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NEW YORK CITY

December 1923
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CARLA BELARDI RAN HER thumb along the novel’s spine. If she kept her movements slow and steady, the numbness would hold her fast. The images would stay buried.

The two caskets at the front of the church. The line of black-clad mourners who’d filed past her.

She drew her hand from the book and clenched her black skirt. Nothing would bring Mamma and Papà back. Just as nothing had stopped that motorcar from hitting their Packard and pushing it into the river.

She closed her gritty eyes.

“Carla?” Mrs. Pasetti’s soft voice echoed through the library. 

She opened her eyes and set the book on the little table beside her chair. The aging housekeeper stood in the doorway, hands knotted at her waist, eyes rimmed in red. 

Evening shadows draped the library, dulled the oak shelves, and washed out the velvet curtains. Cold slipped in, undeterred by the flames flickering in the fireplace. 

“Yes?” She lowered her head. The compassion on Mrs. Pasetti’s round face would shatter the last of her composure.

“Dario and Emilio are here to see you. I know it’s not the best timing, but they insist it’s important.”

They’d been at the funeral. Strangers more than cousins.

She dabbed her eyes and blew her nose. “It’s all right. I’ll see them.” 

“I’ll have them come in.” Mrs. Pasetti slipped from the doorway.

The grandfather clock beside the door ticked away the seconds. Footsteps creaked down the hall.

She lifted her head. 

Emilio and Dario filed into the library and stopped a couple of yards from the wingback chair she occupied.

She motioned to the sofa pressed against the only wall not occupied by bookshelves. “Take a seat if you’d like.” She swallowed to clear the reediness from her voice. “And thank you ... thank you for coming this morning.”

Dario lowered himself to the sofa, while Emilio remained standing. Emilio crossed his arms and pinned her with a steady stare.

She clasped her hands in her lap. Why had they come? 

He took a slow step forward, his bulky shoulders stretching his coat. “I’m aware your parents kept much from you.”

He’d come to tell sordid lies? “They kept nothing from me.”

Emilio shook his head. “Then tell me what you know of them, Gian in particular. What kind of work did he do?”

Nausea stirred her stomach. Why would they question Papà’s work?

“He managed a restaurant. You know that.” 

Emilio glanced at Dario. “Sure, we know that. Same as we know he operated eleven speakeasies throughout the city.” 

Speakeasies? Papà had never touched a drop of liquor. “You’re ... lying.” He had to be.

Emilio’s lips twisted. “He ran his restaurant all right. During the day. But at night, he ran a club out of the basement. Real nice. And he had ten others like it.”

Trembling swept through her. “You’re lying. Don’t—don’t speak of him that way.” Not Papà. Not the man who’d swept her into his arms every morning. Not the man who’d sat with her in this very library reading his Bible. Not the man who’d smiled that indulging grin at her and Mamma when they’d brought home boxes of new dresses.

Emilio gestured around the room. “You think he made enough running that restaurant to put you and your mother up in this big house? You think he was raking in enough to afford four new Packards?”

The room descended into swirling reds and browns. “He ... was doing ... well.”

“How’d he explain taking a bullet to the shoulder? He say it was a robbery?”

But it had been a robbery. He wouldn’t have lied to her. He wouldn’t have. 

“Here. Look at this. Tell me he’s as innocent as you think.”

Paper pressed against her fingers, and she blinked to clear her vision. Papà stood against a concrete wall, face blank, his name written in white above his head. A mugshot.

“What’d he tell you about that time he was gone unexpectedly for a week? That he had to take a business trip?” He motioned to the picture. “Well, that’s where he was.”

Jail. Papà had been in jail. The picture fell from her limp fingers and fluttered to the floor.

“He lied to you. They both lied to you. Face the truth.”

The truth?

All the times he’d come home in the early hours of the morning, sneaking through the halls as if she didn’t have ears. All the times he and Mamma had argued behind closed doors. All the times Mamma had ushered her from the room when family had come to dinner. His injury. The mugshot.

