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PREFACE
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Some stories begin with certainty.
This one begins with breath.
In this series of 1890 women plus size doctors, Dr. Belle is the story of a woman who survives before she is celebrated, who serves before she is believed, and who learns that obedience often looks nothing like approval. It is a frontier story, but not one defined by land alone. It is about bodies that carry memory, faith that grows in quiet places, and healing that moves through hands long before it is understood.

Belle does not arrive in the West as a conqueror or a heroine. She arrives bruised, displaced, misunderstood, and still breathing. What follows is not a straight path upward, but a winding road through wilderness, compassion, rejection, obedience, and purpose. The people she encounters are often the ones history overlooks or misunderstands, yet they become her teachers as much as her patients.

This book is not about perfection. It is about calling that persists when reputation fails. It is about faith that moves when comfort disappears. It is about the God who works not only through institutions and approval, but through kitchens, camps, wagons, fields, and women who refuse to disappear.

If you have ever felt delayed rather than defeated, unseen rather than unworthy, or uncertain yet still obedient, this story is for you. May it remind you that survival is not shameful, obedience is rarely tidy, and being “still breathing” is sometimes the holiest place to begin.

What you will read here in this book is called “grace”.
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CHAPTER ONE
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Still Breathing

She had been curvy since childhood—not the awkward kind, not the apologetic sort, but the kind that filled a doorway with warmth before she ever spoke. Golden hair that refused to lie flat spilled down her back in soft rebellion, and her laughter—oh, her laughter—came out of her like a hymn she never meant to sing but could never quite keep inside.

On the dairy farm where she was raised, no one ever told her to shrink.

The cows did not care.
The horses did not notice.
The chickens scattered regardless of her shape.
Her father used to say the land made room for everything God intended to thrive, and her mother would smile and add that the same must be true of people. She grew into her body among wide skies and open fields, milk pails clanging in rhythm with her steps, laughter ringing against the barn walls while dawn still clung to the grass.

She learned early how to tend a creature that could not speak for itself. A limping mare taught her patience. A feverish calf taught her care. A stubborn rooster taught her when to stand her ground. By twelve, she knew how to soothe a frightened animal, how to clean a wound, how to mix a poultice that actually worked. By fourteen, neighbors quietly brought her their sick livestock when the men’s remedies failed.

She never thought of it as a calling. It was simply what needed doing.

Henry College came later—almost unbelievably later—an opportunity that felt like a door no farm girl was meant to open. But she did. She studied medicine not with bitterness, but with joy. Anatomy fascinated her. Physiology made sense. Healing, when taught properly, felt like learning the language God had already written into the body.

She was curvy there, too.

Curvy in lecture halls.
Curvy walking between classes.
Curvy while outperforming men who underestimated her.
Her humor carried her through the whispers. Her confidence unsettled professors who weren’t sure what to do with a woman who laughed easily and learned quickly. She earned her medical license honestly, deliberately, brilliantly. And because she loved nourishment as much as healing, she pursued culinary training alongside it—learning not just how to cook, but how to feed with intention, how food could restore a weakened body as much as any tonic.

She left Henry with certificates that proved her competence—but no guarantee of welcome.

The railroad promised freedom. It promised towns desperate for doctors, places where no one would care what her body looked like if she saved their children or their livestock. 
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CHAPTER TWO
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Belle of the Barn

Annabelle Foster had been born laughing.

At least that’s what her father always said.

“She came out smiling like she’d heard a joke before the rest of us,” he liked to tell the neighbors, wiping his hands on his overalls. “Curviest little bundle I ever saw. Lord help the chairs she’ll sit on when she’s grown.”

“Henry,” her mother would scold, though her eyes always shone, “you leave that girl alone. The Lord doesn’t make mistakes, and He certainly didn’t start with your daughter.”

From the time she could toddle through the barn, Belle filled the dairy farm with motion—soft blonde hair bouncing, skirts swishing, laughter chasing the chickens into indignant retreat.

One hot afternoon when she was about eight, she marched into the kitchen, hands on her little hips, cheeks pink from pumping water.

“Mama,” she announced, “the cows like me better than they like Papa.”

