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CHAPTER 1

“Dead ... That just can’t be! After all,
Pa’s the major of Fort Owens. Besides, I was just with him a few
minutes ago. He just can’t be dead!” Miles struggled to digest
the enormity of it all, as he stared down at his father’s lifeless
body lying on the floor. Miles numbly listened as Colonel Williams
told him, along with his mother, Anna, how his father had died.

“As you know, a hearing was being held to
determine if he should be court- marshal for issuing orders for the
extermination of a tribe of Indians.” Major Thornton, who had flown
into a fit of rage, suddenly grabbed his head then slammed onto the
floor ... Dead!” Miles couldn’t help asking himself, Why should
they be having a hearing to court-marshal, Pa? After all,
thought Miles, they were only a stinking bunch of savages, so if
anyone should be court-marshaled, it should have been that holier
than thou idiot Paul Thompson.

Miles was devastated by his father’s death.
One could say he was more than a little angry. Blinded by rage,
including the pain of his father’s death, he spun around, before
storming out of the room. He had to get away before he punched
Colonel Williams in that smug face of his.

Miles Thornton was the son of Major Carl
Maxwell and Anna Hawkins Thornton. As soon as he’d turned sixteen,
he’d in been in on every endeavor his father had undertaken. He
smiled at the memory of their past deeds. Dreading it, but knowing
he had to do it, Miles had gone over to ask his mother for money
from his father’s savings, along with his medals, then asked her to
pack his clothes and deliver them to his quarters. He planned to
leave Fort Owens after the funeral, armed with the $1,000 Anna had
given him.

Having done that, he went to his quarters to
make out a list of items he needed to purchase at the mercantile.
When he finished the list, he started a new one for the things he
needed to take with him. He tucked the lists into his pockets when
he was done, and went out to get started on each list.

First on his agenda was procuring a packhorse
and pack board. That accomplished, Miles turned to the stable hand
and said, “Have this horse ready to pack inside of an hour! See to
it that Rusty is also saddled.”

“Yes, sir.”

Without waiting for the man to get started,
Miles sauntered over to the mercantile, lists in hand.

Garth Adamson greeted him civilly. “Good day,
Miles. What can I do for you?”

Miles handed him the list, “I need all this.
While I wait, I’d like a shot of whiskey.”

“Very well. I’ll get started right away. Just
go inside and I’ll call Thad to take care of you.” Turning he
hollered, “Thad, get in here! You’ve got a customer.”

“Right away, Pa.”

When the young man started past his father,
Garth demanded, “Get him a shot of whiskey.”

“Yes, Pa.”

Miles leaned against the bar to the right of
the mercantile as Thad poured his shot. He picked up his drink and
gazed absently into the amber liquid, struggling to rid himself of
the jumbled thoughts that assailed his troubled mind. Disgustedly
shaking off the doldrums, he downed the wiskey in one gulp. Pushing
the glass forward, he said, “Fill it up again.”

Without a word, Thad complied. Again, Miles
gulped the whiskey down. “Give me a couple of bottles to go,” he
demanded. After rubbing his sleeve across his mouth, Miles paid for
the two bottles of whiskey and two drinks then took the bottles
into the mercantile.

“I’m almost done with the list, Miles.”

Nodding, Miles set the bottles on the counter
and began wandering around the store, adding a few more items to
the already large pile. “I’ll need these as well.”

Miles arranged his purchases in a canvas tarp
and paid for the lot. “I’ll be back for this as soon as I get the
rest of my belongings.”

“That will be fine. I’ll put it behind the
counter until you’re ready for it.”

Miles walked out into the bright sunshine and
headed to the stables. He’d started to lead his horses out of the
stable just as Nataka came in leading his horse, Hurricane. The
hair on the back of Miles’ neck rose and ass an extreme hate and
overwhelming anger overtook him it caused his body to shake.

Turning the reins over to the stable boy, he
walked menacingly toward Nataka. “If it’s the last thing I ever do,
I’m going to kill you for what you put us through at the Indian
Village. It’s your fault my Pa’s dead!”

As Nataka watched him, he was reminded a
gamecock looking for a fight. “Go for it, if you think you’re man
enough.”

Miles lunged toward Nataka, snarling like
some crazed animal. Nataka, who was unprepared for the attack, fell
backward as Miles punched him squarely on the chin. Miles dove in
to finish the deed, but Nataka rolled out of the way and Miles
ended up hitting a pile of straw.

Miles jumped to his feet and lunged for
Nataka again, but Nataka sidestepped him and Miles fell face first
onto the dirty stable floor. Picking himself up, he brushed angrily
at his clothes.

Before Nataka fully knew his intent, Miles
whipped around and charged, hitting Nataka in the belly. Nataka
bent forward as the air whooshed from his lungs. Miles grabbed him
and they began wrestling. Finally, Nataka punched Miles’ midsection
and sent him tumbling into a pile of straw. Gasping for air, Miles
struggled to stand as he spat straw.

“You dirty, good for nothing, rotten, filthy
half-breed … you’ll get what’s coming to you. Sooner or later I’ll
get the chance to kill you. Mark my words!”

He grabbed his horses’ reins from the stunned
stablehand and stormed out of the stables.

When he got back to the barracks, he was
relieved no one was around. He’d just finished making himself
presentable for the funeral when Peters entered. He was carrying
Miles’ loaded bags from home. “Thanks Peters,” grumbled Miles
begrudgingly.

“Don’t mention it. I’ze jest glad ta hep yer
ma.” Without another word, Peters leisurely ambled away.

Miles opened the bags, surprised to see that
Anna had packed everything neatly so that there was room for more
items. Adding some other items to the lighter case, he snapped them
all shut. Carrying them to the packhorse he strapped them
conveniently onto the horses’ back. Miles stepped back from the
horses. Satisfied that all was well, he gathered the reins of both
horses before starting toward the mercantile. Arriving at the
mercantile, he quickly gathered all of the items, purchased
earlier, out to the waiting horses. Removing his belongings from
the pack board Miles set them onto the ground. Rearranging
everything so that it would fit onto the pack board easier, Miles
quickly packed the horses. When all was ready, Miles led the horses
out to the cemetery, tethering them to some trees.

After returning to the fort, Miles saw the
wagon carrying his father’s casket. He immediately fell into step
beside his mother, Anna, who was leading the funeral cortege. For a
moment feelings of deep anguish gripped him, quickly replaced with
feelings of extreme hatred that threatened to choke him. Soon
visions of ways on how to wreak vengeance flashed through his
mind.

Once he glanced over at Anna, noticing her
white face. For a fleeting moment in time compassion assailed him.
This surprised him so much that he clamped his teeth tightly
together then stared straight ahead. When the group was finally
assembled around the opened grave, the preacher began his sermon.
While the preacher droned on and on about the great hereafter,
Miles looked around at those present. When his eyes fell on Nataka
Hansen, then Captain Paul Thompson, he began plotting ways to make
them suffer for all the agony done to Jennings, Jones, his Father,
as well as himself.

Nothing would be bad enough for them,
he thought.

He was brought back to the present when he
heard the preacher say, “Dust to dust … ashes to ashes.” Blinking,
he watched the preacher pick up a handful of dirt, which he
sprinkled into the open grave. As it struck the coffin lid, Miles
felt as if his very soul were being pierced through. Anna followed
the preacher. Miles knew that everyone expected him to do the same.
Without flinching a muscle, he picked up a handful of dirt and
hesitated a moment before tossing it into the grave. After tossing
the dirt into the grave, he stepped back.

When the funeral was over, Miles went to
where he’d tethered his horses. Mounting, he rode away from the
fort without looking back. Extreme anger, pain-filled grief,
including utter disbelief vied for dominance in his tortured,
demented mind. For the first few miles, he pushed the horses
relentlessly. Shaking his fist into the air, he exclaimed aloud.
“If it’s the last thing I ever do … I’ll make Nataka Hansen, along
with that better than thou, Paul Thompson pay for what they’ve done
to me and mine!”

Finally, he slowed the horses to a walk,
continuing to ride sullenly along. Not wanting to run into anyone,
he took a small trail that led to the river. It was easy to see
that the trail had not been traversed much, so as it suited his
purpose perfectly, he took it. Miles continued down this path for
several miles.

Although the passing scenery was breathtaking
beautiful, Miles paid little or no attention to it. Once in a while
a rabbit jumped into the trail, quickly hopping out of sight, or a
grouse would take flight. Spooking deer from their bedding areas,
Miles watched as they hurriedly scamper out of the way. Even a
coyote slunk further into the bushes in an attempt to disappear
from sight. The sun began to dip lower in the sky, casting shadows
across the terrain. The air was humid with not a breeze
stirring.

The river’s roar grew more pronounced until
it came into view. Without any thought for the welfare of himself
or his horses, Miles jabbed his horse in the ribs, causing the
horses to plunge into the swirling, boiling current. The horses
struggled to overcome the whirling eddies that threatened to pull
them down stream; but somehow managed to cross over to the other
side. Miles rode further down stream for another hour. Finding a
campsite to his liking, he reined in. “Whoa!” When the horse came
to a stop, Miles dismounted. Removing the saddle, Miles let the
horses’ reins dangle as he took the saddle to the edge of the
designated campfire. After taking the pack from the pack board, he
lugged it over to where his saddle lay, tossing it beside his
saddle. Gathering the reins, he led the horses to water.

The campsite Miles chose was a large meadow,
surrounded with many different types of trees indigenous to the
area. There were many bushes, laden with huckleberries, whose
pungent aroma wafted through the air. One particularly large pine
tree, with dark Green pine needles, was not only gnarled; but was
twisted from the ravages of time. Inclement weather also played her
part, down through the years, of wreaking havoc on the poor tree. A
few branches floated on top of the water, while others dipped,
swayed or bobbed with the water’s progressive movement toward the
sea. At one point, up stream, the water fell into a mini waterfall.
Birds chirped or bustled about, searching for the last tidbit
before retiring for the night. Miles noticed none of this, even
when Mother nature created one of her most astonishing sunsets,

Leading the horses back toward camp, he
hobbled them then quickly haltered them before removing the
bridles. He watched for a while as the horses began to munch on the
thick, tender grass. Satisfied that all was well, he went to set up
camp. After mechanically erecting a tent, he gathered a great
quantity of wood.

As he worked at starting a fire, grief struck
without warning. Unfamiliar with the feeling, Miles was left
breathless, his body began to shake uncontrollably until it seemed
as if it would break. The fire was forgotten as he struggled to
regain control of his turbulent emotions. Great soul wracking sobs
escaped his lips as tears began to stream down his face. How long
the attack lasted, Miles never knew. The only thing he knew for
sure was he was literally spent. Finally, when he regained his
strength, he started a fire. After hauling enough water for his
needs, he set about preparing his evening meal. When it was ready,
he removed the pan from the fire. Filling his plate, he poured
himself a cup of coffee then found a place to eat in comfort.
Sighing, Miles leaned back against a peeled log near the fire. As
he ate his supper, which he thought was tasteless, he watched the
fire, becoming mesmerized by its flickering, dancing flames.
Tossing the plate of unfinished supper onto the ground, he gulped
down the last of his coffee.

No matter how hard he struggled to clear his
mind of his father’s image, it wove continuously in and out of his
grief-stricken mind. For the first time in his life, Miles tasted
grief’s bitter gall. No matter how hard he tried to push away the
memory of his father’s lifeless body lying on the community hall
floor, Miles was unsuccessful. The pain grew more intense until
emotions, long held in check, would be denied no longer. Hanging
his head, Miles groaned in agony, his body shook uncontrollably as
soul-racking sobs tore through him once more. Jumping to his feet,
he yelled, “No! It just can’t be true!” Waving his arms back and
forth, as if to push the awful thought away, he bellowed out, “I
refuse to accept that Pa’s dead!” Again the images in the community
hall flashed before him. Falling prostrate on the ground, he
pummeled his fists, while at the same time kicking out with his
feet. Soon anger replaced the tears, causing him to jump to his
feet. Once more, raising a fist heavenward, he bellowed, “How dare
you leave me, Pa? I relied on you for everything! Why, I even
expected you to live for many more years! How dare you do this to
me?” The anger against his father shifted first to Paul Thompson
then back to Nataka Hansen. Clenching his hand into a fist, Miles
shook it threatening in front of him, while vile threats rent the
air. All at once grief knocked him to his knees, where he again
rocked back and forth in an effort to rid himself of the intense
pain..

Finally, gaining control, he added a large
amount of wood to the fire. When it was going good, Miles went
inside his tent. When he was ready for bed, he sank onto his
bedroll to remove his shoes. Tossing them onto the foot of the
bedroll, he slipped inside, Although, Miles tried to will sleep to
come, it remained elusive for a while. Finally, after what seemed
like forever, Miles fell into a light, uneasy sleep.

While Miles slept, the wind began to sigh
mournfully through the trees, rustling the leaves on the ground.
The crackling fire cast eerie shadows around the outer parameters
of camp. A wolf howled in the distance, quickly answered by another
further away. In a meadow, close to where Miles slept, wildlife
grazed contentedly. Nightmares visited Miles, making him oblivious
to anything happening in camp.

An old wolf, one paw badly injured, drew
close to the sleeping man. As hungry as he was, he remained leery.
He sniffed the air, licking his lips. He lay on his stomach with
front paws extended, and ears erect. The fire held his attention,
as fire always meant danger. This animal wasn’t a true wolf. He was
marked like a German Shepard on his chest and muzzle.

He lay there in the bushes, testing the air
several more times. Unable to tolerate the hunger any longer, he
crawled toward the food but hesitated when the man moaned in his
sleep. When the man didn’t emerge from the tent, he haultingly
moved closer. Hunger finally won out over cauction and he quickly
gripped the plate with his teeth and carried it triumphantly to the
bushes.

Keeping a wary eye on Miles’ tent, he gulped
the food. After he’d licked the plate clean, he smacked his lips in
satisfaction. Still hungry, he began to slink toward the pan of
left over food.

Still watching for possible danger, the
wounded animal crouched down by the pan and grabbed the remaining
piece of ham. Noiselessly, he went back to the bushes to eat his
treasure. When he’d finished he limped out of camp and into the
trees.

***

Morning brought little peace to Miles’ aching
soul. Quickly dressing, he went out to build up the fire. He was
surprised to find the pan empty and his plate msising. He stomped
off in search of it and finally found it a good distance from camp.
Miles picked up the plate, mumbling murderous threats under his
breath, and headed back to the now roaring fire.

How come I didn’t hear that confounded
creature, whatever it was, messing around camp? Well, I’ll be ready
for it next time!

After he ate breakfast, Miles wandered
aimlessly to the river. He gazed into its rapidly swirling, white
water while thinking. After a while, he wandered back to camp and
paced around the surrounding area like a caged tiger. He was soon
busy plotting sweet revenge on those at the fort. When he wasn’t
plotting, his grief sometimes was so great he felt like he was
suffocating.