Her throat closed, and black edged the library. “No. Please, no.”

Emilio laughed, the sound muffled. “You’re part of our family. And as part of that family, you will be loyal.”

Loyal. Family.

“You will be loyal unless you want to end up like them.”

The wreck hadn’t been—

She lurched from the chair and hurled herself at Emilio. Slammed her fists against his chest, into his stomach.

He’d killed them. Murdered them.

Iron fingers clamped around her wrists, threw her back. His palm stung her cheek, snapped her head to the side.

The seat of the chair drove into her calves, and she collapsed into it. Black fell over her.

And cold metal pressed to her forehead.

“You’re wondering why?” Emilio gave a sharp laugh. “Gian decided he’d rather give his loyalty to the government. He was feeding them information for close to a year before we found out.” His voice dropped low. “But not before they arrested four of our men and killed three others.”

The gun pressed harder to her forehead, and she jammed her shoulders against the back of the chair.

“Unless you want to end up like them, you will be loyal. Your grandfather will take you in, give you everything you ever wanted.”

Mamma and Papà murdered. Papà a government agent. Her life nothing but a lie.

The gun dug into her skin. “Do we have your loyalty, or do you want to die like your parents? And don’t think you can run to the cops. We’ve got our sources there too.”

“You have ... my loyalty.” A lie. Just as her life was nothing but a lie.
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PAPÀ’S STUDY GAPED around her, and the lamp on the desk pushed the shadows to the corner of the room. So many hours she’d spent in here, reading with him, talking with him. A faint tinge of his sandalwood cologne still hung in the air.

Who had he been? A criminal turned government agent or the father who’d loved her? Both?

Mamma’s shawl draped the leather wingback sitting to the right of the desk, as if she’d left but for a minute with plans to return.

Tears blurred her eyes as she opened the top drawer of the desk and drew out the revolver. It pressed cold against her shaking hand. Something real in a world where everything had turned to fog. 

“Carla, you can’t do this.” Mrs. Pasetti stilled in the doorway, her face washed of color. 

“You knew.” The woman had been Mamma and Papà’s housekeeper ever since they’d married. She’d known, and she’d lied along with them.

The housekeeper’s single nod proved it. “They did it to keep you safe. They did it so you’d have a normal, peaceful life.”

“They were ... murdered. Is that normal? Peaceful?” 

She slipped the revolver into the outside compartment of the leather bag lying at her feet and picked up the suitcase. 

“You can’t leave.” Mrs. Pasetti hurried to her, gripped her arm.

Carla shook her off. To stay meant being loyal to those murderers. Surrendering to their evil. Standing by while they killed more people like Mamma and Papà.

“Please. You must stay.” Mrs. Pasetti’s eyes widened. “You told them you’d be loyal.”

She’d lied. Just like Mamma and Papà. Forgive me.

“Why? Because they’ll kill me if I leave?” Heat swept through her. “I’d rather die. I’d rather die a thousand times than have anything to do with them.”

Mrs. Pasetti smoothed unsteady hands down her apron. “Mr. Belardi is a good man. He’ll take care of you.”

Her grandfather, Anthony Belardi. A hard man with cold eyes that could flash fury at the slightest mistake. “He ordered ... this. Tell me he didn’t. Tell me he didn’t have them killed.” And he’d stood at the funeral beside her.

Mrs. Pasetti pressed her lips into a thin line. “He’ll take care of you.”

“I’d rather die than be loyal to him.”

Mrs. Pasetti gasped. “Don’t say that. You must go to him. Emilio and Dario will be here in the morning to take you to him.”

“No.” Her shout echoed through the study, rattled the windows.

“Carla.” Mrs. Pasetti gripped her arms. “You must listen to me. You promised them your loyalty. You must do as they’ve asked. You must go to Mr. Belardi. You must obey him.”

