
    
      
        
          
        
      

    



  	
  	
			 

			
		
    For Brent Hartinger

 

Without you it wouldn't have happened.

Without you it wouldn't have mattered.
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Fort Niagara, Lower Canada, August 1797

I COULDN’T STOP TREMBLING, though whether from fear or the blood-numbing cold I didn’t know. For the thousandth time, I touched the worn flyer carefully folded and tucked into my shirt pocket. Soon I would know if I’d been right in coming here or if I had made the worst mistake of my life. 

I had waited anxiously in the Major’s chamber for so long now that I swore my rigid body was dissolving into the freezing darkness. Such a sensation was familiar to me — I often lost my sense of self in the Major’s formidable presence. 

Except for the soft sound of my breathing, the room was as still as a tomb. The cold from the fort’s earthen floor seeped through my thin leather shoes. I wiggled my toes, but my feet were already so numb I could barely feel them. The unrelenting chill only intensified the dark, the room’s sense of menace. No wonder the soldiers called this place Fort Friggin’ Frigid.

How much time had passed since I’d first entered? A quarter hour? A full hour? I couldn’t be sure, but at last the harsh sound of iron heels striking stone echoed from the corridor.

My mouth went dry. Even if it was the Major, I feared how he’d react upon finding me in his quarters, much less under these dire circumstances. But no matter what manner of misfortune might be about to befall me, I would never regret having shared my body with him these past few weeks. One of his shirts hung to my left, and I buried my face in it, inhaling the piquant but soothing smell of his body mingled with the scent of his comfrey soap.

The footsteps halted just outside. Two voices began conversing — one being the Major’s distinctive baritone, the other a gruff, angry growl that deepened my unease. If the Major came in with someone else, I was done for. He’d deny ever knowing me, turn me over to the townsfolk, and I’d spend twelve months fettered in bilbos and at hard labor with the wretched English convicts local wags called the King’s passengers. That was if I was fortuitous — and I wasn’t feeling lucky.

The voices ceased, followed by the sound of footsteps moving away, then a moment of silence. Even though I knew hiding to be futile, I pressed myself against the back wall just in case he wasn’t alone. Swinging open, the door squealed, spilling in light, and I couldn’t help myself — startled, I banged into a table.

A silhouette stood motionless in the doorway. The Major had heard me, and I barely dared breathe. A bar of tremulous torchlight from the corridor lay wavering on the floor.

Without warning, the door shut, plunging the room back into darkness. The sudden rasping of flint against iron cut through the silence. Light from the oil lamp leapt up, and even as weak as it was, I had to cover my eyes from the sudden brightness.

“What the bloody hell?” cursed the Major.

“It’s freezing in here, Colin. No wonder we always met at my place.”

“What the devil’s deuce are you doing here, Chapman? Are you insane?”

“Aren’t you—”

“Answer me. Now.”

I took a deep breath to steady myself. “Some of the townspeople know about us. They’re looking for me as we speak.”

“Fires and faggots!” He pressed his hand to his forehead. “What exactly do they know?”

“That we spent last night together. That we have spent others together.”

“So you came here? Are you trying to get me killed?”

“I came to warn you. I risked getting caught doing this.”

“How did they find out?”

“I don’t know. Someone saw something — or someone told.”

“Told? Unless you said something, nobody else could . . .” His voice trailed off as he glanced toward the door.

“Did you tell someone?” I dared to ask.

Instead of answering, he said, “Who exactly is looking for you?”

“The constable. Coming into the barn, I overheard him asking Mr. MacMurria if he’d ever seen me alone with a British soldier. If I’d gotten there five minutes earlier, he would have found me for sure.”

“Damnation. Did the constable know I was the soldier?”

“He mentioned you along with a couple of others, but I gather he wasn’t entirely certain.”

“But they recognized you? Knew you worked for MacMurria?”

“Apparently.”

“And that dolt of a Scotsman must have told the constable your name, that you’re not even British.”

I nodded.

“How did you get in here? Who did you talk to?”

“Two guards out front.”

“You used my name?”

I hesitated before answering. “Yes.”

“By all the devils! Do you realize how badly you’ve botched things?”

“I already told you I came here to warn you! Besides, I had nowhere to go.”

He pressed his hand to his temple, his fingers kneading his skull. “I know. I’m sorry. We’ve got to get you away from here.” He reached over and touched my face. “They know who you are — you’re done for if they catch you. I think I can talk my way out of this by telling them you used my name as a ruse to get inside. Once you’re gone, maybe I can even send them looking for you in the wrong direction.”

I took the flyer from my pocket. “Come with me,” I said softly, handing him the precious paper that promised free land and supplies. That promised a future.

“Do what?” he said incredulously. “Why?”

“So we could be together. Read the flyer.”

