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From the author of the groundbreaking series, A Prairie Heritage, comes the compelling story of fiery-haired, fiery-tempered Tabitha Hale. Rescued from a life of depravity, Tabitha gives her heart to God and her life to nursing. 

As this tenacious, redeemed woman perseveres toward her vocation, her temper and stubborn independence threaten to derail her aspirations. Will Tabitha pass the trial by fire that is necessary for God to truly use her?

And what is Tabitha to do with her feelings for Mason Carpenter, the man who simply refuses to give up on her? Is it even possible for God to ordain a shared future for two such different people, both with fervent callings upon their hearts?

When the Great War erupts in Europe, Carpenter leaves for England to train British pilots to fly reconnaissance missions over Belgium and France. Soon after, Tabitha hears God asking her to nurse the war wounded. However, because America has not joined in the fight, Tabitha has few options. Will the elite British Nursing Service make a place for her? Will they accept the services of an American volunteer? 

And will Tabitha and Mason overcome the differences that stand between them?

Revisit Palmer House—a most extraordinary refuge for young women rescued from prostitution. Renew your acquaintance with Rose Thoresen, Joy Michaels, and the others who live at Palmer House. Glimpse the years between Stolen and Lost Are Found. 
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But where sin abounded, 
grace did much more abound.
(Romans 5:20b, KJV)
July 1911

Rose Thoresen sighed and folded her hands upon her desk in the great room of Palmer House. Her account books, filled with sums and figures waiting to be worked, lay neglected before her. It was late morning but already Rose’s bones were weary of sitting.

I never used to tire so easily, Lord. 

Shaking her head, she reflected on her sixty-three years and how quickly they had seemed to pass . . . how odd it was to gaze into a mirror and view a stranger: a woman aging gracefully, but not the figure of youth she expected, the young woman who still resided in her heart.

Rose rubbed her arm where, not many months before, a bullet had torn skin and broken bone. The bone was healing, but her arm often ached. Its ache reminded her that the man who had shot her had meant to kill her—and had failed. 

“I thank you again, Lord, for your many mercies,” she whispered. 

Rose leaned back against her chair and closed her eyes. She listened. The house was quiet. 

Too quiet.

Too still.

Too empty. 

Most of the young women of Palmer House were away for the day, gone to their places of employment. Even Rose’s daughter Joy had departed the house this morning, surprising them all. Joy had left the house in the watchful company of her employees, Sara, Corrine, and Billy, to catch the trolley into downtown Denver. 

Tabitha had accompanied them. 

Tabitha has been Joy’s caring shadow during these dark weeks, Rose acknowledged. 

Unable to return to nursing school in Boulder until the onset of the fall term, Tabitha had stayed close to Joy. She had seen to it that Joy ate enough and had helped Joy navigate the treacherous and painful road of mourning and loss. Not that anyone could walk that road for another. Nevertheless, Tabitha’s steadfast presence had eased many of Joy’s burdens.

Yes, with chin lifted and mouth set in resolute lines, Joy had marched out the front door to resume management of the fine furnishings store she owned—the store she and Grant had established and poured their hearts into together.

Grant! Gone to Jesus now these many weeks. 

And baby Edmund. Still missing.

Mr. O’Dell. Absent from Denver, working himself into the ground to find and retrieve Edmund.

So many losses. 

Rose turned her head and heeded the creaks and groans of the stately old mansion they called Palmer House. 

Marit and Breona, Palmer House’s cook and housekeeper, were about the day’s business, but they moved with soft footsteps and spoke in subdued voices—as though the noise and bustle of daily activities might violate the holy hush that persisted in the house. 

Even Mr. Wheatley puttered noiselessly about in Palmer House’s expansive yard, his dear old face creased with the weight of grief they all carried in one measure or another.

Rose massaged her throbbing arm, and her heart ached in tempo with the knitting of her bones. The absence of baby Edmund’s coos and gurgles made the empty echoes of the old house all the more difficult to bear . . . even though more time had passed without him in their lives than the scant three months he had been with them. 

Lord, I am always grateful when Mei-Xing returns from work in the evening with our little Shan-Rose, Rose prayed. 

Mei-Xing’s daughter, coming up on a year old now, was a blessing they all cherished—even though her very presence underscored Edmund’s conspicuous absence.

Father God, Rose entreated, I ask you to fill our hearts and this house with happiness again, because we cannot bear this sorrow. I pray for Mr. O’Dell who is searching so diligently, so earnestly, for our little man. I pray you would fill him with strength and courage. In all these things I trust you, Father God, for in you, the lost are found. 

Rose huffed and glanced down at her accounts. Just as she took up her pen, the front door of the house opened and she heard the patter of footsteps. Seconds later she glimpsed Tabitha’s flaming hair as she crossed the entryway. 

Rose stood and went to meet her. “Tabitha! Are you home so soon?” 

The young woman, perhaps age thirty and the eldest of their “girls from the mountain,” turned and entered the great room at Rose’s question. The two women placed their cheeks together in warm greeting. 

“What I know about fine furnishings would not fill a teacup,” Tabitha laughed, more than a little chagrined, “and, truly, Joy does not need me at the store. Sara, Corinne, and Billy are more than enough staff for their customers’ needs.”

She stared at the floor. “I am so glad Joy has returned to work. It is an important step for her. But I am afraid I find myself at rather loose ends right now.”

“Ah.” Rose studied Tabitha, admiring the woman’s brilliant green eyes edged with dark auburn lashes, admiring the thick, fiery locks Tabitha pinned upon her head in such a practical manner. “How many weeks remain before you return to school?”

“I have counted three times,” Tabitha confessed, “but it is still nine weeks. I fear I shall go out of my mind if I do not busy myself with some productive work in the interim.”

“Perhaps you could volunteer at the hospital?” Rose suggested. “With the training you received during your first term at nursing school and the practical experience you gained nursing all of us during last winter’s influenza, surely they could find use for your capable hands?”

“Yes, I did think of that. I even spoke to Dr. Murphy and he is willing to write a letter of recommendation.” 

