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The Marriage 

The storms in Montana were often unpredictable and vicious. A pure blue sky waxing from mountain range to mountain range could darken within an hour. Clouds as inky and velvety as moldy bread would fold themselves over and over until the air became foul with the suffocating smell of ozone. And then the thunder would come. 

Thunder louder than winter avalanches would growl and boom until her ears were deafened by the noise. Lightning, like thin, silver knives would slash the blackness, stabbing through the heat and the sound like a lunatic hunter gone mad. Stabbing and slicing until the ground was pierced, and huge chunks of earth were rent in the soil. 

During these storms, Annie Mayall would be curled up into a tight, frightened ball in the corner of the tiny one-room log cabin that had been her home for the past three years. She would press the palms of her hands to her ears as tears coated her face. With every shock wave of sound, she would jump. With every flash of light, she would squeeze her eyes tighter, all the while praying the storm would soon be over. 

The storms were the only thing she ever truly hated about living in such a lonesome and isolated place. But she had to admit that afterwards, after the clouds had skipped back over the Talosota Mountains, Dry Lick Valley was more verdant and beautiful than anything out of a fairy tale dream. 

Well...almost the only thing. 

Like the rest of the country, Montana in 1940 was thin on possibilities. America was trying to stay out of a war with Japan. Unemployment was high. But unlike the rest of the country, if a man owned a bit of land and had the grit to work long, hard hours, he and his family could become self-sufficient. 

In Montana, it was easy to become self-sufficient. Land was cheap, especially in the more wooded places far away from populated areas. This was where Foster Mayall brought his naive young wife. This was where Foster Mayall built the tiny log cabin with its pump handle washbasin and the big stone fireplace, and then left his bride of four months to seek his fortune in the silver mines. 

That was three years ago. Three long, difficult, isolated years ago. 

It had only taken her a few months, however, to get accustomed to life in Dry Lick Valley. She had been raised on a small farm in rural Ohio. Her father had raised her and her two younger siblings amid fifty-two acres of corn. Being the oldest, Annie had become mother to her brother and sister. She had done the cooking, the cleaning, the washing, and the tending of both livestock and family. She had gone to school long enough so that when she had to bow out in order to help with the farm, no one questioned her decision. 

Her days had been filled with hard work. Her nights had been equally filled with dreams and wishes of a better life. Saturdays were for dressing up and going to town in the family truck—all four of them ready for a movie and perhaps an ice cream afterwards. 

Which was probably why she fell for Foster Mayall like a hammer on an anvil. He hadn’t been much older than she was, but he already wore the ways of the world on him like a fancy coat. He talked fast and moved faster. He was from Connecticut. To a country farm girl like Annie, he was a knight in shining armor. 

The night of May sixth, the Prichard family had gone into town for their usual Saturday escapade. Mabel and John Ray Junior each begged for a nickle to see the next installment of the serial showing at the Palisades. Daddy had gone over to Ruby’s Diner to make eyes at Dorie Fines over a piece of apple pie. Rumor around town had it that John Prichard would be taking the petite, redheaded waitress to wife pretty soon, and wouldn’t that be a tremendous burden off of poor Annie’s shoulders? 

The Bellflower Dance Hall was having a “single’s only” dance, and Annie had opted to go there. That was where she met Foster Mayall, with all his high talk about silver mining in Montana. Maybe his clean-cut, pale, good looks might have been enough to sway her judgment. Yet, with all his promises about having a life “out there,” away from dusty Ohio, away from the tedium and drudgery that came with running a farm, Annie realized he was the man she wanted to spend the rest of her life with—as long as it wasn’t anywhere near the town of Dirkins, or in Ohio. 

So, a little over six weeks from the day she’d met him, Annie Prichard became Annie Mayall. They left for Billings, Montana that very afternoon, with barely enough time for her to say goodbye to her family. 

Annie spent her honeymoon on the road, what honeymoon there was. Foster didn’t want to waste his money on motels along the way, so they slept in the front and back seats of the car, and used gas station restrooms to take a quick spit bath before continuing their journey. 