“What is life going to be like without,
Pa?” he asked himself aloud. Struggling to dispel the gloom, he
went about his chores — gathering more firewood and checking on the
horses. When he was finished, Miles looked at his watch and wasn’t
surprised to see it was time for lunch. After he
ate a small lunch, Miles decided to go for a swim to cool off. He
put his foodstuffs in a bag and hung it high in a tree. Satisfied
that he’d done all he could to secure camp, Miles walked down to
the river and walked its edge until he saw a pile of large rocks
leading to a wide pool.

When he was satisfied that the swimming hole
was a good one, he peeled off his clothes and stepped into the
water. It was so cold it shocked his system. Deciding the only way
to get acclimated was to jump in. He gathered his courage and in he
went — coming up gasping from the icy shock. It was much too cold
to stay in, so he dragged himself out and sat on a sun-bathed
boulder to get warmed up.

A little while later, he decided to give it
another try. The second time wasn’t so bad, so he swam around for a
while. Eventually he got out and grabbed the soap he’d brought with
him. Wading out until the water was waist high, he started applying
a generous amount of soap to his hair and body. He ducked under the
water several times until the soap was gone, then decided to swim a
little longer. For the first time since his father’s death, he was
feeling content.

A short time later, he waded to shore and
dried off before he put on his clean clothes. After that, he sat on
a large rock, dipped his feet in the water to wash off the sand,
and then put his socks and boots back on. That done, he headed back
to camp.

As he came around a bend, he caught sight of
the meal stealing canine. He whistled in shock when he saw the
animnal’s malnourished condition. Its injured back paw was bleeding
too. Miles was moved to sympathy and began to speak softly to the
animal. “You poor old devil. To think, I was angry with you for
stealing my food. Well, tonight, you’ll eat like a king.”

Cocking his head from side to side, the
wolf-dog’s ears were up as he listened to the human’s voice. Unsure
of the human’s intentions, he drew back into the shadows of the
trees. “It’s all right, boy. There won’t be any harm comin’ at ya
from this old boy.” The leery animal stayed in the safety of the
trees.

Smiling, Miles continued on to his camp,
where he built up the fire and began to prepre a huge meal. As he
worked, Miles looked in the direction of where he’d seen the
wolf-dog and saw the animal looking back at him, licking his lips.
This made Miles smile.

When the meal was ready, he brused the coals
from the Dutch oven and saw that the biscuits were done. Lifting
the oven from the coals, he set it near the fire. Putting two
biscuits onto his plate and putting two more away for his
breakfast, he put the rest onto the plate intended for the
wolf.

While the food cooled,
Miles looked at the wolf watching him intently from the trees.
Shaking his head, Miles knew that feeding the wolf was
risky. Will he attack me if I walk over
with the food?

He decided on another plan, instead. taking
the food closer to the river, he set it down between two trees and
returned to the fire to pour himself a cup of coffee. That done, he
picked up his plate and went to sit near a tree. While he ate, he
pretended he didn’t see the wolf.

For a while, the wolf stayed put, but the
smell of the food was torturing him. He scurried further back into
the trees and came around behind where the food was sitting,
staying well away from the human. Something told him he was far
enough away from the fire to be safe. He warily began to gulp down
the food. A look of gratitude showed on the wolf’s face when he
looked up at Miles.

It had been years since Miles had done a good
deed, so the feeling of joy he felt from helping the starving wolf
surprised him. When the wolf was finished with the food, he licked
his chops. Miles chuckled when the wolf looked longingly back at
him. He couldn’t resist that look, so he threw some of the ham to
the wolf. When the wolf was finished eating the offering, he barked
once and slipped away through the trees.

***

That night, images of his father again
invaded Miles’ thoughts. He saw himself doing things with his
father. Remembering the last time he’d talked with his father, he’d
been surprised at his father’s confession of how he hated his
grandmother.

When Miles was a small boy, his father took
him to stay at Sven and Olga Shufflemyer’s. His father was taking
his handpicked men on some special maneuver. Olga, being short as
well as rotund, waddled whenever she moved around doing her chores.
Her blond hair was always braided and wrapped around the crown of
her head, and her blue eyes seemed to disappear among the folds of
fat on her face when she smiled, showing several missing teeth.

Olga smoked a pipe, which left a brown streak
up the side of her face and had caused the few teeth she had left
to darken. She was not a pretty woman. She was moon-faced, mean and
her clothes were never clean. She always smelled badly too. The
sour stench eminating from her person made Miles gag when he got
too close to her. Miles detested her, yet never dared to show
it.

She expected perfection from him, even though
he was just a little boy. Olga gave him several chores to do around
the place. One of these jobs was to gather the eggs from the
chicken coop, which terrified him and made him have nightmares
about chickens attacking him. When he complained to Olga about the
chickens, she would taunt him with, ‘Stop being such a
namby-pamby!”

At night, when Miles cried out for his
mother, Olga would grow testy and say, “Stop acting like a baby!
Men don’t cry!”

When he asked why he couldn’t see his mother,
she snapped, “’Cause you just can’t, that’s why!”

One day, Olga found him outside the chicken
coop, crying. “What are you a caterwauling about now?”

“Dusty the rooster keeps attacking me when I
try to get the eggs!”

“Oh, for crying out loud in the dark! Get in
there and get them dad-blamed eggs this minute, before I tan your
hide!”

“Please, don’t make me,” he’d pleaded.

Olga dragged him into the chicken coop, and
watch him gather the eggs. She didn’t defend him when Dusty
attacked him again, either.

His stomach still lurched at the memory.
Something inside him snapped that day, and when Dusty’d tried to
attack him again, Miles had swung the metal pan, he used for
gathering the eggs, striking him a glancing blow across the head.
Dusty was knocked out for a while, but at least it gave Miles time
to gather the eggs.

He was pleased with himself, even though Olga
had whacked him across the head. “You rotten boy, you killed my
rooster! You’ll pay for that by going to bed without supper! Now
get them eggs to the house this instant!” She’d struck him again
across the head.

Olga kept her word, sending him straight to
his bed once they were inside the house. That didn’t bother Miles,
because he thought he’d gotten rid of Rusty. The next morning when
he went out to gather the eggs, Dusty was still there. This time,
though, when Miles came toward him the rooster cowered, leaving
Miles alone to do his work.

That was just how Olga was. Miles learned to
deal her after she told Thornton about him crying out for his
mother and bringing down Thornton’s wrath. After years of treatment
like this when he missed his mother, Miles had learned to hate
Olga. He also hated Sven, but had learned to restrain himself.

Sven was meaner than Olga and as tough as
nails. He took no guff from Miles and abused him unmercifully, just
like he did his horses and farm animals. Sven was tall, thin, and
muscular with black shaggy eyebrows that hid his blue eyes, which
always seemed to be drawn into angry slits. He had large, bony
cheeks and a protruding chin, that he was constantly jutting out in
irritation, caused his chin whiskers to stick out. He nearly always
wore a flannel shirt tucked into his bib-overalls and a black
floppy hat over his shaggy blond head of hair. His big beefy hands
hung down at his sides when he wasn’t beating Miles or abusing his
livestock.

When his team of horses had trouble pulling a
heavy load, Sven whipped the poor animals, sometimes breaking the
skin. Miles had learned very quickly to obey Sven, because Sven
would beat him at the drop of a hat.

One day, Miles had accidentally left the gate
to the pigpen open, allowing two sows to escape before anyone
noticed. Sven had a lot of trouble catching the pigs. When they
were back in the pen, Sven beat Miles within an inch of his life.
Needless to say, Miles was never careless about keeping the gate
closed again.

When Miles complained to his father, Thornton
told him that if he didn’t want more whippings, then he’d better be
more careful. That would be the end of the subject. Miles
remembered his father’s words, trying his best to please the
Shufflemyers, but somehow he always ended up on Sven’s bad
side.

Miles remembered his father taking him
camping for several days at a time. Most of the days were filled
with fishing the many deep holes in a river or creek. Miles
remembered asking, “Poppa, how do I get the worm on hook?”

Chuckling, Thornton had patiently shown him
how to bait the hook. When he was done, he encouragingly patted
Miles on the back, “Now give it a try, son.” He helped Miles cast,
watching with great pride when his son caught his first fish.
Thornton had wisely remained in the background as Miles tried to
reel it in. Finally, in the end, he’d had had to help him. Miles
could still smell that fish frying in the pan, and remembered how
great it had tasted.

There were other fishing trips and lengthy
campouts, where his father told him many stories of his fights with
the Indians. Young Miles absorbed these tales like a sponge. Never
once did he realize they were nothing but figments of Thornton’s
overworked imagination.

Father and son had bonded during these trips.
Miles remembered these things fondly, but also remembered that it
wasn’t always wonderful being with his father. Thornton could blow
up over nothing. When this happened it was best if he left him
alone. Yet through all of it, Miles knew his father had loved him
with all his heart.

By the time he was in his late teens, he no
longer had to stay with the Shufflemyers. He went on secret
maneuvers with his father and his men. Miles couldn’t help noticing
how hard and sullen these men were. Then one day he understood
why.

They had all gone to a cabin in the mountains
to plot their next move. Fearing for Miles’ safety, Thornton told
him to stay at the cabin until they returned. He left him plenty of
food and told him to stay put; they’d be back the next day.

They didn’t return until two days later, and
one of the men, Peter Hornsby, was seriously wounded. Peter’s
brother Harold took care of him, but later that night Peter died.
The next morning, they dug a grave and buried him without sentiment
or ceremony. After that, the men divided up a large amount of money
then made something to eat. After the meal was over, the men began
to gamble and drink hard liquor.

Miles watched his father win repeatedly.
Finally, the leader, someone called Plumber, stood up to declare he
was going out to the John and then to bed. The gambling and
drinking went on for another hour after that, with his father still
winning. Finally, everyone staggered over to their bedrolls and
flopped down in a drunken stupor.

The next day, the men prepared to leave,
promising to meet again in the near future. Miles, his father, and
his father’s two friends, Jones and Jennings, stayed another two
days before heading back to Fort Owens. During the next few years,
this procedure was repeated many times. Miles never knew what his
father did with the money, and he dare not ask for fear of bringing
down his father’s wrath. Even now, he didn’t know where that money
went. I sure could use some of it right now, he admitted to
himself.

***

Days merged one into another, and Miles paid
little, if any, attention to the passing of time. He wandered
aimlessly, lost in his bittersweet pain. One night, nearly a week
later, he tossed more wood onto the fire and watched as it caught.
Sparks flew heavenward while the flickering firelight danced around
the camp’s perimeter. Fire had always fascinated him. He liked to
stare at the flames and dream of what might be.

Today had been a particularly rough day, and
it was just too painful to sit by the fire. He went to his tent and
got into his bedroll to sleep, but no matter what he did he
couldn’t erase the memories that plagued him. The only thing that
seemed to ease the pain was plotting different ways to wreak
revenge on Nataka Hanson and Paul Thompson. Nothing will be too
good for them, he told himself.

As he plotted, images of his father appeared
to torture him again. Pain gripped him, forcing him to deal with
the bitter grief. Revenge was ripped from his mind as he struggled
to deal with death’s bitter sting. Hot tears ran down his cheeks as
the pain raged on.

Memories of watching his father hitting his
mother were the next images his tortured mind decided to conjure
up. Miles remembered one time in particular when they were playing
a game and laughing, just having a great time together. All at once
the door connecting the kitchen to the office flew open and
Thornton entered. He was so filled with rage that his body shook
with it. “Go to your room this instant!”

“But, Poppa, I being good.”

Thornton struck Miles across the face,
knocking him from his chair. “I said, go to your room this
instant!”

Miles got up from the floor, wondering how
he’d made his father so angry. Just as he got to his room, his
father struck his mother so hard across the face that she fell
backward, chair and all.

When she didn’t move, Miles got scared. “Did
you kilt her, Poppa?”

Thornton spun around and stomped towards
Miles.

Terrified out of his mind, Miles ran into his
room. Thornton followed and gave him a beating such as he’d never
known. Thornton beat him so badly that Miles had passed out.

When he came to, Thornton was standing over
him. “I said go to your room. You got that beating for disobeying.
Now, stay in here until you’re told to come out. Do you understand
me?”

“Yes, Papa.”

Thornton had gone out to the kitchen where he
continued to beat Anna unmercifully. The only thing that stopped
him from killing her was a knock at the door. It was Jones.

“Jennings sent me to tell you that we’re
ready to leave as soon as you give the word.”

“Good, get my horse saddled. I’ll be right
there.”

Thornton walked out, leaving Miles in his
room and Anna unconscious on the kitchen floor. When Miles thought
it was safe enough, he went for help. Anna was coming around when
Dr. Phelps got to her. Miles smile in relief when he saw that his
father hadn’t had time to do too much damage; she just had a big
knot on her head.

After the doctor left, Anna cuddled Miles,
rocking him until he fell asleep.

He remembered waking up the next morning in
his own bed. Anna smiled when he came into the kitchen, and told
him to sit at the table for breakfast. He’d loved her so much
then.

Miles remembered how his father had pushed
him to hate her through all the punishing he administered every
time young Miles mentioned or defended her. They never played games
anymore when his father was at the fort. His mother tried to show
him love, but when Thornton came into the room the affection had
stopped.

Miles dug out the two bottles of whiskey from
his pack, and filled his cup full. He slugged it down without
tasting it, then burped loudly and scrunch up his face as the fire
bloomed in his stomach. He filled the cup again and downed that one
just as quickly. His started to get glassy but he kept drinking,
albeit a bit slower this time. An hour later, he’d drained the
first bottle and was ready for the second. He just kept drinking
until he finally passed out.

The next morning, Miles grabbed his head in
agony when he tried to rise. He decided a little “hair of the dog”
was in order and poured another cup of whiskey. Eventually he felt
like he could handle some food, so he made breakfast and then
cleaned up around his camp.

Going back to pacing, his usual thinking
mode, he eventually decided to head to Missoula to get rip-roaring
drunk. Maybe that will help me forget, he thought. Decision
made, he decided to kill the second bottle of whiskey before
lunch.

When he’d drunk the last drop, he started
breaking camp. It didn’t take much time to take down the tent and
pack his gear on the packhorse. He saddled Rusty, then made sure
the fire was out before he mounted his horse and rode away.

***

Two days later he arrived in Missoula. He got
a room at the boarding house, took his gear upstairs and then
stabled his horse. Being hungry he decided to eat before he started
drinking. He found a table in the café, and positioned himself so
he could watch the door.