Tabitha broke off and frowned, and Rose wondered where her thoughts had turned. 

“What is it, dear?” she inquired.

“I find it odd that, just as I make up my mind to go down to the hospital, I balk at doing so. It is as though . . . as though I am supposed to be doing something else, yet what that ‘something else’ might be eludes me.”

Rose pursed her lips and breathed a silent prayer. “Tabitha, I have something I have been praying over, but, well, perhaps we could speak of it over a cup of tea?”

Tabitha’s brows lifted. “I should be glad to hear your proposal.” She hurried off to make a tray for them. 

Rose’s eyes followed Tabitha. I doubt my suggestion will make you glad in any respect, dear girl, but if my idea is from God and is for his glory, he will speak to your heart and do the convincing. 

Rose finished the sums she had neglected and tidied up her desk while she waited for Tabitha to return. Perhaps ten minutes later, Tabitha entered the great room with a tray set for two.

They sat in worn but comfortable upholstered chairs, facing each other across a low table. Rose poured the tea and handed Tabitha her cup.

Tabitha looked to Rose. “Can you tell me of your idea now?” 

Rose blew on her own steaming cup. “Yes, but perhaps we should pray first?”

Again Tabitha’s brows levered upwards, but she did not answer. Instead she nodded her agreement. The two women placed their cups on the table between them and joined hands. 

“Father, thank you for the fellowship Tabitha and I share in Jesus Christ. We ask that you guide our conversation. And we ask that you move our hearts to follow yours, wherever you may lead us. Amen.”

“Amen,” Tabitha echoed. She picked up her cup. “Now I am very curious!”

“Yes, well . . .” Rose paused and then dove in. “I have been praying about some of the young women at Palmer House writing small books, personal accounts that would contain their . . . testimonies. The accounts would not be for public consumption, but for the benefit of newcomers to Palmer House, now and in the future.” 

She glanced at Tabitha to see how she was receiving her words. 

Tabitha’s forehead puckered in puzzlement. “Testimonies? I am not familiar with that word.”

“Hmm. What I mean to say, Tabitha, is that your testimony—the account of what God has done in you and for you—could aid other women, women whose past lives are similar to yours but who, perhaps, have not experienced similar redemptive outcomes. Not as yet anyway.” 

She wet her lips with a sip of tea. “I am asking you to consider writing the story of your journey to the Savior.”

“The story of my j-journey?” Tabitha stuttered over the last word.

“Something of a memoir, dear. So that others, other women such as yourself, can come to know Jesus and his saving power in the same way you have experienced it.”

“You want me to write about . . . before?”

Their eyes met. 

Rose’s steady gray eyes did not blink as the two women searched each other’s heart. Rose wanted to be honest with Tabitha. 

“I believe the Lord would have you write about the choices you made and their consequences, Tabitha. Yes, you would write about the sin that ensnared you but—and this is much more important—you would also write about the grace Jesus extended to you. How he sought you, found you, and redeemed you from your choices and sin.”

Rose sipped her tea and added, “We do not wish to glorify sin or dwell on the past. However, we, as followers of Christ, should anchor our testimonies in what we were before he saved us so that our great God receives the glory that is due him, and so that others can receive hope—hope for their own lives. The Apostle Paul said it this way, Christ Jesus came into the world to save sinners; of whom I am chief.”

Tabitha swallowed and the anxiety that radiated from her was palpable. Her cup and saucer clattered together as she set them on the table. “I-I am not sure I could do that, Miss Rose. I do not wish people to know . . .”

She said “people,” but in her mind’s eye she fixed on one individual in particular: Mason Carpenter, a man whose esteem she did not wish crushed by a detailed account of her past with all its ugliness. Although Tabitha had discouraged Carpenter in the most unmistakable manner, the man continued to call upon Palmer House—ostensibly to provide support for the house’s ministry, but also to pay informal court to her.

He has been a tremendous blessing to us, Tabitha admitted. His financial gifts and other services had kept Palmer House solvent through the recent turbulent events—the attack on Rose and abduction of baby Edmund in April and, not long after, Grant’s death.

When Carpenter had first expressed an interest in her, Tabitha had not spared his feelings. No, she had been blunt. Severe. She had, with dispassion, recounted the origins and purpose of Palmer House—including her own reasons for living in the house. In fact, she had done her best to revolt him, to shock him into retreating! 

But Carpenter had not been the slightest bit dissuaded—not from supporting the house’s ministry and certainly not from asking after her frequently. He had taken care not to push in or make himself unwelcome to her, but he had lately begun attending services at Calvary Temple, the same church the family at Palmer House attended: Calvary Temple, the unconventional Denver congregation that met for services in a former warehouse. 

No, Carpenter’s unhurried, steady attentions showed no signs of abatement, and Tabitha had no wish to wound or shame him.

Rose responded, “Your story would be available only to the women the Lord asks us to love back into wholeness—not to the general public. No copy would ever leave this house.”

Tabitha nodded, but her expression reflected worry.

“I understand how difficult telling your story might be, which is why I thought, perhaps, we could do it together,” Rose added.

Tabitha wrapped her arms about herself and shivered. “Do it together?”

“Yes. If you felt you could speak openly to me, then I would take notes and write the first draft of the manuscript.” She paused and then shrugged, “Who knows? Perhaps the recounting of your journey would be cathartic and would bring God’s grace toward you into sharper focus.”

Tabitha glanced away, clearly conflicted. Rose allowed her to think in peace as she sipped her own tea. They remained in silence for a long while. 

As she waited, Rose prayed within herself. If this is of you, Lord, then you will show us the way. I fear nothing in this world anymore, with one exception: I fear not following closely after you. If it is Tabitha’s decision not to share her testimony at this time, then you will open another young woman’s heart to do so. I trust in you, my Lord.

Tabitha was lost in her own thoughts for so long that Rose began to gather up the tea things, including Tabitha’s cup of very cold tea. 

At last Tabitha whispered, “Do you think . . . do you think my testimony might help another girl not to make the mistakes I made?” 

Tabitha turned toward Rose and tears glistened in her eyes. “I can scarcely bear to consider what my own willful nature—and my unbridled temper—cost me.”