Once they reached Billings, Foster brought out the map and the title to the piece of land he’d bought through the mail. He sold the Ford, bought a wagon, a cow, a horse, and a mule, and then filled the wagon with an assortment of food and dry goods before they set out again. It took them another three days to find the exact spot, and Annie knew she’d died and gone to heaven. 

Despite its name, Dry Lick Valley was as lush and full of trees and wildlife as she’d ever seen. The overall beauty of the place was more than breathtaking. Annie found herself immediately falling in love with the place, despite its remoteness. 

“We’re gonna build us a place and live here the rest of our lives,” Foster announced. And that night they made love for only the second time in their marriage, with just two thin blankets to keep them warm under the sparkling night sky. 

And he did build them a place. Although the cabin was small compared to the farmhouse where she’d grown up, it was beautiful to her. Annie was amazed by her new husband’s abilities with an ax and awl. From sunrise to sunset, she helped him select and fell the trees. She showed him how to hitch the mule she’d affectionately named Murphy to the chained logs and drag them back to the site where Foster had plotted out the groundwork for the cabin and a barn. And while Foster planed and cut the logs to fit, she cooked over an open fire. 

It was the middle of summer. The days were tolerable, but the nights still grew chilly. Too often he would drop onto his bedroll and fall fast asleep, leaving her awake and aching, to watch the night sky and the moon travel through the stars, flowing from new to full and back to new over the course of the months. 

As the season melted into fall, the cabin was finally finished. In two more weeks Foster cobbled together a crude but functional off-the-floor bed, a table, and two chairs. He spent another week getting a suitable barn raised. 

“It’ll last the winter, but not two,” he told her. The wind blew through the cracks between the boards, and rain managed to sneak around the roof, but at least the animals would be able to survive in it until spring. 

Now the trees were beginning to turn. Annie woke up one morning to find Dry Lick Valley spread out in a quilt of colors that took her breath away. She also discovered her husband and the horse gone. Left behind was a note. 

I’m afraid I’ve spent too much time on the farm as it is. If we’re gonna get rich, I need to get to the mines. I should be gone until spring. You should be fine until I get back. I left you some money to help tide you over. If you run short, you can butcher the cow. Your loving husband, Foster. 

That was three years ago. Annie hadn’t heard from him since. 
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The Interim 

Annie never lost faith her husband would come back. She prepared herself for the coming winter, stocking up with supplies. She hitched Murphy to the wagon and drove into the nearest town, a little one-street place called Hoonas. Although small, it had a hardware store and a gas station, a post office, a church, a school, a diner, a general store where she could get staples, and combination restaurant and inn known as Stepman’s Inn. She and Foster had come here in the past when they needed to replenish supplies. They’d even treated themselves to a night at Stepman’s, sleeping on a feather mattress and crisp sheets so white they could blind her in the light. 

At the store she spent her dollars frugally, the same way she’d handled her daddy’s money whenever times were especially tight. Mr. Baugh, the owner of the store, often inquired about Foster. She always told him he was back at the site working. She didn’t want to tell him her husband had left her for the mines. It almost sounded like desertion. Like she hadn’t been a good enough wife to keep him. Mr. Baugh nodded and told her to give her husband his regards. Annie smiled and said she would, then loaded up the wagon and set off. 

She managed to cobble together a little shack over the spring which ran just beyond the cabin. In it she could store the provisions that needed to stay cool and out of the heat. At night, by the light of the fire or the single lantern, she taught herself to sew, and finished a quilt for the bed, using scraps from old and worn-out clothing. 

She borrowed a scythe from her nearest neighbors, the Funderburkes, who lived on the other side of Near Haven Pass. Horace Funderburke taught her how to use the tool to cut the free-growing hay. It took her nearly all the fall to cut and bundle what she thought would be enough to feed the livestock over the winter. Some nights she would go to bed so sore she could barely find a comfortable position to lie in. 

When the first snow fell, its earliness caught her by surprise. It was barely the end of October, and there was enough frost on the ground to mark her footprints until nearly midday. 

One morning in November she opened her front door to see a small herd of deer grazing near the well. Foster’s rifle brought down a fat doe, which she cured and hung in the springhouse. A nearby grove of trees provided enough tannic acid to help her cure the hide, which she nailed to the inside wall of the cabin. Newspapers stuffed in the bigger cracks would have to suffice until the following summer when she could make up a decent clay mixture to cement between the logs more permanently. 