“And if I don’t, he’ll kill me.” Just as her cousins had threatened. “He can try. He can try as hard as he wants.” The room blurred around her. Once more, she wrenched from Mrs. Pasetti’s hold. 

“You can’t leave. You have nowhere to go, no way of providing for yourself.”

None of that mattered. Nothing mattered. Nothing except getting away from here.

Her shoes pounded the wooden floor. The leather bag slapped her calf. 

Mrs. Pasetti’s steps thudded behind her. “Please wait. You’re upset. There’s no need to run off.”

Carla whirled and blinked away the blur. “If you care anything for me, don’t tell them when I left or what direction I took.”

Mrs. Pasetti stretched out her hands. “You’ve got nowhere to go. No other family besides them. Don’t be a fool. I don’t want to see them kill you.”

She spun, her heavy coat rubbing her knees, and dashed down the hallway, out the back door, and into the frigid night air.
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ANOTHER DAY WASTED. Another endless night stretching before him.

Frank Ashton tugged the quilt over his useless legs and leaned against the stack of pillows Ma had positioned for him. 

Even now, she stood beside the bed, her warm smile aimed his way. She brushed his hair back as if he were a kid rather than a grown man of twenty-six. But to her, he was a kid, a helpless baby she had to wait on every day. A burden rather than a son.

Yet she’d never say it, probably never think it.

“Hazel and Matteo came by today. I wish you’d talk to her and see for yourself how much she’s changed.”

He gripped the quilt. “I have nothing to say to her.” Hazel, the sister he’d taught to fight and shoot. Hazel, the girl who’d laughed with him, who’d clung to him the day he’d left for the war. 

Hazel, the selfish woman who’d let them believe she was dead, who’d let them mourn her while she’d been married to a criminal. 

He lifted the Bible from the nightstand and laid it across his legs. Legs that might as well belong to another for all the good they did him. Worthless sticks. And they were no more than sticks, thinner even than the rest of his body. 

Ma sank onto the edge of the bed. “It’d do you good to see Matteo. He’s toddling around. Cutest thing you ever saw.”

Ma would never stop. She’d never give up on him and let him have the quiet he needed. “I wouldn’t think you’d like a reminder of that murderer Hazel married. He’d have killed Mae and Davis, probably Hazel too.” If Davis hadn’t shot and killed him.

“But God protected them.” She squeezed his arm. “You can’t blame Rossi’s evil on an innocent baby. Matteo had nothing to do with any of that. He can’t help who his father was.”

He tipped his head against the pillows. Hazel should’ve stayed in New York with her new husband, Alberto Moretti. Neither of them were welcome around here. “I guess you’re going to say Moretti’s a good man, a better man than I could ever be.” 

Oh, he shouldn’t have said that.

He ran his hand through his hair. Forgive me. He had breath. He had life. Unlike thousands of other men who’d gone off to the war and never returned.

But he also had the heaviness that gripped his mind and wouldn’t let up.

“George doesn’t like him.” She laughed, the melodious sound at odds with her tired blue eyes and worn dress. “A moonshiner never did trust a Prohibition agent.” She swept strands of graying auburn hair from her face. “He’s not too bad, as far as Yankees go. Not saying I trust him, but he saved my Hazel’s life.”

Her eyes softened, and she rested her hand on his shoulder. “As for him being a better man than you, that’s just not the truth, and I don’t want to be hearing you say that again. You’re my boy, and other than my George, you’re the best man I know. Sure, you’ve both had some hard times, but hard times don’t last forever.”

He covered her hand with his. A man could have it a lot worse than being seen as a good man in his ma’s eyes. 

She leaned over and kissed his forehead. “Sleep well.” She gave his shoulder a pat and walked toward the door. Midway through the room, she paused and glanced over her shoulder. “Mae’s still here. I thought I’d send her in to say goodnight.” 

“Sure.”

Ma exited, and a couple of minutes later, Mae slipped in. 

