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PART ONE

The English Moor


The Moor has been likened to a sea after a storm suddenly arrested and turned to stone; but a still better resemblance, if not so romantic, is that of a dust-sheet thrown over the dining room chairs.

SABINE BARING-GOULD
 A Book of Dartmoor
 Methane & Co., London, 1900
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Any woman who can make you happy has all the information she needs to make you miserable if she wants to.

SAMUEL JEREMIAH CODY
 A Texan in Massachusetts
 Lataille, Brace, & Co., Boston, 1884




DEVONSHIRE, ENGLAND, 1899

Sam Cody wasn’t usually a hard-drinking man, but today was an exception. His ribs were sore. His mouth was cut. His eye was swollen. The woman he loved wasn’t speaking to him. Her family, if they got hold of him, was fit to hang him, and his own friends and relatives were so riled they’d probably hie the horse out from under him to help. So here he was, in a godforsaken coach station in the middle of nowhere—whatever it took to avoid the pack of angry friends and family—while he sulked, as irritated with himself as they were: But there was no way to avoid himself.

Or almost no way. He tipped back his flask, gingerly putting its lip to his, and knocked back another sour mouthful of what passed for whiskey in England. He drew in air over the liquor as it ran down his throat—a little trick he’d learned today, since he had to breathe through his mouth, because breathing through his nose made it burn so badly his eyes watered. The whiskey settled hotly in his belly. Oh, he was working up a dandy drunk. Once he was on the coach, if the doggone thing ever came, he intended to drink himself unconscious.

The only company in the little wooden room was an oversized trunk someone had deposited here before he’d arrived. It sat in a halo of dust motes, blocking most of the light from the only window, a big box container that looked nonetheless clean and freshly packed, so he thought maybe he’d be having company on the ride to Exeter—though whoever it was must know something he didn’t, because the other passenger was as late as the coach. Sam could only guess as to which way to walk, up the road or down, if the coach didn’t come. He was a stranger here—and pretty much felt like the proverbial fish, its gills sucking air.

He was new to England by two weeks, and so far he didn’t have much use for the country or anyone in it. Today especially. Today he hated every goshdamn Brit right up to their prissy, raised eyebrows. He hated every one of their little pasty-faced children. He hated their yappy dogs, their fat cats, their tiny carriages, their windowless walls and narrow alleys. He hated the way they didn’t say what they thought—if one more slick-eared, stall-fed Brit answered him one more time with the word indeed, he’d rip the fellow’s tongue out—

Oh, what did it matter? He was headed home.

In that spirit, he ambled over to the only furniture in the room, a wood bench, and sat on it, drawing one long leg up to hook his boot heel on the edge. He lay his arm over his knee, his metal flask dangling in his fingers.

You idiot, Gwyn. His now former fiancée. Oh, he hated her. He loved her. He missed her. How dare she be so mean to him? He had another quick mental argument with her. He’d been arguing with her all afternoon even though she was present only in his imagination. Once more, he explained carefully and convincingly exactly what had happened today. It made perfect sense. Over and over, his explanations made everything all right again.

A shame the real woman wouldn’t be hearing his fancy speeches.

He raised his flask again—light, hollow, near-empty—and polished off the last of the whiskey. He was just wondering what the limit was before the rest of his body interpreted English whiskey the way his taste buds did—as poison—when his vision jumped. It was a new variation to the swimming of his head. He leaned back on one arm to make the movement stop, which it didn’t. He closed his eyes. Oh, how his body hurt. Closed, his swollen eye felt the size of a peach; the lid didn’t unfold right.

Sam bent his elbow, shifting around to lower himself backward onto the bench. Hard as the surface was, meeting it seemed a relief, almost comfortable. He let his shoulders, then head, drop the last inch, a clonk onto wood. Fully horizontal, he knew a dicey moment as to whether he could stay in this position or whether he’d have to heave his sorry self up so as not to choke on all the liquor and coffee keeping his breakfast eggs company, all of it considering a return trip.

Exhaustion won. He sank past queasiness…falling, a plummet, into sleep…like a U.S. silver dollar dropped, blinking then disappearing, down, down, out of sight, into the deepest part of a choppy Channel sea.

 

“Penis,” suggested Lydia Bedford-Browne. She and her lady’s maid sat side by side on a one-horse farm cart as it pulled to a stop. “Ask him to tell you about his penis. That’s what anatomy books call it.”

Rose, round-cheeked, round-bosomed, and a head shorter than her mistress, tied the reins as she giggled nervously. “Oh, I couldn’t possibly say that,” she answered and set the brake.

Married this afternoon, Rose had just stammeringly admitted that she hadn’t the foggiest notion about “that part” of a man. Not a clue what it looked like, what it did exactly when it came to a woman, or even what to call it so as to open a discussion about it with her new groom.

Alas, back in Yorkshire, Lydia’s father’s library at Castle Wiles contained numerous representations. She even knew where her brother kept his forbidden copy of the Beardsley drawings to Lysistrata with their amazing exaggerations of the fanciful item under discussion.

Of course, she could have found Rose pictures of fairies and werewolves, too. They were roughly as real to Lydia. And as relevant to the life of the Viscount Wendt’s daughter.

She laughed. “Beyond recommending anatomy books, I can’t help. I’m sorry.”

Rose nodded. “I just thought you might know a good word. You always know words.”

“Well, I’ve already given you the best word I know.” She lifted a handful of skirts and stood up, thinking to abandon Rose, the conversation, and the cart. “You mustn’t fret,” she counseled over her shoulder. “Thomas will help. It doesn’t matter how you say it. Just ask what you need to ask, however it comes out.”

She studied the ground below, gauging the distance, then felt Rose’s hand at her elbow.

“Wait,” the girl said. “I’ll come around to help.”

Lydia shook her head. “I can manage—”

She took aim on a spot several feet below, where she intended to land. Indeed, in London, someone would have been there, arms outstretched. In London, a dozen people would have helped her down. Her father or brother, a servant, half a dozen willing gentlemen, or even her mother. Everyone was always helping her, as if she were an invalid.

Not here, though. With a sense of freedom, she leaped from the cart seat, her arms out. Her skirts billowed. She was momentarily airborne, thrilled. When she landed on hard, uneven ground, though, one foot and knee slipped out from under her. She went down onto her back, colliding with the earth so forcefully it knocked the wind out of her. She lay there flat out, stunned, staring up into a sky streaked with fluffed clouds. Then she rolled to her hands and knees, a little shaky, and pushed herself up.

As she dusted grit from her palms, her maid came rushing around the cart. “Did you break anything? Are you all right?”

The girl set about brushing the back of Lydia’s plain brown dress until Lydia sidestepped her reach. Even then Rose’s plump little hands followed, darting upward, trying to right an askew hat.