A pretty young waitress took his order of a
large steak and a side order of mashed potatoes and gravy, plus a
large piece of cherry pie. Miles watched the customers chattering
as he waited for his food. As soon as the waitress set the plate in
front of him, Miles started eating like a starving man.

After he paid for his meal, he ambled over to
Murphy’s Saloon and took a table close to the door. He motioned for
a serving girl and a beautiful red head sidled up to him. “What’ll
it be, mister?” the scantily clad girl asked in a flirty tone.

Murphy not only ran a saloon but a bordello,
so Miles wasn’t surprised by how forward the girl was. “Bring me a
bottle of whiskey and a shot glass.”

Swaying her hips invitingly, she headed
toward the bar and said, “Give me a bottle of whiskey, Hank.”

“Right away, Madge.” The bartender reached
behind the counter to take down a bottle of whiskey and set it on a
small round tray along with a shot glass, “Here you go.”

“Thanks, Hank.”

Madge set the bottle and glass on the table
and Miles tossed her some cash. “Will there be anything else,
mister?”

“No, just leave the bottle.” Madge nodded,
and left him to his drink.

As he worked on the bottle, Miles watched the
action going on around him. The girls were flaunting themselves
enticingly near the sex hungry gentlemen, then would step just out
of reach before the men could touch them. Their ploy was working.
They’d soon have customers.

Slugging down the fire hot liquor, like it
was water, Miles watched this go on until there weren’t many men or
girls left downstairs. The working girls really disgusted him.
Seeing that the bottle was empty, he stood up, grabbed his hat and
staggering out into the night.

Miles started toward his room at the boarding
house, but stopped in his tracks when the the most beautiful voice
he’d ever heard met his ears. He followed the voice to the Bluebird
Saloon. Peering over the swinging doors, his heart skipped a beat
as he viewed the beautiful songstress.

Her blond hair was gathered loosely around
her face, with short bangs brushing her forehead. Little wisps of
hair framed her face, and light blue eyes sparkled out from under
well-shaped eyebrows. Her chin had a small clef in the middle, and
she was wearing a touch of rouge and a light colored lipstick that,
coupled with her tiny stature, made her look like a porcelain
doll.

All the customers were mesmerized by her
lilting soprano voice. Slipping inside Miles took a table near the
door. Who is she? he wondered. He continued to listen in
awe. When the girl was finished, she disappeared into a room at the
back.

A saloon girl approached his table to take
his order and Miles thought she paled in comparison to the singer’s
beauty. “Who was the gal that was singing just now?”

“Her name is Lil Morrow. She’s Eleanor’s
sister. Eleanor is the owner.”

Miles remembered his father talking about the
Bluebird Saloon. Racking his brain he rememberred it had something
to do with the owner, Clifford Morrow being killed. His father had
intimated that it was his daughter, Eleanor, who’d done the nasty
deed. Miles looked over at the counter and saw another beautiful
woman serving drinks. Watching her chatter amiably with the
customers, he was filled with an immediate dislike.

When the woman came out from behind the
counter to talk to the piano player, Miles got a good look at her.
She was petite and just a little over five feet tall. She was
wearing a red silk, knee-length dress trimmed with fluffy white
imitation feathers at the top of its scanty bodice. Another
imitation white feather was wound into the twist of her dark-brown
tresses. A few strands of hair fluttered about her face, and pale
blue eyes sparkled like crystals. Her small chin complimented her
beauty. She is stunningly beautiful,thought Miles. As he
watched, Miles noticed that the men flocked to her like bees to
honey.

The waitress broke his concentration when she
asked, “Can I get you something to drink?”

“Get me a bottle of whiskey.”

While Miles waited, he glanced around the
room. It was small, but accommodating. Tables and wooden chairs
were spaced well so the customers didn’t feel hemmed in. This also
provided room for the saloon girls to move easily around the room
as they took and delivered orders. No one tried to paw the girls
here; they treated them respectfully. A sardonic smirk crossed
Miles lips. Things will be different if I get half a chance,
he thought.

The waitress brought his bottle and a shot
glass, and started to pour his drink, but he snapped, “Just leave
the bottle!”

The girl jumped and quickly skuttled
away.

A few minutes later, Lil, re-entered the room
with a ledger in her hand. She walked over to ask her sister
something and Miles watched every move she made. After the woman
behind the bar had answered Lil’s question, she nodded and
disappeared into the back room.

A while later, Lil came back on the stage and
sang a haunting melody. When the song ended, Miles rose from his
seat, staggered outside and somehow made it to his room at the
boarding house. He flopped onto the bed, fully dressed, and let his
thoughts wander to the beauty with the wonderful voice.
Why does she affect me like this? he wondered, but before he
came up with an answer, he fell into a drunken sleep.

***

At noon the next day, Miles sat on the edge
of his bed; his head felt like a mule had kicked him. He decided to
lay back down and wait for the excruciating pain in his head to
slack off. He drifted off to sleep, only to be awakened by a loud
noise coming from next door.

Knowing the pain in his head wasn’t going to
get any better, he sat up, rubbed his face and decided he needed to
get rid of the stubble he felt there. Rising, He made himself
presentable, and the cold water helped to wake him up some, as well
as clear his mind. When he was done, he grabbed his hat and headed
for the door.

He returned the key to the desk in the lobby
and headed to the café. He noticed the two Marrow sisters eating at
a table in the back, so he took a table nearby. While he was
waiting for the waitress, he noticed a large burly man watching the
women with a look of pure hatred on his face. I wonder what they
did to him? Shrugging, he turned to give the waitress
his order then continued to watch the sisters eat.

The blonde’s even more beautiful in the
daylight, he thought. I’m going to the Bluebird again
tonight so I can hear her sing again. A snide smile tugged at
his lips. Who knows? Maybe I can get her to like me.

The sisters left before he was finished, but
that didn’t bother him. The burly man followed the sisters out of
the café. Miles paid him no attention, and concentrated on
finishing his meal. As he left the café, he thought, What I need
is a good stiff shot of whiskey. The Bluebird was open so he
headed there. Soft piano music assailed him as he neared the
doors.

He again took a table near the door so he
could get a better view of Lil. He tried to interest her in a
drink, but she politely refused. The persnickety wench! Just who
does she think she is, treating me like that? He noticed
that she deliberately snubbed him, even going out of her way to
avoid him. Well, missy, he thought, when I’m done with
you, you won’t act so high and mighty! Slugging down his drink,
he stood and stormed out of the saloon, still plotting sweet
revenge on the young lady.

From then on, every chance he got he followed
Lil. When she continued to reject his advances, he plotted many
ways to teach her a lesson. A few nights later, seeing his
opportunity, he seized it. When she came out to get a breath of
fresh air, he grabbed her.

She screamed as he dragged her into the
alley, but he silenced her with a hand to her mouth. Mad with
desire and blinded with the taste for revenge, Miles struck out at
her for demeaning his masculinity. “You’ll pay for treating me like
a leper, you blasted wench! Yes, sir! Just see if you don’t! No one
does that me without consequences!”

Lil struggled and fought, but she was no
match for Miles, who continued to drag her further into the alley.
Fear gripped her, and Lil wondered, Will this be the day I
die? She cried aloud, still struggling to break free.
“Oh, dear God, please help me!”

Miles went berserk. “God? You’re wasting your
breath, missy. Your God can’t help you now!” Grabbing a handful of
hair, he yanked her head back and began frantically kissing
her.


CHAPTER 2

To the passerby, Anna Thornton’s five-foot
frame was a sorry sight to see. She’d lost so much weight that her
dull blue dress hung on frail body like an empty potato sack. Her
prematurely gray hair was neatly combed back and twisted into a
modern style, but didn’t offset the fact that her deepset
light-blue eyes and sunken cheeks gave her a ghostly appearance. A
bandage covered a nasty gash on her left cheek, and an ugly bruise
ran the full length of her swollen right cheek, as well as a cast
on her right arm. She also had a partially healed cut on her lip
that looked painful. Carl Thornton, her abusive and recently
deceased husband, had caused all of these injuries.

Anna stood on the porch, watching as the
older Hansens walked out of sight. When she could no longer see
them, she went inside and walked wearily to the first stuffed seat,
where she sank into it without noticing its plush feel. Painful
memories assailed her and she grasped the arms of the chair tightly
before leaning her head back and closing her eyes in an attempt to
will the pain and horrible memories away. After a few minutes, she
leaned forward and sobbed brokenly, “Will I ever find peace or
happiness?”

Sighing, she dabbed at her eyes, blew her
nose and composed herself before walking over to the door
connecting the major’s office from the living quarters and knocked
lightly and waited for a reply. When there was no answer, she
opened the door just enough to peek in. The office was empty, so
she went back to her living quarters to decide what needed to be
done.

The living quarters weren’t large, but
fulfilled their needs. The main room was divided and the kitchen
was at the end. A range with a warming oven at the top and a long
counter that ran from one end of the kitchen to the other were the
main features. There was a window above the counter in the cetner,
and on each side were crudely fashioned cupboards with curtains for
doors. A table with four chairs sat in the middle of the kitchen
area. A door on the wall opposite the counter connected this room
to the office.

The living room had one small window near the
door, and was adorned with the same type of curtains found in the
kitchen. A bench was positioned under the window and a clothes tree
stood near the door. A door to the left of the bench led to a small
plainly decorated bedroom, which had been for Miles. There was only
room for a bed and dresser. There were also several shelves, used
for storage, on one wall.

A roll-top writing desk was positioned
between this and the other bedroom. Two stuffed chairs with a small
round table positioned between them acted as the room’s divider. A
braided, rug covering part of the hardwood floor, completed the
room’s decor.

Lifting her chin defiantly, Anna walked over
to the table between the chairs, picked up Carl’s smoking
paraphernalia that had been left there and, tossed it into the
garbage. Satisfied that she had gotten rid of a piece of Thornton,
Anna marched determinedly toward the bedroom that she’d shared with
her husband. She went to the closet and began grabbing his
belongings, without removing the hangers, and flung them onto the
bed. Anger sparked in her eyes and her jaw was clenched tight as
she did this. When everything had been removed, she yanked open his
top drawer and tossed its contents onto the bed too. When a few
items missed the bed, she just ignored them.

When his side of the dresser was finally
empty, she retrieved a large satchel from the bottom of the closet
and calmly packed the items she’d thrown onto the bed into the bag.
When she was done, she put the room back in order and sank wearily
onto the bed.

Knowing that all traces of Carl had been
removed from the room, she smiled for the first time that day. A
part of her past was now truly in the past. Oh, it feels so
good, she thought. “I’ll give these items to Major Brown,” she
proclaimed aloud. “He can do whatever he wants with them. I just
want to be free of them.”

She decided to see if Major Brown had come
back to his office, and walked to the connecting door to knock. He
told her to come in and she she waited for him to recognize her.
“What a pleasant surprise, Mrs. Thornton. What can I do for
you?”

“May I have a few moments of your time,
Major?”

“Of course, Mrs. Thornton,” replied Brown,
rising to meet her. “Please, won’t you take a seat?” he asked,
indicating the chair across from him.

“Thank you,” replied Anna, sitting down.
Looking anxiously around she said, “I hope this isn’t a bad
time.”

“Not at all.” He took the seat behind the
desk and added, “I’m up to my neck in paperwork. Something I detest
at the best of times. You’re a welcome reprieve.” Tossing his pen
onto the desk, he asked, “What can I do for you, Mrs.
Thornton?”

Anna shivered in spite of the warmth in the
room. “First of all, please call me Anna. When I hear someone call
me Mrs. Thornton, I feel ill.”

“Very well, Anna it is.”

“Good. Now, I have a couple of reasons for
speaking with you. First of all, as I packed Carl’s clothes, I
noticed most of his uniforms would probably fit you. They’re in
good condition, as are the undergarments. Carl was a stickler for
perfection. If a uniform had so much as a tiny stain, he threw it
away and bought another. Would you like to have them?”

“Thank you, I would. Uniforms wear out easily
out here, so it will be nice to have a few spares.”

“There are several other items in the satchel
along with the clothes. You can do with them what you please. I
don’t want anything to do with them.” She paused a moment to gain
control her emtiontions and was pleased she’d thought to give
Carl’s items to the Major.

“The next thing I want to discuss concerns my
living quarters. Now that Carl is gone, they’re rightfully yours.
If you could see your way clear to give me a few days to get packed
and find other accommodations. I would appreciate it. I’ve decided
to go with the wagon train when it leaves.”

“My dear madam,” began Brown, coming around
to sit on the edge of the desk to face her, “before Colonel Williams left, we discussed your
situation. We both agreed that it is best for you to stay where you
are until the fort closes.”

“Oh,” stammered Anna, plainly surprised.
“That would be so helpful. I have so much to pack, plus I need to
decide what to take and what to leave behind. It would be good to
have a little extra time to accomplish that task.”

“I agree with the Colonel. You take as long
as you need.” He rose to walk to the chair behind the desk. “Don’t
worry about anything, Anna. Just do what you have to do.”

“Thank you.” Anna felt so relieved that for a
moment she felt lightheaded. “There is one more thing I’d like to
discuss with you, then I’ll leave you to your papers.”

“Ugh! A nasty, but necessary job! Oh well,
somebody’s got to do it, so it might as well be me.”

Anna chuckled in spite of herself. “You’ll
survive, sir,” she teased.

Grinning, Brown nodded affirmatively. “No
doubt you’re right.”

They laughed then Anna continued. “I’ve been
cooking for two hearty eaters for so many years that I don’t know
how to cook for just one person. I have so many leftovers and I
don’t know what to do with them. Would you mind having your noon
and evening meals with me? It would really help me out. I’ll ask my
son, Nataka to join us, too.”

Brown looked surprised as well as grateful.
“I’d be glad to take meals with you, Anna. To be honest, the meals
at the chow line aren’t that good. I’d welcome a few home cooked
meals.”

“Wonderful! It’s well past lunch time, so why
don’t we start with supper tonight … say at 1700 hours?”

“I’ll be there!” promised Brown.

“Then I’ll get back to doing what I need to
do, so you can do what you must. See you at supper.”

Anna rose to leave, but Brown reached out to
take her hand. “Colonel Williams told me you were quite a lady. I
heartily agree!”

Anna beamed at the compliment. “Thank
you.”

She left the office and crossed over to the
rolltop desk. Taking a seat, she opened the desk. On top was the
sheet Paul Thompson had given everyone going with the wagon train.
She scanned it carefully, then began to make a list of items she
needed to purchase.

When she finished, she got up, put on her
hat, and with list in hand, she prepared to leave. When she opened
the door and started out, she nearly ran into someone standing
there.

“Oh!” she exclaimed, putting her hand to her
chest. She would have fallen, if not for two strong arms steadying
her. “You nearly scared me half to death!”

“I’ve always been told I was ugly enough to
scare a grizzly bear to death,” Nataka said, laughing, “but I never
thought I’d hear my own dear mother tell me so!”