Her brown hair hung in a smooth braid draped over her shoulder. “I was afraid you’d have already gone to sleep.”

“I always read for an hour. You know that.” He thumbed through the Bible and opened to where he’d left off in Acts last night. “I thought you and Davis would’ve gone home by now.” He managed a smile for her. “Is the honeymoon already over?”

She sat on the edge of the bed. “I never did tell you about our honeymoon, did I?” She raised both eyebrows. “Well, I spent most of it cleaning all the dust out of our house. Kissing isn’t much fun when you’ve got to stop every couple of seconds to sneeze.”

He should be grateful for her attempt to cheer him up.

She smiled. “I do believe you were supposed to laugh.” She pursed her lips. “Anyway, the house is cleared of dust. Has been for months now, and you haven’t been out to see it. I was hoping I could come pick you up in the Ford. We could see how fast it can go. You used to like that. Then you could come over for supper. It’d do you good to get out.”

He smoothed his hand over the quilt. “You know I ...”

Her smile faded. “I know you don’t feel well. And I know I don’t understand it all, but I thought ... maybe ...” She caught the end of her braid. “It’s just for supper. It’d just be to our house. And it’s not far. You wouldn’t even have to see anyone besides me and Davis.”

“Some other time.” Maybe by then, she’d have given up on a hopeless cause. 

She punched him in the shoulder, her form good enough she’d have knocked him against the wall had she put some power behind the hit. He’d taught her well. 

“I still remember.” She wrinkled her nose. “But I also remember that time you punched me in the teeth trying to teach me how to block. Ma switched us both good for that.”

He traced his finger down the lines of black print on the Bible’s thin paper. 

Mae slipped her arms around him and squeezed. “I’d better go. You look worn out.”

Not that he’d done anything. Not that he ever did anything. 

Would’ve been better if the bullet that’d cut through his spine and torn a hole in his gut had killed him as it’d killed Colonel Wilmont.

No. Who was he to think like that when God had given him life? What kind of ungrateful wretch was he?

Mae released him before he could return her embrace. “If you change your mind, let me know. I’ll be back out here tomorrow morning to help Ma give the house a good cleaning.”

And Davis would come by when he wasn’t working to help with the heavier chores. 

Chores that were his duty as the only son. Chores he couldn’t do.

She stood. “Don’t read for too long. You need your sleep.”

He tugged a pillow from behind him, propped it on his lap, and set the Bible on it. The Words would bring no comfort. They hadn’t in five long years. 
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“THIS ONE WON’T CAUSE us any problems, Moretti.”

Alberto Moretti leaned against the warehouse’s interior brick wall, his breaths clouding white upon contact with the frigid air. “Then let’s get on down there.” Down to the speakeasy hidden below the warehouse. The speakeasy similar to many others around the city. Yet after today, this one would be closed. “Stop wasting time.”

“Always in a hurry, aren’t you?” Joseph McClellan drove a hand through his thick, greasy hair. His gut strained the buttons of his coat, and his bleary eyes proved he’d chosen not to abide by Prohibition. Hypocritical thing for a Prohibition agent.

Then again, he hadn’t been the first and wouldn’t be the last.

Alberto drew his .45 from his shoulder holster and kicked in the door their source had said would lead to the speakeasy. Couldn’t ever be too careful. Sources had proven to be traitors all too often.

With McClellan’s heavy tread behind him, he took the steps leading downward two at a time. Faint light glowed from the bottom of the stairs. 

He cocked his gun, cleared the last of the stairs, and took aim at the man cowering by the corner of the bar. “Get your hands in the air. You’re under arrest.”

The man straightened and lifted his hands, clothes hanging on his bony frame. 

Alberto strode toward the man by the bar. “Anyone else here?”

The man shook his head so hard his limp hair whipped his face. “No, sir. I-I’m the only one.”

“Turn around. Hands on the bar.” 

The man spun and set his trembling hands on the bar.