Her mother, Clara, turned from the stove, where a pot of stew was bubbling. “Do they now, Miss Annabelle?”

“Yes ma’am. When Papa comes with the milk pail they stare at him like he owes them money. When I come, they flick their ears and line up proper. I think the Lord gave me a special gift with cows.”

Her father leaned in through the open back door just in time to hear. “More like you bribe ‘em with your talking. You chatter ‘til they’re too confused not to cooperate.”

Belle lifted her chin. “The Bible says a gentle tongue can break a bone, Papa. Maybe my gentle tongue just—just softens udders.”

Her mother choked on a laugh and had to turn back to the stew, shaking her head. “Don’t you dare say that again in front of Pastor Whitcomb.”

“Yes ma’am,” Belle said, but the sparkle in her eyes said she absolutely would.
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Growing Up Curvy
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By twelve, Belle had hips, curves, and opinions. The opinions concerned her mother more than the rest.

One Sunday as they walked back from church, Belle caught snippets of ladies whispering on the road behind them.

“Pretty face... shame about the size...”
“Gets it from Henry’s side, surely, Clara keeps a clean kitchen...”
Belle’s shoulders dipped. Her mother heard it too. She slowed her steps and slipped an arm around Belle’s waist.

“Look at me, Annabelle.”

Belle glanced up.

“Is the Lord displeased with those cows because they’re well-fed?”

“No, ma’am.”

“Does He scold the wheat for growing thick and tall instead of skinny and sick?”

“No.”

“Then why would He be displeased that He made you strong instead of fragile?”

Belle blinked fast. “I just... I wish I didn’t take up so much of the pew.”

Henry cleared his throat ahead of them. “Well I wish I didn’t take up so much of my britches, but here we all are.” He turned around and walked backward for a few steps, grinning at her. “You listen to your mama, girl. The Lord doesn’t carve twigs when He’s building oaks.”

Belle laughed in spite of herself. “Papa, I can’t be an oak. Oaks got bark.”

“You already got bark,” he said. “I’ve heard you when that rooster won’t mind you.”

Her mother swatted him with her Bible. “Henry Foster!”

He dodged and winked at Belle. “Anyway, if folks are busy watching how big you are, they won’t notice how big your mind is ‘til it’s too late. Then you’ll out-think ‘em and take their money—politely.”

“Papa!” Belle giggled.

Clara squeezed her. “You be kind, Annabelle. But don’t you ever apologize for existing. You understand?”

“Yes ma’am,” Belle said softly. “I’ll try.”

“Don’t just try,” her father said. “Live.”

The Essay

When the Henry College essay contest was announced in the county paper, Belle read it three times at the breakfast table.

“‘An essay of no more than one thousand words describing how higher education can serve rural communities,’” she read aloud. “Mama, do you suppose they mean our kind of rural, or the fancy kind where they have sidewalks?”

Clara wiped her hands on her apron. “Words are words, baby. Rural is rural. You thinking of entering?”

“For a scholarship?” Henry asked, lowering his coffee cup. “That’s all the way up in Ohio. They won’t take cows as tuition.”

Belle folded the paper carefully. “It says women can study there... and colored students... and people who aren’t rich.” Her heart thumped. “Maybe they’d take a curvy farm girl who knows how to keep a calf alive.”

Her father studied her face. “You really want to go?”

Belle nodded. “I want to learn how the body works so I can fix it proper. I’m tired of guessing at poultices and praying I don’t make someone worse.”

“Prayer’s not guessing,” Clara said gently, “but I know what you mean.”

Henry sighed, long and slow. “Write your essay then.”

Belle blinked. “Just like that?”

“Just like that,” he said. “If the Lord opens a door, we don’t argue over the hinges. We walk through.”

That night, by lamplight, Belle wrote until her hand cramped. She wrote about the old farmer whose infected cut almost cost him his arm, and the baby calf she’d saved when the vet declared it hopeless, and the neighbor woman who died in childbirth because there was no doctor near who respected women’s bodies.

She wrote about how knowledge could turn panic into practice, fear into treatment, ignorance into mercy.

Her mother found her at the table near midnight.