“Stop.” Lydia laughed as she straightened the hat herself. “No, I didn’t break anything. Yes, I’m fine.” She let out another light burst of laughter at the antics of a short young woman who, for a few steps, half-chased while trying to adjust the edge of her jacket. “It was a little fall, Rose. Nothing more.”

The lady’s maid made another pass at her, a swipe of her hand that tried to brush the back of her shoulder.

Lydia captured the girl’s hands and drew them down to her sides. “Will you stop,” she said. “You’ve gone completely dotty. I’m fine. Honestly.”

The girl shook her head, biting her lip. “Well, between the two of you, I’m in a state. You, going off alone—”

Ah. “I won’t be alone. I’ll call on Meredith in Bleycott—”

“And Thomas—” Rose all but choked, her face filled with dread and angst. “Thomas can’t talk of it either. We’ve tried. We’re both simply mortified to speak of it.” They were back on the uncomfortable subject of Thomas’s John-Thomas. “He is as innocent as I am. A fine honeymoon it will be, both of us as ignorant as rocks.”

“No, no,” Lydia reassured her, “Boddington”—her near-fiancé—“once likened the process to cricket. Something about bats and wickets and team play.” She hadn’t explored it further, since both Boddington and cricket bored her to tears. “Nothing to worry about.”

“Cricket? Cricket matches are endless!” Rose protested. “Surely it is nothing like cricket.”

“One can hope.” Lydia laughed. “You must find out and tell me. I entrust the matter to your research. I want a full report.”

She looked around them, taking in the surroundings as she carefully hid a hurt ankle. She’d twisted it in the fall, but better not to mention it. Rose had enough to fret about. While Lydia herself felt so hopeful and happy that, by contrast, she was almost ashamed of herself.

In her twenty-four years of living, she had never been on her own for more than an afternoon. Now she had three whole days to herself, and they stretched before her like paradise. She drew in a breath. The air was clear and bracing, the afternoon bright. A pinch in her ankle meant nothing in the context of so much freedom and choice. She would do fine. So would Rose.

In spite of her good mood, though, when she turned and faced fully for the first time the coach station to which she and Rose had brought themselves, Lydia felt a little let down. Here was where her independent adventure would start? She stared at a small wooden shack as bare and raw as the land that spread out behind it.

The Dartmoor. Its open tableland lay beyond the tiny building, dwarfing it in a vastness of granite and sparse grass. As far as the eye could see the moor looked…hard, unyielding. It brought to mind the stories associated with it: giant black dogs that ran at night, devouring lost souls; the ghost of a murdered noblewoman rattling through the dark in a driverless coach; a devil with burning eyes who appeared out of nowhere, riding a black stallion, who with his horse could leap into the air and gallop on the wind.

Romantic rubbish, Lydia scoffed. Yet seeing the moor-lands stretch out, unimpeded by civilization, made her aware of how such nonsense got started. Without the village of Swansdown to jolly up the landscape—and its warm, joyous wedding celebration now left behind—the terrain was at once majestic and bleak. And the ramshackle ticketing office for the bimonthly coach across it was of a piece: a stark little structure that looked about to collapse, about to give its slats and beams back to nature, barely deserving the word building, let alone the dignity of station.

Rose continued in her dour vein. “I don’t like it,” she said as she walked around the back of the cart. “The coach isn’t even here.” Indeed, there wasn’t a horse, vehicle, or human in sight.

“Your mother said it always ran late, or I wouldn’t have stayed for the last round of toasts to the bride and groom. I trust that it will be along shortly.”

At the rear of the cart, Rose reached for Lydia’s long satchel, frowning over her own arm at her mistress. “Why not take the train? You could hire your own compartment. You’d be hidden. No one would see that you were traveling alone.”

“Until I got off at a busy station without you. No, thank you. I can’t risk running into someone who knows me or, worse, knows my parents—and disapproves as much as they do of my going anywhere unchaperoned. Besides, a private compartment would be expensive.” Rose scooted the satchel to the edge of the cart, and Lydia took hold of it, too. They had a little tug-of-war as she continued. “No, no one will pay a speck of—” She frowned. “Let go, Rose, I have it,” then continued, “a speck of attention to me on an out-of-the-way public coach. If, indeed, I even see another soul.”

Rose relinquished the satchel enough that it dropped between them; they each had hold of a handle. It was an awkward bag, longer than the maid was tall, not heavy so much as cumbrous for its tightly packed length. “We’ll do it together.” They began in tandem. “I packed your extra handkerchiefs.”

“Thank you.”

“Do you have your tonic?”

“In my purse.”

“I put your wool wrap on top here, in case you get chilly.”

Lydia nodded, not mentioning that she planned to put the satchel in the coach’s boot. It was too unwieldy to keep with her.


“Oh, and I packed sandwiches at the side, one cucumber, one chutney and cheese—”

“It’s only a three-hour ride, Rose—”

“You should make yourself eat them. And your hot water bottle is under the sandwiches for when you get to Bleycott.”

Lydia let out a soft snort. “You sound like my mother.”

“Your mum would kill me if she knew I was letting you go alone.” Rose glared over the bag as they trudged with it, then yanked it suddenly. “Let go. I have it.” As if carrying the bag alone might ward off the wrath of the Viscountess Wendt—wrath that, in point of fact, was almost impossible to prevent in any predictable way, though God knew people tried.

Rather than fight further, Lydia obliged. She could not have done what Rose did: With a grunt, the shorter, stockier woman hefted the long satchel into her arms and took off at a good pace—a woman carting an enormous, leather-and-damask baguette, the circumference of which her arms didn’t quite encompass.

As they climbed the front steps of the station, Lydia said, “Put it down there. I’ll get the driver to load it for me.”

Rose answered by clutching the bag to her, a gesture that suggested Lydia’s lack of robustness—which certainly translated into less muscle and stamina than her maid—and general susceptibility to chills and rashes and sneezing were life-threatening. Which, generally speaking, they weren’t.

Rose talked over the diagonal end of the satchel. “If you won’t take the train, why not hire a private coach?”

Lydia laughed outright. “Now that would be expensive, wouldn’t it? I can’t.” She mugged a face, making fun of herself. “Too budget-minded.” She sighed. “Rose, it’s good for me to go out on my own. I don’t get to often enough. It feels wonderful.” Gently, she told her again, “Put the bag down, please.”

Rose relinquished it slowly, putting one end down, then letting the other slide down her body. As the whole dropped onto her toes, she opened her mouth.


Lydia held up her hand. “No more. We’re meeting in Bleycott in three days’ time, then taking the train back to London as planned, like the very proper lady and lady’s maid that we are. No one shall ever know I struck out on my own to attend your wedding.” She made a face of mock horror, then rolled her eyes. “Oh, forbidden pleasure that it was.”

