gravediggers stepped forward, pulled a large, wicked-looking blade from a leather scabbard and handed it to him.

 “Somebody hold his shoulders and his left thigh down,” Buck instructed. “This is going to hurt.”

 “Just do it,” Rex muttered between clenched teeth.


Another gravedigger offered him a stick to bite on, then pressed down on his shoulders. A gurgling grunt erupted from Rex’s throat as Buck proceeded to slit the fine leather boot from top to heel and slowly eased it off. Already the ankle and foot had turned a sickening purple and blood was oozing from the site where a spicule of bone had lacerated the skin above the joint. Buck knew what had to be done, but he kept his counsel for the present.


Digging into the saddle bag, he removed a flask of laudanum, gently raised Rex’s head and told him to sip. “It’ll take a minute, but then this’ll ease your pain.” He looked up at the clergyman. “Where can we take him?”

 “To the vicarage. We’ll have to use the hearse though.”


The people around them grew round eyed with shock at the unconventional use of the long, glass enclosed vehicle, but it was clearly the best suited of the conveyances available, all of which were smaller and afforded no room for anyone to lie down. The hearse’s driver brought it alongside the injured man.


By the time a weathered board and old harness straps had been brought, the laudanum had taken effect. Rex moaned softly but no longer seemed in distress. Buck proceeded to secure the mangled limb to the board.

 “What will you need at the vicarage?” Reverend Christian asked. Buck had no doubt the man knew what was coming.

 “A table large enough to lay him on. Lash two together if necessary. Then place my instruments and sutures in a pot of boiling water and leave them there until I arrive. I’ll also need a white napkin, a tea strainer and plenty of clean bandages.”


Within minutes the logistics had been worked out. Buck and Sarah would accompany Rex in the hearse, while Gus would go ahead with the others. Ruth and Miriam volunteered to cut up sheets for bandages. Gypsy and Scamp were tied to the rear of the carriage.


Inside the narrow glass-encased compartment, aware of the woman across from him, Buck ruminated as he crouched beside his patient. He’d sworn he’d never perform another amputation, and now he was about to cut off the lower half of his friend’s leg.
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It amazed Sarah that the preparation took longer than the operation. Buck instructed her in meticulous detail on her duties as his anesthetist. After administering a generous dose of laudanum to make Rex sleepy, she’d placed a napkin over the tea strainer and held it an inch above his nose and mouth. At Buck’s direction she dripped chloroform slowly onto the cloth and watched Rex’s eyes. If his pupils started to dilate she was to slow the rate.

 “Reverend,” Buck said, “I’m going to need you to hold his leg steady while I cut.”

 “But you’re using chloroform.” Clearly the minister wasn’t eager to be part of the surgical team.

 “He won’t feel anything, but his body doesn’t know that,” Buck explained. “He’ll jerk as if he did.” 



Christian held Rex’s injured leg in a firm grip between the knee and the tourniquet below it. Sarah could see only some of what was going on. She was astounded how fast the amputation went. What disturbed her most was the sound of the bone saw and the sight of Buck lowering the severed foot to the floor. Within minutes he had sutured the skin flaps and dressed the wound.

 “You can both ease up now,” he said, as he mopped his brow. “It’s all over.”
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Buck finished washing his hands of Rex’s blood, stretched his spine and strolled out onto the porch of the vicarage. It was late afternoon now. There was barely enough time left for Gus and the ladies to reach Columbia before darkness overcame them. He’d already discussed sleeping arrangements with the minister. Buck would stay on the settee in the parlor with Rex, Sarah would sleep upstairs in the guestroom, and Jeffcoat’s men could sleep in the loft of the barn. They would set off for Columbia in the morning, provided Rex got through the night without complications.


Miriam was sitting in one of the porch rockers when Buck stepped outside.

 “How is he?”

 “Everything went well. Medically. How he recovers from what happened—”

 “Is up to him,” she said, finishing his thought. “You did what you had to do and saved his life.”

 “His life was never in real danger.”

 “Because you were here. The Lord Provides, blessed be His name.”


Buck sagged into the other rocker. Exhausted.

 “Gus is getting things ready, then we’ll be leaving,” Miriam said after a minute of silence. “Before we go, may I ask you a question?”


He nodded.

 “Why did you want that horseshoe?”

 “I’m not sure exactly,” he answered honestly. “It’s been there as long as I can remember, but every once in a while I’d catch Emma staring at it, and she’d get a funny expression on her face, as if it held some secret, special meaning for her.”

 “Did you ever ask her about it?”

 “Once, when I was a kid. She just smiled and said the horse it belonged to was going to carry her to bliss. I must have been pretty young, because I remember asking her where bliss was, on the other side of Columbia? She’d howled with laughter until I thought she was going to cry, then reminded me to always hang a horseshoe with the ends pointing up, otherwise all the good luck would fall out.”


Miriam smiled. “Even the unlucky need luck.”


Buck gazed over at her, at the melancholy expression in her brown eyes. “Is there more to this than it being just a common good-luck charm?”


She bowed her head, then continued. “We got to be friends in the weeks after she came to live with us. She and I had something in common, a long heritage as a people striving against oppression. She knew her days were numbered. Awareness didn’t make her sad. On the contrary, it allowed her to unburden herself about things she hadn’t shared with anyone in decades. I was happy to listen.”


Like the rabbi had been happy to listen to Asa pour out his soul. There was something special and cathartic, Buck was beginning to realize, in letting people ramble on about what was inside them.

 “What did she tell you?”


Miriam grew pensive for a long moment as she peered into space, then she went on.

 “His name was Marcellus Deeds. He was a free black from somewhere down around Savannah, came through here selling small musical instruments, reed pipes, flutes, castanets, that sort of thing. Also hand-carved figurines and other doo-dads. Made them all himself. Apparently he was quite talented with a knife.

 “Emma was young then, maybe sixteen or seventeen—she wasn’t sure—but not more than twenty. She’d come to Jasmine with your momma, as her personal servant. Then Marcellus showed up on his buckboard. He was visiting all the local plantations, selling his wares to owners and overseers, anybody with money, mostly for their children. Penny flutes were a favorite.

 “He and Emma hit it off on first sight. I reckon she was a fetching lass as a teenager. She figured Marcellus was maybe ten years older, in his mid-twenties—he probably didn’t know himself—and to hear her tell it, he was as bright and handsome as they came, quick-witted and smooth-talking with all the charm and self-confidence of a plantation owner’s son.”


Buck thought of Clay who fit that description perfectly.

 “Marcellus hung around here longer than was profitable—he’d sold all anybody was going to buy—and he had to move on, but not before he’d proposed to Emma. They had two problems though. First, she was a slave owned by Mildred, and your momma wasn’t about to emancipate her. Second, Marcellus didn’t have the kind of money it would take to buy her freedom, ten-thousand dollars at least, when he was earning less than a hundred dollars cash a year. And that was assuming your poppa would even countenance selling her.”