After ensuring the man wasn’t armed, Alberto cuffed him and turned him to face forward. “You the owner? What’s your name?”

McClellan, having cleared the rest of the speakeasy, stepped up beside Alberto. 

“No, sir. I ain’t the owner.” The man’s Adam’s apple bobbed. “Henry. Jess Henry.”

Alberto stepped back and leaned against the wall beside the bar. “McClellan, see how much booze they’ve got.”

McClellan muttered a curse, lunged with a motion all too quick for a man his size, and gripped Henry by the collar. “You heard the man. We need names.”

As if McClellan thought he could rough up the prisoner. “Let him go. No cause for that.”

McClellan slammed Henry against the bar, and the man cried out.

Alberto grabbed the back of McClellan’s collar and threw him to the wooden floor. Henry slumped beside the bar, features contorted.

McClellan scrambled to his feet, face red. “I’m too rough for you, that it?” He took a slow step forward, raising his fists. “Or is it because you’re one of them?”

As if the man didn’t telegraph his intent for all to see. “No reason to beat up a defenseless man.” 

McClellan’s lips twisted into a smile. “I’d drop you the same.”

Sure, the man could throw his weight around with Henry. Might not work quite the same with a man closer to his size. 

Alberto closed the distance between them, hands at his sides. “You’re welcome to try.”

McClellan’s light eyes blazed, and he shot his right first toward Alberto’s jaw.

As if he were slow enough to stand and take it. He ducked to the side and pounded his fist into the man’s gut.

McClellan bent double, air rushing from his lungs. 

Alberto gripped the man’s collar, hauled him upright, and shoved him against the bar. “Not the same when you aren’t cuffed, is it?”

McClellan socked him in the gut. 

Alberto drove his fist into McClellan’s jaw, then released his grip on his collar. 

The man dropped to the floor as if boneless.

A rough, wheezy laugh echoed through the speakeasy, and Henry struggled upright. “Wish you’d pound him some more.”

Alberto bent, gripped Henry’s arm, and brought him to his feet. “He hurt you bad?”

Henry winced and sagged against the bar, his shoulders shaking. “My back’s a little tight. That’s all.”

McClellan stirred on the floor and groaned. Shoving himself up on one elbow, he released a string of curses. “Won’t be that way next time. Next time, I’ll kill you.”

Those words had been aimed at him one too many times. 

Alberto rubbed his throbbing knuckles. “Get out of here. I’ll finish up.” As if he’d work with McClellan fuming beside him and looking for any excuse to beat him to a pulp or gun him down.

McClellan staggered to his feet, one hand pressed to his gut, the other cradling his jaw. “Guthrie will hear about this. He’s never had a problem with a little needed force before. Don’t see why he’d change his mind.”

“Tell him. Run to the boss.”

With a final curse, McClellan strode from the room and pounded up the steps.

“Why don’t you go with him? Take these cuffs off me? I can make it worth your while.”

Alberto laughed. “Forget it. Sit down where I can see you while I close up this place.”

Would Guthrie side with McClellan, or would he uphold the justice he promised he sought? 

As if justice had prompted him to let a murderer walk free.

Throbbing settled behind his temples.

Only time would answer his questions.
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FOUR DAYS. FOUR DAYS since the funeral. Four days since Emilio had peeled back the layers of deception Mamma and Papà had laid with such care.

She tightened her grip on the steering wheel and blinked to clear the blur of tears from her eyes. The Packard’s engine growled up an incline, surging under her shaky control. 

To her right, a ditch ran the length of the dirt road, yet to her left, the earth plunged away, its slope thick with pines.

Though the sun hadn’t set, the trees cast deep shadows over the road, and her eyelids drooped. She’d have to stop sooner or later, stop for more than fuel and food her churning stomach wouldn’t accept.

She guided the motorcar around a curve. She couldn’t stop. Her family—what was left of it—would find her, would kill her for her disloyalty. 