“My darling girl, I am much less concerned over the choices and mistakes you made years ago than I am with how our Lord Jesus saved you out of all of them. It is human nature that we rarely care about our great God of grace until we, personally, see that we have a need for him, no? Jesus came to seek and save those who are lost—and I care a great deal about the lost who might see themselves in your story. I believe your testimony will cause the hearts of many women like yourself to turn to him.”

Rose hesitated. “It will not be easy, Tabitha, remembering and talking of the life you lived before Jesus rescued you.”

Tabitha stared at her hands. “I would only need to tell you? You would write it out?”

“We would do it together, dear. Every part.” Rose hesitated. “We have nine weeks. I do not know but that it may be the work of more than nine weeks, but we can be well begun in that time.”

Tabitha swallowed again and nodded. “I . . . suppose I am willing to at least try.”

Rose took her hands. “Then let us give this to our Lord and trust him for the outcome. Nine weeks will give us a good start—and let us start today, now, while our determination is fresh.”

They cleared away the tea things and Rose selected paper and pen. 

“Where should I begin?” Tabitha asked. 

“Perhaps we should start at the place where you made your first wrong choice?” 

Tabitha hmmed. “Yes. I know exactly when that was.”

“Very well. Take a moment to compose your thoughts and then begin.”

Tabitha shifted and looked around the room as though she wanted to flee the memories in her head. “I . . . well, I should say that my name is Tabitha Kathrine Hale.”

“I did not know your middle name.” Rose smiled. “It is beautiful and suits you.”

“Thank you, Miss Rose.” Tabitha rested her chin upon her folded hands. 

“I probably should begin, then, when I was fourteen . . .”

~~**~~
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Part 1:
A Bad Beginning
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The eye that mocks a father
and despises a mother’s instructions
will be plucked out by ravens of the valley 
and eaten by vultures.
(Proverbs 30:17, NLT)
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Chapter 1
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Arizona Territory, 1895

I sighed and wondered again what was keeping Cray from his dinner. Sweat and dirt ran down the back of my neck and I swiped at it. 

I was angry, of course. I was almost always angry lately. Bile and discontent had taken up residence in my belly. They lived and thrived there, seething and churning, until they climbed up my throat and erupted in heated words.

“Here I been a-cookin’ an’ bakin’ over this hot fire and he ain’t got th’ decency t’ come eat?” I grumbled. I was incensed at Cray’s thoughtlessness. “He can’t leave off a-workin’ when day is done?”

Down in my gut the anger swirled. I wanted to say more, much more, but I wanted to say it to Cray’s face. I held one hand over my eyes and squinted west into the scorching light, scanning the path that wended down the hillside not far away. I saw no sign of Cray and his mule.

The late afternoon dragged on toward sunset, and the sun still burned, hanging like a bloated, shimmering orb in a blindingly blue sky. The day’s heat was beyond anything I had endured in my short fourteen years. Even the scorching skies of west Texas, under which I had spent my childhood, had been nowhere near as merciless as the searing desert of southern Arizona. 

During the day the air inside of our small tent grew so hot that it sucked the moisture from my lungs: If I inhaled, fiery billows seared my chest. So I spent the long hours outside, hunkered down in the tent’s scanty profile, the single refuge to be found for miles. 

Every hour of the day I had to shift the box upon which I sat so as to remain within the tent’s shadow; every hour of the day the sun’s blazing furnace intensified. 

When blessed night arrived, the stifling heat retreated but slightly; by daybreak the temperature was already clawing its way up to blister and torture the land—and us—once more. 

And we had been camped in this awful place for two weeks. I lifted my dry eyes to the path that led up the craggy hillside. 

Still no sign of Cray.

***
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FOUR MONTHS BACK, CRAY had begged me to leave my folks. He pleaded with me to leave them, leave their pretty little patch of land alongside a seasonal Texas creek, and venture west with him to seek fortune and glory in the Arizona gold fields. 

“There’s gold to be had in Arizona Territory, Tabitha, just by pickin’ it out of the sides of hills,” he bragged with shining eyes, “and the price of gold is goin’ up like fireworks on the Fourth o’ July. Why, once I get my share, we’ll be set for life. I’ll never have t’ work again.”

The first time Cray came to call on me, my folks had studied him with misgivings. They did not come out and say as much, but I knew they did not care for Cray. 

Then I overheard Daddy tell Mama, “Thet boy ain’t got the sense God give him.” A moment later he added, “And he’s wild. A dreamer. Too much like her.”

It was true. I had an unruly streak as wide as the day was long, and I was drawn to Cray, pulled to him by the thrilling, adventurous future he painted for me. Life on my folk’s little spread was spare and it was good—but it was the same, always the same, day in and day out, year after year. 

I rebelled against a life of monotony, of that dreary sameness—a future that held nothing different, only more of what I already knew and, with youthful contempt, despised.

My wild streak was companion to an even wilder temper, and I often allowed my temper to rule me. I was an only child—spoiled, headstrong, and willful. My folks loved me, but they scarcely knew how to curb the unrestrained young woman I was growing into.

To listen to my mother, my hot, rebellious disposition was a great weakness. I know now how right she was, but at that time? When I heard what Daddy said—about Cray being too much like me?—it rankled my temper, and I set my jaw and my obstinate will against my folks’ wisdom.

And Cray? I think he was bedazzled by my red hair. He raved over what he called “the unflawed beauty of my milky complexion” and “the glowing flames of my long tresses.” My young, inexperienced ego swelled, and I preened under such high praise. 

Cray certainly had a way with words! And as the days went by, he pressed me harder to leave with him.

The life Cray promises will be better than this dismal old farm, I had assured myself when Conscience raised its unwelcome head. Oh, I knew that running off with Cray was not right. It went against everything Mama had taught me about decency, and I told Cray as much. I challenged him to prove my folks wrong. 

In response Cray had pledged me a ring, a church wedding, and a house. Oh, he promised so many things! But always, “As soon as I make my fortune.”

Finally, I gave in.