“Oh, you!” grinned Anna. Grabbing Nataka, she
pulled him inside. After hugging him tightly, she stepped back and
put her hands on her hips and looked up at him. “Ugly didn’t have
anything to do with my fright, Nataka Hansen. You nearly scared me
out of a year of my life, standing there with your hand in the air.
I didn’t expect anyone to be there.”

Nataka kissed her cheek, then asked, “Where
you off to?”

“I was going to take this list over to Paul
Thompson, so he could add it with his other orders,” she
replied.

“That can wait for awhile,” he told her,
leading her to the bench. “I need to talk to you first.”

“What’s up?” asked Anna in concern.

“Well, there’s the issue of getting you a
wagon for the journey.”

“Oh dear,” she gasped, “I hadn’t thought of
that.”

“Well I have, but I wasn’t sure what to do
about it. Then it occurred to me to ask Thomas Payne if he’d heard
of anyone you could ride with. He told me a woman named, Amanda
Decker had decided to go back to live with her mother instead of
making the trip. Her husband left her for another woman and she
doesn’t want to travel alone, so she doesn’t need the wagon. He
took me to her wagon to meet with her. She is asking $250 for the
Conestoga wagon, plus a team of six horses and most of the wagon’s
contents. When I told her you needed a wagon, she asked me if I
could bring you out as soon as possible so she could keep looking
for someone if you didn’t want it.”

“I have more than enough money to buy it, if
you think it’s a good deal.”

“Let’s go look at it then we can decide what
to do next. ”

Anna rose excitedly. “Let me get the money,
in case we want to buy it right then.” Before Nataka could speak,
she disappeared into the bedroom. A while later, she returned with
the money and stuffed it into her handbag.

Nataka opened the door, allowing her to
proceed him. Once outside, he took her arm and they walked toward
the gate, chattering like magpies. It didn’t take them long to get
out to the wagon train, where they were met by Thomas Payne.

“I brought my Mother out to see Mrs. Decker,”
Nataka told Payne.

“I’ll leave you to your business. Have a good
day, folks,” he said and walked away.

Nataka guided Anna to Mrs. Decker’s wagon.
“Ho the wagon!” called Nataka.

A slightly plump woman poked her head out of
the wagon and looked at them intently. “Ho yourself,” she said,
laughing. “Howdy, Nataka.”

“Mrs. Decker, this is my mother, Anna
Thornton. We’ve come to speak to you about your wagon.”

“Let’s sit over here a spell.” Amanda led
them around to a table with two chairs. “Let me get another chair
from inside.”

Nataka walked with Mrs. Decker to her wagon.
“Let me get that for you.”

“That would be right neighborly of you, son.
Thank you.”

When they were all settled, Amanda said,
“Before we start to dicker, I want to state for the record that I’m
Amanda, not Mrs. Decker.”

“I totally understand,” declared Anna.
“Please, call me Anna. That missus business is for the birds.”

“My sentiments exactly. Now let me tell you
about what I have to offer. I have one trunk and two satchels
containing my personal belongings, which I want to keep. There are
also a few pictures that I’d like to have shipped back to my
mother’s home. I have most of the items on the wagon master’s list,
with the exception of foodstuffs and a couple of other things.
There are also a few extras my husband bought for me along the way…
when he was trying to make up for his lack of interest. These will
all go with the wagon. There’s even a sewing machine and two or
three trunks full of sewing notions plus—” She tossed her hands and
exclaimed, “I don’t know what else there is. ”

While the women talked, Nataka went to
examine the horses. When he returned the women were still talking,
so he decided to check out the Conestoga wagon. He glanced inside
the wagon’s interior then went back to sit down.

“What do you think?” asked Anna.

“The team and wagon are in excellent shapen.
With all of the extras, I feel like this is more than a fair
deal.”

Anna turned excitedly to Amanda. “Good. We’ll
take it!”

“Let me write out a bill of sale, and it’s
all yours.” Amanda went over the wagon to write out a bill of sale,
while Anna reached into her handbag for the money. When they’d
exchanged paper for money, they both said at the same time, “Glad
that’s done!”

Anna looked at Amanda in concern. “What will
you do until you leave?”

“Don’t rightly know yet. I thought it would
take a few days to sell everything.”

“Why don’t you stay with me until you can
make your arrangements?”

“I don’t want to be a bother.”

“It’s no bother. To tell you the truth, I’ve
got an alterior motive. I want you to show me how to use the sewing
machine.”

Amanda’s face lit up, “Oh, that’s no problem
at all. You’ll have it figured out in no time flat.” Amanda sat
thoughtfully meditating for a few seconds, then turned to smile at
Anna. “Thanks for the invite. I gladly accept.”

“Wonderful! I’ll have your room ready by the
time you two bring the wagon over.”

Nataka walked Anna home. Both were silent,
lost in their thoughts. “Thanks, son,” said Anna when they had
reached their destination.

“You’re welcome, Mother,” answered Nataka.
Kissing her cheek, he added, “I’ll hurry back.”

“No hurry. Take all the time you need. I’ve
got plenty to do before you get back.”

Anna watched until he was out of sight before
going inside. When he was gone, she went inside and quickly got
everything ready. True to his word, Nataka arrived with the wagon
just as Anna had finished. Anna showed Amanda to her room, while
Nataka and a few soldiers brought in her things.

When everything was brought inside, the room
looked like a disaster area. Both women groaned as they faced the
monumental task of sorting it all out. “Nataka would you tell Paul
that as soon as I know what I need to order, I’ll bring the list to
him?”

“Sure. He said he wouldn’t be going to
Missoula for at least three days. He wanted to give each family a
chance to get their lists together.”

“Would you tell him that Amanda Decker wants
to have a word with him, too?”

“Sure, Amanda.” He started to leave, but
turned back. “I’ll see Paul as soon as I take care of the
horses.”

Amanda nodded. “Thank you, Nataka.”

Anna kissed Nataka’s cheek “Thank you,
son.”

Nataka left the two women to get
acquainted.

Looking at the pile in the middle of the
room, Anna declared, “Let’s start sorting this mess after
dinner.”

“I’m all for that!”

Anna started toward the kitchen. “I’ll get
started on dinner while you rest a spell.”

“Nonsense! Just show me where to wash my
hands and I’ll pitch in to help. Two hands make light work, you
know.”

Anna showed her where things were, and they
began preparing dinner. They were putting it on the table when
Major Brown tapped on the connecting door. “Come in,” called
Anna.

Brown opened the door, and hesitated when he
saw the mess of trunks and other items waiting to be sorted out. He
started to leave, saying, “Maybe we should do this another
time.”

“Not at all,” grinned Anna. “We’re leaving
that mess until after dinner.”

“If you’re sure.”

“Definitely,” stated Anna. Indicating a chair
near the door, she added, “Why don’t you take a chair right
here?”

Brown hung his hat over the back of the chair
before going to wash up. When everyone was seated, Amanda gave the
blessing over the food and they started to eat. As they dined, they
chatted aimabily and Amanda entertained them with stories of some
of her childhood antics.

“My father was killed by a group of marauding
Indians in Minnesota shortly after I turned seven. I was so
devastated that it took a long time for me to accept his death.
After the funeral, Momma knew she had to leave. We didn’t have much
money, and she’d used the last of what we had to purchase two
tickets on the stage. When, Papa’s mother found out what she
intended, she was livid. No one knew I was around, so I listened
intently to the grownups.

“You don’t have to leave, you know. The two
of you can stay here. Isn’t that right, Horace?’” Grandpa nodded
absently.

Momma knew that Grandma didn’t like her. If
we’d stayed, she would’ve made our lives miserable. One look at
Grandpa told us that. Momma thanked them, but politely refused.

Amanda paused to collect her thoughts a
moment before continuing. “Grandma made the biggest mistake someone
can make. She told Momma that she was nothing but a lazy, selfish,
good for nothing hag. Then she added that she had no idea what her
son ever saw in her.” Again Amanda paused with a smile playing on
her lips, then burst forth laughing at the memory.

Gaining control, she continued, “I’ll never
forget the look on Momma’s face. Grandpa cringed, but kept his
mouth shut. Momma, on the other hand was so mad she was boiling.
She stood up straight and let grandma have it with both barrels.
She told Grandma she felt sorry for Grandpa because he had to put
up with the likes of her. Not giving her a chance to speack she
told Grandma she was a nosey, conniving, evil witch, and if she
thought we’d stay after what she’d just accused her of, then she
had another thought coming. She wrapped up her tirade with, ‘If
anyone is lazy, egotistical, or selfish around here, it’s you, Mrs.
Bowler!’

“Needless to say, we went to live with
Grandma and Grandpa Wilkerson, Momma’s parents, on their farm in
Kentucky. Oh, I almost forgot. When Grandpa took us to the stage
that afternoon, he told us, ‘I was never prouder of anyone in my
life as I was of you, Missy. I’ve always seen the wonderful
qualities that Clarence saw in you.” Then he added, ‘I’ve tried
talking to my wife, but she’s so stubborn that she cuts me off
before I can say much. I’ve decided a long time ago that it’s
easier to just let her have her way, but that time has come to an
end. With my son gone, there isn’t anything to stick around for.
I’m tired of her shenanigans and I’m leaving in the morning!’

“Momma told him she understook completely.
and Grandpa unloaded our things where the stage driver could get to
them, while we went to get something to eat. When we got back the
stage had arrived and the driver was tying our things down. He told
us to get loaded. We hugged Grandpa, and he helped us inside. I
never saw him again. Later, we got the news that Grandma had died.
I think it was from a broken heart.”

Amanda told story after story about her years
growing up on the farm. “I was the only child, so I conjured up
ways to entertain myself. For instance, I waited for the pigs to
come rooting too close to the porch, then I’d jump onto a poor
unsuspecting critter’s back and ride it squealing all the way back
to the pigpen. Pigs have short memories, so I’d keep this up until
I got bored.”

“Once, when I was seven, I went exploring. I
came upon this nest of eggs. When I started to reach for one of the
eggs, my attention was drawn to the strangest sight I’d ever seen.
This bird flew close, landing a little ways from me. It looked as
if its wing was broken because it was dragging it on the ground. I
tried to catch it, but each time I got close, the bird moved out of
reach. I was being drawn away from the nest without realizing it.
Once the momma bird was satisfied her nest was safe, she flew up
and perched on a tree limb just a few feet away.

“I moved off to continue exploring and saw my
cat, Myrtle, sunning herself. I walked over to pick her up, and as
I petted her, she began to purr. I took her into the house and
headed for my doll clothes. I put a dress on her and wrapped her in
a blanket. As I held her, she fell asleep. I sat there quietly for
the longest time. When she was tired of it, she wriggled out of the
dress and took off like a streak. I didn’t see her again for
hours.

“Then there was the time when I got lost — at
least Momma thought I was lost. I’d been exploring when I
stumbled upon a nest of creepy crawlies. They were just hatching,
and I was fascinated by the process. I got in the middle of the
nest to play with the babies as they hatched. Momma found me with
several in my lap, while I happily caressed another. I thought she
was going to die on the spot. She grabbed me, while I kicked and
screamed in protest and dragged me away from the nest. After
getting me a fair distance away, Momma noticed I was still
clutching one of those pretty, wiggling things. I continued to
protest, but Momma finally got it away from me and quickly tossed
it back into the nest. I later learned it was a nest of baby
rattlers!”

“Oh, my gosh, Amanda. You really were
protected by some unseen force.”

Major Brown shook his head in amazement.
“It’s a wonder you didn’t get bitten. Baby rattlesnakes are just as
deadly as the adults. In fact even more so.”

“You’re right, Major Brown. Perhaps being
bitten would’ve been less painful than the tanning Momma gave my
behind all the way home. When we got home, she sat down on the
divan and pulled me onto her lap and cried and kissed me until I
was plum disgusted. Just when I thought she’d never stop
blubbering, she told me just how dangerous that nest was. After
that, I watched where I was going more carefully.”

Amanda grew thoughtful for a moment then
began another story. “When I was living at Grandpa’s farm, I set
the chicken coop on fire.”

“You didn’t,” cried Anna!

Amanda grinned, “I sure did. I was about nine
years old, and that year there was a lot of snow. On the days it
wasn’t snowing, the temperatures dipped really low. The chickens
were all huddled in a bunch and squawking noisily. Dummy that I
was, I thought they were freezing to death. I just couldn’t stand
to hear them crying like that, so I decided to warm them up.

“Grandpa had told me, more than once, to
leave the strikers alone. But like every other kid, when someone
told me not to do something it was exactly what I wanted to do.
Sneaking into the kitchen, I got some strikers from the box by the
stove, got some wood shavings and a few pieces of bigger wood. I
took everything out to the coop. I’d seen Grandpa build a fire
often enough, so I thought making one wouldn’t be any big
thing.

“I pulled out some of the straw from one of
the nests in the coop, then added some of the wood shavings and two
pieces of the bigger wood in tepee fashion over that, just like I’d
seen Grandpa do. Taking one of the strikers, I scratched it against
a nest box. It flared to life, but went out before catching.

“Striking another striker, I touched the
flame to the pile. Boy, you wanna talk about smoke. Whew! That ole
chicken coop filled up with smoke in a hurry, and them dad-blamed
chickens started squawking even louder. I couldn’t see for all the
smoke, so I just stood there choking, with tears running down my
dirty cheeks.

“All at once the door to the coop opened and
Grandpa was inside in a flash. After pulling me outside, he started
evacuating the chickens. Momma, with Grandma close behind, came
running from the house and started carrying buckets of water from
the creek.

“Handing me a couple of buckets, Grandma told
me to go fill them from the creek. I didn’t argue but did as I was
told. The three grown-ups tried to douse the fire, but once the
straw started to burn ... forget it. There was no stopping it.

“The chicken coop burned to the ground, but
at least they saved the chickens. When the fire was completely out,
Grandpa took me by the hand, ignoring Grandma’s pleas for mercy,
and took me to the wood shed where he warmed my britches. I swear
my behind started to smoke, too. I could hardly sit down for a
week!

“When I think back on it, I know I deserved
every whack he gave me. Grandpa had to rebuild the chicken coop and
we had to catch every one of those blasted chickens, too. Grandpa
was truly testy with me for a spell. Eventually he told me that
burning the coop down was a blessing in disguise. The old one was
was about to fall down.”

“I was furious, remembering how he’d spanked
me for doing him a favor. Besides, all I really wanted to do was
keep the stupid chickens warm.”

Anna was holding her sides, while tears ran
down her cheeks. “You’re too much, Amanda!”

Brown was laughing so hard that all he could
do was nod in agreement.