He quickly did so. “John, I’ve no more desire to settle western Pennsylvania than I do to bed King George’s wife. And I’ve never heard of this Warren.”

“Right now it’s nothing but a frontier outpost, but next spring they’re giving away land and supplies to those willing to stake a claim. We could be together. I know it’s where things will finally be right for me.”

He studied me. “You’re actually serious, aren’t you?”

I said nothing.

“I wish it were possible,” he said. “Truly I do. But I’m a major in His Majesty’s army. I go back to England in less than a year, where I’m to be married. I’ve got my station to think about.” He put the flyer back in my pocket.

“But, Colin, they know your name. What if—”

“I’m sorry, but I can’t go with you. The price is too high.” He went to a trunk, hurriedly pulling out pieces of old uniforms. “Get shucked and put these on. If anyone sees me with you dressed like that, they’ll remember and ask questions later. Hurry!”

I studied the uniform, then said, “I once considered joining the army.” That I had pondered taking such drastic action was yet more proof of how badly I had wanted away from home.

“I’m glad you didn’t. We might have faced each other in battle if you had. At least this way, we had a few weeks together.”

Shivering in the cold air, I yanked off my shirt and pants, and shoved them into my pack with my few other belongings. I wriggled into the tight-fitting clothes he gave me.

Wearing the uniform felt uncommonly strange. Father had fought the British twenty years earlier and raised us on stories of how cruel and cowardly they were. On the other hand, Father had been a drunkard accused of being a traitor, so I had no idea how true any of the tales that spilled from his inebriated mouth actually were. Still, it felt more queer to wear a British uniform than it had to lie in the arms of one of their officers.

“There’s an embrasure in the back wall that’s hardly used,” said the Major. “It’s only a few hundred yards from there to the woods. Now, if we run into anyone, by Saint Christopher’s whiskers, don’t say a word.”

He slipped outside, then motioned for me to follow. We came to a corner, and he signaled me to stop. A soldier rambled down the corridor but exited to the right before he reached us.

Trailing behind the Major, I whispered, “What am I supposed to do? Where am I supposed to go?”

“What about that flyer you showed me? Go there.”

“I can’t, Colin. I don’t have supplies or money or even a good sense of direction. I get lost between the cabin and the outhouse.”

“Stop making jokes, for God sakes!” He faced me as he dug into his pocket, then thrust a handful of silver coins at me. “It isn’t much, but it will help you. And we’ll get you supplies on the way out. You’ll go to this Warren, stake a claim, start fresh. Nobody there will know you. And that’s better for the both of us, isn’t it?”

I reluctantly took the coins. “If you say so.”

“I say so. Listen to me. You can’t come back. Not ever. It’s too dangerous for you.”

“But it’s dangerous for you, too. I still think you—”

“Never mind that. Just follow me.”

For five minutes, we wordlessly made our way along various corridors until a ladder hove into view. We climbed ten feet up to an opening that led to the fort’s back entrance. One at a time we stepped out into the warmth of the late-August afternoon. The Major anxiously cast his eyes along the embankment.

Birches and elms dotted the hillside beyond the fort, the long shadows of their trunks stretching across the field like bars. Farther up the hillside, the forest grew thick and wild and dangerous. I doubted it would take me long to pass into Indian country or stumble across a she-bear and her cubs foraging in the blackberry bushes.

“What about a gun and supplies?” I said.

“Damnation! Why didn’t you say something before?”

“I did!” I snapped. “And you said you’d get them. How the blazes was I supposed to know where to stop?” 

“You’re right. This is my bollocks. Stay here and don’t move. I’ll be right back.” He ducked down again, vanishing from sight.

I waited, fidgeting and tugging at the ill-fitting uniform. Once someone passed overhead, walking along the fort’s upper perimeter. I practiced a British accent in case I was spotted. The accent was terrible, and I was hugely relieved when the sentinel passed out of sight.

The Major, clutching a burlap sack, appeared at the bottom of the ladder. At first I didn’t realize anything was wrong, but when he leapt up the ladder in three bounds, I knew we were in trouble.

Excited voices echoed up from the corridor.

“They’re coming!” he said, wild-eyed. “They know about me! They know everything! I’m coming with you!”

“But how—”

“Just run! Go! Go!” He shoved me hard, sending me stumbling forward as I jumped down to the ground. If captured now, I knew the punishment administered would be far worse than hard labor. Sodomy was bad enough; sodomy with a British officer would get me a flogging till I passed out, then clapped in leg irons in the shit-hole that passed for their gaol. I would never survive the twelve months I would spend there.

I didn’t want to guess what fate would befall the Major.

Regaining my balance, I sprinted as fast I as I could for the forest. We’d covered perhaps a hundred yards — a third of the way — when I glanced over my shoulder as two soldiers vaulted onto the top of the fort. Another fifty yards had vanished under our fleeing feet when the first shot rang out.