“You still at it, baby?”

“Just finishing.” Belle sanded the ink and smiled. “If they don’t like this, then they don’t deserve my curves at their school.”

“I don’t think you’re supposed to threaten the judges,” Clara said, but she kissed her daughter’s hair anyway.

Weeks later, the letter came.

Belle opened it on the front steps with trembling fingers. Her parents hovered, pretending not to hover.

“‘Dear Miss Annabelle Foster,’” she read aloud. “‘We are pleased to inform you that your essay has been awarded first place in the rural scholarship competition...’”

She broke off, shrieking, and the rest of the words scattered as she flung herself at her parents.

“I told you,” Henry said, his voice suspiciously thick. “Henry doesn’t know what’s about to hit it.”

Henry

The first thing Belle noticed about Henry College was how many people there were. People with books, people with ideas, people with opinions they said out loud as if no one would punish them for it.

The second thing she noticed was how narrow most of the benches were.

“I swear,” she whispered to her new roommate on the first day, “these seats were built by dried-up men who only ever sat with dictionaries.”

Her roommate, Ruth, snorted into her handkerchief. “If you keep talking like that, you’ll be sent home.”

“They’ll have to find a seat big enough to launch me first,” Belle said.

Ruth, a serious-looking girl from Cleveland with dark braids and round glasses, warmed quickly to Belle’s humor. They shared a room in a drafty dormitory with two other young women—Naomi, a poised Black student from Cincinnati studying literature, and Mei, a quiet, sharp-eyed woman from California who was determined to become a teacher.

On their first night, Belle flopped onto her bed with a melodramatic sigh.

“Well, ladies, we are officially women of learning. How does everyone feel?”

“Terrified,” Ruth said.

“Underestimated,” Naomi added. “Which is my favorite starting position.”

Mei looked thoughtful. “I feel... responsible,” she said slowly. “If they are foolish enough to admit us, we must be wise enough to use it.”

Belle grinned. “I feel hungry. But I suppose we can be responsible while I eat.”

Professors and Opinions

Medical lectures were dense, long, and filled with men who had never milked a cow in their lives.

One afternoon, Professor Bartlett, a tall, stiff man with a moustache like a broom, tapped a diagram of the human heart with his cane.

“The female heart,” he declared, “being more delicate, is particularly susceptible to hysteria and emotional excess. Women, therefore, must avoid strain, intellectual exertion, and—”

He faltered. Belle had snorted out loud.

“Miss Foster?” he said sharply. “You find something amusing?”

“Yes, sir,” Belle said, cheeks pink but eyes bright. “I was just thinking if women’s hearts were that delicate, we’d all be dead by twenty. My mama’s heart has survived childbirth, drought, and my father’s fiddle playing. If that isn’t proof of structural integrity, I don’t know what is.”

Snickers rippled across the room. Naomi covered her mouth. Ruth stared at the ceiling. Mei’s eyes sparkled.

Professor Bartlett stiffened. “We will refrain from anecdotes and focus on science.”

“Yes, sir,” Belle said, but she caught Naomi’s eye and stage-whispered, “I thought I was focusing on science. That’s field research where I come from.”

Later, outside, Naomi looped her arm through Belle’s.

“You are going to get us all expelled,” she said, laughing.

“Not until I pass anatomy,” Belle said. “Then they can’t un-teach me what I know.”

Culinary Side Quest

Belle’s interest in food turned from necessity to art after she wandered into the domestic science kitchen by accident one rainy afternoon.

The instructor, Mrs. Haversham, eyed her skeptically. “This is an advanced class, dear. Are you sure you’re in the right place?”

“Probably not,” Belle said cheerfully, “but I saw bread and followed it. I’m studying medicine, but if I’m going to be fixing people, I’d like to know how not to poison them at dinner.”

Mrs. Haversham snorted in spite of herself. “Can you cook anything?”

“I can make a stew that’ll make a man apologize without knowing why,” Belle said.

“Aprons are on the hooks,” the woman said. “Don’t get flour on the ceiling.”

Belle learned quickly that there was chemistry in the kitchen, too—ratios and reactions, heat and time working together. She loved it. Loved the way a handful of ingredients could become comfort. Loved the way food thawed suspicion and softened scowls.