And when the winter winds finally began to blow in earnest, Annie settled down to a series of long nights filled with boredom and longing. Deep within the valley, the crystal wave her father had given her for a wedding present didn’t work. Even if it could receive any transmissions, there was no electricity this far out. Fortunately she knew her way around a needle and thread. Once she’d completed a quilt, she began working on some new clothes for herself. 

Horace Funderburke came by one evening to check on her. It had been six months since Foster’s disappearance, and Annie finally broke down and confessed to the grizzled old farmer that she was alone. 

“It ain’t right,” the sixty-year-old father of three grown children said. “Leaving a young wife all alone to fend for herself. It ain’t right.” 

She explained why her husband left, but was unable to tell him where her delinquent spouse had gone. Silver mines were scattered all over Montana—some long-abandoned, others still producing, and still more promising riches to the next miner with enough money and brawn to dig it out. 

Horace had offered her a room at his place. With their own children married and moved out, he said he and his wife Elly felt like two little goldfish in a bowl the size of the ocean sometimes. 

“Be good for her,” the farmer offered. “Elly gets somewhat lonesome for another woman to talk to. Especially when I have to go out to the back acreage and I’m gone for several days at a time.” 

“No, thank you. I do appreciate the offer, but I must stay. I have to be here when Foster comes back,” Annie explained. If he comes back.  She could see from the look on the old man’s face what he was thinking, although he’d never say it aloud. 

“Well, for your sake, I’ll say a prayer for his safe return.” 

Annie thanked him and offered him a cup of coffee and a biscuit left over from breakfast. Horace accepted both and promised to come by on occasion to make sure she was getting along okay. 

For the first time in many weeks, Annie felt a sense of relief. She knew Horace would tell his wife about her circumstances, but she believed the woman wouldn’t go about town telling other folks about her husband running out on her. She didn’t seem like that kind of person. 

And Horace kept true to his word. Once every couple of weeks, he’d drop by just to see if she needed anything from town, or if he could help her with anything around the farm. 

When the biggest snowstorm of the year hit during the last week of February, the farmer traipsed over land on his snowshoes, two rabbits slung over his back. He offered them to Annie as a belated Christmas gift. She accepted them gratefully. 

Yet, despite the cold and snow and short-lived blizzard which hit, Annie heard that it had been an unusually mild winter. She’d been lucky. Spring came early, and she made the most of it. She planted a garden and began digging a root cellar. She canned vegetables and fruit, and carefully prepared every animal skin she captured and cleaned. At times it felt like she was back in Ohio. By the time fall came around again, after countless jars of huckleberries and enough stored pecans to please a squirrel, she felt more confidant and secure in the knowledge she would be able to last out this next winter better prepared than she had last year. 

As the months went by, and there was no word from Foster, Annie swung from moods of deep depression to weary patience. In her frequent letters to her father and family back home, she never let on about Foster’s absence, but filled her missives with talk about crops and the mountains and the local town gossip Elly kept her abreast of. Most of the letters she received back were written by Mabel, who had taken on the tasks Annie had done, namely the cooking and cleaning. 

Dear Annie, 

Dad’s fine. We're all fine. We got a new bull. It’s a mean bugger named Rex. John Ray Junior sends his love and wonders if you could send him some of those huckleberry tarts you mentioned in your last letter. You remember Betsy Stark? She upped and eloped with some guy from New Jersey. Mister and Missus Stark had put out a police bulletin on her when she first disappeared until they got a letter from her. She’s living in New York now. Not much else to talk about. Same old thing day after day. You know what I mean. Daddy says to tell you he misses you. Write again soon. 

Love, Mabel 

Thus life went on. Day after day. Week after week. By month and by year. At times Annie dreamed of Foster coming home and apologizing. Telling her he was wrong to up and leave her like that. Promising he’d never pull such a stunt again. And then he’d make love to her. Not like the other half-dozen times he’d done it, but slow and taking care she was enjoying it the same way he seemed to. 

She kept telling herself he’d be home next month. But when that month came and went, and there was no sign of hide nor hair from him, she’d make up some excuse as to why he’d been delayed. Perhaps some claim jumper had threatened to take his mine away. Or maybe there’d been a flood, which washed away his site, and he had to start up all over again. 