The musket ball whizzed passed and I stumbled.

“Are you hit?” the Major cried out.

Before I could answer, the second soldier fired. Not five feet away, the slight trunk of a pepperidge sapling, its leaves already a bloody scarlet, splintered into dozens of pieces. Without a word, I took off running again, but by now more soldiers had joined in the shooting. Twenty feet from reaching the first line of trees, another shot rang out. At the same moment, the Major, just behind me, leapt upward, as if suddenly taken by a fit.

Hot blood speckled my face as he crashed down, face-first, into the soft purple heather.

“Colin?” I called out, dropping to the ground. I scrambled on my belly to where he lay. Rolling him over, I moaned at the sight of the gory wound in his chest. I could’ve reached into the ragged hole with my hand. Blood issued forth in pulsating spurts, soaking his shirt before being drawn into the dark earth.

His green eyes — the very first thing I’d noticed about him — were wide open as he stared up at the azure sky. He labored to breathe, giving rise to terrible sucking sounds that arose from the bloody wound. A pink bubble formed between his lips, shimmered in the light, then softly popped. He inhaled once more, then his mouth went slack. His eyes glassed over, as dead and lifeless as a pond in January.

Voices clamored in the distance. Glaring back, I saw soldiers charging across the meadow. I scrambled to my feet and grabbed the bag, racing forward, reaching the sanctuary of the woods in a matter of moments. The sound of my ragged breathing coursed through my ears as I ran wildly, tripping and stumbling my way through wealds of dense timber that alternated with sun-drenched meadows.

Breathless and as panicked as a hunted deer, I at last paused in one of the meadows. Wiping stinging sweat from my eyes, I looked backward, forward, then left and right, trying desperately to decide where to go.

Overhead, the flat, hot disk of the sun tracked steadily west.

I followed it.
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The Allegheny Plateau, November 1797

I GLANCED BACKWARD one last time at that hellish region of central Pennsylvania known as the Allegheny Plateau. For the past month, I’d battled across the plateau’s stony, windswept heights, surviving only by some miracle. Thank God, I’d finally started to descend from it.

Peering ahead through the sputtering snow, I tried to make out the yawning valley stretching ahead of me, but it was quickly lost in the swelling gloom of the approaching storm. My only hint at the best way down appeared to be the faint scoring of some animal’s hooves upon the steep rocks descending beneath me. Even that trail would soon be lost in the falling snow, leaving me to find my way down the precipitous route by feel. It was far too easy to imagine the fatal slip that would send me careening onto the rocks far below. 

My name was John Chapman. Three months had passed since I’d watched the Major die. Once again fingering the now-tattered flyer upon which I’d foolishly pinned so many hopes, I smiled grimly at my appalling circumstances. I understood I was likely to follow in the Major’s steps before morning.

At least I would go down fighting.

For hours I clambered downward over icy snarls of shattered stone, razorbushes that rent my clothes, and twisted, tangled roots that snagged my feet. I was more than exhausted by the damnable wilderness; I was being overwhelmed, crushed like a snail under the iron heel of a marching soldier. By the time I reached the bottom, I literally counted it another miracle I hadn’t broken my neck.

At some point as I pushed along the valley floor in a haze of delirium, the storm passed on and night fell. Without even realizing the snow had stopped, I found myself in a clearing staring upward at the unexpectedly cloudless sky. Above me arched a panoply of brilliant, sparkling stars that would’ve taken my breath away if the cold hadn’t already done so. And in front of me, not more than fifty paces away, stood a cabin surrounded by the ancient forest that ruled the frontier. 

I quickly stumbled back into the woods lest a musket ball find me before I even had a chance to explain myself to whatever soul lived out here in the middle of nowhere.

A thin ribbon of white smoke, barely visible in the early morning light, streamed up from the top of the cabin’s chimney. The sharp, pungent scent of a fire reached my nose, sending pangs of hunger sweeping through me like brushfires across sun-baked fields in summer.

When I saw no sign of danger, I rose and stepped into the clearing, common sense telling me to call out a warning before approaching. Otherwise I risked startling someone who would bestow me with a belly full of lead instead of soup. However, before I could utter so much as a syllable, the barrel of a gun bit deep into my neck. The strong stink of whiskey assaulting my nose warned me to be extra careful. Without being told, I walked forward, being certain to keep my hands open and at my sides.

“I’ll say this once,” said the bearer of the gun. “Drop your pack and tomahawk and step away.”

At least whoever stood behind me didn’t sound as drunk as he smelled though his intent was unquestionably clear: do as told or die. I slid the leather straps off my shoulders, letting the nearly empty pack pitch to the ground. The barrel of the stranger’s musket stayed flush with my neck as I crouched to lay my tomahawk next to it, then stepped away.