 “Especially to a black man,” Buck pointed out harshly. “Father had very definite ideas about people staying in their place and what they had a right to.”

 “Nevertheless Marcellus swore he’d find a way to raise the money, that he’d come back, buy her freedom, they’d get married and go off, maybe out west, to raise a family of their own. He didn’t have a ring to give her, so before he left, he presented her with a baby Jesus he’d carved out of hickory as his token of their engagement.”


Buck stared at Miriam. “My God!” he exclaimed. “You’re not talking about the one Momma used in our Christmas crèche every year? Surely not that one.”


Miriam paused, then nodded. “When your momma discovered it among Emma’s things, she accused her of stealing it. Emma swore he’d given it to her and explained why. Mildred only half believed her is the way Emma explained it to me, so for safekeeping, to make sure nobody stole it from her, your momma took it and promised to return it to Emma when Marcellus came back for her.”

 “I can’t believe Momma would—” Buck shook his head. “Did he?” But he already knew the answer.

 “Emma never saw or heard from him again.”


Buck hung his head. “What happened to him?”


Miriam gave a fatalistic little shrug. “When Emma told me about Marcellus Deeds last month, I put out inquiries to see if any of my sources or their contacts had information about him, but it’s been forty years since he disappeared. Maybe he’d lied to her and never intended to come back. Maybe he died of a fever, had an accident, or was killed for some real or imagined offense. Free blacks have always lived precarious lives. Maybe he was a runaway slave posing as a freed man and got caught. There’s no telling. He might even have found someone else. Personally, I like to think he was sincere and something beyond his control prevented him from keeping his promise.”

 “But she never forgot him,” Buck murmured, saddened by this new revelation.


Miriam nodded. “Emma was a smart woman. She’d figured out a long time ago he wasn’t coming back, but she couldn’t abandon all hope that someday he might turn up. I imagine every time an unfamiliar wagon pulled into the delivery yard her heart did a little lurch, wondering if it was him.”


Forty years of waiting for the man who’d promised her freedom. Freedom finally came, but too late for her to enjoy it. The man never did. May she rest in peace.

 “What about the horseshoe? What does it have to do with this Marcellus Deeds?”

 “Just before he left, his horse threw a shoe. He replaced it himself and tossed the old one in the junk pile. When your momma took the baby Jesus, Emma went to the pile and got the shoe and nailed it over her door. She took consolation in knowing no one would bother her about a worthless old, worn-out horseshoe.”

 “And the baby Jesus?”

 “She asked your poppa for it when your momma died, but Raleigh refused to give it to her, claimed she had no right to it. Emma looked for it after the house fire but never found it.”


Buck wasn’t unmindful of the irony. The big, imposing, proud plantation house had been destroyed, along with the graven image of the messiah who would come one day to set the world free of sin. Yet the tiny, insignificant, humble slave shack had survived, along with a rusted old useless piece of iron.

 “Why didn’t Emma take the horseshoe with her when you brought her to your house?” he asked.

 “After she told me her story, I asked her that very question. She said it didn’t matter anymore.”


So Emma had at last lost hope, yet Buck couldn’t imagine her falling into despair.

 “After a lifetime of serving others,” he noted, “everything and everyone that had meant anything to her was gone.”

 “Except you.” Miriam stated emphatically. “She liked the kind of man you’ve become, what you’ve done with your life, how you’ve always helped people.”


Would she have felt the same way if she’d found out he’d become a mankiller, that he’d killed Job’s uncle? He’d never know, and perhaps that was just as well. He’d done what he had to do, like cutting off men’s arms and legs while they screamed in agonizing pain. But hadn’t she delivered babies while their mommas screamed as well. Maybe she would understand after all.


What truly appalled him was his mother’s behavior. How could she have been so heartless as to take away the symbol of a young woman’s hope? Did she really think it would be stolen from Emma’s cabin? Or was this another example of the paternalism that was so ingrained and automatic in the slaveholding aristocracy? Safeguarding the delicately carved wooden figurine would have been one thing, but to then put it proudly on display every Christmas as if it were her own for all her friends to admire, in the very presence of the chattel-slave who had the moral claim on it, was, in Buck’s estimation, an act of inexcusable cruelty. Yet for thirty years Mildred Thomson had done exactly that, and during those same thirty years Emma had served her mistress faithfully and even warmly.


What an incredible woman she was. The parable of the widow’s mite wasn’t exactly right. Others didn’t give great treasure, they took
it. But Emma still gave all she had. Buck recalled another verse from St Matthew: And the Master said, Well done, my good and faithful servant.
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Gus ambled to the porch rail. “Miriam, we’re ready to leave. We need to hurry. I don’t want to be on the road after dark. We’ll drop Ruth off at her house on the way home.”

 “Take Rex’s pistol with you,” Buck instructed him. “In case you run into trouble.”

 “You’re thinking Drexel—”

 “Highly unlikely,” Buck cut him off. “If he’s even gotten to Columbia from Charleston, I seriously doubt he knows where we are, so the likelihood of an ambush between here and there is not very high, but—”

 “Better safe than sorry.”

 “Amen.”


Miriam shot worried glances between the two men. “I have no problem with you carrying a gun,” she told her husband. “You may not be the crack shot Buck is, but you’re competent.”

 “Thank you, my dear.”


She ignored the sarcasm. “However, I think it would be wise to keep the weapon hidden. The last time Ruth rode into Columbia—”

 “You’re right, of course,” Gus said. “This day has been upsetting enough. She’s already concerned that Sarah isn’t going back with us.”

 “We’ll be fine,” Buck assured her. “We have four men accompanying us, and they’re all armed.”


Ten minutes later, after a tearful farewell among the women, Gus shook the reins of the lead team and the caravan set off down the road, heading west.


As the day ended, the vicar served his guests a simple but wholesome supper. The three of them took turns checking on the patient whose pallet had been placed on the floor of the parlor in case he unconsciously made an effort to get up. They spoke of prosaic things, recounted a few bland recollections of days gone by and finally, exhausted by the day’s emotional events, turned in early. Buck wanted to kiss Sarah goodnight—and more—but circumstances mitigated against it.
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Unfortunately things didn’t fall into place the way Randolph had planned. As the sun was setting, a closed carriage pulled up in front of the Grayson house. He watched the banker and his wife alight, followed by a young Negro girl, and a white boy. There was no sign of Sarah, her paramour, or her mother. Where the hell were they?
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The following morning Buck and Sarah set out with Rex in the hearse. Since the vehicle was not designed for comfort, they were forced to move slowly over the poorly maintained roads. Sarah accepted the task of administering laudanum to Rex periodically to minimize his distress.