Amanda smiled thoughtfully and started
another story. “When I was around eleven, there was this circuit
preacher that came around. Reverend Holmsby told the grown-ups
about a revival meeting at Mr. Furman’s farm, and invited all of us
to attend.

“We accepted, and after supper we all climbed
into the carriage. I didn’t really want to go, but I had to go
anyway. It was as boring as I’d thought, and I fell asleep, leaning
against Momma. Suddenly, Reverend Holmsby slammed his hand down so
hard on the pulpit that I screamed and stared dazedly around,
embarrassing myself and Momma, but Reverend Holmsby didn’t even bat
an eye! He shouted about sinners going to hell if they didn’t
repent by being dunked in the water. I didn’t want to be dunked,
’cause I thought I’d just drown. He told us that being dunked in
the water would rid us of all the fiery darts of hell.

“Yeah, I thought, the fiery darts couldn’t
getcha, ’cause you’d be dead. I was looking around for them fiery
darts of hell, when Reverend Holmsby again slammed his hand down
hard. I nearly jumped out of my skin. I knew for sure that I was
going to hell right then and there.

“After an eternity, he finally shut up and we
left for home. I asked Momma what the preacher meant about being
drunked in the water and she told me the preacher would say a few
words and the person would be dunked in the water. After a few
seconds, he’d bring him or her up again. There would be no
drowning. I was so relieved that I slept all the rest of the way
home.

For several days the preacher’s words kept
rolling around in my mind. One day, I decided my cat, Myrtle,
needed to be baptized … after all she was a living, breathing
critter, too. If she wasn’t dunked in the water, she’d go to hell
and them fiery darts would get her. I didn’t want that, so I
scooped her up and went to the creek. Once I’d waded out a little
way, Myrtle wasn’t happy with me at all. She started struggling,
but I hung onto her. I looked toward heaven and shouted like
preacher Holmsby, ‘Lord, take this cat into your heart, ’cause I’m
agonna baptease her!’

“I waded further out, looked heavenward, and
plunged her under the icy depths of the creek. I held her there as
I yelled out, ‘Myrtle, I’m a bapteasing ya soez ya won’t go ta
hell! I don’t wantcha to get hit by them fiery darts!” After
holding her down a little longer, I brought her up, scratching and
clawing and hissing up a storm. I tried to hold onto her, amd
nearly lost an eye for my efforts.

“I don’t think Myrtle cottoned to the idea of
being baptized becaise she headed for the hills as soon as I turned
her loose. My face was a mass of bleeding scratches and I ran home
squalling for Momma. I thought she was going to faint when she saw
all that blood.

“Myrtle didn’t come home for days, but I
wasn’t worried ’cause I knew she was saved from those fiery darts
of hell. I didn’t even mind, after telling them why I dunked
Myrtle, that they laughed so hard.”

“Oh, that poor thing,” howled Anna. “Did she
ever come back?”

“Yes, but I could never get her near water
again without being clawed something fierce.”

Brown shook his head in amazement, “It’s a
wonder you weren’t badly hurt.”

“Those are only a few of the times I got into
trouble. After my grandparents died of pneumonia during the cold of
winter, Momma sold the farm. By June, we were on our way to
Boston.

“Then, three years ago I married Hank Decker,
which was a miserable mistake. A year ago, Hank started badgering
me about coming out west, but I wanted nothing to do with it.
Finally, he told me that if I didn’t come, he was going without me.
I was his wife, so I thought it was my duty to go.

“After we started the journey, Hank started
to change. It was like he was searching for a way to get out of our
marriage. He cheated on me all the time, and every time he got
caught, he’d buy some useless item for me in an attempt to get on
my good side.”

“Three or four months ago, we took on a few
stragglers who wanted to come west. There was a flaxen-haired woman
among them. Her name was Nancy Writ, and she was some looker. From
the way Hank gawked at her, when he thought I wasn’t looking, I
knew our marriage was over. When we got to Billings, he bought me a
sewing machine, and a lot of sewing notions then he told me he was
leaving with Nancy. I was furious at first, but the more I thought
about it, the more I realized I was relieved. She could have him.
Good riddance to bad rubbish!”

“I’m so sorry,” soothed Anna.

Amanda shrugged, “That’s the way life is
sometimes. Now that Hank’s gone, I feel freer than I have in a long
time. I’m glad it’s over, because now I can go back home to help
Momma. She’s getting up there, and I worry about her. When Hank was
badgering me about coming west, I asked Momma if she wanted to come
with us, but she didn’t want anything to do with it.” Amanda wiped
away a tear, then added, “I can hardly wait to see her again.”

“Have you figured out how you’ll get to
Missoula?” Anna asked.

“Nataka said that he was going to tell this
Thompson feller that I want to see him. I thought I’d see if I
could hitch a ride back to Missoula with him. I’ll catch the stage
from there.”

“Great idea,” said Brown. “Paul Thompson’s a
good egg. He’ll see you’re taken care of.”

“That makes me feel a whole sight better.
Well, let me clean up this mess, so we kin tackle that mess over
there before bedtime.”

“I’ve got more papers to muddle through, so I
will see you ladies tomorrow at noon.” He rose to go, then turned
back toward Anna. “Thank you for a spectacular meal. I’ve got to
watch myself or I’ll be so fat I won’t fit through the door.”

The women laughed, then Amanda commented,
“Not likely, Major Brown! You’re much too skinny as it is. It’ll
take more than a few good meals to fatten you up!”

Amanda started working on the dishes, but
Amanda protested and took over the chore while Anna started sorting
things into piles.

Anna had time to study Amanda as she did the
dishes. She was short and pleasingly plump. Her brown hair was
pulled back in a long braid and little tendrils of hair framed her
cheeks. Prominent cheekbones gave her a comely appearance, and the
wrinkles framing her hazel-gray eyes softened her features. She had
a mischievous feel about her most of the time and Anna was grateful
to have her in her life.

When Amanda was finished with the dishes, she
helped Anna finish sorting everything. It was getting late, so they
decided to finish up in the morning.

***

After breakfast the next morning, the two
women tackled the rest of the work sitting on Anna’s living room
floor, After deciding what to ship back to Boston, Amanda asked,
“There is still so much to sort through, could we put the rest off
until after lunch? I want to visit with the folks in the wagon
train and say goodbye.”

“That suits me just fine. I have an
appointment with Dr. Phelps in just a few minutes.”

“Good, I’ll meet you back here in a bit.”

Anna left the house and as she rounded the
corner, Nataka joined her. “Good morning, Mother.”

“Good morning, yourself.”

“What are you up to?”

“I’m going to my appointment with Dr.
Phelps.”

“Where’s Mrs. Decker?”

“She wanted to say goodbye to the folks in
the wagon train.”

Nataka linked his arm through hers and walked
with her to the doctor’s office. “How are things coming at the
Hansen’s?”

“Good. Mom, uh-Jane—”

Anna placed a hand on Nataka’s arm, causing
him to stop in the middle of the road. “Listen to me, Nataka. Jane
has been your Mother long before you ever knew I existed. If you
want to call her Mom, well go ahead. She helped me raise you, so
she’s just as much your mother as I am.”

Nataka quickly kissed Anna’s cheek. “Thank
you. I didn’t want to hurt your feelings, but I feel like I have
two of the most wonderful mothers in the world!”

“Thank you, Nataka.” Anna turned to continue
toward the infirmary. “Guess we’d best get a move on or I’ll be
late.”

“I’m right beside you.”

“Now, tell me what you started to say before
I interrupted you.”

“Mom has been working hard to sort out what’s
going and what’s staying. Sometimes, I catch her crying when she
has to leave a treasure. So, I bought two trunks from Adamson’s
mercantile and I’ve been putting the things she doesn’t pack into
them.”

“If you run out of room, just store things
with me until you can buy more trunks from Missoula. We’ll put them
in my wagon. I have things Amanda gave me, but there isn’t a lot of
my own stuff worth taking. We’ll make room for her treasures.”

“Wonderful! When she throws them out, I’ll
bring them over to you.”

“Good!” Entering the infirmary, Nataka took a
seat in the background while the doctor took care of Anna.

Dr. Phelps beamed at Anna’s progress. “You’re
looking much better. The bandage on your face can come off now, but
the cast has to remain two or three more days.”

“That’s wonderful news, Dr. Phelps. It itches
under the cast!”

“Part of the itching is due to the healing of
the bone.”

Anna rubbed her arm thoughtfully then looked
up. “Dr. Phelps, are you going on the wagon train with us?”

“I don’t think so. There are too many people
here who need a doctor.”

“We’ll need a doctor where we’re going,
too.”

“I know. But I can only do so much. Going
with the train is out of the question, unless a miracle
happens.”

“You never know. Stranger things have
happened.”

“True, but never to me.”

Nataka rose to join Anna. “Come on, Dr.
Phelps. At least take time to think about it. That’s all we
ask.”

“I guess I can do that much. Don’t get your
hopes up too high, though.”

The door to the infirmary opened and Eileen
Thompson came in. When she looked as if she were abou to leave,
Phelps called, “Come in, Miss Thompson.”

“I can come back later.”

“Not at all. I’ll just be a few more minutes
then we can take a look at you.”

After chatting amiably for a few minutes they
left the doctor with Miss Thompson.


CHAPTER 3

Anna began to salivate as delicious aromas
came wafting from the house to greet her.
As she came through the door, she said, “For a moment I thought I
must’ve come to the wrong house.”

“I hope you don’t mind. It was getting close
to lunchtime, and I thought I’d better do something about it.”

“Time got away from me,” Anna apologized.
“Thank you for cooking. Major Brown will be here before we know
it.” She stepped over to the stove and sniffed appreciatively.
“That smells absolutely heavenly! What is it?”

“Venison steak,” declared Amanda, turning a
large piece over in the pan. “While I was out, some men from the
train rode up with three deer carcasses slung over their saddles.
They said there was more than enough for anyone that wanted some,
so I asked them for six steaks. On the way
here, I came by the store and decided to go inside to see what I
could find to cook with the meat. Dried peaches sounded like a nice
end to the meal, so I bought a couple of bags. I snooped through
your cupboards. I hope you’re not mad at me, I helped myself to the
ingredients to make a couple of peach pies.” She indicated the pies
sitting on the racks on the counter.

Amanda put the lid back on the meat, and
shifted her attention to the potatoes. She poked them with a fork,
then replaced the lid. “As soon as this pan of meat is done I’ll
make the gravy and we’ll be ready to eat.”

“I’ll put my things away and get washed up so
I can set the table.”

Amanda nodded as she removed the potatoes
from the stove.

Anna had the table nearly set when
Major Brown knocked on the door. “Victuals
smell divine,” declared Brown as he came in. “The aroma coming from
this kitchen was driving me mad, so I decided to go for a walk.
Everywhere I went, the aroma of this food followed me. I couldn't
stand it any longer, so here I am!”

“I know what you mean, Major Brown. I think we’d better eat soon.”

“Well, come take a seat so we can all chow
down,” Amanda said, as she set the bowl of gravy on the table.

Quickly taking their seats, and after grace,
they fell to with hearty appetites.

“Oh,” sighed Brown appreciatively, “I know
for sure I’ve died and gone to heaven! There is no way this could
be earthly victuals!”

Amanda beamed but remained silent.

“I concur completely,” proclaimed Anna.
“Sometimes it pays to be late!”

“We’ve enjoyed the
stories of your childhood so much,
Amanda,” Brown said, “I was wondering if you’d mind sharing some
more.”

“Oh dear! There are an awful lot more of ’em.
You sure you won’t be bored?”

“Not at all.”

“Just give me a moment to think of one.” She
sat eating her meal, while wandering back to her childhood. A smile
played around her lips. “I used to sneak into the kitchen, climb
onto the table, where I would watch grandpa shave. He was so busy
that he rarely ever saw me sitting there. One day, I sat enthralled
as he worked the lather in his cup. When Grandpa was finished, he
smeared it around his cheeks, chin, including his upper lip.
Grandpa took out his straight edge razor, plus the leather strop.
After sharpening the razor, he tested it to see if it were sharp
enough. Satisfied that it was, he
patiently began to shave. When he was finished, he washed his face,
cleaned the razor, carefully putting it away. He was so preoccupied
that he didn’t even see me sitting on the table. I waited a few
minutes before climbing down from the table. I think I was all of
about eight at the time. Anyway, I got down the lather, examined my
face anxiously in the mirror. The only place that I had any hair of
significance was my head or eyebrows. Deciding that my hair would
provide the best choice, I plastered a generous amount of the soapy
lather on each side and front of my head. I got Grandpa’s razor
out, forgetting to sharpen the razor. I slid the razor a couple of
times across the front. Again I gazed into the mirror. Content with
the results, I dragged the razor down each side of the face. Of
course I neglected to clean off the soap, which made my appearance
appear even worse than it really was. Jumping down, I excitedly ran
off to show Momma my new haircut. She began to scream before
promptly feinting, while Grandma started yelling something about naughty children going to hell.
Grandpa just sat there in some sort of stupor. He didn’t yell, he
didn’t curse, nor did he ever say a word. He just sat there with
his mouth gaped open to let all of the flies in. All at once, Momma
came out of her faint. Rising, she grabbed me roughly by the hand, as we headed for the kitchen.
As Momma cleaned me up, she scolded me for being so careless,
telling me that she was sure that I was going to be the death of
her.

By the time we got back out to the living
room, Grandpa was sitting on the couch. Taking one look at me, his
mouth twitching strangely. All at once he jumped up, sputtering
something under his breath as he dashed outside. Turning to look at
me, Grandma burst into tears. Momma sent me to my room, telling me
to stay there until she gave me permission to come out. Once
upstairs, I went to look out the window, where I saw grandpa
doubled over in some kind of fit. It wasn’t until years later that
I realized that Grandpa thought the whole situation was funny.

Major Brown and Anna
were guffawing uproariously. Brushing the tears from his eyes,
Major Brown said, “It’s a wonder that you didn’t scalp yourself,
let alone bleed to death like a stuck hog.”

“You’re right there. Sometimes I think there
had to be unseen angels there to protect me from myself.”

Anna nodded
agreeably. “No doubt about that! Please,
tell us what your grandparents and mother were like.”

“Grandma was a short, rotund woman. I doubt
that she was more that 4 foot tall, but that didn’t deter her if
she got her dander up. She had the most beautiful snow-white hair,
which she kept in a braid around her head. Crisp, pale blue eyes
stared out from around a multitude of wrinkles. She had a thin
mouth that was drawn tight most of the time. Her dress was always
covered with a full apron. There were pockets in every apron she
wore. It was nothing to see her stuffing things inside them.