When Rose only bit her lip, Lydia let off teasing. “I wouldn’t have missed it,” she said. “Thank you for abetting me.” Her parents had expressly forbidden her to go “out among the moorspeople to a wedding between servants,” while she herself could think of nothing better than watching a miracle happen: seeing her very sweet lady’s maid marry their footman, Thomas Simms.

Rose—Lydia’s friend, companion, and generally co-conspirator for nine years now—pressed her little bow mouth into a solemn expression. “Thank you for coming,” she said, her eyes round with sincerity. “Thomas and I were so proud to have you here.”

The bride was speaking her ostensible reason for leaving her groom and wedding celebration in order to drive Lydia the mile down the road to the coach station: to “have a private moment to thank my dear mistress, the Honorable Miss Bedford-Browne, for coming.”

Lydia looked down, nodding. Imagine, she thought. Rose, married. She was overwhelmed by a sudden, confusing rush of feeling: sadness, joy, jealousy, affection.

Rose, too, bent her head, mirroring Lydia’s movement. The two women stood there, nodding in some sort of mysterious agreement. A moment later, they raised their heads simultaneously, looked at each other, and grew still in the same instant. And there they were—inappropriately across class lines, yet somehow inexplicably—connected.

Finally, the only way to break the tension was to do what was natural. “Oh,” Lydia cried out and threw her arms around the young woman with whom she had grown into adulthood. “Oh,” she said again, hugging Rose to her. “You are dear to me. And I am so happy for you.” She pushed her away. “Now, off with you. Go have your honeymoon with your handsome new husband.”

Rose sniffed. Her eyes grew teary.

“No.” Lydia pushed at her. “Go on now.”

“You’ll be all right?”

“Guaranteed.”

“I’ll walk you into the building, stay till the coach—”

“No, no,” Lydia protested. Apparently a secondary reason for the bride wanting to take her mistress to the station was to carp endlessly about the choice of transportation. To distract, she teased, “Besides, you have that research question to report on. You must find out what Thomas calls himself there and what exactly all the fuss is about.” The anatomy books, Lydia thought, made it all sound like pistons and packing rings.

“I’ve waited twenty-seven years. I can wait half an hour more.”

Lydia sighed. “All right. But once the coach arrives, you run off. No need to wait till it leaves.”

Rose nodded, an accord at last. At which point she made a move toward her mistress, hesitated, then gave in: She boldly linked her arm through Lydia’s, opened the door, and the two women walked through it together into the small, wood-plank structure that was the local coach house to the only coach line that ran, village by village, across the Dartmoor.
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Love, any devil but you!

JOHN DONNE




The two women walked through the door to be immediately confronted by Lydia’s large black trunk. It stood on end not five feet from the doorway, smack in the middle of the one-room station. Rose’s brother had delivered it earlier that morning.

“Now why would Artemis put it there?” Rose asked. “Couldn’t he have put it to the side so we could move about?” She shook her head as they rounded the corner of the trunk. “Why are men such fools—”

They both stopped, confronted with the fact that there was a…a fool in here with them.

A man lay stretched out on a bench against the back wall, his arm over his eyes at one end of the wood plank, his legs dropped off the other, his feet planted on the floor. He didn’t respond to their noise, presumably deeply asleep. His spraddled feet caught Lydia’s attention. On them he wore strange, eye-catching boots, while between his feet lay a black hat, high-crowned and banded by a piece of thin black leather on which were threaded, spaced, and knotted half a dozen silver beads. The two together—hat and boots—were foreign yet familiar.

She remembered: They were American, the attire of Wild West cowboys, the likes of which had whooped and shot their way through Buffalo Bill Cody’s Wild West Exhibition when it was on tour in London two years ago; her brother had dragged her to it. She had at first been resentful of having to sit there with him, then excited by the strangeness—there were dramas, for instance, “re-enactments,” of savages chopping the hair off people with axes—then faintly appalled by her own excitement. She would not have thought she could respond to such a display of horror—horror done badly for sensational effect—and didn’t know what to make of the thrill she felt.

She and Rose walked between the trunk and the man to get a better look at him, his shoes, and his hat. She stared down, full of curiosity, taking him in from one end to the other, and felt a whiff of that same odd excitement. He was big, built on a grand scale, like the idea of the Wild West itself. Then, as she drew closer, she caught a whiff of something more tangible: liquor. Ah, he wasn’t sound asleep so much as passed out, perhaps.

For whatever reason, the man’s body was a study of sprawl and balance: positioned not to fall off the narrow bench yet relaxed enough to be truly asleep. Given the width of the bench and the size of him, sleeping on it seemed a small athletic feat.

“Do you think he’s all right?” she asked.

He didn’t look all right. His very un-English clothes were a mess. Perfect really, just exactly what she’d expect of someone who’d been chasing Indians all day: His slate-gray coat was dusty and torn at the shoulder. He had a cut at the corner of his mouth—his arm was flung over his face, so the lower portion was all that showed. His complexion was browned by the sun, so tan that his lips looked pale by comparison, though this didn’t keep his dark, clean-shaven jaw from exhibiting a darker-still bruise. The hair of his head, a shiny tousle above his arm, was on the long side, unruly, uncombed; it looked black in the low light of the room.

“He’s breathing,” Rose said. “I think he’s healthy enough: just foxed.”

Lydia angled her head to get a better look at his boots. With his knees bent, the cuffs of his trousers pulled up. A long stretch of boot showed—leather the color of black cherries with a lot of stitching that made embossed wings along the sides. Fancy boots, though they were creased and scuffed. The heels were worn down. Still, they looked soft, creased in a way that said they moved exactly with the man’s foot and ankle. His slate-colored trousers, besides looking as if they’d been wadded into a ball before he’d put them on, showed scraped skin through a tear at the knee. From the tear something else peeked out, the edge of something red. It was his underclothes. They were red! Lydia wanted to giggle.

“He’s in terrible shape, isn’t he?” she said.

Rose tittered, making Lydia glance over at her.

Aah. Before Thomas there had been a string of male callers, every one of them good-looking. Rose had an eye for the handsome ones.

Lydia frowned back at the inert man, feeling disgruntled somehow. His body extended off the bench in both directions. He was too long for it, his shoulders too wide, which of course to Rose would translate to tall and broad-shouldered. All right, Rose was correct. He was nicely proportioned in a long, loose-limbed way. His arm lay gracefully over his eyes, his hand relaxed, its palm a pale hollow against its otherwise darkly tanned skin. Aside from the rumpled mess of his clothes, he looked…healthy, strong. Healthy, that is, for a beat-up foreigner who smelled of whiskey. Rose was also right in that he was deep in his cups—Lydia recognized the smell from her father. Scotch whiskey, his favorite beverage, bar none.