She started feeding her roommates.

“I swear your biscuits could end wars,” Ruth said one evening, crumbs on her chin.

“My biscuits could at least stall hostilities until dessert,” Naomi added.

“Food is proof that God likes us and wants us to stop arguing,” Belle said, passing the butter.

The Job Announcement

It was Naomi who smoothed the notice flat on the library table one crisp spring afternoon.

“Look at this,” she said. “A town out west. Cedar Ridge. Territory, not state yet. They’re looking for a physician. They say they’ll ‘consider’ a woman if she comes with references.”

Belle looked up from her notes. “A woman doctor? Out west?” Her heart thumped.

Ruth peered over Naomi’s shoulder. “Says here: ‘Frontier community in need of medical practitioner. Lodging and modest salary provided. Must be willing to treat both townspeople and travelers.’”

Mei pointed to the bottom. “And there— ‘persons of strong moral character preferred.’” She smiled faintly. “That’s you, Belle. Strong moral character and stronger coffee.”

Belle read the notice twice, three times. Buildings flickered in her imagination—rough boardwalks, dusty streets, horses tied to hitching posts. A place that needed her, really needed her, not just as a curiosity but as a lifeline.

“I could go,” she whispered.

“You should go,” Naomi said. “They’ll probably try to pay you in chickens, but you should go.”

Ruth chewed her lip. “It’s dangerous, Belle.”

“So is staying where no one expects anything of me but jokes and biscuits,” Belle said. “Out there, they might not care what size I am as long as their fever breaks.”

Naomi squeezed her hand. “Write to them. Send Professor Bartlett’s grudging recommendation. He’ll never admit you’re smarter than he is, but he’ll vouch that you passed his course.”

“And Mrs. Haversham’s letter,” Mei added. “If they don’t value your food, they don’t deserve your medicine.”

Belle laughed. “Imagine their faces when they realize their doctor can also bake.”

“Frontier revival,” Naomi said. “Souls healed by sermons, bodies healed by medicine, tempers healed by pie.”

“Now that,” Belle said, “sounds like a practice I’d like to run.”

Saying Yes

Within weeks, invitations turned into a formal offer. Cedar Ridge wanted her.

“We have no doctor currently in residence,” the town’s letter read. “We are prepared to offer lodging above the general store, a fair salary, and... the gratitude of our people.”

During her brief vacation back home, Her father read it aloud at the kitchen table, his voice slow and careful.

“Well,” he said at last, “sounds like they’re serious.”

Her mother folded her hands tightly. “It’s so far,” she murmured. “And the West is... wild.”

Belle reached for her mother’s fingers. “Mama, the Lord’s already out there. I won’t be the first person to trust Him past the county line.”

Henry cleared his throat. “You sure you’re ready for this, Belle? There’s no shame in saying ‘not yet.’”

She looked between them—not as a girl begging permission but as a woman weighing calling.

“I’ve been reading about the towns out there,” she said. “They’ve got accidents and births and fevers just like we do—only fewer people trained to help. If I stay here, I’ll always wonder whose life I could have saved if I’d gone.”

Clara’s eyes shone. “You always were the child who tried to fix every broke wing on this farm.”

Belle smiled. “Maybe it’s time I tried fixing some farther out.”

Henry leaned back with a sigh that seemed to come from his boots. “Then we’d best start packing,” he said. “Can’t let the West think we raised you without a decent coat.”

Goodbye at the Station

The morning she left, the sky was the pale pink of a shy promise. The small station swarmed with people—some traveling, some just watching the train as if it were a visiting relative.

Belle stood with her valise in one hand and her medical bag in the other, hat pinned firmly over her blonde curls. Her curves made the traveling suit a little snug, but she refused to be ashamed of taking up space on the platform.

Henry fussed with the buttons on her coat. “Don’t let strangers carry your bag unless they look too weak to steal it,” he said.

“Yes, Papa.”

“Don’t skip meals. You get mean when you’re hungry.”

“Papa.”