“Grandpa was very tall, but very thin. His
snow-white hair was never in order. For one thing, he was always
running his fingers nervously through the front of it. Bushy
eyebrows hid his deep brown eyes due to the fact that he seemed to
always be frowning. His different colored corduroy pants, were held
up with black suspenders. Most of the time, the right side of his
shirt was coming out of the pants. He wore thick, very heavy work
boots. He said they were made that way for protection. Grandpa’s
hands were huge where Grandma’s hands were tiny and chubby.
Grandpa’s hands could be rough if they had to be, but most of the
time they were kind, loving, as well as gentle. My little stubby
fingers always seemed to disappear whenever he took my hand.

“Momma was so beautiful. She had dark brown
hair with hazel eyes. When she smiled even her eyes smiled. Her
hair was twisted into a couple of twists at the back of her head.
Her eyebrows were smooth … very well shaped. Dainty cheekbones,
with a clef in her chin, gave her an impish look. Momma’s clothes
were bright and cheerful, with a matching full apron covering the
front.”

“What kind of home did you have?”

“The ranch house was massive. There was a
large kitchen, complete with a large hutch, serving bar, also a
great amounts of cupboard space. The living room had chintz
curtains at all the windows. A large divan was placed in front of
the enormous fireplace. Let me tell you, that old fireplace kept
the downstairs part of the house warm. There were two stuffed
chairs near the fire with end tables between each chair. My
favorite pastime was that of lying in front of the hearth ruffling
the fur of Old Joe, a large border collie.

“There were five bedrooms upstairs plus two
downstairs. Grandpa and Grandma slept in one of the rooms down
stairs. Momma and I each had one of the rooms upstairs. There was a
good- sized barn. One section housed the horses, the other for the
milk cows. There was also the chicken coop, pigpen and woodshed.
The woodshed was connected to the house, just outside of the
kitchen. The old chicken coop stood a little way from the barn.
Grandpa had made the pig pen just a few feet from the inside of the
barn. You got to the pen by going through the barn. After I burned
the other chicken coop down, Grandpa connected the coop on the
right side of the barn. The only thing separating the pigpen and
the chicken coop from the interior of the barn was a door into each
enclosure.

Grandpa’s farm totaled two hundred acres of
prime land. During the summer, Grandpa, with the
help of several hired hands, plowed, disked and harrowed the
fields. When the fields were ready, they sowed wheat, oats, and
field corn. Grandpa also prepared a large garden for Momma and
Grandma to tend. There were several fields of hay that would feed
the livestock. Not only did they do that, but they also irrigated
the crops. There were other chores, such as fixing harnesses, or
mending fences. In the spring, the ranch hands drove the cattle and
horses to a mountain pasture, driving them back to the ranch in the
late fall. They had to brand the calves along with the colts. This
usually took several days to accomplish. They had to cut the hay
twice a year, haul it to the barn where it was put it into the barn
loft. It kept Grandma and Momma busy cooking for the huge crews.
Then they would round up the cows and horses once more and cut out
the ones they wanted to sell. When they were ready, Grandpa, with
the rest of the crew drove the huge head to the railhead where they
were sold. This money helped to pay the men plus run the ranch for
another year.

Brown shook his head as he added. “Seems like
there was enough work to keep an entire army of people working the
year around.”

“Sometime I thought so. Myrtle and Old Joe
kept me out of their hair, most of the time, but I could still find
ways to get into trouble.”

Anna prompted, “Tell us more stories.”

“There was the time that Momma sent me to the
neighbors to get something or other. Too many years have passed
since then for me to remember what I was to get, but she told me to
hurry over and hurry right back. Taking Old Joe with me for
protection. I ran most of the way to the neighbors, while Old Joe
barked his joy as he leaped at me. After telling the woman, Mrs.
Duffy what Momma wanted, her daughter and I went outside to play.
When Mrs. Duffy asked me if I needed to get back home, I told her
that Momma told me to hurry over and hurry back. Mrs. Duffy smiled
sweetly as she went off shaking her head. Just before dark, I
grabbed whatever it was Momma wanted then Old Joe and I hurried
right home.

“Momma thanked me for the item she had
needed, then proceeded to tan my behind. All the while she kept
saying: ‘I said hurry over then hurry back. Not once did I say stay
to play. Believe me when I say ... that tanning drove her message
home. When she asked me to go to the neighbor for something or to
take her something, I never stayed to play around.

“Then there was the time the pigs and
chickens found Grandpa’s still. They promptly started eating the
mash ... that’s the leavings from the moonshine … getting a snoot
full. Grandma was standing just outside the door, getting a breath
of fresh air, when this rooster, Old Red,
came staggering forward. Every step he took was with
difficulty. As he walked with his head lowered, he made a throaty
sound that was pitiful to hear. Old Red jumped for the top post of
the wooden fence, but could only get to the middle rail. He flapped
his wings as he tried to crow, but all that
happened was a sick noise emanating from his windpipe. The
poor thing landed on his stomach. After lying there for a few
moments, he would get up to stagger out of sight. Several
times he would return, each time repeating
the same process, with the same results.
.

“Growing curious, Grandma decided to follow
Old Red. It was then that she came in contact with the drunken
pigs. They were so drunk that all they managed to do was lay on
their sides grunting. Ignoring the pigs, Grandma followed Old Red.
Meanwhile, I had also found the still. At the time I was seven ...
maybe eight. The odor from the brew drew me there like a moth to a
flame. I took down the ladle, dipped out a good amount. After
taking a big sip of that bubbling brew, I thought for sure that I
was going to die from lack of breath. The first shock wasn’t enough
to deter me from trying to taste the stuff again. I took several
more sips, each time struggling to get my breath. Never having had
such awful swill in my life, I got rip roaring drunk. I staggered,
tripped over my feet several times, but the problem I had was
getting back up onto my feet. Grandma found Old Red, along with the
rest of the chickens, enjoying the mash. My sight was so blurry
that I didn’t realize that Grandma was standing beside me. I lay on
the ground singing some, very off key ditty, at the top of my
lungs. After smashing the still, burying the mash, pouring out the
liquor, Grandma grabbed me around the waist. Like some old sack of
meal, she carried me unceremoniously back to the house. Grandpa
took one good look at
me, and smelling the mash, went pasty white.

“Even as drunk as I was, I can still hear
Grandma yelling at Grandpa. She told him that he was nothing but an irresponsible, good
for nothing, wicked old coot. “’How
dare he build a still on their land? What if the drunken chickens
and pigs were to alert the law? What were they to do then … what
with him off in some filthy prison?’ If
Grandpa ever built another still, I never found it …nor did the
livestock.”

Anna, still holding her aching side, shook
her head in amazement. “There is one thing I’ll say for being an
only child. Life was never dull.”

“There were still plenty of times for life to
be lonely. The winter days were cold, while the snow grew deep,
closing us in for days, sometimes even weeks. Sometimes there
wasn’t any school due to the fact that we couldn’t get there.
Grandpa put runners on the sled, but sometimes the snow was just
too deep even for the horses to get through. There were also the blizzards to contend with. Those
were lonely times because I couldn’t go out in it, so was left to
play with my dolls or just listen to the grownups. Believe me ...
that was BOR-ING!”

“Just before snow fell in the fall, there was
a harvest dance with a festival of thanksgiving. Those dances were
looked forward to with great interest, even though it meant the end
of summer fun.

Since the weather could become bad in what
seemed like the blink of an eye, the farmers around the area would
tie thick ropes from the house to the barn, together with other out
buildings. They built the houses to have root cellars underneath
the meat sheds, which were attached to the house. Also, next to the
kitchen, was a huge woodshed. Grandpa, Grandma, Momma, and yes,
myself, spent a lot of the fall days getting in enough wood to last
the winter. Grandpa fell the trees, stripped them of their limbs
and split the logs into blocks. Momma, Grandma and I would load the
spring wagon with the blocks. When the wagon was full, we took the
wood to the house. We would unload it near the wood shed. We then
went back to where Grandpa had the wood ready only to start over.
Sometimes this process lasted for days and sometimes weeks. We
never stopped until Grandpa said they had enough. When the rest of
the chores were done, Grandpa chopped the wood for the kitchen
range plus split the blocks in half for the fireplace.

“It was my job to carry the wood into the
shed where I was to put it into stacks as far up as I could reach.
Then I was to just dump it into a pile near the opposite wall.
Grandpa would help me later. After the wood had been split, in
addition to carrying it into the shed, Grandpa and I worked on the
woodpile. The shed was huge, so it could hold a lot of wood. On the
left side of the shed, we stacked the kitchen wood. Grandpa made
several stanchions to hold the wood so that it didn’t tumble out
when we were filling the wood box. On the opposite side of the
shed, Grandpa prepared walls on each side of the piles. Again, so
that the wood wouldn’t slide down, thus hurting someone in the
process of getting the wood.

“I had other chores to do, such as gathering
the eggs, slop the hogs and help Grandpa. On Saturdays, we cleaned
the chicken coop, after which we put down new straw in the laying
bins. I hated that nasty job! The other nasty job I hated to do was
cleaning out the pigpen. When that was accomplished, we laid fresh
straw onto the floors.

“Once, there was such a terrible blizzard,
lasting for three days, that Grandpa had an awful time getting to
the barn to take care of the livestock.

The last winter we lived with my
Grandparents, I had just turned sixteen. We had an awful winter
that year. Not only were there large, lengthy snowstorms that cause
unusually deep drifts, but the temperature was exceptionally cold,
too. As well built as the old farmhouse was, the upstairs was
difficult to keep warm. True there was a fireplace in each room,
but the temperature was so low that even with it going all of the
time, it was difficult to keep warm. Even the downstairs fireplace,
which kept us nice and toasty, was not much help.

“Grandma caught a bad cold that continued to
worsen. Grandpa went to get the doctor, nearly freezing to death.
Grandma’s cough was so bad, that when the doctor listened to her
cough, his eyebrows knit together in deep concern. Rising from his
bent position by the bed, he removed his listening horn, remaining
silent as he put the horn back into his black doctor’s bag. He
stood that way for quite a while. I knew that he was trying to find
a way to tell us that the news wasn’t good. Finally, he turned to
look at all of us.

‘Frank,’ “That was my Grandfather’s name.”
‘Frank, it’s pneumonia! From the sound of things, it’s in the
advanced stages. She doesn’t have very long to live.”

“I flopped into the chair at the side of the
bed. All I could do was stare at the doctor as if he’d suddenly
grown two heads. I always thought Grandma would be around forever.
Even at sixteen, I thought this because she had been such a
go-getter. Now he was telling us that she was going to die.

“The three of us took turns sitting with
Grandma, caring for her needs. Two days later, Grandma took a turn
for the worst. Her breathing became very labored, until it stopped
all together.

“The day we buried Grandma, the weather had
dipped even lower. We stood around the wooden casket, huddled
together for warmth, as the preacher conducted the services. My
Grandparents had three other children, but they weren’t able to
come to Grandma’s funeral due to the fact that the distance was
just too great. Caring friends and neighbors had prepared the
grave, sparing Grandpa that awful task. The sermon was short, which
was a blessing for all of us there. When we got home, our friends
brought in food staying to mingle with us far into the day. They
went home just before dark. For days we all walked around in a fog.
Grandpa did the chores while Momma and I took care of the household
duties. Even though Grandma died near the end of February, we
rambled around that old house like a bunch of lost sheep. That
month seemed to drag on forever.

Then at the end of March, Grandpa caught a
bad cold. Momma began applying mustard plasters to his chest. She
also gave him home remedies that had always worked before, but they
did nothing to help him. We had another bad blizzard, after which
we had several more inches of snow. When Momma went out to take
care of the livestock, she had a tough time getting through the
snow. While taking care of Grandpa, every little bit, I kept going
to the window to see if I could see her coming, but all I saw was
blinding, swirling white snow. A few minutes later, Momma opened
the door. She was covered from head to foot in snow. She looked to
be in a bad state. She was so cold and wet that I grew worried
about her. After helping her out of her outdoor gear, she sank onto
a chair so that I could remove her boots. Momma told me that she
was worried about the livestock still out in the cold. There was no
way for them to get to the food in this weather. While she sat by
the fire, I went to take care of the milk. Before going back to the
living room, I prepared her a hot cup of tea. After making sure she
was comfortable, I slipped back into Grandpa’s room to check on
him. Seeing that he was sleeping, I went to start our evening meal.
This awful blizzard continued on for three more days. When it
finally stopped, the temperature again plummeted.

The next morning, Momma came into the
kitchen, where I was washing the breakfast dishes. ‘Mandy,’ that
was my nickname, ‘Mandy the cattle in the pasture are in dire
straights. While doing the chores, I could hear them bawling
pitifully. We must load the spring wagon with hay and drive it out
to them.’ Before getting ill, Grandpa had placed runners onto the
wagon.

“Okay,” I replied. “Let me finish with the
kitchen and I’ll help load the hay onto the wagon.”

‘Good. While you finish, I’ll go check on
Daddy.’ It didn’t take long for me to finish what I was doing. By
the time I was dressed for the outdoors, she was also ready.
Together, we hooked up the wagon after which we filled it with hay.
When it was full enough, we drove the wagon out to the starving
cattle. It was slow going, because of the deep snow, but we managed
to get to the herd. As we tossed the hay onto the ground, the
cattle bawled mournfully as they slowly trudged toward us. There
wasn’t enough hay with the one load to feed them all, so we went
back for another load. When the wagon was full, we went back out to
feed the rest of the cows. By the time that job was completed we
were both growing colder and were totally exhausted. As we started
home, one of our neighbors, Dude Foster, drove up the lane to the
house. He started to take care of the teams, while telling us to go
into the house to get warm. He said that he would come inside when
he was finished with the teams.

“When we started toward the house, we found
Grandpa sitting, in his nightshirt, on the top step. He was so
delirious that he didn’t know who we were. Without waiting for
Momma to say anything, I went back to the barn to asked Mr. Foster
to help get Grandpa back into the house. He had just gotten the
horses rubbed down and into the stalls when I entered. Quickly
explaining the situation, he ran to the house, leaving me in his
wake to follow. When we got to the house, Grandpa was arguing with
Momma. Without a word, Mr. Foster picked Grandpa up as if he
weighted nothing. All the way into the house, Grandpa continued to
kick out in an attempt to get away, making it very difficult for
Mr. Foster to carry him. Grandpa’s voice was hoarse, but it didn’t
deter him from hurling such awful profanities that it would have
turned a dead preacher over in his grave. Even though they got him
into bed, they were both hard pressed to keep him there. He kept
yelling something about needing to do his chores. Momma told him
that they were all ready done, that all he had to do was just
relax. When he said, ‘who are you to be telling me what to do?’

‘I’m your daughter.’

‘You’re a liar! I have never met you
before.’