Lydia made a face, about to criticize further. Then thought better of it. Here was almost surely her companion for a coach ride. No sense in adding to Rose’s chagrin. She shrugged. “He looks harmless enough.” She tried to believe it herself.

At that moment, outside in the far distance, the sound of a coach—the whir of wheels, the rapid clatter of hooves—rose faintly out of the silence.

The man on the bench stirred. He lifted one boot and crossed it to his knee, groaning at the effort.

The sound of horses and wheels grew louder, distinct.

She reminded Rose, “You promised: time for you to go. I’m as good as in Bleycott. I’ll see you there Tuesday evening.”

Reluctantly, the girl kissed her, hugged her again, thanked her for the hundredth time for coming, then offered to cancel her honeymoon and travel home with her.

“No, no,” Lydia said, laughing. “You must answer the penis question, remember? You must report when I next see you on all that is decent to tell.”

“O-o-h,” Rose groaned and bent her head to Lydia’s. “There must be other words….” She lowered her voice, whispering, and they were suddenly in conversation about honeymoons again.

 

The penis question. The phrase drifted through Sam’s mind, though he couldn’t gather its sum and substance. He was dreaming.

The dream seemed to spring from a noise, a sound akin to the movement of high wind in tall grass. Skirts rustling. Yes, that was it. Silk against silk.

Voices intruded, women’s voices. They were soft and nearby. Ha, they were talking together, confiding about men and sexual relations. Oh, yes. His sleeping mind strained toward these voices. He could make out bits. Honeymoon…decent…indecent. That was all he could catch, though a few moments later—or a few hours, it being hard to tell, since he kept coming back from the netherworld without knowing how long he’d been there—he knew the smell of a woman’s hair. As if she bent close through the darkness. The smell of soap, ginger-lemon floral, the scent warmed by her scalp, her skull, her neck. Hair. His dreaming mind imagined coils of it, cascades of feminine hair. Oh, he loved soft hair and silky skirts.

Gwyn, he thought. She had nice skirts, beautiful dresses, though her hair wasn’t her best feature. He liked her hands, her long fingers. He could feel them suddenly in the dark. The last time he’d seen her alone on peaceable terms, she’d surprised him. She’d slid those fingers down his shirt, over his belt, and along his fly, till through his trousers she found the outline of him. He’d been kissing her and was already pretty darn firm. The pressure of her fingers through his clothes, though, made him rigid. She laughed coquettishly at what she’d done, at his response, then said, Your manhood. Which struck him as a silly word for his fully erect penis, though he sure couldn’t complain about the context. He pressed her palm down onto him with complete approval, whatever she wanted to call him.

Voices again. The sound of a carriage. It entered the dream raucously, horses snorting wet breath, shrieking, stomping. A man yelled at these unhappy animals, but Sam couldn’t make out the words, as if vowels had been moved around just enough to turn the meaning into garble. Then the door to the coach opened like a maw. Perhaps Gwyn was inside. Where had she gone?

The pleasure of a moment ago became a vague awareness of pain. His nose hurt. His face stung. Slowly, rib by rib, he realized his chest ached. His shoulder blades had a pinch in them where he was lying on something hard, the whole effect painfully reminiscent of the after-hours following the brawls of his youth. He didn’t do that anymore, he assured his sleeping self. No brawling. But, God bless, he hurt like he’d been ridden hard and put up wet.

Sam stepped into the waiting dream coach, into its dark interior, hurting now, wanting someone to soothe him. There was no one, though, nothing in the coach, only cold, then suddenly he was falling, swallowed up into blackness. He tumbled until, in the far distance, appeared what became a rocky piece of grassland, opening up wider and wider, coming at him. He was hurtling toward it. The land came faster, expanding in all directions. He knew terror for an instant as he realized he was going to smash into it—

“The coach is here,” someone said.

Abruptly, Sam jerked, his breath came out in a gulp. The back of his head hit on something, wood. And he was suddenly awake, his heart pounding.

Disoriented, he blinked up. He lay on a board bench that cut into his shoulder blades, staring up at—of all things—a woman’s upside-down face, behind her head a raw rafter ceiling.

Her face hung over his, a wince fixed on her features—not what he was used to seeing in a women’s face at this close range. Which said a lot for how his eye was looking.

“Is it blue?” he croaked. His speech, normally deep and drawling, sounded downright raspy: rusted, whiskey-voiced.

“What?”

“My eye.”

Her face—heart-shaped with a little, pointy chin—frowned, looked disconcerted, then answered, “They both are.”

He let out a snort, a dry laugh. “Blueing up. Black and blue.”

She nodded. “A bit. Mostly just jolly well swollen. How did you do it? It’s horrid.”

“I got myself into a little fight where I was sort of outnumbered.”

“You lost.”

“No, I didn’t,” he said quickly. He’d won, damn it.

She blinked, then asked, “What were you fighting over?”

“Whether a man, then him and four of his friends from a back alley, could rob a woman on the street.” Sam tried to sit up, but he moved too quickly. He groaned and lay himself gently back onto the bench. Lying there, he told her with some satisfaction, “You can’t, it turns out.” He grimaced when he might like to have smiled smugly. “Two of them were hospitalized.”

“You put them there?”

“I did.”

“And you’re proud of that?”

He lifted his chin, tilting his head backward enough to frown at her upside down. “Under the circumstances, yes. Listen, Gwyn—” he began. Then what he’d said brought him up short.

He tried to sit up again, this time moving slowly, stiffly forward till he had rolled up onto his backside and lowered his legs over the edge of the bench. “Achhh,” he groaned, laying his head into his hands. Success. Of sorts. He hurt so many places he couldn’t separate out all the aches and spasms. He was too old for this, he thought.

“Indeed,” the woman said as she backed out of his way—and possibly his reach: She looked wary.

Indeed. He lifted his head enough to throw her a scowl over his spread fingertips.

She was thin, hardly more than a hundred pounds soaking wet, while being maybe five-six—which was nine or so inches shorter than he, making her taller than average and downright skinny. He couldn’t resist telling the scrawny thing, “Putting two of them in the hospital was fair return, if nothing else. And the other three were messed up about as badly as me. The woman got away with her purse without a scratch. First-rate results, though of course, it cost me some—” At which point, he remembered all it cost him and that humbled him into silence.

Arguing with a stranger after calling her Gwyn. How crazy was this?

“Indeed,” she said again.

He twisted his mouth at her as far as it would go without killing him with pain. “In-goddamn-deed.”

She’d turned partly away and moved toward the door—the trunk that had been in the middle of the room was missing. She looked at him now over her shoulder, her neck making a long, willowy arch. A pretty stretch of spine.