“And if some fellow out there thinks he can tell you what you can’t do, you tell him you passed anatomy and can locate his foolishness on a chart.”

Belle laughed. “Yes, Papa.”

Clara’s hands trembled as she adjusted Belle’s collar. “You write as soon as you get there,” she said. “And before. And after. And in between.”

“I will, Mama.” Belle swallowed. “You sure you’re all right with this?”

“No,” Clara said honestly. “But I love the Lord, and I love you, and sometimes those two loves mean letting go sooner than I’d like.” She cupped Belle’s face. “Just promise me one thing.”

“What’s that?”

“Promise me you’ll pray when you’re scared, not just when you’re brave.”

Belle’s throat tightened. “Yes, ma’am. I promise.”

The whistle blew, high and urgent.

Henry pulled Belle into a fierce hug, smelling of hay and pipe smoke and home. “You go make us proud, Annabelle Foster,” he whispered. “And remember—no matter how far you go, you’re never out of God’s reach.”

She hugged them both once more, heart aching and swelling all at once, then turned toward the train.

“Lord,” she whispered under her breath as she climbed the steps, “I have no idea what I’m doing. But You do. So... please walk ahead of me, behind me, and on both sides, and if I wander, nudge me before I get stupid. In Jesus’ name, amen.”

She stepped into the car.
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On the Railroad
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The westbound coach was crowded and lively, full of people who looked as though they had packed their last chance along with their baggage. Belle wrestled her valise into the overhead rack with less grace than she would have liked.

“Need a hand, miss?” a lanky young man asked, half rising from his seat.

“I need a taller shelf,” she puffed, finally shoving the bag into place. “But I’ll accept your compliment to my independence.”

He blinked, then laughed. “Name’s Tom Jenkins. Heading to Kansas to be a telegraph operator.”

“Annabelle Foster,” she said. “Heading to somewhere past Kansas to be a doctor.”

His eyebrows shot up. “A doctor? You?”

“Why not me?” she said lightly. “I’m big enough to block the Grim Reaper in a doorway.”

The older woman across the aisle chuckled. “Well, we’ll be safe then, won’t we?” she said. “I’m Mrs. Gray, going to live with my daughter in Missouri. She just had a baby and her husband’s about as useful as a fence made of string.”

Belle grinned. “Then the Lord has orchestrated this nicely. I catch babies and criticize useless men as part of my training.”

Mrs. Gray’s eyes crinkled. “You a praying woman, Miss Foster?”

“Try to be,” Belle said. “Some days it’s more like complaining politely to the Almighty, but He hasn’t struck me down yet.”

Tom chuckled. “You always talk like this?”

“Only when I’m awake,” Belle said.

The train lurched forward. The station slid away—her parents, her town, the life she’d known shrinking into a blur.

Belle sat back, heart thudding. For a moment, fear tried to crawl up her spine and settle in her chest.

She bowed her head.

“Lord,” she prayed silently, “thank You for this ridiculous train, for the man who invented it, and for whoever decided to let women ride it without supervision. Please take care of Mama and Papa. Keep this train on the tracks and my nerves anchored to You. And if You could put me near people who don’t snore like dying hogs, I would count it as special favor. Amen.”

She opened her eyes to find Mrs. Gray watching her kindly.

“You just have a word with the Lord there, dear?” the older woman asked.

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Good. We’re going to need it. Men and machines, you know.” She nodded toward Tom. “No offense.”

“None taken,” he said. “I don’t trust either.”

As the hours passed, Belle traded stories with her fellow passengers. She described milking cows in winter and how a frozen tail in the face could make a theologian out of anyone. Mrs. Gray told tales of her daughter’s courtship, complete with the time the poor fellow had fainted during a proposal thanks to a tight collar.

Tom confessed he was more comfortable with wires than people. “Telegraphs don’t talk back,” he said.

“Neither do cows,” Belle replied, “but I’ve seen them judge.”

Laughter traveled the length of the car more than once. When a toddler began to cry, Belle entertained him by making faces and pretending her hat could talk. When a nervous young woman fretted aloud about leaving home, Belle squeezed her hand.

“Jesus left home too,” she said. “He understands. And He didn’t even have a return ticket.”