Then there were times the darker, blacker imaginings took over. She pictured him lying dead or dying from the hand of some other jealous miner. She saw him frozen to death up there in the mountains, with little or no food. When she dreamt those dreams, Annie always woke up filled with guilt and longing. She cried many times during that first year. Fewer times the second. By the time the third fall came, she had no tears left. Foster would come back to her. She just knew it in her gut. 

One day. Sooner or later. 

Hopefully. 

There was nothing in Ohio to go back to. Despite her loneliness and the solitude, she’d made friends in Montana. Good friends. Good neighbors. The land was her and Foster’s, free and clear. Someplace she could call home. A good place to raise crops. And cattle. And chickens. And children. Of the few times they’d made love, she hadn’t been fruitful enough to become pregnant. It was something else to regret. 

Breathing deeply of the fragrant air rich with pine, Annie bent back to her task of tying off bundles of hay and loading them on the trap behind Murphy. If there was anything she didn’t like about the place, if she could pick only one thing that made her stay less than perfect, other than the fact she was alone, it was the storms which rolled over the mountains. Storms that terrified her, with their roar and destructive powers. 

Annie was certain nothing good, absolutely nothing positive, ever came in the wake of storms. 
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The Discovery 

She could already feel the familiar signs of her fear. Her palms were slick with sweat, unable to hold the spoon in trembling fingers. Her stomach twisted, cramping with a pain so intense it doubled her over. Her mouth felt dry, her tongue swollen. Unable to help herself, Annie slid to the floor as her legs gave way. 

The rolling sound outside seemed to be approaching closer and closer to the cabin. It was a wild beast ready to pounce upon the poorly constructed home and tear it into kindling. It was a smoke-spewing locomotive about to ram into the cabin’s wall and eat her beneath its powerful iron wheels. Tears began to roll down her cheeks. She whimpered softly, bowing her head, and began her litany against the force of nature. 

Go away, quick! Go away, quick! Go away, quick! 

A flash outside the window brightened the night into day. Like her father had shown her, she began to count—one old cow, two old cows, three o- 

It wasn’t thunder that cracked the sky. It was Heaven screaming in pain. Annie screamed in response. Her fear galvanized her, and she slid across the floor to the furthest corner of the cabin. The darkest corner on the other side of the fireplace. The corner where she felt the least vulnerable, although, like her fear, she couldn’t explain why. 

Huddled in the tightest ball, she shuddered when the next bolt of lightning, a double bolt, flashed outside the window. This time the eardrum-shattering thunder came before the light had a chance to fade. Annie could feel the fine, warm drip of blood coming from her nose, but she wouldn’t take her hands off her ears to wipe it away. 

The sky split again. And again. And again. It seemed to last for hours. Around her she could feel the walls of the tiny cabin vibrate. A violin of wood whose timber strings were being stretched beyond their capacity. For a moment she almost thought the roof had lifted itself off the posts. Almost. Maybe just a fraction of an inch. 

Amid her intense fear, her weariness, and the rapid thudding of her heart, at some point during the worst of the storm, as rain pelted the outside of the cabin with drops the size of small boulders, Annie fell asleep. No, not so much asleep as unconscious. Her body melted against the floorboards, as if her bones had turned into mud. She puddled into a semblance of the tight ball she’d pulled herself into when the storm had begun to threaten. 

As the wind slowly dissipated, as the rain lessened to become a gentle fall, and as the thunder finally rolled away to the other side of the mountains, silence came back to the cabin. The sun broke out far in the west, just in time to begin its descent toward the horizon. 

Annie awoke. Her entire body ached. Her muscles protested the intense strain she’d put on them as she lay paralyzed in terror. There was a smear of bright red down the front of her blouse and across the back of her left hand. Blood. 

Very slowly Annie got to her feet, swaying slightly. She gripped the edge of the table and managed to make it over to the sink where she pumped in water from the spring. The water was cold and helped to ground her, giving her the ability to ground herself. She quickly cleaned herself. 

This one had been very bad. Worse than most, although in her opinion, all storms were bad. Pulling on her sweater, she went outside to inspect the damage. 