Before they headed west, however, Buck insisted on a short detour back to Jasmine. It would add a few minutes to their journey, but he wanted one last time to see the place of his birth and the simple grave where Emma had been laid to her eternal rest.


Nothing had changed, but for the mound that marked her final home.

 “Stop,” he suddenly shouted when they came in sight of the slave shacks.


He climbed out of the funeral carriage and approached the chinaberry tree. Someone had carved a single word in its thick trunk.


EMMA


He touched the shape of the horseshoe in his pocket. So much had happened here. So many lives spent. And for what? He rested his head against the rough bark. Was it all wasted?


He returned to the hearse. Sarah gave him a soft smile that beckoned for him to tell her his thoughts but said she would respect his privacy if he chose to say nothing.


In fact, they rode in silence for several miles.

 “I’ve decided not to sell Jasmine,” he announced at last. “I’m not sure what I’ll do with it, but I can’t sell Emma’s home and mine, and Job’s patrimony.”


She placed her hand on his. “I’m glad. It’s your patrimony too.”

 “It is, and God help me for it.”
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Randolph had resumed his surveillance of the Grayson house shortly after sunrise. It was possible his fornicating wife had returned to the city during the night, but it was unlikely. Traveling after dark was hazardous in good times and these certainly weren’t. The doc would want to protect his “little woman,” which meant they’d be holed up somewhere. He didn’t care to think about what they might be doing.


He continued to watch the Grayson place but nothing happened. No one left, no one arrived. He was bored, but no more bored than he’d been sitting in a Yankee prison yard all day. At least now he had a hip flask to wet his whistle. It didn’t contain the quality liquor of his father’s crystal decanters—this was Monongahela, which would rot the guts of an Iroquois Indian—but it was better than nothing.


By noon he was fed up and decided to take a new approach. 



If his wife and this doctor were having an illicit relationship, they might not stay at his friend’s house.


He checked the hotels outside the burned center of the city and finally discovered Dr. Thomson was registered at the Sand Hills.

 “I’m glad I finally found him,” he told the white desk clerk. “We were in the war together and lost track of each other in the last hectic days after the fighting stopped. Was his lady with him?”


The clerk hesitated, no doubt mindful of his employer’s instructions to be discreet about their guests and associates. Randolph produced a silver dollar and started slipping it across the marble counter.

 “He registered by himself,” the clerk informed him, his eyes on the hard currency. “But he’s staying in the John C Calhoun suite, which is quite large.”

 “He always was a man of tastes. Any idea when he’ll be returning?” He kept his finger on the silver piece.

 “No, sir.”

 “Well, I’ll catch up with him later.” He made a small circling motion with the coin. “Is that all you can tell me?”

 “That’s all I know, sir.”


Randolph grunted, pocketed the money, turned and walked out.
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Buck, Sarah and Rex arrived in Columbia shortly after noon. Rex had tolerated the trip well, with the aid of a few sips of laudanum administered at regular intervals by Sarah. They went directly to Ruth’s house a quarter mile from the Grayson residence. Ruth had plenty of room, a full staff of servants and eager willingness to nurse the crippled young man who had no immediate family in the city.


The funeral carriage drawing up outside her front door stirred a few of the neighbors’ lace curtains and no doubt occasioned shocked comments behind them, especially when a living man was carried into the house instead of a dead person being carted out.


Rex was settled in the back parlor downstairs. Sarah would stay upstairs in a room next to her mother’s. The two women planned to take turns seeing to their houseguest’s needs.

 “You’re obviously in very competent hands, my friend,” Buck told Rex after checking his sutures one more time. “And since you are, I have no qualms about leaving you to go to my hotel and get cleaned up. You have enough laudanum to tide you over till I get back with a fresh supply.”

 “I’m very grateful, Buck. If there’s ever anything I can do—”

 “Rest and get well—” he patted his patient’s shoulder “—and be nice to your nurses.”


The hearse driver had left Gypsy and Scamp tied to a hitching post. He rode his gelding and led the stallion—whom he suspected wouldn’t be a stallion much longer—to the Sand Hills Hotel livery stable. On the way he stopped at an apothecary shop and purchased two flagons of laudanum and several rolls of bandages. He was anticipating a hot bath and shave, followed by a short nap before returning to Ruth’s house.

 “Good afternoon, doctor,” the clerk at the desk said as he reached into one of the cubbyholes behind him for Buck’s room key. “Oh, you had a visitor a couple of hours ago, said he’d catch up with you later. Did he find you?”

 “A visitor?” Perhaps Gus had stopped by. “Did he give his name?”

 “No, sir. And I didn’t recognize him. Not one of the locals.”

 “What did he look like?”


He pursed his lips. “About your size and build. Rather coarse and weathered looking, if I may say so, but spoke like a gentleman. Said you were friends from the war. Had a Charleston accent.”

 “A Charleston accent, you say?” The only person he knew with anything resembling a Charleston accent was Asa, but he was several inches shorter than Buck and smaller in build. As much as Buck liked and admired the young man, no one would credit him with speaking like a gentleman. Then it hit him and a shiver ran down his spine. This could be but one person. “Did he say what he wanted to see me about?”

 “No, sir. He was very insistent on learning when you’d be returning though. Naturally I—”

 “Did he happen to mention where he was going from here?”


The clerk shook his head. “Only that he would catch up with you later.” He offered Buck his key. “Will you be wanting—”


Ignoring the key and the rest of the question, Buck ran out the door and around the corner to the stable. 


 “I need Gypsy immediately,” he told the livery man.

 “Now? Sir, he’s all wet. I was bathing him like you told me.”


Buck muttered a curse under his breath. “What about Scamp?”

 “Getting ready to do him now.”


Buck didn’t like riding stallions, and Rex’s had already proved untrustworthy, but he had no choice. “Saddle him, and quickly.”

 “Whatever you say, sir.”


The groom was probably not being intentionally slow, but the simple process of getting the horse from his stall, putting on his bridle and bit, the saddle blanket, then the saddle itself seemed to take an eternity. The horse kept skittering around too, further slowing the process. During that time, Buck checked the pistol he’d been carrying in his coat pocket for the last two days. Five bullets. That should be enough.
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Randolph returned to the Grayson house in time to see the elderly couple, whom he recognized from the previous day, presumably the banker and his wife, leave the house on foot. Should he follow them or should he keep the house under surveillance? Where were they going? Where were Sarah and her lover? Did they have a private nest of their own? Restlessness won out. Randolph trailed behind the old folks from a discreet distance on the other side of the street.


Fifteen minutes later the pair rang the doorbell of a fine house on Pendleton. A few moments later it was opened by the witch herself, Ruth Greenwald.


Well, it looks like I struck the mother lode. Wherever momma is, dear, sweet Sarah can’t be far away. Now all I have to do is sip and wait.