If only this were a nightmare from which she could wake. If only Mamma and Papà didn’t lie buried in that tree-lined cemetery. If only they were here with her, here to protect her, here to comfort her. 

Yet they weren’t here, and the lie that had been her life had shattered.

Lord, help me. 

Were Mamma and Papà at peace in heaven, or had their faith been nothing more than a fraud?

“No.” The word leaked from her as a pathetic hiss of air.

Mamma singing hymns as she did her needlework in the evenings. Mamma brushing away tears as she bent over her Bible. Mamma kneeling beside her and Papà’s bed each night in prayer for her family.

She had to stop thinking. Thinking would destroy her just as surely as a bullet from the gun Emilio had pressed to her forehead.

She darted a glance behind her. Nothing but an empty, winding road.

Cold air swept into the motorcar, tingling her cheeks and seeping through her coat. 

Her chest tightened. They’d find her. Sooner or later, they’d find her. 

When she’d stopped for gasoline, people had raised their eyebrows at her—a young woman alone driving a new motorcar.

They’d remember her, each one of them, and when her family asked if they’d seen her, they wouldn’t hesitate to tell. 

She’d left a trail anyone could follow. 

Emilio, Dario, or Anthony Belardi would find her. 

She accelerated, and the back tires skidded on the dirt. With too quick of a motion, she fought to steady the motorcar, and the front end jerked toward the slope.

Air hissed through her clenched teeth, and she guided the Packard to the right. 

What kind of fool was she? She’d driven no farther than Papà’s restaurant before this, and he’d been in the passenger seat coaching her the entire time.

Papà. Never again would he wrap his big arms around her. Never again would he laugh at her poor attempts at jokes. Never again would he waltz Mamma around the parlor to music only they could hear. 

Stop. She had to stop.

Growing darkness crept over the road and into the motorcar. 

Headlights beamed through the interior of the motorcar, and an engine roared.

She jerked her head over her shoulder.

Another automobile loomed behind her, approaching with too much speed.

They’d found her. They would hit her, force her motorcar off the road, down the slope, or into the ditch. 

She accelerated. The Packard shot forward and skidded wide around a curve. The wheel jerked against her hold, and the engine screamed as the road slanted up.

The headlights filling the motorcar intensified. Tears flooded her eyes.

Have mercy. Help me.

A crack split the air. The windshield shattered. Glass rained over her, and wind whipped through the opening.

She screamed and ducked. The motorcar swerved to the left. She jerked it to the right, toward the relative safety of the ditch.

Moisture fled her mouth.

Two more cracks. Two thuds against the motorcar.

The road bent left. She wrestled with the wheel, and the Packard careened around the turn.

Darkness, blessed darkness. Then light flooded the motorcar once more.

Another crack. 

A fist slammed her back. A scream echoed through the automobile. Her scream.

Air wouldn’t come. Her heart stuttered, then raced. Sparks burst in front of her, and black framed the road.

Fire engulfed her, swept up her neck, down her arm, through her stomach. 

Black descended, and the wheel tore from her grip.
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THE WORDS BLURRED ACROSS the page.

Frank closed the Bible. Reading tonight was no use. He needed to find sleep, if only to break up the monotony of life in this prison of a room.

Four white walls, dark green curtains, a scarred wooden floor. 

A prison and a refuge.

He set the Bible on the nightstand and rolled to the window. His own pale, gaunt reflection occupied the glass. 

He undid the ties, and the curtains fell into place.

Pots and pans clanged from the kitchen as Ma cleaned up after their late supper. She’d wanted to wait for Pa but had given up. Not that he ever came home before ten, and when he did arrive, he’d be liquored up for the night. 

He guided his chair from the window. Soon, Ma would be around to help him into bed. Another worthless end to another worthless day. 

Other men—better men—would’ve worked around the paralysis, would’ve found a job, would’ve helped support their mothers. 