Once more, by the grace of the good Lord, the barn had survived. She’d done all she could to sturdy the structure, but Horace had told her this past summer it needed to be torn down and re-built from scratch. “Should have been done right the first time,” he told her. Annie had agreed. Foster had been in too big a hurry to finish up so he could leave. 

She went into the barn to check on the animals. Back in April she’d managed to barter ten jars of her preserves for two hens and a rooster. Now she had five laying hens and enough eggs to help barter for more. 

Inside the barn, to her horror, a good half-dozen of the boards on the back side of the building had splintered and blown away, leaving a gaping hole. Worse, Murphy was gone. She knew the mule was just as skittish during foul weather as she was. He’d probably contributed to the problem by kicking the boards loose enough for the wind to pull away. 

A slab of sunlight leaked through the roof and landed at Annie’s feet. It would be dark soon. She needed to find the mule and get it back into the barn. 

Muddy prints led from the back of the structure toward the heavily forested area directly north of the farm. Annie followed them, keeping her ears peeled for sounds of the animal trudging through the underbrush. 

“Murphy! Murrrr-pheeee! Where are you, boy?” 

The woods quickly closed behind her, but she’d come this way before. There was a thicket of huckleberries not too far in that she picked from. With luck the mule may not be too far ahead. 

“Murphy!” She stopped and whistled, then listened. There. To her right, not too far away. A low sound. It could be the mule. 

The woods had not been spared from the storm’s wrath. Downed limbs were everywhere, some hanging by a mere shred of bark from their mother trunk. She did her best to avoid the worst of it, although some branches managed to scrape across her arms and face, leaving red marks. 

“Murphy? Come here, boy!” She whistled again and paused. This time the sound was closer. And clearer. It definitely sounded like a grunt or a groan. 

Oh, God, please let my mule be okay.  She hurried toward the sound. In her mind she imagined the animal felled by a heavy limb, possibly lying with a broken leg, or worse, a broken back. 

There was a small clearing thirty or so feet away. A pile of still-green limbs were pyramided in the middle, as if a strong gust had dumped its trash dead center. As Annie drew nearer, the pile appeared to move slightly. She heard another groan. It couldn’t be Murphy. Then what... 

A mud-covered hand suddenly appeared at the edge of the pile, fingers reaching, grasping, scrabbling for something. She took a step back in surprise until she realized it was human. 

“Oh, no! Hold on!” 

Frantically, she began to pull the limbs off whoever was trapped at the bottom of the pile. Worry and fear gave her extra strength to drag some of the heavier branches away. Another hand appeared. Soon she could see bright golden yellow. Hair. Hair and... 

Annie froze. Her eyes widened, and she stepped away a few paces. 

No. No. Her eyes were playing tricks on her. It couldn’t be. There was no way. No way in God’s creation... 

The figure moved again, tried to lift itself, to stand or struggle to its knees, but there were still too many limbs entwined on top, keeping it pinned. Some of the golden yellow shifted. Turned. A face streaked with mud and blood rose to look at her. The eyes were dulled with pain. Blue, blue eyes. A man. 

“Help.” 

The single word was all he could manage before collapsing back against the rain-soaked earth. But it was enough to break the spell. 

Annie leaped back into the pile and began hauling away the limbs as fast as she could untangle them. Behind her she heard a snort and the movement of bushes. The errant mule had found her and now stood nearby, patiently waiting to be led back home. 

“There you are! Had me half-filled with worry, you flea-bitten mule! Stay put. You’re going to have to work for your supper tonight.” 

The sun was low, dipping behind the western ridge of the mountains when she finally managed to get enough of the limbs cleared away so she could drag the man out from beneath the remainder. It was like trying to move dead weight, and the man wasn’t slight of build, either. 

It was going to be harder than she first thought. If she went back to the barn for the wagon, it would be dark before she returned. And she wasn’t sure she’d be able to find her way back. And she definitely couldn’t leave the...man...overnight. He wore no shirt. By the looks of it, his clothing had been torn away by the tree limbs on his...way down? 

She glanced up at the darkening sky. It was growing colder, too. Might get down to freezing tonight. All the hard work of clearing away the brush had kept her warm. Standing there now, trying to figure out a way to get the man back to the farm, her body was beginning to cool off. She shivered involuntarily. 