He removed the silver flask from his hip pocket and took a swig. Was Dr. Thomson already inside with her, or were they off somewhere doing things that weren’t respectable? He twisted his mouth at the taste of the Monongahela. As Sarah Drexel’s husband he was entitled to her estate, which had no doubt increased considerably in size following her father’s death. Franklin had told Randolph all about it, and his attempt to lay claim. Nice try, Poppa. No matter. Soon Randolph would be enjoying bourbon at least as good as his old man’s.


He’d just replaced the flask in his pocket when the front door opened again and the well-dressed couple emerged. Randolph’s heart lurched. This time it wasn’t Ruth at the door but Sarah. It had been more than two years since he’d seen her. She was even more beautiful than he remembered. While he was languishing in a filthy Yankee prison, how many other men had she been sharing her favors with? Smiling, she stood at the open door for a moment and waved to her guests as they strolled back the way they’d come. They passed within five feet of where he was pressed against a brick pillar. His heart was pounding now, from the danger, from the excitement, but mostly in anticipation of what was to come. He craved action, the kind that only violence and women could satisfy.


Should he charge into the house after her? Was Thomson inside? Randolph still didn’t know. Did it make any difference? She was there. Ruth was there. Two out of three. When he was finished with them he wouldn’t have any trouble finding the elusive Dr. Thomson. In fact, the doc would be looking for him, which was fine.


He was about to cross the street and ring the doorbell when he heard the hoof beats of an approaching rider. He darted back into his hiding place. A dappled gray stallion trotted to the Greenwald house and the rider dismounted. Randolph examined him carefully. Tall and slender, lithe on his feet, and broad shouldered. He carried himself with the aristocratic arrogance of someone born with a silver spoon in his mouth. This had to be Buck Thomson, medical doctor and lecher.


Even before the plantation owner’s son reached the front door, it flew open and Sarah smiled in welcome, took his hand and led him inside. The door closed discreetly.


Randolph tamped down the flare of temper that threatened to expose him. It was time for what the army called reconnaissance. Looking both ways down the tree-lined street, and seeing his path clear, he rapidly crossed over to the corner of the house. Skulking down the length of it, he peered through the ground-floor windows. Every room he viewed was empty of people—until he reached the one at the end. He couldn’t be sure he heard voices, but the possibility that he had made him more circumspect. He inched up to the sill and peeked inside.


The man who’d arrived a few minutes ago was sitting on the foot of a narrow bed, changing the dressing on a man’s leg, or more precisely the stump of his leg. Sarah was standing at the head of the bed, pulling the cork from a blue bottle. Probably laudanum, Randolph concluded. Well, Mr. One-Leg wasn’t going to be any trouble at all.


He felt that thrill of anticipation. They were all here. Dr. Thomson. Sweet Sarah and her bitch of a mother. The old bat probably didn’t consider it ladylike to see a man’s stump. He watched her leave the room. A moment later, through the open door to the hall, he caught a glimpse of her black dress ascending the staircase. Randolph snickered. She probably had her own stash of laudanum in her bedroom to calm her delicate nerves. Delicate, my foot. He looked at the man in the bed and almost laughed out loud.


He took another gulp from his bottle. Time to claim what was his.
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 “Excuse me, Miz Sarah,” the butler said from the doorway, “but there’s a man outside sneaking through the bushes around the house and peeping in the windows.”


Buck’s head shot up. That could mean only one person. Randolph had found them. The shock on Sarah’s face was unmistakable. What concerned Buck even more was the flash of fear he caught in her eyes.

 “Sarah, go upstairs immediately and stay with your mother. Don’t come down till I tell you it’s safe.”

 “But—” she seemed momentarily paralyzed “—but what about Rex’s laudanum?”

 “Please don’t argue. There’s no time to lose.”

 “You think it’s Randolph?” She knew it was.

 “We can’t take any chances. Now please go. I’ll stay here with Rex.” He turned to the butler. “Make sure the doors and windows are all locked and the shades drawn. Hurry.”

 “Yessir.” Duncan didn’t ask the questions Buck could see on his face. He turned back into the hall. Sarah was right behind him. Buck was about to start rewrapping Rex’s stump when there was a crash and the sound of shattering glass exploding from the rear of the house.

 “Don’t move,” a man’s gruff voice ordered. “Anybody who twitches gets shot.”


Sarah glanced at Buck through the doorway. Her eyes were wide and said it all. It’s him. It’s Randolph. You were right.


Small consolation. Buck reached for the Colt in his coat pocket.

 “Thomson,” the intruder shouted defiantly. “Get out here with your hands up or I’ll shoot her.”


Buck weighed his options. There weren’t many. He quickly leaned over Rex, slipped his hand under the covers and whispered a few hasty words. Whether Rex understood what he said wasn’t clear. Buck was about to ask him when Randolph bellowed out a new command.

 “You got three seconds, doc. One. Two—”

 “Coming!” Buck bolted to the doorway and out into the hall with his hands raised. He positioned himself at Sarah’s side.


Duncan had backed into a corner by the staircase, his hands extended high over his head.

 “How many servants you got here?” Randolph asked, his gun still pointed directly at Sarah.

 “Just me and the cook, massa.”

 “Call her.”

 “Rosie? Rosie, come here.” His voice was unsteady.


A woman’s gray-haired head appeared from the kitchen door at the other end of the dining room.

 “Tell her to get out here,” Randolph repeated harshly.

 “Rosie.” Duncan’s voice trembled.


The black woman, who wasn’t up to the butler’s shoulder in height, approached with hands wrapped in her apron.

 “Where does that lead to?” Randolph nodded to the small portal under the stairs.

 “To the cellar, sir,” Duncan replied.

 “Both of you, go down there and be quiet. Understand?”

 “Yessir,” he said. The woman shied like a whipped dog as she circled toward it. Seconds later their feet could be heard clattering down the wooden steps.


Randolph moved over to the portal door and slammed it, then shot the outside bolt. His focus on Sarah hadn’t wavered. “Now, my dear adulterous wife, it’s time for you—”

 “You know, Randolph, I liked you a lot better when you were dead.”

 “Sarah,” Buck cautioned under his breath, but she wasn’t listening. He saw Randolph raise his gun and take a step back as his finger tightened on the trigger. 



Suddenly there was an explosion at his feet.


Randolph stared down at a shattered flowerpot but quickly regained his composure before glancing up to the landing above. “Come on down here, Ruth. Damn you.”


No sound.

 “If you don’t come down in the next five seconds, I’ll shoot your daughter. Maybe kill her or just let her suffer. One. Two—”

 “I’m coming. I’m coming,” Ruth protested.


She descended the regal staircase slowly, arthritically, one painful step at a time. Buck understood what she was doing, stalling, no doubt in the hope that the distraction would give him an opportunity to draw his pistol. 