He assessed her where she stood in part shadow, part lit up the front—the door was swung open, the low sun shining into the room: fair complexion, brown hair mounded up onto her head, a perfectly worthless little straw hat perched on top. Her clothes were plain but…stylish somehow. Simple. No jewelry. She put herself together in a way that made her prettier, he thought, than nature intended. She was decent looking. For a thin-boned woman. Of the serving class, he’d guess, since she was traveling cheaply and alone. A lady’s maid. No, something about her was fancier than that. A governess. Or shopkeeper maybe. A frugal milliner. Oh, hell, he didn’t know what she was other than she didn’t appear to be a society tulip. No, nothing like Gwyn, nothing at all.

Outside he heard horses. The coach. It must have arrived. The woman sauntered into the open doorway, watching presumably the final loading and readying of their vehicle.

Sam put his head, his temples, back into his hands, sitting there light-headed and queasy, waiting for the courage to stand up. He’d have to any minute.

“You shouldn’t drink so awfully much,” said the soft-sweet voice by the doorway in its high-horse accent.

“I hurt.”

“And now you hurt worse because of the drinking.”

“Thank you for your kind advice,” he said, lifting his head enough to look at her again. Stupid creature. “I’m all right,” he told her.

“No, you’re—”

He cut her off. “How much I drink is none of your business.”

“Well,” she said, “I didn’t mean it as a slight against your manhood.”

“My what?” He straightened slightly.

“Your manhood. Your masculine pride.”

He nodded. Of course. Right. He knew that.

Looking out into the coach yard, she asked, “So, how long is it?”

“Excuse me?”

“How long is it, do you think?”

“How long is what?” Sam felt a tingle of panic. What the hell kind of conversation was this?

The woman swayed her pretty neck toward him and fixed him with narrow look. “The ride,” she said.

It took him a moment. Then with a sense of relief, he said, “Ah, the coach ride.”

“What else?”

“Nothing.” He repeated the word, delighted to say it: “Nothing.” He shook his head at himself. It was an accident that she had used Gwyn’s silly name for a fine part of his body. Entertaining, in fact. He smiled till the movement of his mouth pulled at the corner where his lip was split. He caught the side of his mouth with his fingers, holding it still, only able to smile with half of it. “I don’t know how far it is. Twenty or thirty miles across the moor. Depends on which town you want, I guess.”

He picked up his Stetson from the floor, laying it into his lap.

Her eyes followed it. “Not that long then,” she said.

She stared at his hat. Sam blinked, frowned, looked down. Quite long. Manly and long. Then he let out a short laugh of release. Lordy. He leaned back till his shoulder blades found the wall and relaxed against it. What a cross-eyed conversation.

“Is something wrong?” she asked.

He shook his head, letting the half of his mouth that didn’t hurt too much crack a smile again. He was feeling better. Not wonderful by any means, but not sick at his stomach and finally, fully awake. “Nothing’s wrong.”

He laughed outright then and eased himself up, standing cautiously as he dusted his hat against his leg.

A short, bushy-bearded man stuck his head in. “E’eryone rea’y?” Even his thick regional accent didn’t hide the man’s slurred words. Well, here’s hoping the horses know the way, Sam thought, because their driver was drunker than he was.

Setting his hat far back on his crown, he followed the young woman out into the afternoon sun. The driver was actually carrying a bottle of gin. He had trouble holding on to it as he tried to climb into the driver’s box. Sam thought about confiscating the liquor, but that was way too hypocritical in the end, so he just shoved the man up the foot treads and into the box instead. Then Sam offered his hand to the woman to help her up into the coach.

After a curious moment of hesitation, she accepted his assistance. She lay her thin fingers in his. They were surprisingly soft, delicate, the ball of her thumb warm and plump like the breast of a little bird. He pressed his thumb over the backs of her knuckles and balanced her up the two wood steps, letting go as she took hold of the door frame. Before she bent fully under it, though, she stepped awkwardly on the threshold, as if her ankle twisted.

“Oof,” she said and fell backward.

Instinctively, Sam put his hands up, and her buttocks landed into them.

If he’d been more sober, he might have found a more gentlemanly way to help. Right or wrong, though, he cupped her backside in his hands. Her bottom, another surprise, was round and firm, even generous; it fit just right into his palms. He pushed her back up into balance by her bottom and liked doing it, a pretty rewarding piece of misbehavior. It made him laugh to do it.

She grabbed hold of the door frame, stabilizing herself in the coach doorway, then turned before she made her way in. He was right behind her, and there they were, nose to nose. For a minute she looked for all the world like she was going to whack him, if only she could have found a place on his face that didn’t look like it had already been whacked enough.

Sam doffed his hat by way of apology. Her expression changed. She looked confused, though her cheeks remained two clear blotches of indignation. “Sorry,” he said, half-meaning it, then annoyed. Why was he apologizing for keeping her from falling? She should be thanking him for it.

She frowned, opened her mouth, then closed it—too noble to express appreciation she didn’t feel.

“It was entirely my pleasure,” he said.

She blinked, and that did it. To his surprise, she shoved him in the chest with both her hands, moving him with unsuspected strength for such a delicate-looking woman. Of course his balance wasn’t all that good, given the whiskey in his system. He had to catch himself with a backward step onto the ground.

She told him, “You, sir, are not only drunk, you are unspeakably rude. Rude, crude, uncouth, barbaric—”

“For something unspeakable, you sure have a lot to say about it—”

“—uncivilized, reprehensible—”

“I have the gist: A polite man would have let you fall down the steps.”

“An English gentleman would have caught me by my elbows.”

This took him aback for a split second. Right. She was probably right. He should apologize earnestly. But what came out his mouth was, “Your bottom was a lot easier to find than your elbows.”

She glared at him. Then articulated in her soft, round British syllables, “Do you know, sir, you have a wide streak of immaturity?”

For some reason, this made him grin—with only half his mouth, but he was getting good at lopsided smiling. “I sure do,” he agreed. He winked just to get her goat further. “It’s one of my charming qualities.” He tipped the brim of his hat again, then gestured toward the interior of the coach. “After you, ma’am,” he said. When she hesitated, he added, “We’re late enough. Can we get started?”

She swirled herself and all her skirts around, then ducked through the coach doorway, successfully this time, without saying another word.

He said to her back, “You’re welcome,” then vaulted in after her, into the shaded, musty enclosure of a big, old coach that rocked. Its antiquated, creaky springs declared noisily that he and she were going to feel every bump the road had to offer. He dropped himself into a threadbare seat, him facing backward, Miss Prissy Brit facing forward.

Belatedly, with her staring pointedly out the window, she muttered, “Thank you.”

“No problem,” he said. “I live to save ungrateful women.”

He folded his arms over his chest, slid down into his seat, stretching his long legs out till they were comfortable, then tipped his hat brim low over his eyes. He figured he’d sleep, since he’d done enough—argued with his only companion, called her Gwyn, handled her backside, then enjoyed tormenting her till he’d alienated her beyond conversation. Nope, he was pretty much finished here.