Annie grabbed his wrists and dug in her heels. Slowly, very slowly, she managed to pull the man further out from under the brush. He moaned and jerked back one hand. Kneeling down, she wiped hair and leaves from his face. His eyes fluttered. 

“Are you real? You’re real, ain’t cha? Hey, Mister? Can you hear me? I can’t leave you here, but I can’t drag you back to the cabin, neither. You have to help me. I got Murphy here. He’s tame enough he’ll stand still, but you’re going to have to help me lift you up on his back. Can you do that? Can you manage to get to your feet?” 

There was a slight movement. Annie could see he had heard her, but he was weak. And definitely injured. Perhaps too seriously to survive the night, much less the trek back to the cabin. 

“Come on, Mister. Help me help you.” 

She bent down and pulled an arm around her shoulders. She struggled, pulling, straining to lift his weight. Somehow the man got a leg underneath him. Then both legs. He nearly fell, yet Annie barely managed to steady him, bearing most of his weight as they struggled to get him onto the mule. 

She could already see getting him up into a riding position was impossible. He was three-quarters unconscious as it was. That left her only one other option. 

He was a big man. Bigger than Foster. Bigger than her father. He had to have been at least six foot three or four. His legs were like pillars. His arms were heavily muscled. And his shoulders... She’d never seen shoulders that wide. But, of course, his would have to be, considering... 

Considering... 

His wings. 

The man...the angel...slumped over Murphy’s back. Strangely enough, the animal didn’t protest the strange person. Instead, the mule seemed to realize how important it was to save the visitor, and leaned into its new load. Annie shoved against the man’s posterior pushing him further over Murphy’s back, evening the weight. The man grunted twice then passed out again. When she was satisfied he wouldn’t slide off, she grabbed the mule’s halter and led it out of the forest, through the gloom, back toward the cabin. 
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The Recovery 

It took much pleading and begging, and several attempts to get the man off Murphy and into the cabin. He was covered in mud and leaves, and there were signs of blood that alarmed Annie even more. But before she could get him into bed and tend to him, he had to be cleaned up. 

While water warmed in a kettle hanging over the fire in the fireplace, she got out the porcelain bowl she used to take her baths with and set it on the hearth. Next she found the one old shirt, a long-sleeved flannel one that Foster had left behind. He’d left it and a pair of dungarees, soiled and smelling, in a pile by the fireplace. Annie believed he’d done so in case he needed them once he returned. A clean set of clothes to come home to. Or maybe it was his way of marking his property. These are my clothes, my woman, my home.  Well, it had been three years since they’d been worn, and she needed them now for the stranger. Although Foster had been a big man with strong arms and wide shoulders, the angel man was far larger. The pants were definitely out of the question until she could add some width to them. The shirt would more likely fit, if not tightly. Yet it would have to make do until she could alter it as well, or repair his own clothes. 

She secured the mule in the barn, checking to make sure the other animals were all right for the night, then went back to the cabin. She would come back to feed them once the man was taken care of. 

By the time she got back in the cabin, the water was warm enough. She poured some into the bowl, took a washcloth and towel from the chest at the foot of the bed, and brought everything to the floor beside the stranger. First she’d have to get his own clothes off him before she could wash off the grime and tend to his injuries. 

Bringing the lamp nearer, she cautiously laid her hands on him. He was warm. Breathing. Alive. Annie felt relieved. 

Upon closer inspection she could see he’d been wearing what looked like a long tunic-type shirt and a pair of very loose breeches. The shirt was no more than shreds now, as were the pants, and both were stained beyond cleaning. She felt the sodden, cream-colored material. It was made of a very fine cloth which seemed to glitter in the lamplight, and felt as soft as old cotton. It took mere seconds to remove the remnants from his body. 

Rolling him onto his side, she began by examining the pair of enormous wings. They were feathered and soft, just like a bird’s, with sculptured pinions and tips. Their color was like aged gold. Not bright, but softer, almost like the color of the aura around the sun. And they were huge. They emerged from his shoulder blades, and feathers sprouted from the smooth skin of his back. They were real and undeniable. 