 “Stand over there with your daughter and her boyfriend,” Randolph ordered her when she finally reached the bottom of the stairs.


Ruth clung to Sarah’s waist. 


 “My, what a cozy little family y’all make.”

 “Help me, damn it,” Rex shouted angrily. Everybody’s eyes turned toward the sickroom. “My leg’s bleeding. Bad.”


Was it? Buck wondered. It hadn’t been a minute ago.

 “The pain,” Rex cried out. “It’s killing me. I need laudanum.”

 “But—” Sarah started to say before she caught herself.

 “Help me. God, I’m bleeding bad.”

 “You’ve got to let Dr. Thomson help the poor man,” Ruth pleaded. “He has nothing to do with this.” 


 “Somebody . . . you got to stop the bleeding. I don’t want to die. Please, somebody help me. Buck, please.”

 “Randolph, really,” Ruth said, as if speaking to a child. “He’s innocent. The poor man’s—”

 “God damn it,” Rex cursed in exasperation. “First you cut off my leg and now you’re letting me bleed to death. Oh God, why? What did I ever do to you?”


Randolph appeared both confused by the situation and angry at the distraction from the other room.

 “I’m dying in here.” Rex was sobbing now. “I’m in pain. And not one of you bastards will help me. Please, at least give me something for the pain. P-l-e-a-s-e. God, it hurts.”


At last Randolph seemed to make up his mind. He waved his gun toward the door. “All of you, in there. Now.”


Rex was wailing. “I’m in pain.” He moaned. “I’m bleeding bad.” He sounded pathetic. “I’m dying.” He implored piteously. “Help me!”


The hostages hastened into the dimly lit room. “You women sit over there.” Again Randolph motioned with his weapon, this time toward the settee across from the bed.


The first thing Buck noted was that Rex’s stump really was bleeding. 


 “Doc,” Randolph shouted impatiently over the keening of the man sprawled on the bloody sheets, “Shut him up quick or I will.”


Buck hated turning his back on his adversary, but he had no choice. He was leaning over his patient when Ruth moaned, “All that blood. I . . . I think I . . . I’m going to faint.”


Over his shoulder, Buck saw the elderly woman sway and Sarah grab her under the arms. “Let me help you, Momma.” She seated her on the settee.


Ruth placed the back of her wrist dramatically on her forehead and mumbled. “That bloody stump . . .”


While Randolph’s attention was diverted to the two women, Buck reached under the covers. He started to turn when Sarah screamed, “No-o-o.”


Like a tiger, she leapt to the man standing in the middle of the room and reached for his arm. Two shots rang out simultaneously. 
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When the smoke cleared, the body of Randolph Drexel lay in a pool of blood in the middle of Ruth Greenwald’s back sitting room.


Sarah stared at it, her pulse hammering in her ears. Or was it the reverberations of the gunshots? How strange that Randolph should look so calm, so relaxed, so still. She had betrothed herself to this man, promised to love, honor and obey him, and for a few months she had felt not quite love but at least affection for him. He had given her a baby. Then he’d taken it away. Affection had turned to pain and loathing and finally hatred. What she’d feared most was that he’d also destroyed her capacity to love.


Until Dr. Thomson appeared in her life. Buck made her feel what she’d never experienced before, certainly not with Randolph—a bond, a union of spirits. Without realizing it she’d found love, not the kind that consumed but the kind that fulfilled.


Buck’s expression was subdued as he placed his fingers on the neck of the human form on the floor.

 “This time he really is dead,” he announced somberly. 



Sarah felt an arm tug at her waist, looked over and saw her mother’s stoic face.

 “It’s as it should be, my dear. When the righteous in a man departs, evil enters.”


Sarah threw herself into her mother’s arms. “I tried to love him, Momma. Truly, but—”

 “He didn’t deserve your love, sweetheart, and never appreciated what he couldn’t give himself. Let Him who is Eternal judge his merits, and let us move on with our lives.” Ruth led her daughter to the settee and sat beside her. They squeezed each other’s hands.

 




#

 




A .44 caliber hole was centered directly over the heart of Randolph Drexel. Buck wondered if Sarah’s husband had known of Buck’s reputation with firearms and if it made any difference. He gazed down at the corpse. He’d just killed another man, but as with the others, he felt no regret. This man too had deserved to die. 



He surveyed the room. The smell of gun powder hung heavy in the smoky air. Had Sarah not bolted when she had and struck Randolph’s gun arm, Buck might be a cadaver on the floor as well. She’d saved 
his life. Again. Not just physically. But they could discuss all that later. At the moment he had a more critical situation to attend to. He rushed over to the bed.

 “You certainly played your part well,” he said, raising Rex’s bloody stump from the soaked sheet. “I never realized you were such a good actor. But why the hell are you bleeding? You weren’t when I left the room.”

 “Acting?” Rex arched his back and spoke through gritted teeth. “The pain isn’t an act, doctor. I pulled out one of your neat little stitches, and let me tell you, it hurts like hell.”

 “I’ll get you some laudanum.” Buck looked around. The flask, which had already been nearly empty, lay on the floor, the last of its contents forming a small puddle on the polished hardwood beside the oriental carpet. He looked to the parlor table where he’d earlier placed a fresh supply.


Sarah climbed to her feet. “Let me help.”

 “You don’t need to,” he told her.

 “Yes, I do.” Her first step was unsteady, but then she visibly steeled herself and moved forward with determination. “The two of you saved my life. I owe you both more than I can ever repay.” She retrieved the fallen spoon, wiped it with her fingers and collected one of the uncorked flasks from the table. “You must be in agony, Rex. I’m so sorry.”

 “Not as much as you might think,” he answered in an attempt at humor. “Screaming and yelling tends to take one’s mind off pain. Maybe that’s why we do it.”


She gave him a generous spoonful of the medicine. He settled back, more relaxed, though the narcotic hadn’t yet had a chance to take effect. As soon as it did, Buck more carefully examined the torn suture.

 “For God sakes, why did you pull out the stitch?”


Still clenching his jaw, Rex replied. “I was hoping the bastard might be distracted by the sight of my bloody stump. I certainly didn’t expect Ruth to be squeamish and faint.”

 “Momma? Squeamish?” Sarah asked in a mocking tone. “Not in my lifetime.”


The older woman moved up behind her daughter. “I’ve probably seen almost as much blood as the doctor here. I was the one who was acting.”

 “You fooled me, Mrs. Greenwald.” Buck removed his suture kit from the canvas bag in which he’d stored the laudanum. “You should consider a thespian career.”

 “Actually, doctor, in my youth I appeared for an entire season on the stage of the Dock Street Theater, once with Junius Booth.”

 “Momma, you never told me you knew the Booths.”

 “It was a long time ago, my dear, and I don’t intend to ever mention it again, not after what his son John Wilkes did.”