One cool morning, Cray and I headed for the Arizona gold fields. I rode behind Cray on his pony until we reached the southwest edge of the New Mexico Territory and entered Arizona Territory. There Cray traded his pony for a pack mule named Sassy. He poured most all of his cash into the tools and supplies he would need to work his mine. Last of all, he bought a claim, a claim he was told would yield more than enough gold to set us up for life. 

What we found when we arrived at the claim was uninhabitable desert, vast wastelands, and an empty, gutted pit in the side of a mountain. The claim may have boasted of gold at one time, but its treasure was long gone when Cray paid good, cash money for it.

Disheartened and with little cash left, we bought what supplies we could in a disreputable boomtown called Fullman. Then we walked on into the desert where rumors promised better prospecting. Sassy carried our tools and tent, a couple of weeks’ of food—if we were careful—and two large casks of water.

When we arrived at this spot, two weeks back, weary in foot and heart, I spied a patch of green at the base of the hillside over yonder. I called Cray’s attention to it because the green was so out of keeping with the bleak shades of brown surrounding us. 

We searched for and found the spring that fed the green patch. It was not much more than a slow seep, really. The tepid liquid dribbling up from the ground was likely the only water source for miles around. Cray studied the rocky hillside above the water and decided the looks of it suited him.

“That there rock face has gold in it, or m’ name ain’t Cray T. Bishoff,” he had muttered.

We dug a basin in the earth to catch the water from the seep, and each day I strained what pooled in the hole through a scrap of canvas. It was not much, that little bit of water, but it was enough to keep us and Sassy alive day to day. 

Cray erected our tent on a low mound nearby, one of the thousands of mounds just like it dotting the desert around us. Then fourteen long, scorching days dragged by.

***
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AS THE SUN DROOPED closer to the horizon, I stood and put my hand to my eyes to shade them. In every direction I turned, the view was the same. Undulating dunes and gullies. Sparse cacti and brush. The same landscape in every direction except for the hillside Cray had climbed with Sassy this morning. 

The low hill just west of our tent, the one Cray had staked our futures on, was the lone geographical variation within sight. Not another marker stood in the wild, barren land to hint at where we were. Not another vestige of human life stirred. 

I again stared into the distance. Not for the first time did the notion of being left alone and adrift in this bleak wasteland cause my breath to hitch in terror.

“Where is he?” I whispered. 

Cray never missed an evening meal, little though it was. 

***
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CRAY HAD BEEN ENTHUSIASTIC when we had arrived at this place. “I’ll find gold here. I know I will—that hill has the look of it,” he boasted. “And when I’ve made my fortune, we’ll go back to Texas. I’ll buy me some land and some cattle.”

He had stared with fierce determination at its rocky face. “Yep. I’ll get the gold first. Land and cattle next.” 

“And then we’ll get married?” I had demanded. My words were sharp. The shine had worn off our relationship in the few months we had been together. We quarreled more than once during our fruitless travels, and I often gave Cray the rough side of my tongue. 

“Oh, sure, sweetheart. Sure. We’ll get married.” But he had frowned and seemed distracted as he said it. 

Cray had left off reciting the promises by which he had lured me into coming with him. The very absence of such assurances frightened me. 

“Like you promised,” I insisted, my temper—and apprehension—ratcheting up another notch. 

He had rounded on me then. “Y’know, Tabitha Hale, no man can abide a nagging woman. You’d best consider that.” 

His cold, detached tone and the way he had clenched his jaw shocked me. I recoiled as surely as if he had slapped me. 

Later, after my distress calmed, I finally admitted to myself that I had made a mistake—a horrible mistake. Cray was not the man I had thought him to be, any more than I was the sweet, biddable woman he had thought he was getting. 

***
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CRAY HAD BEGUN HIS prospecting that first morning with optimistic energy; he returned that evening wordless. The next day he clamped his lips together and, with Sassy in tow, hiked up the hill again. That night he came back to camp, dour and uncommunicative. 

I did not question him. I already knew what he had found. Nothing. No sign of the precious ore he yearned for. Yet he kept at it, day after burning day. Each morning, with the mule following on a lead, he went in search of his treasure. Each evening he returned, sullen and less talkative—until fourteen sunrises and sunsets had passed and our supplies were spent. 

***
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TABITHA GLANCED UP into Rose’s face. “My folks were right, you know. And it is clear to me now, sixteen years later, how this one, willful choice—my decision to run off with Cray—set in motion the direction of my life, the downward course that would end in my ruin.”

Rose, dismay growing in her heart, tucked her chin to her breast and gripped her pen tighter. 

Tabitha picked up where she had left off.

***
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THE FOLLOWING MORNING, Cray seemed easier, lighter of heart.  He packed his gear on the tired mule with purpose and added extra water for the animal. He ate the small breakfast I prepared for him with dogged determination and took his packed lunch from my hand. For a change he said goodbye to me instead of grunting his thanks and stalking wordlessly toward the hill. 

Now, hours later, the sun at last slid down the golden horizon. Long, deep fingers of shadow—the heralds of approaching night—lengthened around the tent and across the desert floor. I used the sticks I had gathered during the day to build up the fire. Cray would need light to find his way to me in the dark. 

I hugged myself and tried to recall the exact words he had muttered when he tugged on the mule’s lead and turned to leave. What was it he had said? 

“Goodbye, Tabitha. You wish me well, now.”

I licked my chapped lips. I was restless. Edgy. The hours dragged on and Cray did not appear. I lay down on the blanket inside the tent but could not sleep. 

The next morning, before the sun commenced its ponderous journey across the sky, I hiked up the hill to Cray’s dig. It took me two hours to reach the rock face where the holes and tailings from his pick and shovel were evident. 

No sign of the mule. No tools or pack. No Cray. 

I dragged myself back to our campsite. Exhausted and near to panic, I drank my fill of the water that had accumulated in the seep. Then I collapsed in the tent’s shade.

I have to know for certain, I told myself. I have to know. 

I took a deep breath and ducked inside the tent. There I rummaged through our scant possessions. As my alarmed imaginings had suggested, most of Cray’s clothes were gone. He had left only the few ragged things he wanted me to wash and mend. 