A vise closed around his head, and he pressed his fingers to his temples. No use wasting thought over it. He’d live a useless life. He’d die a useless death. 

He’d died there in the dirt beside Colonel Wilmont. He’d died, yet still he lived. 

The back door slammed open and rattled his window. “Maude! Maude, c’mere.”

Pa’s voice, slurred by his moonshine. Nothing new. Yet the panic lacing those slurred words was.

Ma’s footsteps thudded across the floor. “I’m coming. Hold your horses.” 

A low cry cut through the air. Ma never screamed. “Bring her in here. Frank’s room will have to do. And I’ve got to get the doctor. You shouldn’t be driving like that.”

More footsteps, Ma’s quick ones mingled with the heavy tread of Pa’s boots.

Ma burst into the room, eyes wide, chest heaving. 

His pulse kicked up. “What is it?”

She gripped his chair and shoved him to the corner of the room like the useless piece of trash he was.

Pa stumbled in, a limp form in his arms. A woman, given the dark hair spilling over his arm. 

A victim of another motorcar accident most likely. Drivers drank, then couldn’t handle the mountain curves. Pa had brought in at least two others during the years since the war. 

Ma tore the quilt and sheet from the bed. “Set her here. We’ve got to get the bleeding stopped.”

Pa laid the woman on the bed, and Ma pulled open her coat. Blood soaked the front of the woman’s dress. She ripped the sheet in half, pressed part to the woman’s chest and the other beneath her back. 

With that kind of blood loss, the woman wouldn’t last the night. 

Another life lost.

Nausea settled in his stomach, and he lowered his head. 

“Frank.” 

He lifted his head at Ma’s voice. 

“Please come over here and keep pressure on this until I get back with the doc.”

“You don’t want to take her with you? Maybe she’d have a better chance.”

Ma shook her head. “She wouldn’t last the drive.”

He rolled forward and pressed his hand to the wad of sheet covering the woman’s chest. 

“I’ll have him here as soon as I can.” Ma dashed from the room, her skirt and apron swirling around her calves. 

Pa dropped into the chair in the corner of the room, eyes glazed from the booze. 

Frank pressed harder against the wound. The woman lay still, her chest scarcely moving beneath his hand. Dark brown hair spread over his pillow, tangled and glimmering with glass. Her delicate features held little more color than the white sheets, save for the bloody cuts and scrapes across her skin.

Lord, save her. She’s too young to die.

As had been all the men he’d served with.

An engine revved outside.

“Where did you find her?” He lifted her wrist and placed two fingers just beneath her thumb. Stickiness brushed his skin. She’d cut her hand on the glass as well. 

Her pulse beneath his fingers was no more than a whisper. 

Pa shifted, and the chair creaked beneath his weight. “Just beyond the curve in the road by that big dead pine. Ran her fancy Packard into the ditch. Flew through the windshield and landed in the grass. Coulda been worse. Coulda run it down the hill. She’d have been dead for sure.”

“It doesn’t look like she’s going to make it anyway.” He lowered her hand to her side.

“Guess not. Given that bullet goin’ through her.”

She’d been shot? Not impaled by a piece of metal from the motorcar? His stomach churned, and saliva slicked his tongue. “You didn’t see anything, anyone who might’ve done it?”

Pa muttered a curse. “If I had, he’d be dead. Coward to shoot a woman. All these Yanks coming down here to cause trouble. Don’t see why they can’t stay where they belong.”

“How do you know she’s a Yankee?”

Pa sighed. “New York plate on her Packard. Unless she stole it. But she don’t look like the type.”

Neither did she look like the type to be shot.

“Real young to be running around on her own. Gotta be a few years younger than you.” 

Let Ma get the doc back here quick. Let him be home. If the man were on a house call, the woman was as good as dead. 

“No one else was with her? You checked the motorcar?”

“I ain’t that drunk. Nothing but her suitcase in the automobile. If she makes it, I’ll go back and get it for her.” 