 “While we’re waiting for the laudanum to take effect,” Buck said, looking back over his shoulder, “I’ll attend to . . .”


Everyone followed his gaze to the cadaver on the floor behind them.


Buck knelt beside the body and aligned it parallel with the edges of the oriental rug. He’d just killed the husband of the woman he loved.


When he’d finished rolling up the dead man, he returned to his patient, replaced the suture and bandaged the amputation.

 “This time,” he told Rex, “please leave my neat little stitches alone, will you?”


His words slurred from the narcotic, the man in the bed replied, “I will if you promise to keep out the riffraff.” Glassy-eyed he gazed up at Ruth. “I’m sorry about the hole in your wall.”

 “Pish.” She patted his shoulder maternally. “I think I’ll leave it there as a souvenir.” 



Pounding came from the cellar door.

 “Mercy.” Ruth clucked her tongue. “I forgot about Duncan and Rosie.” She walked briskly to the staircase portal and opened it.


The butler came out first, looking bewildered, then relieved.


Rosie crept out behind him. “Sweet Jesus, Miz Greenwald, I feared you was all dead.” She looked through the doorway, saw the boots sticking out of the rolled carpet, and with a gasp clutched her folded hands to her chest.

 “Miz Greenwald, ma’am, you want me to fetch Mr. Jeffcoat?” Duncan asked, less shaken—or pretending to be.

 “At once. Tell him to come quickly. I don’t want this vermin in my house a moment longer than necessary.”


Sarah stood over the shrouded body of the man who had been her husband. “How could I have ever felt anything positive for him?”

 “He fooled us all.” Ruth murmured, wrapping her daughter in her arms once more.
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Later that night, as Buck lay alone in his bed in the John C. Calhoun suite of the Sand Hills Hotel in Columbia, South Caroline, he reviewed the events of the day. He’d made a vow not to perform any more amputations and not to use his marksmanship abilities to kill another man, yet within the past twenty-four hours he’d done both. Still he was unable to see how he could have avoided either. One man’s well-being depended on his surgical skills. The other had threatened the very survival of those he loved. He’d handled the two missions with cold precision, but it would be wrong to think he hadn’t felt anything. He was grateful for both skills, as a physician and as a marksman.


He couldn’t predict what the future held. He earnestly hoped his days of surgery were over, that he could spend the rest of his life helping men live honest, honorable and well-balanced lives. He also knew, however, he would do anything and everything fate demanded to protect those he loved. He remembered something the rabbi had told him, wisdom he was only now beginning to fully comprehend: life doesn’t honor a man; a man gains honor by how he lives.


His mind no longer troubled, he slept.


Tomorrow a new life would begin.
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One Year Later:


Buck sat on the box of his new phaeton, the reins in his hands, Job beside him. A maroon phaeton. Sarah had been emphatic that it be maroon.

 “The color suits you,” she said.


He didn’t understand why. As far as he was concerned, one color was as good as another, though he would have baulked if she’d campaigned for the canary-yellow. Nevertheless he had to admit maroon was attractive. Not as formal as the shiny black he’d automatically gravitated toward, but still not frivolous.

 “Stately,” she’d called it.


He wasn’t sure what that meant either, but it sounded nice. More important, it pleased her, and he’d do anything in the world to please his wife—he smiled to himself—except buy a yellow carriage.


She and Janey were seated behind him, facing each other. They’d talked incessantly for the first hour of this trip to Jasmine, grown silent the second.


Buck’s practice with Dr. Meyer in Columbia was thriving. Over the last several months he’d been treating men home from the war who were suffering from what some called nostalgia or melancholy, and others referred to as Soldier’s Heart, a vague indefinable lethargy, and he’d begun to make real progress with them by listening and by learning to better guide their narratives. So far his only surgery had been lancing a small boil. Professionally his ambitions were being realized.


His personal world had settled down and expanded as well. He’d resumed shooting, his targets were again only paper and pine cones. In another year or two he’d begin teaching Job to shoot. He looked forward to the paternal role. Buck had never expected to use the word happy, but it was the only one that came close to the emotion that filled his heart every day.


Six months ago he and Sarah had been married in a private ceremony, attended by the Graysons and a few other close friends. They’d honeymooned in Charleston where Sarah and he had rediscovered the pleasure and tranquility of sailing.

 “You’re almost as good as Aaron,” she’d claimed.


He’d appreciated the compliment but hesitated to pursue it. Sarah had apparently accepted the fact that her blockade-running brother had been lost at sea during the war, but her mother still clung to the hope that one day he’d return.


Now they were all on their way to Jasmine.

 “Our first barbecue,” Sarah remarked. “And probably the first one at Jasmine without pork.”


Buck laughed, confident a pig would be roasting somewhere on the grounds, but she didn’t have to know that. “Let them eat chicken.”

 “Or beef,” she added with a sly grin. He’d have to be crazy to think he could hide anything from her. She was after all her mother’s daughter. Was it another Jewish aphorism that said if a man wanted to know what kind of wife a woman would make, he had only to look at her mother?

 “Or deer meat,” Job chimed in.

 “Or quail,” Janey added.

 “Or catfish,” the boy sang out.


Buck laughed. “I don’t think anyone’ll go hungry. If they do, it’s their own darn fault. I’m not sure kugel will ever replace tapioca or rice pudding, though.”

 “Apple kugel’s the best,” Job announced.


Sarah smiled at the five year-old. “It’s my favorite too. I bet Grandma also brings Blintzes.”

 “Yum.” He patted his belly. “Is Liza going to be there?”


Buck smiled. The boy had become very fond of Asa’s stepdaughter who was going on four. Job clearly enjoyed playing big brother.

 “You bet.”

 “And Ophelia?” Janey asked. Ophelia was Benson’s daughter and about the same age as Janey.

 “Ophelia too.”


A few minutes later they arrived at the twin pillars guarding the entrance to the Thomson plantation. The high, wrought-iron gates were open wide. Buck pulled the horses to a halt. The four passengers took in the scene before them. The grounds, ragged and unkempt a year ago, were pristine now. The hundred-year-old oaks had been neatly pruned of four years of neglect. The sun sparkled through their thick foliage.

 “Oh my!” Sarah pointed to the as-yet-unfinished two-story house at the end of the drive.


The multi-gabled roof of cypress shingles was still light brown. As it aged it would weather and darken. The walls were complete, most of the windows installed. The old mansion had had six Corinthian columns in front. This one had six as well, but these were simpler Doric pillars. Nor was this residence as big as its predecessor, four bedrooms instead of eight, the piazzas smaller, the chimneys more modest. It would still have a separate library and large dining room. The detached kitchen in back, which was being built with brick from the old foundation and chimneys, was also smaller than its forerunner but more efficiently designed. Buck couldn’t help but wonder what Emma would have thought of it all. He hoped she’d approve.