To keep me from suspecting.

I shuddered. Cray was not coming back. He had left me. Left me by myself in the desert! 

***
[image: ]


ROSE AND TABITHA WERE silent, held taut and wordless by a shared horror. But Rose could not stop shivering—the last sentence of Tabitha’s account burgeoned with dread. Awful, terrifying dread.

Many minutes later, Tabitha resumed her whispered narrative. 

***
[image: ]


I SPENT THE REMAINDER of the day crouched beside the tent either sobbing in terror or raging at Cray for his duplicity. 

Darkness again crept across the desert. I stared at the fire and rocked back and forth, keening into the empty sky. 

Alone! I am alone!

Sometime in the night I shook myself and faced the facts: If I do not fend for myself, I am going to die. 

Fullman, where we had bought our last supplies, lay a full day’s walk due east of our campsite. Surely Cray had to have gone there? It was the only point of “civilization” either of us knew of. 

I swallowed hard at my memory of Fullman. The town consisted of a few rows of clapboard houses and businesses surrounded by a great tent city, a swelling, noxious collection of ragged canvas shelters. The most prosperous-looking of the buildings had a store on one side of it and a bar on the other. 

The prospectors camped around Fullman were lean and dry, desiccated from their fevered pursuit of gold. They outnumbered the women of the town ten times over—yet as Cray and I had purchased our meager provisions, it was not the hunger for gold I had glimpsed in those men’s eyes. No, they had stared with avarice at my red hair; they had raked my body with ravening eyes. 

I trembled at the remembrance and babbled within myself, Cray had to have gone to Fullman, and I must go there and find him. Surely he will take me back! He must!

For a second night I did not sleep. I passed the long minutes and hours in anxious watchfulness. Every noise and every rustle reminded me that, while the desert appeared empty to the human eye, many creatures stalked, crept, and slithered upon its face. 

In the early morning, as the desert floor lightened, I packed only what I absolutely needed to survive the walk to Fullman. I left the tent and the few pots and utensils. I strained all of the water that had pooled in the seep overnight and poured it into the coffee pot and a lone glass bottle—the only containers left to me since Cray had strapped both casks and our canteen over Sassy’s back and taken them with him.

Three handfuls of oats remained of our foodstuffs. I cooked the last of them, ate part of the congealed mess, and scraped what remained into a kerchief that I knotted and tucked into a pocket. I rolled the rest of my clothes into a bundle and pinned my only hat securely in place. Over my hat and around my shoulders I draped my shawl as a tent against the blistering sun. 

I fingered the bottom of my skirt. I had stitched four half dollars into its hem as insurance before I left my folks’ farm. Maybe, somehow, the coins would help me leave Fullman and get to a place where I could send a wire to my folks asking for help. 

That morning I envisioned the thin little creek meandering by my parent’s land, and it had never seemed so sweet, so desirable. The sameness of each day on their farm—tending the animals and garden, doing the cooking, laundry, and cleaning—had never held such appeal. True, it was a boring life, but it was a life—not the certain death awaiting me upon this wasteland. 

I have shamed my father and mother. Will they take me back? I wondered. Will they allow me to come home? 

Certain that the coins were secure in the hem of my dress—but not at all certain or secure in my own heart—I set my face toward the rising sun. 

***
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I WALKED ALL DAY, WALKED until dark was falling on the land. I had eaten the oats tied up in the kerchief and drained the last of the water hours ago. 

I would have missed the town and wandered on, out into the desert, if not for the scents that reached out to me. The odors of smoking fires and smoldering grease drew me a little south. Kept me from losing my way. 

My feet ached. My throat and tongue were dry as dust. I was exhausted. But I had made it; I had arrived in Fullman. 

Fewer tents than I remembered stood between me and the rows of buildings at the center of Fullman. 

I waited until the night was fully dark. I trod by ragged shelters as quietly as I could manage. I avoided campfires where men sat and talked and drank with each other. I threaded my way through the canvas outskirts of Fullman until I reached the clapboard buildings. 

I stumbled up onto the planked walk in front of the store. The sign on the door read “Closed.” I glanced around in the dark, unsure of what to do next. Raucous singing, piano music, and smoky light issued from the saloon only feet away. 

I crept around the side of the store and sank to the dusty earth. I’ll just sleep here. No one will see me in the dark, I told myself. I’ll find Cray in the morning. 

I was not at all certain I wanted to find Cray, but I was frightened nearly out of my mind not to find him. A woman alone in a place like this? And I was only fourteen, after all. Scarcely a woman.

I turned sideways and leaned my head against the rough planks. 

And slept.

~~**~~
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Chapter 2
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I felt the appraising stares on me before I came fully awake. Or perhaps it was the gamey stench of unwashed bodies that woke me. I jerked and pushed myself up to sitting. My muscles cried out as I did so; sometime in the night I had slumped over sideways and slept bent over for hours. Wiping a grimy hand across my face I pried my eyes open.

At least ten men, backlit by glaring midmorning sun, circled around me. My breath caught. They might have been vultures circling their next meal, as intent as they were.

“She ain’t dead,” one muttered. 

“I sawed ’er first. I claim ’er,” another growled. 

He nudged one of the men aside; two others pushed him back. 

“We’ll see ’bout that!” one of them snarled.

My shawl had slipped to the ground as I slept. I fumbled for it and wrapped it about my shoulders; my hands clutched it to my bodice. With my back to the rough wood behind me, I shimmied to my feet. 

I mustered courage I did not know I possessed. “I ain’t belong t’ any of you-all,” I spat. My voice rasped with need for water—and with fear. “I-I’m a married woman. You-all jest move aside an’ let me pass.”

Lie though it was, I would stick to the “married woman” tale—because a single woman alone in this God-forsaken land? An unmarried woman had no protection at all. 

The men were as depraved as I remembered them. They did not budge. Their eyes swept over my body; a few of them sniggered. Their intent was clear. 