“The sheriff will probably want to take a look at it. He’ll have to investigate this.”

Seconds crept by, melding into minutes. The girl didn’t move, and her complexion grayed. Warmth pressed against his palm, and he lowered his head, closed his eyes. 

Too many times, he’d knelt beside a man on the battlefield. Too many times, his efforts to keep the man hanging on hadn’t been enough.

And they weren’t enough now.

Endless minutes later, an engine chugged, and a door slammed. 

Footsteps pounded into the house. “Doc’s here.” Ma’s voice filtered into the room.

Doc Lake strode into the room, his eyes sharp yet underscored by shadows. Though his hair had grayed over the years, his shoulders remained straight, his features firm. “Frank.” He nodded. “Might want to move back. I’ll take a look at her.”

Save her, Lord. Please save her. 

He eased his hand from the girl and rolled back.

The doctor set his bag on the bed. “Be best if you all gave me some room to work. Never did like having an audience.”

“Come on, Frank.” Ma gripped the back of his chair and rolled him to the door. “You too, George.”

The door closed with a thud, and heaviness settled over him. 

Save her. 

**
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“GIRL’S NOT GONNA MAKE it.” Pa sat at the kitchen table, an open jar of moonshine resting before him. “Surprised she’s lasted this long.” 

Ma stood at the counter, running a rag over the wooden surface that had no need of cleaning. “There’s no reason to talk like that. Pray for her, George. It’s all we can do.”

“I do my praying on Sundays.” Pa took a gulp of the ’shine and shuddered. He raised the jar to Frank. “Take a swig, boy. Might give you some backbone.”

If it would, he’d down the whole jar. Heat surged to his face, and he fisted his hands. One of these days, Pa was going to push him too far, and he’d ... What? Stand up from this chair and punch the man square in the mouth?

“How about it, boy?”

His bedroom door clicked open, and heavy footsteps sounded in the hallway. Doc Lake stepped into the kitchen, deep lines etched in his face. “Well, I’ve done all I can.”

Yet the girl had died. The bullet had torn her up too much. She’d lost too much blood. 

Frank lowered his head and gripped the wheels of the chair until numbness captured his fingers.

“And?” Ma’s soft voice echoed through the kitchen.

“Ah, Maude, I don’t think she’s got much of a chance. She lost a lot of blood. Too much for a girl her size.” He let out a slow breath. “Bullet came real close to hitting her lung.”

Yet she wasn’t dead.

“If you’re willing, it’d be best to keep her here. The drive into town would finish her off.” The doctor mumbled something under his breath. “She’s unconscious. Won’t be any trouble. I doubt she’ll even wake before she passes.”

Cold settled over him. Her death would be a senseless waste. A waste of a life that could’ve been full. Unlike his.

Acid filled his gut. What kind of man was he, dwelling on his own sorrows when that girl lay dying?

“Sure, she can stay here.” Ma’s voice wavered. “Poor thing. Out here all alone and dying without her family around her.”

“That’s good of you. I’ll send the sheriff by her motorcar. See if he can’t find some sorta identification or a way to contact her folks.”

Frank lifted his head and combed a shaking hand through his hair.

Pa shoved his chair back, grabbed his jar, and cursed. “I don’t guess I’ll be much help around here.” Unsteady steps carried him to the back door, and he staggered from the house. The door swung shut behind him.

Lake shook his head, his lips pressed into a thin line. “I left everything you might need for her on the nightstand. I’ll be back tomorrow to check on her.”

Ma twisted her apron in her hands. “If she makes it through the night, you reckon she’s got a chance?”

Lake’s face gentled. “There’s always a chance. Pray for her. That’s the most you can do.” He sighed. “Well, I’d better be getting home. Never know what kinda problem will come up.”

Ma brushed her hands down her apron. “I’d better drive





















[image: ]




































































d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
TINA HALL

1140 [i‘hristian Fiction

2 Moretti Trilogy ~ Book 3





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