 “It’s beautiful, Buck.” This was the first time Sarah had been here since construction began several months earlier.

 “Or will be,” he said. “It won’t be as grand as the old house, but it’ll be all ours. We’ll fill it with our own memories. No one else’s.”


Buck drove around the building site to what had been the courtyard behind it. The slave quarters had all been torn down, including Emma’s, but the chinaberry tree was still there. Buck had insisted when he’d turned responsibility for the plantation over to Asa that the chinaberry would not be cut down. A black wrought-iron fence with a small gate now surrounded Emma’s gravesite. Buck had ordered a tombstone as well, but it had not yet arrived.


Beyond the tree, he could see the overseer’s new house. It was modest, but it radiated a contentment that Buck found appealing.

 “Look, Daddy, there’s Uncle Asa!” Job shouted and pointed.


Buck smiled. What would Clay think about having his role as father usurped? Buck had loved his exuberant brother, but he also suspected Clay would be grateful to Buck for relieving him of paternal responsibility. Wasn’t that the private matter Clay had wanted to discuss with him on their way home? Thank you, little brother, for giving me a son. Especially since Sarah can’t have children.


Asa descending the porch steps. He hardly resembled the orderly he’d been. Hard muscle had filled out his once scrawny frame, but much more impressive was his demeanor. The depression of the past had disappeared. “Kentucky” was now happily married and the stepfather of a daughter.

 “It’s about time y’all got here,” he called out, as Buck brought the carriage to a halt. “Liza’s been asking after Job. She’s got a new hoop she wants to show off.”


A dark-haired woman came out onto the porch behind him, drying her hands in her apron. Rebecca Boone was shorter than her husband by a couple of inches, with fair skin and a million freckles. The affection that flowed between them was palpable. She greeted the Thomsons, invited Sarah inside to have some lemonade—and talk. She told Janey she could take Job to the pond where Liza and Ophelia were fishing.

 “Damming up that creek a few months back was one of the best things Asa’s done around here,” Rebecca commented.

 “He’s handy to have around, isn’t he?” Buck quipped.


Asa made a face. 



The sound of gunfire stiffened Buck’s spine for a second before he turned in its direction.


Asa gave him an understanding glance. “Varmints,” he explained. “Benson found a nest of skunks not far from the barbecue pit and wanted to be rid of them before folks got here.”

 “You’ve done a tremendous job with the place,” Buck complimented him. “You look content too.”

 “It’s good to work the land again. I’m home, and I got you to thank for that. Crops’re all doing good too. Even planted some fruit trees. Maybe next year we’ll have peaches, apples and such.”

 “Apricots?” Sarah asked.

 “Them too,” Rebecca said. “Everything seems to grow real good here.” She smiled subtly. “Including me.” She gazed at Asa. “We’re going to have a baby in about six months.”


Buck’s eyes went wide, then a slow grin creased his face. He grabbed Asa’s hand and shook it enthusiastically while Sarah gave Rebecca a tearful hug.


Sarah was about to say something when they heard the approach of other carriages on the macadam drive and waited for them to appear around the corner of the main house.


Gibbeon sat on the dickey of the landau, holding the reins. Gus, Miriam and Ruth were seated behind him, each pointing to the house under construction and chattering. From the expressions on their faces, Buck deduced they were pleased with what they saw.


Right behind them was another buggy. At the driver’s side sat a young woman in a stylish hoop dress, holding a parasol.

 “Ah, here’s Rex,” Buck remarked, “and Amelia.”

 “My,” Rebecca muttered. “Isn’t she something. That outfit must have cost a fortune.”

 “She doesn’t have to worry,” Sarah assured her. “Her daddy owns half the real estate in Columbia.”

 “Rich and beautiful. Quite a catch,” Buck said as he slipped his arm around his wife’s waist.


She gazed up at him, a playful grin on her lips. “She obviously adores him.”

 “Ahem.” Asa coughed discreetly.


Buck chuckled and released his wife. “Later,” he whispered in her ear.


After the gentlemen helped the ladies down from the carriages, Rex introduced Amelia Ball to the Boones. The others had already met his fiancée. More hugs were exchanged, then the party began its slow perambulation to the pavilion that had been set up not far from the new house. A crowd of local neighbors, including Reverend Christian, were already there. No alcohol was in plain view, but the jollity of the gathering suggested there might be some not far away.

 “Rex,” Sarah commented as they strolled along the gravel path, “I can’t believe how well you’re walking, barely a limp.”


He smiled happily. “Getting that blasted foot taken off was the best thing that ever happened to me. No more pain.”

 “You should see him dance,” Amelia added. “He literally swept me off my feet.”


The smoky aroma of roasting meat filled the sultry air. Emma’s old friend, Dola Rose, wrapped in a long apron and wearing a colorful headscarf, greeted them from the other side of the pit.

 “We ready to serve whenever y’all say. This here’s beef and chicken, and we got some venison too. Anyone wants pork, we can get it for ‘em from Mr. Boone’s place.”


Miriam nudged her husband. “I guess I won’t have any trouble finding you when you disappear.”

 “Now, Miriam dear—”

 “Don’t you Miriam dear me. I‘m not concerned about the pork. Just don’t overindulge in the bourbon from that hip flask of yours.”


Buck laughed. “Come on. I need some of the forbidden meat too.” He leaned close to the banker. “You can have my share of the whiskey.”

 “You’re a saint.”

 “Just don’t get me put in Miriam’s doghouse with you.”


Gus chortled. A few steps on, he said, “By the way, I received a letter from our friend Tracker the other day. He’s in New Orleans now, has a job on a riverboat overseeing the gambling. Sounds happy. Said he was sorry to miss your wedding, but he didn’t get the word until it was too late. Said he sent a present. Y’all get it?”

 “It arrived a few days ago. Sarah loves it. A music box with the William Tell Overture. To remind her of their running together, no doubt. I’m not sure if I should be pleased or jealous.”


Gus smiled. “He asked me to extend his best wishes to the two of you. Added that if you hadn’t married her, he would have.”


Buck laughed. “Then I’m glad I got there first.”

 “Confidentially, my friend, I suspect he is too. I can’t imagine him with a wife. That’s not the kind of danger he relishes.”
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Sarah had been to many barbecues over the years but always as a guest. This time she was the hostess and was amazed how gratifying it was to be the lady of the plantation.


Ruth came up beside her. “You certainly look happy.”

 “Oh, Momma, I am. All the troubles of the past seem like a bad dream now. I just wish Poppa could be here.”

 “He’s in your heart, so he is. In mine too. And he’s happy for you beyond measure.”


The two men returned from Asa’s backyard and joined them. Sarah had the satisfaction of knowing Buck didn’t drink. As for Gus, if he’d had more than a thimble-full of the contents of his hip flask, it was a lot.