Momma struggled not to show how bad it hurt,
all the time knowing that his fever had spiked to a dangerous
level. Besides that, he was coughing uncontrollably. There was a
deep rattle to his breathing, just like grandma had. Momma knew
that the cold had gone into pneumonia. She looked at me with a
frightened look on her face. Mr. Foster told Momma that he would
get the doctor. Without waiting for a reply, he left the house.
Quickly getting back into his sled, he started toward town, driving
as fast as the snow would let the horses go. About three hours
later, he returned with the doctor.

“The doctor examined grandpa, confirming our
worst fears. It was indeed pneumonia. Grandpa died three hours
later. Two days later, friends and neighbors again dug the grave
for grandpa. They placed his grave right next to grandma. The
temperature had dipped even lower than before, so the funeral was
short. No one came to the house after the funeral, so we made a
light supper and went out to do the chores. We sat silently by the
fire for a while, each lost in their trek down memories’ lane. A
while later we went to our rooms to prepare for bed. When I got
under the covers tears, long held in check, began to flow. I fell
asleep, with tears still on my face.

“There was no way to sell the farm at that
time of the year, so we burrowed down until spring. Since the
downstairs was warmer, Momma took over my Grandparents bedroom
while I took the room next to theirs. As we waited for the long,
cold, bitter winter to come to an end, we did the chores, cleaned
house, or did some needlework. When that was done, we went through
my Grandparents things, making the difficult decisions of what to
keep or what to sell. Most of our family lived in Boston, so Momma
sent a telegram to her oldest sister, asking if she would store our
belongings until we could get settled. A few days later, we
received a telegram stating that they would be happy to do so. They
also told Momma that we could stay there until we got settled.

“When the snow was completely off of the
ground, Momma sent word around that we wanted to sell the farm.
Within a week a very wealthy man, who was visiting from New York,
came out to examine the place. He bought all two hundred acres of
the farm, including the machinery and livestock. Dude Foster
enlisted the help of several other men, with wagons, to load the
things we planned to ship back East. As the pile of the “to keep”
items grew, Momma explained that she was taking so many things
because there was the possibility that the other children might
want some of them for keepsakes. Momma went with Mr. Foster to pay
for the shipping. While in town, Momma sent a telegram telling her
sister how much was shipped, also that we would be leaving within
the week. She went to the bank, took out a large bank note for
traveling money.

“When it came time to leave the farm we found
it very difficult. Momma and I had cried as we swept and mopped all
of the floors. The day of our departure, we hugged each other, took
one last look around, before hurrying out to get into Mr. Foster’s
wagon. He took us to the stage depot, helped us tag our luggage,
took us to lunch, and then waited for our stage to leave.

“When we got to Boston, Momma’s sister, my
Aunt Lucy, met us at the train depot. She took us to her elaborate
home, where she let us rest for a couple of days before having the
family over to visit. Another time was set up, so that the family
could choose what they wanted to keep as keepsakes. Two weeks after
arriving in Boston, Momma and I went to look at a house her sister
had learned about. We were amazed at how large the house was, but
immediately fell in love with it. There was more than enough money
to pay for the house. What with Momma’s share of the estate, we
could live comfortably for the rest of our lives.

“When I turned nineteen, I met Hank Decker, a
handsome, well dressed, silver tongued devil. Six months later we
were married. Hank told us that his money was tied up in escrow;
therefore, we were forced to live with Momma. It wasn’t until six
months later that I learned that Hank was penniless … that there
was no escrow waiting for him. Marrying him was one of the biggest
mistakes in my life. The rest is history.”

Silence followed Amanda’s last comments as
they continued to eat their meal. Amanda cut the peach pie and
served them. When they were finished, Brown sat back in his chair.
“I think I ate too much!” Placing his hands over his stomach, Brown
continued, “Heaven help me, I swear I’m a going to explode for
sure!” Anna nodded sympathetically, but remained silent. “I’ll
never get any work done today, as I’ve got to find a place to hole
up until I can sleep this off. Walking will never do as it’ll take
too much effort just to tote this belly of mine around.”

Amanda grinned mischievously. “I didn’t mean
for you to kill yourself.”

“Oh, but it was so good, that one couldn’t
help themselves,” defended Anna.

Brown finally dragged himself to his feet,
moaning with the effort. “I think I’ll skip lunch, as I’m just not
hungry.” This brought peals of laughter from both women. “Thank you
for a wonderful meal. Now I’m going off to die!” With these
comments, he turned to waddled back into the office. Anna jumped up
to stack the dishes. Amanda rose to prepare the dishwater. Together
they silently did the dishes.

Anna dumped the water, wiped out the pans,
after which she hung them onto their place on the wall. Surveying
the room Anna began to feel over whelmed. Sighing, she spoke aloud,
“Guess this mess won’t take care of itself. There’s nothing for it
but to dive in!”

“I think if we attack each trunk, or crate,
at a time it won’t seem so overwhelming.”

“Good Idea.”

“As I’m as fit as a fiddle, why don’t I empty
the items from a trunk or crate while you put a check by the item
needed on the list. Would that be all right with you?”

“Yes. I am much better, but my ribs and arm
are still much too tender for that kind of task.” A tiny smile
crossed her lips. “However, I can at least handle making a check by
each item.”

For a while they only uncovered the items on
the list. Amanda would then repack everything back into the
container it had been in. Finally Amanda reached for a large trunk
that Anna knew was brand new. “This trunk is filled with a lot of
material, sewing notions...” Amanda threw her hands in the air,
then continued, “Oh, only heaven knows what else. I only opened the
lid long enough to gaze inside. Feeling disgusted with the mess, I
quickly closed the lid.”

Bolts of the most beautiful material, Anna
had ever seen, materialized from the trunk. Some of the material
was brocade, silk, and cotton. Anna lost count of how many bolts of material the trunk held. Near the
bottom, thread, needles, buttons and
matching lace were all neatly wrapped to
protect them. When everything had been laid out, Amanda patiently
repacked the trunk. Closing and clasping
the lid, Amanda dragged it over to the
side. She pulled another large trunk toward her. “He gave me this
trunk full of goodies after being
unfaithful. We had stopped in
Independence for a few days. I didn’t see Hank very much. Some
nights he didn’t come to the wagon. At first I worried about it
until one day I caught him with a saloon
girl. He was kissing her all over. I turned in disgust. When I
started toward the wagon, Hank caught up with me, begging for
forgiveness. Filled with disgust, I ignored his pleadings. Climbing
into the wagon, I prepared and went to bed. He came in behind me,
still pleading his case. My answer was to turn my back on him. When
I refused to speak to him, he grumbled something under his breath
about pesky women. Hank got down from the wagon. Still muttering
under his breath, he stalked off into the night. He didn’t come
back for two days. When he returned, he had presents galore. Said
there were more items to get, that he’d be back as soon as
possible. Do you know what, that scallywag had to make three more
trips to get all that he’d purchased? He apologized all over the
place. I allowed him to come back because I was his wife plus I had
no way to return to Boston.

“For a while things went well. He was
attentive, even fun to be with. Then all at once he became distant.
Something inside of me warned me that all wasn’t well in paradise.
I caught him red handed this time. It had gone further than
kissing. I vowed right then and there that he would never hurt me
again. The sad thing was … not only wasn’t she married … now she
was pregnant. You can bet your bottom dollar that Mr. Decker didn’t
stick around to take responsibility for his actions. No, sir! Hank
flat out denied he was the father of her baby. During the winter,
she had a baby boy. There was something wrong with him from the
first. Four months later, he died. In spite of the fact that it was
my husband’s child, I felt sorry for her. Knowing Hank, his silver
tongue had probably lured her into committing the sin in the first
place. A month later, she died of pneumonia.”

“Oh, Amanda, that’s awful!”

“I didn’t want to go on, but he had the
money, leaving me without fare to get home, so when we started out
this spring, I found myself as part of the wagon train. When we got
to Billings he buttered me up with all of this other paraphernalia.
You know the rest.”

Anna shook her head
agreeably. “Being married to my husband was a living hell.
He was not only abusive, but delighted in demeaning me every chance
he got. Like you, I am beginning to feel free. Sad as it was, his
death was the best thing that ever happened. I know saying that
sounds callous, but now I can start over. I can discover what’s out
there in the great unknown without him returning to harm me. I know
I should be afraid to go with the wagon train, but I’m not. I
foresee this adventure as a new tomorrow.”

“A brave new tomorrow would be more like
it.”

Opening the next trunk, Anna was surprised to
see so many hats. Hats to match all of the material in the first
trunk. They were absolutely beautiful. “Don’t you want some of
these hats, Amanda?”

“No! They would only remind me of the low
down skunk I married. I just want a fresh start back in Boston. I
don’t want any reminders of him in any way!”

“I understand!”

Under the hats were many bunches of matching colored balls of yarn, crochet
thread, patterns, including many sizes of
needles.. There were also many clusters,
with every color in the rainbow, of
embroidery thread. Amanda reached inside
the trunk to pull out many types of
stamped embroidery patterns that were to be
ironed onto pillowcases, tablecloths, dresser scarves, or
tea towels. Anna was surprised to see several packets of embroidery
plus knitting needles in every size. “How did he know what to
purchase? Where did the money come from?”

“To answer your first question, I think there
was a woman clerk who instructed him with each item. As far as your
second question, I don’t know. Rumor had it that when he was in the
saloons he gambled.”

“I’m surprised that he didn’t lose his
shirt.”

“Someone told me that there was a way to
cheat at cards, but I never wanted to know how. I have no doubt
that Hank would stoop to such antics. One day he’ll be found out. I
wouldn’t even be surprised to learn that it had cost him his life.”
No more was said as Anna watched Amanda repack the trunk, close and
clasp the lid.

There was one more trunk, containing many
sets of beautiful linen tablecloths, napkins, and placemats. Many
of them had all ready been embroidered, while others were stamped
for embroidering. In a large wooden case there was a twelve-piece
set of, pure silver, silverware. There were many other items made
from pure silver. Amanda repacked the trunk, put the lid down,
making sure that the lid was secure.

Three large barrels, two of which yielded a
bunch of China. “When Amanda unwrapped a saucer, Anna gasped in
surprise. It’s absolutely beautiful!” The saucer was white. Small,
red, rose buds, clustered among the leaves, encircled the edge of
the plate. Silver trimmed the outer edge. In the middle of the
saucer sat a large red rose nestled among the leaves.

“Hank told me that both of these barrels held
a twelve-piece set of china. There are cups, saucers, pie plates,
large plates, a platter and several other items in the set.” This
last barrel holds glassware, pitchers etcetera. They too were
packed so that nothing would break. Amanda didn’t unpack the
barrels. “I think it’s best not to unpack these items until you get
to where you are going, because of the chance of breakage.”

“I understand. It is much better to be safe
than sorry.”

“Correct.”

Amanda dragged the three barrels, as well as
the last trunk over near the other containers. Touching the sewing
machine, she declared, “Last, but not least, is the sewing machine.
How do you feel about tackling the way it works in the
morning?”

“That’s a great idea.”

Exhausted, they went to bed. It wasn’t long
until they were asleep.

The next morning, after breakfast, Amanda
helped Anna cut out several outfits from the cotton material, as
well as several aprons. When that was completed, Amanda instructed
Anna on how to operate the sewing machine. On a scrap of material,
Amanda showed her how to do different techniques. She praised Anna
on how quickly she caught on. “I told you it wouldn’t be hard to
operate this machine. Just keep trying to learn the new
techniques.”

They stopped around eleven to prepare the
noon meal. It was on the table as Major Brown knocked on the
door.

They visited amiably after grace had been
said and they had taken the edge off of their hunger. Amanda rose
to cut three pieces of pie, which she served to them. Major Brown
bit into a piece, moaning in delight, “Oh, heaven help me! It took
me all night to get this belly settled down. Now here I sit, stuffing myself again! Why,
after all that I’ve eaten, here I am … about to consume this piece
of pie.” The women covertly watched as he not only finished his
pie, but also slugged down the rest of his cup of
coffee. What a glutton for punishment! Well, I guess I had
better get back to work. Lunch was excellent.” Before either
could comment, he had entered the office,
closing the door behind him.

After the dishes were done, they again
tackled the sewing machine. By the time they were ready to start
supper, Anna had almost finished an apron. All she had to do was
sew up the hem. They set the sewing aside in order to prepare
supper. When the dishes were done, they went back to the sewing
machine. They worked until it was too dark to see. Exchanging good
nights, they retired, falling promptly asleep. The next two days
were taken up with sewing, meals and doing dirty dishes. All too
soon it was their last night together.

After lunch, Paul and Nataka came to talk to
Amanda. “How can I help you, Mrs. Decker?”

“First of all by calling me Amanda.”

“Thompson smiled, nodding agreeably. “So be
it, Amanda. Now how can I be of service to you?”

“I sold my outfit to Anna here, but I need a
ride into town in order to catch the stage. Would there be room
enough for me to go with you?”

“More than enough room. We have another
passenger to pick up at the Pedersens. She sold her Conestoga and
team to them. We’ll pick you up first, that way we won’t have to
back track. We can continue on to get our other passenger at the
Pedersen’s.”

“Sounds like a good plan to me.”

Nataka took over the conversation. “I’ll be
accompanying Paul, as well as will Sergeant Peters on the trip to
Missoula. We’ll be leaving sometime in the morning.”

“I’ll be ready to go when you are.”

“Good! See you in the morning. Bye,
Mother.”

“Good-by, son.” They watched the two men
leave, feeling mixed emotions.

The time had seemed to pass by quickly for both of them. Neither mentioned it, as
the thought of parting was too painful to consider. Instead, they
sat talking long into the night. Finally, they reluctantly went to
bed, but not to sleep.


CHAPTER 4

Paul Thompson rolled over, opened his eyes to
slowly gazed around. The room was gradually growing light, so he
leaned over to pick up the clock on the dresser. Squinting, he
struggled to scan it closely. Finding that it was only O four
hundred hours, he set the clock back onto the dresser. He lay back
onto bed in hopes of going back to sleep, however, sleep eluded
him. Kate was snoring softly, which made him turn to watch her
sleep. For a brief moment he was tempted to steal a kiss. Sighing,
he turned onto his right side, pulled the covers tighter around
him. Instead of going back to sleep, his mind grew active with all
that needed to be done before he left for Missoula later that
morning.

Thompson’s mind turned to the meeting they
had at the supper table the day before, with his wife, Kate and his
aunt, Eileen. His heart swelled with pride as he relived the
moments. After grace had been given, plus the edge taken off their
hunger, Eileen began the discussion. Laying her fork onto her
plate, she looked at Kate who nodded for her to proceed. Taking a
deep breath she began, “Kate and I have been talking things over
between the two of us. We want to help those families who are in
need of extra help.”

Kate took over, “I will never be able to
spend the money Uncle Harold and Aunt Helen left me ... not in my
whole lifetime. The children can’t even use it all up either.” Her
eyes began to twinkle, as she paused to gaze lovingly at her
husband, “Not even if we were to have a dozen children or more.”
Thompson groaned in mock pretext of the idea.