Annie pulled debris from between the quills, smoothing each feather back into place as best she could. The right wing was at an odd angle, which she immediately knew was wrong. She was afraid to try and move it into the correct position. Therefore her common sense told her to immobilize it as best she could to prevent him from damaging it even further. 

She pulled out some old clean rags she kept stored under the sink and ripped them into strips. Holding down the oddly-tilted wing, she wrapped it with the strips, going around his left shoulder and around the waist to keep it secure. The man groaned but didn’t awaken. 

With that accomplished, Annie rolled him gently onto his back. The wings folded neatly underneath him, tidy as an umbrella closing. Placing the bowl beside her, she used the washcloth to bathe him with warm water and toweled him dry. He was heavily muscled, with hands larger than she’d ever seen. Long fingers and blunt nails, with few calluses. Hands which had never seen hard labor. Annie stored that bit of knowledge in the back of her mind. 

A fine layer of hair also covered his legs and arms. Hair so pale it was almost invisible against his sun-bronzed skin. She cleaned his maleness as a bright flush of embarrassment tinged her face. It seemed every part of him was one shade or another of soft gold. 

His chest was bare of hair except for around the darker nipples. His neck was a thick column of muscles. His face was finely chiseled. His lashes and brows and thick, shoulder-length hair were the same odd gold color as his wings. 

The hair on his head, however, was going to prove to be a problem. When clean, it must have waved across his shoulders when he flew, but now it lay in wet, matted clumps. Leaves, twigs, and other debris were twisted in it. There was a bare, bloody area near his left temple where a patch must have been jerked out during his fall. She would have to take care of it later. 

Other than his wing, most of the damage was to his chest and abdomen. Like he’d hit the trees on his way down.  Annie shook herself. 

There were many cuts and scratches on his chest and stomach. The worst was the deep puncture wound below his ribs on his right side. She examined it carefully. It had stopped bleeding, but there were bits of wood sticking out of the hole, which she managed to pull out. Splinters. She prayed she got them all. The wound looked ugly, and for a moment Annie wondered if she should go get the doctor. Yet, the thought of bringing someone up to her cabin to examine her...angel...frightened her. Also, what if she went to all that trouble and the angel disappeared before they got back? 

Throughout the cleaning and bandaging the angel man moved only once. Otherwise his breathing was deep and regular—a sign of the healing sleep he needed. He was clean and ready to be placed in the bed, but there still was the matter of his hair to deal with. 

Annie got her scissors from her sewing basket and began clipping away the worst of the mess. However, it seemed that in order to be rid of the worst, she’d have to shear off most of it. Oh, well, it’s not like it won’t grow back.  The end result was a cap of close-cropped curls that framed his face nicely, in her opinion. 

She immediately realized she could not put the shirt on him in the normal way. But if she slipped it on him backwards, at least his chest and stomach would be warmed, and she could lay him on his back on the bed. She debated whether she should risk laying him on the wounded wing, or on his left side. She chose to prop him on his left side, even if it meant he’d be facing the wall, away from the rest of the cabin, and where she could see when he awoke. 

It took her another half-hour to get the man into the bed and rolled onto his left side. She got the shirt on him but chose not to try to struggle with pants. He would need to be closely watched for signs of a fever or anything which would signal a possible infection. 

Tucking the quilt around him, Annie allowed herself to sit back on her little stool by the hearth. Now she could rest a bit before making one last check on the animals and giving them some feed. 

Outside, the sky was bright with stars and a milky half moon. In the far, far distance, lightning danced past the mountain ridge as the storm continued on its way. The temperature had dropped considerably, and she shivered as she hurried to finish her final chore for the day.

Once that was accomplished, she returned to the cabin where she noticed the man hadn't moved. She replenished the fire before making herself a cold sandwich from the venison left over from dinner, then used the rest of the water warmed by the fire to bathe herself. Even with the stranger’s back turned, and knowing he would be unconscious at least until morning, she still felt uncomfortable washing herself with him less than ten feet away. 

She kept her back to him and washed under the cover of her clothes. When she was done, she quickly pulled on a clean shirt and pants, rather than change into her usual sleep shirt. The stranger was using the only quilt. It would get very cold before morning. 

Pulling on an extra pair of socks, her gloves, and
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