The driver hee-yahed the horses. The coach wheels slid in the gravel for an instant, and with a lurch the vehicle sprang forward. Off they went, heading east on a route that would stop at every podunk on the stony prairie the English called the Dartmoor. With Sam playing possum just to keep things civil.

It was going to be a long thirty miles.
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A cowboy is inured from boyhood to the excitements and hardships of his life.

From the program of Buffalo Bill Cody’s
 Wild West Exhibition, London, 1896




Lydia watched out the window as they rolled and bumped along. Happily, the perverse man across from her had fallen asleep, so the ride settled into a peaceable rhythm. If one could call going for all a rickety old coach was worth peaceable.

Once they left the station, they departed civilization itself, all but for the ribbon of poorly paved road on which they traveled. Not a town or farm or person in sight. Just gray terrain broken by patches of grass and the occasional shrub. Coarse-grained rock climbed and descended along their route; it rolled along under them. She had never entered a place that was so barren, open, and wild. It lay in strong contrast to the gentle country scenery she was used to in the summer, the patchwork lowlands of Yorkshire. The familiar farmlands and moors of her home shire were divided up, partitioned by winding roads and hedgerow boundaries peopled with villages and farmhouses, even castles.


Today, the bare horizon was broken only once by anything that looked related to a human being, a tall silhouette, as if a man walked the moor on foot. A priest, perhaps, in a cassock, his arms folded into his sleeves. As they drew closer, though, he turned out to be a stack of flat-looking rocks, its precarious balance defying the millennia of its existence. A tor. The moor was covered with them. Most just looked like haphazard piles of rocks on a hilltop, rubble. But some formed a kind of natural statuary, like the fantastical display on the horizon they jostled past. People used to think druids had built them, that they were altars. Science, though, said otherwise, that they were only the remains of the moor’s ancient mountain range, weathered and worn to hillocks crested with heaps and towers.

Whatever the origins, Lydia enjoyed the sights out her open window, even as her view pitched and shook. If the driver careened them too fast for the vehicle’s age and suspension, still God knew they were making good time. At least his recklessness, she told herself, didn’t have to share the road with other traffic of any sort—they passed nary a soul. Half an hour ago Lydia had slipped her wrist into the hand strap, where she could get a good grip, and now held on for dear life while looking forward to a shorter trip, if a more topsy-turvy one.

Out the corner of her eye, she occasionally glimpsed the American. Long angles of sunlight and deep shadows cut across him, an irritatingly dramatic result of the sun lowering for the most part behind them. Less remarkable, his arms lay folded across his chest, his boots braced across the floor to the far seat base, his head down, his body rocking to the rhythm of the coach. Apparently, he could prop himself into stability, then fall asleep anywhere.

She stared at his black hat tipped down over most of his face. If ever he should play in a Wild West show, he’d be a stagecoach robber, she decided. Or a gunfighter with a “quick temper and a quicker trigger finger,” which was a line out of one of her brother Clive’s Buffalo Bill novels. She entertained this fantasy for a few minutes, smiling over it. Yes, something about him, a leanness, “a build as hard and dependable as a good rifle” (she, in fact, had pilfered one of Clive’s contraband American novels just to see what they were about), not to mention something in his brooding attitude, spoke of a possibly harsh, very physical existence.

Her imagination put him in a big, tooled-leather saddle on a horse caparisoned in silver stars down its breast. Along with his black hat with silver beads, she added silver guns in holsters at his hips and American spurs that jingled as he walked. She remember what such spurs looked like and, more memorable, what they sounded like: a lot of metal to them, a silver band low on each heel, silver chains underneath, with jagged, spinning wheels at the back. Nothing like an English riding spur with its single, neat point affixed to a gentleman’s boot.

As with the Wild West show, Lydia found the jangling, clomping difference shamefully thrilling. It brought to mind Indian battles, buffalo hunts, coach robberies, life and death. Lurid, provocative, yet safe of course, like all fantasies, since here she sat. She should be in Bleycott by late evening. He wasn’t wearing spurs or guns or anything dangerous. She laughed. He was probably a traveling salesman.

Something about his posture, his attentiveness, made her call over the road noise, “Are you awake?”

After a second, with a finger he pushed his hat brim up enough that his eyes were visible, if shadowed. “Yes, ma’am.”

He had a nice voice when polite, like a bow groaning slowly over the deepest strings of a bass. He took his time saying things, slow-talking his way over sliding consonants and drawn-out vowels. His speech was full of ma’ams and you’re welcomes. A politeness that turned itself inside out when he used it to say surly things.

“Who’s Gwyn?” she asked.

He tipped his hat back further, till his face—its frown—was in full light. “You have a good memory.”

“Who is she?”

Sam sat there slouched, hearing a lady he’d been sure wouldn’t utter another word to him ask about his love life. He chewed the inside of his cheek, then thought, Why not tell her?

“The woman I was supposed to marry this morning.” He sighed, feeling blue again for simply saying it. Hell, what sort of fellow left the woman he’d courted for almost two years at the altar in front of all their friends and family? He expected a huffy admonishment from Miss Prissy Brit now—

“I’m so sorry,” she said.

The coach turned sharply, and they both leaned to counter the force of the motion, with him stretching his leg out to brace himself with the toe of his boot and her swinging from the hand grip.

Over the noise of their travel, she asked, “What happened?”

Sam frowned. Now where had this little lady been five hours ago? Because that was the one question he had been dying for someone to ask all day, though not a soul till now had thought to. Her concern, and his needy longing for it from someone, anyone, shot a sense of gratitude through him so strong he could have reached out and kissed her.

He said, “I was on the way to the church, when, out the window of my hackney, I saw the robbery I told you about. The fellow stopped the woman on a Plymouth street and grabbed her purse. She fought him. He was puny but wiry and willing to wrestle her for it. It made me crazy when he dumped her over. I figured, with me being a foot taller and sixty or so pounds heavier, I could hop out, pin the hoodlum to the ground, then be on my way with very little trouble. I wasn’t prepared for his four friends.” Sam sighed. “I spent the morning at the doctor’s when I was supposed to be standing at the altar.”

“But your bride—”

“My bride won’t talk to me long enough to hear my explanation.”

Their eyes met and held. Hers were sympathetic. And light brown. A kind of gold. Pretty. Warm. He watched her shoulders jostle, to and fro, as she said, “Well, when she saw you like this, she must have—”

“She didn’t see me. She only called me names through her front door. No one would let me in.”

“How unreasonable.”

“Exactly.” What a relief to hear the word.

“You could send her a note to explain—”

“She returned it, unopened.”