As though responding to an unheard signal, hands scrabbled for me, grasped and clawed at my clothes, and I had nowhere to run. I was backed against the building. A shriek filled my mouth and spilled into the open air. I screamed and kept screaming.

“Step aside, boys. You have no business here.” 

The sinews in my neck cracked as I craned my head to see who had spoken. A few of the men, while grumbling and complaining, started to back away, but others, their hands still grabbing at me, did not. Through their numbers I caught sight of a tall, slender woman.

“Help me, lady! Please! Help me!”

“You, Bill Plant! And Wendell Meyer! Take your filthy hands off this poor girl. Get away now, or I will fetch Big Jim to clear you all out.”

The woman folded her arms and waited. Muttering dark threats, the mob started to break. I clasped my shawl tighter about myself as if it could shield me from further violation. I fixed my eyes on the woman who tipped her head on its side and considered me. 

“You are Tabitha Hale, are you not?” The woman swayed as she approached me. It seemed a well-practiced movement, that swaying of skirts and hips, both feminine and alluring. “Cray told me to expect you.”

“Cray? Is-is he here?” 

I was so eager that I leaned toward the woman and caught the powdery scent of her cologne. I examined her face. She was not young but she was not old, either. Delicate lines etched her beautiful skin like the crazing of fine old porcelain. Her hair, a dark brown shimmering with strands of silver, was swept up and pinned upon her head. Delicate curls dangled by her ears and trailed along her neck. 

In every way, she was polished. Well-spoken. Sophisticated. Genteel. Everything I was not.

“No, I am afraid he left yesterday,” the woman murmured, her voice soft and sympathetic, “but he asked me to . . . look after you. We agreed that I would.”

“Oh.” I was stunned. Cray had well and truly left me! But he had, at least, made some sort of provision for me, had not left me to fend for myself? 

For the moment I forgot how Cray had abandoned me to the desert—where I might very well have died.

“My name is Opal.” The woman smiled and looked me over. “You look done in, Tabitha. May I suggest a hot bath, a good meal, and a long sleep in that order? How does that sound?”

“Thet . . . sounds right good.” I had to concede that I was almost as filthy as the men who had attacked me. 

An’ I prob’ly smell as bad, too, I admitted.

“Well, shall we take care of you? We cannot leave you out here another moment. Those jackals cannot be trusted to behave, you know.”

I nodded. I was still dazed, but I was grateful. “Thank ya fer savin’ me.”

Opal’s smile stretched her mouth and made even more of the tiny lines appear in her face, but they were pleasant enough lines. Only her eyes did not truly smile. “I own this store. Let us go up the back way to my apartment where you shall have privacy.”

Opal led the way up a back staircase to the second floor. It was still early; the bar next door was dark and silent. The entrance at the top of the stairs opened to a hallway. Opal turned right and stopped at the door on the end. 

“This is my private apartment. Please rest yourself here while I make arrangements for your bath and a hot meal. Drink as much of the water by my bed as you wish. You must be parched, you poor dear.”

I gaped when Opal opened the door. The room was not large, but it was artfully arranged. The bed was spread with a gay silk coverlet, the windows with thick drapes. A dressing table and a floral-patterned screen graced one corner of the room. A pitcher and washbasin painted with roses sat on a small table near an overstuffed arm chair. 

“Sit here, Tabitha,” Opal suggested. 

I collapsed into the chair Opal indicated. 

She poured a tall glass of water from the pitcher and handed it to me. “Drink as much as you like, but start with small sips, yes?”

I nodded and sank deeper into the chair. It was all I could do to not drain the glass of its tepid water. I sipped at the glass, placed it on the table, and leaned against the chair’s back to pace myself.

“I need to give instructions for your bath. I will return in a few minutes.” Opal glided from the room, closing the door behind her. 

I must have dozed off in the chair. When I awoke, a hip bath sat on the carpet in front of the bed and two young women were filling the bath from steaming tea kettles. I sat up and watched them empty the water into the tub.

“Hello,” I offered when they finished. 

One of them, a young woman with glowing auburn hair, smiled. “Hello. I’m Amber. This here’s Saffron.” Saffron’s skin and eyes were a deep glossy black. Her eyes glittered and her white, even teeth gleamed against her ebony skin as she smiled and examined me, but she said nothing. 

I nodded. “I’m Tabitha. Thanks fer fetchin’ m’ bath.”

“Sure thing,” Amber replied. 

They came with filled kettles several times more before Amber murmured, “That should be enough.” She slanted brown eyes toward me as though she wanted to say something, but Saffron touched her arm. Amber shrugged, and they left.

As soon as the door closed, I stripped off my dirty clothes, sank under the hot water, and allowed the liquid heat to heal my aching feet and muscles. I sighed and sank lower. 

Later, my hair washed, combed, and drying, clad in a robe Opal had loaned me while someone washed my clothes, I tore into the meal one of the girls placed before me. I wolfed down the biscuit first and then attacked the chicken and mashed potatoes.

I was still gnawing on a drumstick when Opal returned bearing another tray. 

“I am glad you have a good appetite, my dear,” she murmured. She set the tray down on the bed and poured from a flowered teapot into a delicate china cup. “Perhaps a cup of tea to finish your dinner? I’ve added extra sweetening to it to strengthen you.”

“I’m obliged to’ ya,” I replied. 

Opal took my plate away and handed me the cup and saucer. I balanced them on my knee, thinking how pretty their pattern was. 

“Thank ya ever s’ much for all this,” I said, staring at the steaming tea. “Don’ know how I can ever repay ya.”

“Do not concern yourself, my dear. As I said, Cray and I have an arrangement. He took care of everything.”

I sipped on the tea. It was strong and hot and sweet and warmed my stomach, even after the bath and the meal. “Did he? But still, he left town ’thout me?” I frowned, wondering how I would find him or, at the least, reach a bigger town, one with a telegraph.

“Yes. We can talk about such things tomorrow when you are recovered from your ordeal. I shall just brush your hair while you drink your tea.”

Opal moved behind me and fingered my hair. “You have such beautiful hair, my dear. Such fire!”

“Thank ya. Cray . . . Cray always said he loved m’ hair.” 