Night fell, and the lamps lit the car in a warm, flickering glow. The train rattled on, steady and relentless.

Belle rested her head against the window, watching darkness swallow the fields.

“Lord,” she murmured, so quietly no one could hear, “if I’ve misheard You... if I’m charging in the wrong direction... please make it clear before I ruin anything important. But if this is where You want me, then I’m trusting You to meet me at the other end of these tracks.”

Her reflection in the glass looked back at her: curvy, blonde, tired, hopeful.

“Still breathing,” she whispered to herself. “Still Yours.”

Outside, the vast unknown stretched ahead—wild, untamed, waiting.

She smiled.

Whatever came next, she wasn’t facing it alone.
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CHAPTER THREE

The Eye of the Storm
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Annabelle Foster had counted the days carefully.

Seven more days of travel, that was what the schedule had promised. Seven days of rattling tracks, shared stories, cramped seats, and lukewarm coffee from tin pots at waystations. Seven days between everything she had ever known and everything she had not yet seen.

The train had been her moving world—cars clanking together like an argument that never quite resolved, passengers coming and going at junctions, the air always faintly scented with coal smoke, leather, and hope.

During the day, she drifted from car to car when she could, stretching her legs, trading jokes with strangers who looked as nervous as she felt. At night, she tried to sleep sitting up, her neck complaining and her nerves humming.

She had stayed in two boardinghouses so far when the train stopped overnight—one with lumpy mattresses and watery soup, another with a landlady who spoke as though everyone owed her an apology.

“Lord,” Belle had whispered in that second boardinghouse, staring up at a ceiling stained by rain and time, “if this is a sample of what’s ahead, I promise I will not complain about my mama’s lumpy pillows ever again. Please bless this mattress. It feels like I’m sleeping on a sack of disgruntled potatoes.”

She could not see the road ahead, but she could feel it. The further west they went, the less familiar the landscape became. Trees thinned. Fields widened. It looked as if God had taken the world and stretched it like dough, leaving a great, flat expanse where anything could happen.

“Seven more days,” she told herself each morning. “Seven more days and I’ll be where I’m meant to be.”

A Quiet Car and a Simple Prayer

On the day the sky changed, she was in the last car.

The train had taken on new passengers at a junction town whose name she barely caught—something with “Creek” or “Grove” in it. The platform had been crowded, the air full of shouts and steam, mothers scolding children, conductors waving flags.

Belle, tired of noise and eager to be alone with her thoughts, had slipped back through the cars until she reached the final one. It was sparsely occupied, mostly crates and trunks, with a few scattered seats bolted to the floor.

“Perfect,” she murmured. “Just me, my thoughts, and my attempts not to worry myself into foolishness.”

She took a seat near the back door, where a small, smudged window gave her a view of the tracks unspooling behind them like a dark ribbon. Her doctor’s bag rested on the floor by her ankle, solid and reassuring.

She folded her hands in her lap.

“All right, Lord,” she whispered, “it’s just You and me back here. I thought maybe we could have a little talk before I start bothering You about food again.”

The rhythm of the train soothed her, the steady clack-clack-clack like a heartbeat.

“I know You know where this train is going,” she said quietly. “I know You know where I’m supposed to end up. I’m trying my best to trust You. You might have noticed that I still get nervous. Especially at night. Especially when I start thinking of all the things that could go wrong and all the people I haven’t met yet who might be depending on me not to faint over a little blood.”

She smiled faintly, even as she spoke.

“So I wanted to say thank You,” she went on. “Thank You for getting me this far. For keeping the wheels on and the boiler from exploding, and for not letting anybody’s chicken escape from their crate and peck my ankles. I appreciate the details, even if I forget to say so.”

Her smile faded a little.

“And... if I’m honest—since You already know—I’m scared. I don’t know the people I’m going to serve. I don’t know if they’ll listen. I don’t know if they’ll laugh at my size or my accent or my ideas. But You do. And as long as You’ll walk with me, I’ll keep walking.”

The train rattled on. She closed her eyes.

“Also,” she added, “if You see fit to keep storms far from the tracks, I’d be much obliged.”
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