 “I wish you could see the glow on your face, sweetheart,” Buck said, taking her hand. “I’ll certainly arrange more barbecues, if they make you this happy.”


She shook her head. “It’s not that.”

 “Is it the good news about Asa and Rebecca? He’s over the moon.”


That glow her husband had mentioned pulsed inside her. “You should be too.”

 “With you I’m always . . .” His words slowed and faded.


She grinned mischievously.

 “You’re not telling me—”


She nodded.

 “But . . . you said . . . you couldn’t—”


She leaned closer to him and whispered, “Even the best doctors are sometimes wrong, dear.”


He seemed to be holding his breath. “You . . . You’re . . . sure?”


She nodded again. “Dr. Meyer confirmed it yesterday.”


For a moment he appeared paralyzed, then wrapped her in his arms and murmured in her ear how much he loved her.


All at once she realized their guests had stopped talking and were staring at them. She blushed which only encouraged them. Smiling and laughing, they started clapping. When Buck and Sarah finally released each other, people came forward with their congratulations and best wishes.


After a round of toasts, the white folks retreated to their food, drinks and games. Several minutes later the servants quietly approached and shyly extended their best wishes as well. Among them were Gibbeon and Janey. Despite the happy sentiments, however, Sarah sensed that Gibbeon was troubled about something, and Janey looked worried.

 “Is something wrong?” she asked.

 “I needs to speak to Mr. and Miz Grayson, ma’am,” Gibbeon mumbled, his head bowed.


Sarah eyed Buck. This sounded serious.


Miriam, who was standing a few feet away talking to the minister, came forward. “What’s the matter?”


Leaving a group of men on the other side of the pit who had been joking about something, Gus joined them. “What’s going on?”

 “Mr. Grayson, sir, Miz Grayson, ma’am.” Gibbeon hesitated. “Janey and me wants to get married, and we ax your permission.”


Miriam shot her husband a crooked smile, then reached forward and took Janey’s hand in one of hers. “Y’all don’t need our permission, girl.” 


 “You’re not slaves anymore,” Gus reminded them. “You’re free. You can do whatever you want.”


Miriam took Gibbeon’s hand as well. “And you have our blessing. May you love as long as you live and live as long as you love. Be fruitful and multiply and fulfill the Lord’s covenant.”


Janey bit her lips as tears rolled down her face. Gibbeon’s eyes were glassy.

 “Thank you, ma’am,” he managed to say in a broken voice.


Behind them the group of servants who had been watching, let out a whoop, encircled them, and quickly ushered them away, laughing and jabbering.


Asa and his wife joined Buck and Sarah. “It’s been quite a day,” Rebecca remarked.


Sarah was quickly surrounded by the other women, all offering advice, all bubbling over. Buck too was receiving unsolicited counsel on the joys of being a father, accompanied by a great deal of back slapping and ribald snickers. Sarah was listening to a friendly disagreement about the best methods to handle colic, when she noticed her husband had left the group and was walking leisurely toward the chinaberry tree.
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Daylight was waning, but the sun was shining in Buck’s heart. He was going to be a daddy. Job was going to have a little brother or sister.


Clay, I promise to be a better father to them than ours was to us.


This was the happiest day of his life, yet there was still so much sorrow and pain he had to leave behind, so much of the past he needed to overcome. But as Ruth commented one day, a man without memories learns nothing.


Many of his memories he would cherish forever. Like the pride in his father’s eyes the day he presented Buck with his first horse. The quiet satisfaction he’d felt in nursing a sick colt. The pure joy he experienced when he read to Emma, knowing she was listening to every word. The day he took Clay down to the creek and watched him catch the biggest catfish in the county that summer. The pride on Asa’s face the first time they’d saved a wounded soldier’s life together.


Like when he and Sarah locked eyes in the dining salon of the Shenandoah. Rabbi Cohen’s approval when Buck first learned the power of listening. The expression on Gibbeon and Janey’s faces today when they realized they were truly free.


Best of all, when Sarah told him he was going to be a father.


Buck hadn’t understood the full meaning of the words the rabbi had spoken at Jacob Greenwald’s funeral, but he found them consoling nevertheless.


He who creates peace in His celestial heights, may He create peace for us and for all Israel; and say, Amen.


Buck walked over to where Emma’s cabin had once been. Only ghosts remained.


At the top of the knoll where the old chinaberry tree proudly stood, he turned and gazed at the estate that lay before him. His heritage. Job’s heritage and soon another’s as well.


Like him, the tormented countryside had buried its dead. New homes were being constructed. Not as pretentious as their ancestors, but infused now with hope.


It had been almost two years since the war had ended. Two years since a sniper had taken his brother’s life. The mankiller who’d started a killing spree was now also a relic of the past.


The avenue at Jasmine remained unchanged. Mighty oaks stood sentry over a graveyard where once a defiant mansion hunkered down. The rubble of a way of life, grand and cruel, had been cleared away, but at what a price. Hundreds of thousands of men dead. Tens of thousand more maimed. Thousands of families homeless and mourning. Livelihoods destroyed.


Yet the country’s boundaries were unchanged. The Union had been preserved. The nation’s borders remained as they had been before the fighting. No new lands or treasures had been gained. A great man had been lost.


A rustling sound tore Buck from his reverie. Sarah was by his side. Her fingers found his. She smiled at him and in that smile he saw all the sadness and love and joy he felt.


He continued on up toward the chinaberry tree, Sarah by his side. Emma’s horseshoe was permanently fastened to the wrought-iron gate now. He stood and gazed at the lonely grave, then lifted his eyes to read the name deeply etched in the coarse bark.


EMMA


Under it someone had added three words from an old familiar spiritual.


FREE AT LAST

 



 



 



 



 



 



 




ABOUT THE AUTHORS

 



 



 




Ken Casper was born and raised in New York City, served more than thirty years in the United States Air Force, and has since had more than two dozen contemporary novels published. Mankillers is his first historical novel. He and his wife live on a horse farm in San Angelo, Texas. Visit him at www.KenCasper.com.


 




 




 





Pres Darby is the author of the autobiographical Tears of the Oppressed: An American Doctor in Afghanistan, and The Reluctant Assassin, a fictional diary of John Wilkes Booth’s adventures after Lincoln’s assassination. Mankillers is set close to where Darby grew up in an antebellum home. Now retired, he lives in San Angelo, Texas.


 



 



 



 




We hope you have enjoyed this historical novel. Other Delphi Books titles are available at your library, through your favorite bookstore, or directly from us via our website or by calling (800) 431-1579.

 



 




For information about available titles, please visit our web site at:

 




www.DelphiBooks.us

 



 




To share your comments, please write:

 




Delphi Books


P.O. Box 6435


Lee’s Summit, MO 64064

 



 



 



 



 



 


 
  

cover.jpeg
‘ManRillers',

Sy