I sipped on the strong brew again. I did not recognize the flavor. It seemed . . . a bit off, but its sweetness was welcome. I sipped again.

“Yes, I can certainly understand why.” Opal gathered my thick mane and drew a brush through it. She brushed with a soothing rhythm and soon my hair dried under her ministrations. 

I found myself yawning. “Goodness—I’m s’ sorry. ’Fraid I’m a-gettin’ right sleepy again.”

“You have endured a terrible experience, my dear, so your fatigue is to be expected, no? Finish your tea and I will get you into bed.” 

Opal poured a little scented oil into her hands, rubbed them together, and then ran her fingers repeatedly through my hair. The scent of the oil filled the room.

“What’s thet?” I asked as I made myself finish the tea. My hand felt weak and the teacup rattled as I placed the saucer on the little table next to my chair.

“Just some perfumed oil. To relax you a bit more.” 

“Relax?” My tongue seemed stiff. 

“Are you finished, dear? Ready for bed?”

I did not answer. I could not seem to string two words together.

Opal helped me to the bed but it was all I could do to sit on its edge. She slid the robe from my shoulders and helped me to lie down. 

I lay blinking slowly under the sheet. 

What is happening?

She had not been gone more than a minute when the door opened and closed again. I heard Opal speaking from just inside the room. 

“You may have your way with her, Mr. Ward, but remember this: I expect you to break her in gently. She should be compliant enough and I will not tolerate any marks on her. Do you understand?”

“Sure, Opal, sure.” 

“Very well, then,” Opal opened the door and slipped from the room.

A shadowy figure neared the bed and leaned over me. 

“Who . . .” My mouth would not form the words I wanted to say. 

Three times that night men came into the room. I knew what they were doing, but I had no voice to object, no strength to fight them. 

I could only endure.
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ROSE’S PEN UPON HER notebook quivered. Her entire body trembled with an outrage she did not know how to express in a godly manner. At the same time, she ached with a sorrow that threatened to undo her.

Tabitha stared at something unseen and tears streamed down her cheeks and dripped from her chin. She was lost in her own thoughts, her own pain, and did not notice Rose’s struggle. Tabitha’s hands clenched and unclenched until Rose saw how red the woman’s fingers were becoming and placed her own hands upon Tabitha’s to still them. 

“That is enough for today, dearest,” Rose murmured. 

O Lord, O Lord! Did I not hear you? Was this a horrible mistake? 

Tabitha’s eyes blinked rapidly and she returned to consciousness of the place and time. She glanced at Rose, weariness upon her brow. “I have not thought of all that for a while,” she whispered. “I-I have refused to think on those days for many years.”

Rose swallowed. “I understand why.” She moistened her lips. “I had no real sense of what I was asking of you, Tabitha. Perhaps I was wrong to ask such a thing. Perhaps—”

“No!” Tabitha’s temper, often lurking just under the surface, flared, and her one-word response was sharply spoken. 

She regretted her outburst immediately. “Oh! Oh, I-I am so sorry.”

Rose moved to sit next to Tabitha. She wrapped her arms about the younger woman and Tabitha leaned into Rose’s comforting embrace.

“Tabitha, you said ‘no’ to my suggestion that we stop. Can you tell me why?”

Tabitha shuddered but nodded. “It is hard, dredging up the sordid details after all these years. But I am beginning to see how it could help. I want . . . I want to try.”

“Are you certain?”

Tabitha sat up and inhaled deeply. “Now that I have begun, I do not want to stop until I recount the very moment Jesus came to rescue me. I must tell it all so that my story ends in hope.”

“As you wish, dear girl,” Rose responded. She took up her pen and, shaking her head, silently reread the last lines. “This . . . woman. This Opal.”

“Yes. Opal.” Tabitha spoke the name with soft dismay. “You know me, Miss Rose. As you might imagine, even at fourteen I was a handful.” 

Tabitha twisted a napkin in her hands. “Opal may have bent me, but she did not break me. Not entirely. And not right away. However, it was not for lack of effort on her part.”

~~**~~
[image: ]


	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 3
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Late the following day when whatever drug Opal had given me had worn off, she came back to her room. “It is time for us to talk, Tabitha. Get out of bed and get dressed.” 

She sat in the same chair I had sat in the night before and addressed me as I, groaning, sat up in the bed. 

Well, I cursed her. I cursed Opal with words I’d often heard Cray use, words foreign to my tongue but suited the burning rage I felt toward Opal. 

Then I saw the man watching from behind her chair twitch his shoulders. He was a hulking mountain of a beast with a protruding jaw and dull, piggy eyes. His hair, cut in a ragged line around his collar, was the same dull brown as his eyes. 

He flexed his hands, clenching his fists by his side, and the muscles on his arms bulged like thick tree limbs. He was a monster. A freak of nature.

“You will curb your tongue, Tabitha,” Opal said softly. 

It was not a request. The menace in those few words made me wonder how I had so utterly misjudged her the day before.

I saw my clothes, washed, dried, and folded, on the end of the bed. Remembering the coins I’d stitched into the hem, I covered myself with the sheet and grabbed at the skirt. 

The four half dollars were gone. 

“Where are m’ coins? M’ money?” I demanded. 

“We will not speak until you have dressed,” Opal answered. 

With one eye on the menacing figure standing behind her, I scooted behind the dressing screen and pulled on my clothes. It was not easy—my body ached from the rough treatment of the previous night. I flinched when I bent over to put on my shoes. All the while, I seethed, but my anger was a thin veneer atop the horror of the night before.

Then I stood before Opal, defiant and smoldering, but holding my tongue in check—for the moment.

She watched me and was amused. Her amusement only made me angrier. 

“I want m’ money,” I said through gritted teeth. “Ya ain’t got no right to it. I want t’ leave Fullman. Now.” 

She chuckled under her breath. “Yes, I am sure you do. However, as I mentioned yesterday, I have an agreement with Cray.”

“Ya lied to me,” I hissed. 

“Not at all, I assure you,” she smirked. “Cray, in return for all the supplies he requested, traded what he had to offer. It was an equitable exchange. It was advantageous for both of us.”