After a moment, Eileen began to speak,
“Neither can any of us spend all of my vast fortunes. Besides,
helping others would make both of us feel that we were contributing
in some way.”

“I see,” replied Paul thoughtfully.

Eileen continued, “When all of the lists have
been turned in, will you find out who is needing help? We’ll write
a note to the bank in Missoula, giving you permission to withdraw
any amount needed to accomplish this task. After all, that’s the
least we can do.”

As Thompson looked at these two women, whom
he loved more than life itself, his heart swelled until it was
difficult to breathe. Looking at Kate, Paul thought she was never
more beautiful than at that moment. Her thick auburn hair was piled
high upon her head, while little whiffs of hair framed her delicate
cheeks. Her Green eyes were sparkling with excitement as she gazed
lovingly back at him. There was also an inner beauty that caused an
outward glow. Kate’s sensuous, ruby-red lips caused Paul’s pulse to
quicken with desire. For a moment he wanted to taste of their sweet
nectar. Sighing inwardly, he turned to look at his beloved
aunt.

Eileen’s braided snow-white hair was wrapped
around her head in the shape of a coronet. Paul couldn’t help
noticing her childlike manner as she watched him expectantly. Her
lips were slightly parted, as if she were about to pounce if he
denied her request. Her blue eyes, too, were twinkling
mischievously. A lump had risen in his throat when he realized that
this grand lady had not only been an anchor throughout the roughest
storms in his young life, especially after his parent’s death at
the age of ten, but she had loved him in spite of himself. He
thought of the many times she had gotten him out of some old
scrape. Then without yelling or beating him, she had lovingly
explained what he’d done wrong then patiently encouraged him to try
harder to do better.

Looking at each one in turn, Paul realized
just how blessed he was to have these two wonderful women in his
life. Struggling to swallow past the lump in his throat, he started
to speak, “I can’t imagine what I ever did to deserve the pleasure
of your love, let alone have you two beautiful ladies as part of my
family. However, I’ve learned never to look a gift horse in the
face. Thank you for your sweet generosity. I know that it will be
greatly appreciated by those who need it most.”

Kate held up a hand to silence him, “Wait a
minute, Paul. We want this kept in the strictest of confidences.
Auntie and I don’t want anyone to feel obligated to us. Besides
that, it will make them feel freer to go on with the difficult
tasks ahead.”

Thompson made as if to zip his lips, “So be
it! Mums the word!”

Both women nodded happily. Eileen added
“Thanks, Paul.” Kate had only nodded in agreement.

Paul was brought back to the present, when
one of the twins fussed. Paul waited, but the twin stopped fussing.
Realizing that he wasn’t going to go back to sleep, he threw the
covers back, lowered his legs over the edge and sat up. He
stretched then dressed as quickly as he could without disturbing
Kate. Turning to gaze at her, he gasped at the beauty before him.
Her hair was strewn about the pillow, giving her the appearance of
a fairy princess. Again the urge to kiss her awake assailed him.
Resisting, he tiptoed out of the room.

Eileen was sitting on the edge of her bed,
fastening her shoes, when Thompson entered the room. She glanced up
as he entered. “Morning, Paul,” she whispered. “Did you sleep
well?”

“Like a log! Well that is until a few minutes
ago. My mind got too active, so I gave it up as a hopeless cause.
Here I am.” His eyebrows knit together in consternation as he gazed
at his aunt. “What are you doing up at this ungodly hour?”

“The same reason as you. There are just too
many things that need doing, that I just couldn’t lay there any
longer.”

“Please don’t get yourself so worn out that
you get down, Auntie.”

“I’m a tougher old bird than you think I am.
There is still a lot of mileage left in this old body of mine, so
don’t worry about me. Besides, keeping busy does a body good.”

“If you’re sure.” He didn’t feel convinced
but knew better than to argue with his aunt, as he never won. He
continued, “I just worry about you, that’s all.”

“I appreciate that, but I assure you that
I’ll be fine. I promise that I’ll try not to overdo. The thing is,
Kate doesn’t get a whole lot of sleep at night, yet she never seems
to stop long enough to get a deep breath. She flits from one job to
another until she makes me tired just watching her. I worry about
that precious woman the most. It occurred to me that if I were to
get a good start on things, perhaps she could have more time to
relax.”

Thompson stooped to kiss Eileen on the cheek,
“What a thoughtful person you are, Auntie. I worry about Kate,
too.”

“That’s why I want to get as much done as
possible before breakfast. What are your plans right now?”

“I just have to go over the order again. It’s
important that I make sure that everything is correct before I
leave for Missoula later this morning. Other than that I’m at your
disposal. What can I do for you?”

“Before Kate wakes up, I want to talk to you
about something important.”

Thompson led Eileen to the table, indicating
a seat across from him, “Why don’t we sit down. We might as well be
comfortable while we talk?”

“Okay.”

After Eileen was seated, Thompson sat
opposite her. Folding his hands, he rested them on the table. When
he was comfortable he looked at his aunt for a minute then
prompted, “What do you have on your mind that is so all fired
important?”

“Could you wait to leave for Missoula until I
can take care of something important.”

“What are you up to now, Auntie?”

“Please wait until I meet with you after I’m
finished. If my plan works you’ll understand.”

Paul looked dubious, but honored her request.
“Very well, I can wait for a while.”

“Good! I’ll take care of things after
breakfast. Meantime, could you help me carry everything out of the
storeroom? That way, I can get started. I’ll stop in time to
prepare breakfast.”

“Your wish is my command, dear madam.” He
rose to salute her. “It’s as good as done!”

Eileen smiled as she watched him leave the
room. After quickly straightening up her bed, Eileen stored it in
the corner out of the way. She brushed at some imaginary speck of
dirt on her pale blue, gingham dress. It had ruffles of the same
material around the throat. She had loose sleeves that stopped at
her wrists. The bodice fit snuggly with the skirt gathered at the
waist. She slipped a simple, full, white apron over her head.
Eileen had just tied the strings behind her when Thompson entered
the room with his first armload. While Thompson carried in other
items, Eileen got out the washbasin. She worked quickly at the task
before her. After combing her hair, she tied it back with a pale
blue ribbon.

Thompson made several more trips to the
storeroom before he was finished. “This room looks like a cyclone
just touched down,” protested Eileen.

Paul shook his head in disbelief, “I agree.
This job will take a month of Sundays to get through ... only there
isn’t that much time.”

“We’ll get through it,” promised Eileen.
“Just wait and see if we don’t.” She waved Thompson away as she
started to open a trunk, “Thank you, but now you can do what you
have to do. I can handle this myself.”

“Yes, ma’am!” While Eileen worked her way
through one of her trunks, Paul sat at the desk, taking out the
orders. While he poured over them, Eileen began to attack the
contents in a trunk close to her. Time seemed to slip away from
them, until Paul glanced at the clock on the top of the desk. “Good
grief! I guess I’d best get a fire started in the stove and get
organized.” Putting the order back into the desk, he closed the
lid. Paul started a fire in the cook stove. Eileen stood up to
prepare breakfast. When the fire was going good, Thompson banked
it. After making himself presentable for the day, he went out to do
what he had to do. When he returned a while later, Eileen was
setting the food onto the prepared table. As he went to wash up,
Kate emerged from the bedroom, rubbing her eyes and yawning.
Dressed in a forest Green bathrobe, with matching slippers, the
ruffle of her pale Green nightgown stuck out over the top of her
bathrobe. Kate staggered over to the counter. Filling the
washbasin, from the reservoir, she swiftly washed up. After running
a comb through her hair, she pulled it back away from her face with
a ribbon. Satisfied that all was complete, Kate took her place at
the table. “Good morning, rosebud,” greeted Thompson. “Did you
sleep well?”

“I tried, but when I’d get to sleep, the
little darlings would decide that was the time to eat or fuss.
Finally, after 0 one hundred hours they settled down. After that I
was able to get some much need sleep. All at once she realized that
breakfast was ready. Also seeing the mess in the living room, Kate
began to fuss. “I should have been rousted out earlier so that I
could have helped around here.”

“Nonsense!” retorted Eileen. “You needed your
rest more. Besides, I’m capable of doing some things around
here!”

“I agree with Auntie, honey. You’ve been
taking too much responsibility upon yourself. You need to let
others help you some.”

“Okay. I can see that I’m out numbered here.
She grinned good-naturedly, “I can also see the logic in what
you’re both saying.” Taking her place at the table she waited for
the prayer to be said over the food. As they ate, Kate felt peace
steal over her, as well as a greater love for these two wonderful
people.

***

When breakfast was over, including the
dishes, Eileen excused herself, saying, “I’ll be back as soon as I
can to help with the twins, Kate. Right now there is something
important that I need to attend to.”

“Take all the time you need, Auntie. It won’t
be long until the twins will want to be fed, so I won’t be able to
do anything else.” To say that Kate wasn’t curious would be a gross
understatement, but at the same time she didn’t want to meddle in
Eileen’s business either. Hugging Eileen, she repeated, “Please
take all the time you need.”

“Thank you, dear.” Kate watched her prepare
to leave. Opening the door, she exited the house. Eileen Thompson’s
thoughts were jumbled as she walked the short distance to the
infirmary. How should I open the subject with Doctor Phelps?
Perhaps he’ll think I’m just a meddling old fool. For a
moment she hesitated, fearing that her direct approach might scare
him off. Eileen pondered over the situation carefully. Tossing her
snow-white head up, she walked on with determination. “He can only
tell me no, that I need to mind my own business!” she uttered
aloud. Eileen’s footsteps faltered a moment more as she neared the
door to the infirmary. Taking a deep breath, she opened the
door.

“Good morning, Miss Thompson,” greeted Phelps
warmly. “What can I do for you?”

“Is this a good time to speak with you,
doctor?” Eileen glanced around the room. “Oh, I see you have
someone here, so I’ll come back another time.

“Don’t leave on our account,” cried Anna.
You’re just in time to help us.”

“I am!” Eileen looked from Anna to Nataka in
consternation.

“Yes,” confirmed Nataka. “We’ve been trying
to persuade Doctor Phelps to go with us on the wagon train, but we
aren’t getting anywhere with him.”

Eileen grinned, “I see.”

“We’ve talked to him until we’re blue in the
face, but he won’t commit to coming. We’ll leave him in your
capable hands. Perhaps ... just perhaps ... you can persuade him to
go.”

“Stop talking about me as if I’m not here,”
groaned Phelps.

“We’re sorry,” soothed Anna. A wicked gleam
came into her eyes as she gazed at him. “We thought we must have
already been talking to the wall when we couldn’t convince you to
come with us.”

“You hush! Scoot before I’m forced to break
an arm and make you suffer even more than you are already!”

“Oh!” Anna took a step forward. Looking
mischievously into Doctor Phelps’ eyes, she replied sweetly, “Me
thinks thou art a windy ole bag of hot air. I know for a fact that
you wouldn’t hurt a fly.”

This brought peals of laughter, for they all
knew that Phelps was all bark and no bite. “Huh ... right,”
snickered Nataka. “Being the old softie that you are, I don’t think
so!”

As they started to leave, Anna turned back to
kiss Phelps’ cheek. “All kidding aside, Doctor Phelps, we really
hope you’ll think it over. Please, come with us.” Before he could
answer they slipped out the door.

While the others were talking, Eileen had
time to look at Phelps. He wasn’t a handsome man, yet his
personality caused one to ignore his looks. He was dressed in a
pinstriped suit, with the jacket off. He had flung it haphazardly
across a chair. Eileen liked the doctor’s sense of humor, along
with his ability to put others at ease. Great gratitude for all
that Phelps had done for Kate filled her being. From the doctor’s
manners, Eileen could see why Kate and Paul felt the way they did
about Doctor Phelps.

Phelps turned back to Eileen. “Now, what’s on
your mind, Miss Thompson?”

Eileen shuddered, before speaking, “For
starters, you can just drop that old fashioned nonsense about
calling me, Miss Thompson! My given name is Eileen and I would
appreciate it if you would use it. When you call me Miss Thompson I
feel at least a hundred years old.”

Phelps tried to appear nonchalant, but failed
miserably as he replied, “Now we wouldn’t want that ... would
we?”

Eileen grew stern, “That’ll be just about
enough of that, doctor!”

Phelps immediately became all business. “Very
well, Eileen it is then! Please take a seat.” Eileen took the
proffered chair, positioning it so that they could better face each
other. Phelps, taking the chair opposite her, asked, “Now, tell me
how I can be of help to you.”

Eileen took a deep breath before plunging
into the subject. “Ever since we were told that the fort was
closing, I’ve been giving this matter considerable thought. Today I
decided to take the bull by the horns and come speak my mind.”

“I’m all ears,” teased Phelps, tugging at his
ears. Growing serious, he folded his arms across his chest, and put
a foot across the other knee. Although Phelps was curious, he
patiently waited for her to continue.

“What I want to discuss with you, Doctor
Phelps must be kept secret for now.”

“Very well, I’m ready to listen. Are you
feeling ill?”

“No, it’s nothing like that at all. I just
want to run something past you.” Phelps looked at her suspiciously
but continued to wait for her to carry on. “First of all, what do
you think about the changes taking place here at the fort and
settlement?”

“I must admit that it has bowled me over
considerably. Seems strange to see all the people, I’ve known for
years, preparing to leave.”

“What are your plans, Doctor?”

Phelps silently pondered her question before
answering. Finally, he began to speak, “I’m in an awful quandary
about what I should do. Should I go, or should I stay?”

“What’s stopping you from going, if you don’t
mind my asking.”

“I must confess that the thought of going on
the wagon train has crossed my mind many times. To be honest, the
idea of going is more than a little appealing. However, I just
can’t take off into the middle of nowhere without an office. There
are so many items that are paramount in running such a project.
Why, all I have is my medical bag. We both know that just isn’t
adequate enough!”

“If there were a way for all of this to
happen, would you go with the group?”

Again Phelps gazed at her suspiciously, “What
are you trying to say, Miss Thompson?” When he saw Eileen’s look of
reproach, he started over. “What are you saying, Eileen?”

“Just this ... We really do need a doctor
wherever we settle, so why not you? Doctor Phelps, I sold my estate
back east for a considerable sum of money which is just sitting in
the bank.” Phelps started to interrupt but she held up her hand to
silence him, “Just hear me out, please.” Phelps nodded. “I’m
getting up there in years. Kate has a large inheritance from a
friend who has passed away. She’ll never be able to use all of it,
nor can her children or grandchildren. Then, too, out there in the
wilderness, I’ll have no need for it. Please, allow this old lady
the privilege of doing this one thing for you. You have done so
much for this fort and settlement, that you deserve a reward.”
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