“You could talk to someone, get a friend to tell her—”

“No one will speak to me. I had to bribe the stable boy to get me to the coach station.”

Her pretty eyes widened. “But people have to understand—”

Exactly what he wanted to hear, the very words he’d been telling himself all day. And now that he heard them, he realized how stupid they were. “Apparently not. ’Cause not a person I know does.”

Bless her, her mouth tightened into a sweet, put-out line. “Well, how unreasonable,” she said again. Oh, God bless her.

“Yes.” But no. He looked down. “It is unreasonable. Until you realize that I left Gwyn at the altar once before, eight months ago.”

She straightened herself slightly in her seat, readjusting her wrist in the hand strap. Aha! her look said. Then she came back loyally to his side. “You were beaten this time.” She paused, frowning. “What happened eight months ago?”

“Nothing.” He sighed. “I slept in.”

“Didn’t you have a best man to help you? Grooms get nervous. Grooms need help.”

“I wasn’t where anyone knew how to get to me.” He was with the caterer’s sister, the cook, who also missed the wedding. But, shoot, he wasn’t married yet. It hadn’t seemed that wrong. Though, no excuses, missing the wedding was completely wrong. Twice he’d been wrong now. He admitted it. Someone should let him admit it, then forgive him.

He watched the dignified young Englishwoman sit back, as if she could physically remove herself from riffraff who spoke to strangers about his embarrassing life.

Might as well get it all out. “And once before, with another woman, I missed that wedding, too.”

Sam sat up, taking his hat off a minute to examine it, then scratched his head as he looked out the window. A damn sorry case he was.

Today was his typical sort of mess—and the reason most of his friends and family considered him a hero on one hand and a cad on the other. When he wasn’t standing women up at the altar, he was forgetting to come get them for picnics or dinners or leaving them hanging while he tried a new horse or simply slept past his rendezvous with them. For one reason or another, he went through women the way ranch hands went through eggs in the morning. It was purely disheartening, and he figured he’d die alone because of it.

He fully expected the woman rocking across from him to end their conversation now that he’d told her. He’d been playing on her sympathy. Sympathy he didn’t deserve. Now she’d hate him not just for what he’d done to Gwyn but for playing up to her as well. He sure could be an idiot without half trying.

“Well,” she said from her side of the coach, “you have made some terrible mistakes, haven’t you?”

He nodded. “I sure have.”

“And you are paying through the nose for them.”

He looked at her. “I am.” His nose literally ached from his heroics today.

“I hate it when that happens.”

“Me, too,” he muttered. He wondered what it was she wanted for being so nice to him.

She seemed to ponder his sad tale, as if turning it over in her mind. Then she said, “Well. Any bride who won’t listen to that story perhaps isn’t worth marrying.”

“Oh, no,” he contradicted. “Gwyn is worth marrying. As soon as she cools down, I’ll send her something nice to get her attention. I’ll court her again.” Gwyn was worth it. He’d beat out four or five fellows to have her. She was prime company, the best. “And you?” he asked.


She looked at him, startled. “Me?”

“Yeah. Why are you on this coach?” He smiled, vaguely curious, as he stretched his arm out along the seat. “It’s the saddest vehicle I can conjure up. Me, I’m trying to keep out of the way of all the family and friends who’d like to finish off the job the bandits started. They’ll all be on trains. But you? What have you done?”

“Nothing,” she said quickly, sitting back.

He’d been kidding her, making fun of himself. But, interestingly here, Miss Prissy Brit looked alarmed, then blushed. Even in the late afternoon shadows where she sat, he could see the faint, pretty, rosy-porcelain pink. Her eyes shifted to his hand on the seat back, to where his thumb found a wear in the fabric. “All right,” he asked, “so why are you on it?”

She blinked then shrugged. “I just like it.”

He laughed, watching her. “So what do you like best? The dust? The bad springs? The wild joyride of the pace? Or is it the company?”

Her eyes met his again, while her expression ran a gamut: confusion at being confronted, anger, which turned into, surprisingly, a small, rueful smile. She tried to hold it back, couldn’t, then shook her head, looking down. She would admit nothing. But her posture—the way she bent to hide the smile as she hung there rocking in the hand strap—suggested that the proper little governess here, or whoever she was, was exploring the edge of what was and wasn’t very proper.

It was an endearing silence. Sam leaned forward, extending his hand. “Samuel J. Cody,” he said. “Pleased to meet you.”

She stared at his hand, licked her lips. It took him a second to realize: She was inventing a name to tell him. He wanted to laugh outright.

Once she found it, she smiled boldly across at him, bless her. She had a fine smile, wide-mouthed, full of nice teeth. “Lydia Brown,” she said as she reached forward.

They both leaned, her coming into the direct sunlight from the window to offer her hand. She had large eyes, her salient feature. Big, round, long-lashed eyes the color of honey. They were more than pretty, Sam decided as he took her thin hand again in his; they were beautiful. He and she remained connected like that across the space of the coach, wobbling together to the rhythm of the road. He held her fingers longer than was cordial, enjoying again how delicate they were. Soft, cool, smooth—this woman did no physical labor. He enjoyed for a second longer how he, literally, held her off balance, then let go, leaning back. “What do you do?”

She sat back deeper this time, into the corner of the seat. “Do?”

“Yes, you sound cultured—is that rude to mention? And you’re traveling—”

“A lady’s maid,” she said quickly.

“Really?” He asked with wonder and delight.

He wouldn’t say she was a bad liar. She wasn’t. Anyone else might have given her straightforward answers some credit. Just not a man who’d ridden an hour and a half so as to get to a remote coach station so he could ride in an extremely late, uncomfortable vehicle all the way across an English plain that was as devoid of beauty as the inside of a rock.

“Yes, really,” she told him, then looked out the window, chewing her lip.

The vehicle jerked slightly. The carriage was picking up speed, if that was possible. The horses complained, whinnying in excitement. They were being driven too hard by someone who didn’t have a good hand on them—something that would take care of itself, Sam reasoned. The driver would have to slow down, since the animals themselves couldn’t keep this up.

He had to call to ask, “Who is in Bleycott?” He remembered the name of the town from somewhere. It was her destination.

She pretended not to hear him, so he repeated the question.

She frowned for a second, then called back what she must have thought would shut him up: “My husband.”

She wasn’t wearing a ring.

He puffed his lip, pulling his boot up to cross his knee, and tapped his fingers on the leather. He looked at her, wondering what her real story was and feeling a little bamboozled, since he’d told her his, lock, stock, and shameful barrel.

He could think of no more inroads. They were at an impasse. While the coach was becoming a giant pain in the backside, bouncing them around in ways that promised bruises tonight. He watched her round shoulders bump against the upholstery to the rhythm of the pounding horses’ hooves. Her hand at the strap held on so tightly her knuckles were white.