Her gaze studied me in a detached, practiced manner. “You are thin and have not come into full womanhood yet. We need to fatten you up a bit.”

“I want m’ money,” I insisted.

Opal sighed. “I want to speak the truth to you, Tabitha, so there will be no hard feelings between us. When Cray arrived a few days back he offered you to me in return for a grub stake so he could continue his search for gold.”

“O-offered me? I-I don’ understand.” 

Opal smiled. “It is not the first time a man has traded a woman for supplies, my dear. What is important now is that you understand how things are and cooperate.”

I still could not fathom Opal’s words. “Are ya sayin’ he sold me?” The events of the night before swept over me and so did panic. “But he . . . he cain’t sell me! He don’t own me!” I was sputtering, unsure of how to proceed. 

“Ah, my dear. So many things in this life are not as they seem. Whether he had the ‘right’ to sell you is inconsequential. You are here. I have already invested in you. And now you will work for me.”

“I—” The horror was just beginning to dawn on me. “Work fer ya?”

“Why, yes. In addition to the store below us, I also own the saloon next door. News of your arrival has already made quite a stir. The men are looking forward . . . to getting to know you better.”

As though I would blithely accept and accommodate her instructions, she waved her hand and continued. “Working hours are six in the evening until one in the morning. You may sleep until ten each morning if you like. I prefer my girls well rested and in good spirits.

“However, you must be present at the table for the morning meal at 10:30. After we eat together, I will assign chores. If you complete your chores in a satisfactory manner, you may use the time remaining for your own pursuits—but you may not, ever, leave this building without permission. Then, promptly at three in the afternoon, you will wash, fix your hair, and tend to your clothes.” 

She examined her hands. “Yes, about the clothes. Amber is making over a dress for you right now. I want it understood that you will receive this dress in good condition and you will keep it in good condition. Every afternoon at 4:30 we will meet again for dinner. If you are not properly turned out, you will leave the table and repair whatever part of your toilet is lacking.”

She looked hard at me. “I do not save back food for girls who are late or unprepared, and we do not eat again until the following morning, so have a care. Take your clothing and appearance seriously.”

“I ain’t doin’ any of thet,” I spat at her. “I’m a-leavin’ this god-fersaken place. T’day.”

Opal smiled her amused smile. “Let me introduce you to Big Jim, Tabitha.” 

She crooked her finger at the monster near her elbow. With more speed than I could believe, he lumbered toward me. I bolted for the door but he cut me off and spun me around. His hands grasped my neck, and he lifted me from the floor.

No matter how hard I hit him or raked him with my fingernails, Big Jim did not loosen his hold around my neck. He held me straight out in front of himself, his arms fully extended so I could scarcely reach his face. 

Oh, I bloodied his cheeks and his eyes in those first seconds, indeed I did—but it seemed to make no impression upon him. He simply stared at me with those little piggy eyes and squeezed. He squeezed hard enough that soon I could not breathe, could not swallow. I felt the enormous strength in his thick fingers and I knew he could snap my neck with little effort—but he was not trying to kill me outright. 

He squeezed until I floundered and twitched, my feet dangling above the floor, until I had no air left. Until I hung limp and yielding in his hands. Until the room dimmed and sparks of light were all I could see. Until I was certain I would die.

I think Opal murmured something. I cannot really remember. Big Jim dropped me to the floor and I lay there, helpless and motionless except for the bit of air seeping back into my lungs. 

Opal bent over me. “That had to have been unpleasant, Tabitha, and I am certain you would not like to repeat this experience. So have a care: I do not tolerate insubordination or a poor attitude in any of my girls. Do you understand?”

Big Jim loomed behind Opal. He twined his hands together behind her shoulder where I could see them. A silent threat.

“Do you understand, Tabitha?” Opal asked again.

I gritted my teeth and nodded. 

***
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“THIS PLACE IS PLAYED out,” Opal announced at breakfast two months later. “I invested my working capital here because I believed it would grow, that the miners would put down roots. Sadly, I was mistaken. 

“We will be moving to Silver City next week. I do not plan to stay there long; I’ve set my sights on returning to Kansas City, my home town, as our permanent destination. When we have earned enough in our next town, we shall start east.”

I barely listened. An insistent vow played in my head: I will kill Cray Bishoff if ever I find him. It was, in fact, all I thought of, all that kept me moving through each day . . . and each night. 

“Pass the butter, Red.” 

I ignored “Amber,” as she was called. I knew it was not her real name. All of Opal’s girls were renamed for colors or colored stones. Opal tried calling me “Ruby” to fit into her naming scheme, but the men all asked for “Red,” so she relinquished Ruby and called me Red. 

I despised the moniker and I despised her for shackling me with it. I particularly hated hearing the men talk about me and ask for me using that despised name. 

“Hey, Red. Pass the butter?”

When I still did not respond to Amber’s request, her elbow nudged me in the ribs. 

My hand snaked out of its own volition. The resounding crack of my palm on Amber’s face echoed through the kitchen. I do not know why I did it. I knew I would be punished, but I could not restrain the ever-simmering rage in my breast.

“Red!” Opal was on me in a trice. She may have been an older woman, but she was still strong, and she was ruthless. Opal grabbed me by my hair and yanked me backward. My chair toppled to the floor with me in it. Opal sat on my chest and held me down. 

“Get Big Jim in here,” she hissed. 

Amber ran to do Opal’s bidding. The other women, three of them, eyed each other uneasily. I had been nothing but a vexation to Opal since the day she had told me how Cray had “sold” me to her—and this would not be the first punishment Opal ordered Big Jim to dish out.

Big Jim shambled into the room with Amber peering from behind his bulk. “Yesh, Missh Opal?”

“Take Red upstairs and discipline her, Big Jim. This time, I do not care how marked up she is—just not her face.” 

I swore and struggled violently under Opal’s knees. I wanted to run, but Big Jim grabbed my arm and yanked me to my feet. He lifted me so that my toes were unable to touch the floor. I managed to rake the nails of my free
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