She lost her hold of it completely in the next instant, though, as they were both thrown sideways—the carriage veered. Before they could brace themselves, the wheels went off the road’s shoulder and into a ditch. Sam caught himself; Mrs. Brown did likewise, screeching at the top of her lungs. They rattled along, racing at a catawampus angle before, miraculously, the vehicle recovered itself, finding the road again. Lord, though, what a scare, what a ride.

“That gosh-dang driver,” he said. “The fellow up there in the driver’s box has more gin in him than good sense.”

They didn’t slow one bit.

Sam grabbed the top of the window frame then straightened his body through the window, up and out, bellowing at their driver as he did. “Slow down, you idiot!”

There was no answer, so he craned himself further out, hanging on for dear life as he yelled louder. “You hell-bent, peanut-sized, lizard-brained—”

His hair stood on end as, hanging outside the coach, he watched it, with them in it, weave across the road then back—for all the world as if no one drove them at all.

“Jesus,” he breathed, then grabbed hold of the window casement. He used his arms to leverage himself out the window to his hips.

“Hey!” he bellowed. “Hey!”


The driver was drunk, he told himself. Just drunk. Or deaf. Maybe the fellow couldn’t hear him for all the noise of the coach and road and horses. Whatever the explanation, the vehicle veered again, all but throwing Sam out the window.

Gosh-dammit. He hated what he was going to have to do. Bringing his leg up, he hooked his heel into the window opening and heaved himself all the way through it, twisting to hold on to the side of the coach. Outside, the noise was blaring, all clatter and clamor and rasping, bouncing springs. It was hard as the dickens to hold on as he climbed sideways along the vehicle. He heart thudded as he inched his way toward the driver’s box, each bump in the road jarring him so hard he had to keep his teeth clenched to keep his jaw from rattling or his teeth from biting his tongue. If he ever got a bead on that driver, he’d shake him by the—

There was no driver.

Over the coach rooftop, Sam could see the whole of the bare seat. There was no one to yell at.

Nothing else for it. Hanging off the coach, Sam continued his way sideways like a crab toward the rail of the driver’s box. The damn vehicle leaned precariously, veering in the direction of his unbalanced weight. As they headed for the ditch on the other side this time, he muttered curses and tried to get a footing, his boots seeming to slip no matter what small leverage he found. For a moment, both feet went and he hung by his hands, dangling like a side of beef, swaying to and fro. Then a bump in the road swung him wildly fro, away from the box, then enough to in the other direction that he got his leg up and over, a kneehold on the rail of the driver’s box.

He climbed over and sat down into the rocking seat. God only knew how long it had been unoccupied.

At which point, the coach hit the far ditch, the one they’d missed last time. The frightened horses swerved, taking the whole dang-blasted carriage sideways with them. For an instant, as it turned sharply, the vehicle only had contact with the road at two wheels. From inside, Mrs. Brown shrieked, while Sam, if he hadn’t had a good grip on the side rail, would have been tossed from the helter-skelter vehicle as it descended straight down into the ditch then all but overturned before it pitched its way back up and out.

Meanwhile, the reins, he realized, were dragging on the ground in among twenty-four galloping hooves. Ah, hell, here was something he didn’t want to attempt. Yet even as he dreaded it, he’d already begun. He climbed down into the harnesses, while, driverless and at the mercy of the stony moor and six frenzied horses, the coach headed out onto open land, across the Dartmoor itself.

Sam had just managed to wrap a rein around his hand as, one foot on the shaft, he clung backward to a harness saddle and the mane of a horse—awkward wasn’t the word—when with a sudden whoosh and a rooster tail of water the carriage suddenly came to a complete and surprising halt. Sam was thrown over the top of the horses to land with a cold, wet splash into water. Of sorts.

He was dazed for a moment. Very quickly, though, he was aware that he was up to his knees in bog scum. And sinking. For a few seconds there was only the eerie sound of befuddled horses. They, too, struggled in mire. The whole of the carriage and horses were caught in a kind of swamp. Into this neighing, whinnying, and relative quiet, Mrs. Brown’s voice called, tentative, frightened. “Mr. Cody? Are you there? I can’t get the door open.”

The coach sat at a strange angle in the water. He realized not only was he sinking in mud, but the carriage was inching down, taking Mrs. Brown and the horses with it.

After few moments’ struggle, he pulled himself up by the neck of an uncooperative horse—the damn beast was so upset it tried to bite him. The mud was silty and sucking, hard to fight. It took an age, it seemed, to lift himself back and up through harnesses, poles, and over the break lever, then to climb up onto the roof.

From there, he reached down and fought the bog for the door. Though only a few inches of the door was underwater as yet, the muddy pressure was too much.


“You’ll have to use the window as I did,” he told her.

“I can’t get my foot up,” she whimpered from inside.

“Give me your arms.”

After a moment, two long, slender arms extended upward through the window, while behind a horse screeched, then bellowed.

Sam leaned down, wrapping her arms around his neck. “Take hold and let your feet climb through the window as I pull you.”

He lifted, getting a grip around her back and waist as soon as he could, and Mrs. Brown appeared through the window, disheveled but none the worse for wear. She was wet and shaken—apparently the water had splashed generously to the inside of the vehicle. She was probably bruised as well. But, in fact, they would have both been fine, if only the carriage hadn’t been sinking beneath them.

He pulled her all the way up onto the coach roof.

Once she was safely deposited, he left her for a moment—with her protesting—to climb forward, back down over the carriage toward the horses. There, he took out his pocketknife and sawed till the small blade had cut through the traces. Lighter now without the carriage taking them down, the whole team struggled forward. The two lead horses seemed to be on firmer ground. He hoped they could pull the rest out.

He turned his attention back to Lydia Brown, who sat folded onto her knees and shaking on their unstable rooftop.

As he joined her again, he looked around. The bog was large and covered in a thick layer of bright green moss. It lay like a blanket, broken only around the area where the horses and carriage had sailed into it.

From the luggage rack of the rooftop, he unstrapped a long, satchel-like case—it was more awkward than heavy, as if it had a fold-up ironing board packed at the bottom. He lifted it over his head and heaved it out across the marshy water.

“That’s mine!” she yowled as it arced through the air.

To Sam’s amazement, the bag hit with a slosh, bounced downward, then bobbed back up. It remained where it landed, nestled in a cushion, a mat of floating vegetation.

“The moss is thick,” he decided, “and porous enough to be buoyant. It’s going to hold us.” He hoped he was right.

Turning to Mrs. Brown, he said, “You’re next.”

“Ai-ai-ai—” she complained as he took hold of her and glided her backward off the wet rooftop, dropping her, fanny first, onto the thick, green quilt.

The moss promptly dipped at the edge where it had been cut through by the
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