“By the devil’s accursed soul, who are you?” Anger and distrust radiated from him like a fever.

“I’m John. John Chapman.”

“Who sent you here?”

“Sent me? Nobody.”

“You’re a beshitted liar, that’s what you are. It’s the Company you’re with, ain’t it?” He jabbed me with the gun. “Ain’t it?”

“No, I swear I’m not. I’ve no idea what you’re talking about.”

“Maybe. Maybe not.” He pressed the barrel harder against my flesh. “Perhaps you’re a brigand preying on decent folks. I’d probably be better off killing you now and being done with it.”

“I swear I’m not with anyone. I’ll leave right now, and you’ll never see me again.”

“Where’s your horse?”

“I don’t have a horse.”

“Bullshit.”

“It’s the truth.”

“Then how in hellfire did you get here?”

“I walked.”

“Walked?”

“Yes.”

“You make as pathetic a liar as you do a brigand. Where are your supplies?”

“In my pack.”

He kicked the pack where it lay by my feet. “It’s empty.”

“I ran out a couple of days ago.”

“You mean to tell me that you have no supplies and no horse?” The gun slid down my neck to my back.

“That’s right.”

“You’re not just a liar. You’re a liar who takes me for a fool.”

“What I am is lost and hungry.”

I felt his eyes on me. “You do look as if you’ve taken more than one meal with Saint Anthony.”

“I haven’t eaten in two days. I swear I intend you no harm.”

“So said Judas to Jesus.” He jabbed me again. “I’m supposed to believe that you show up here on the heels of a blizzard — goddamned weeks from nowhere — with no supplies, no horse, and all by yourself?”

I started to shrug again, but he jabbed me so hard in the back that I stumbled forward. If I lived until tomorrow, I knew I would find a bruise there. Furious, I nearly spun around and charged him. Only knowing that I would surely die held me back.

Then the anger drained away as quickly as it had come. Now the only feeling I could muster was despondency — after all, who wants to die alone, unmourned, and having done nothing in life but run?

“Answer me!”

Not ready to die, I snapped back to the present. “What did you ask?”

“You must think me as dull-witted as the Indians who traded this valley for a barrel of whiskey. Well, I ain’t buying what you’re selling.” Before I could speak, he grabbed me by the shoulder, then spun both of us around so I was positioned between him and the woods.

“It’s a trap, ain’t it?” he whispered, his mouth pressed next to my ear. He had wrapped his arm around my chest as if holding me in a lopsided embrace. His face felt warm, rough, unshaven, and the scent of whiskey-saturated sweat emanated from him. “You are a brigand, ain’t you? Your friends are hiding and watching us right now.”

For a moment, all was silent, except for the crunch of snow under his feet as he shifted about. “I know you’re out there, you shits!” he bellowed abruptly. “If you try anything, I’ll splatter your friend’s guts from here to the Allegheny River!”

Already half out of my mind with cold and exhaustion, I had to suppress an insane desire to yell, “Get him now!” just to see what he would do. Instead, I said as evenly as possible, “I’m alone. I swear it.”

“I doubt it, you filthy bunghole,” he snarled. Without warning, he shoved me away. Before I could run or even fall to the ground, his musket exploded from not more than two feet behind me. Certain I’d been shot, I staggered forward, my ears ringing as I frantically searched my torso and arms and stomach.

I hadn’t been hit, but missing from that distance hadn’t been by accident. He must have been firing into the woods, hoping to frighten my nonexistent companions.

Weak-kneed and gagging on the choking smell of gunpowder, I finally dared to look at the lunatic who might yet be the last person I ever saw. He retrieved a second musket, then began pacing along some unseen border like a dog defending its territory. I half-expected him to stop and piss on one of the tree stumps.

In the dark, I could only make out his silhouette — short but broad-shouldered, and as solid-looking as the trees that ringed us. Pausing, he drank from a flask he took from his pocket, then stood facing the Cimmerian woods. Though he mostly struck me as a foolish drunk, there was also bravery in the defiant way he stood there ready to face the unknown.

“All right,” he said at last. “So maybe you are alone. But where are your supplies then?”

I all but threw up my hands. “I told you before — I ran out.”

Raising the musket, he stepped toward me. “Unless you want to see how interesting your insides look spattered all over the snow, you better watch your uppity tone. Understand?”

Wide-eyed, I nodded.

“Christ. You must be telling the truth about not being with the Company. Even they wouldn’t hire someone this incompetent. You get lost, is that it? Been wandering around out there like some goddamned pudding head? What must your father think?”

At first I’d only felt humiliation, but at the mention of my father a wild anger swept over me. “Yes, I’m lost like some wretched pudding head! Is that what you want to hear, damn you? So if you’re going to shoot me, you whoreson, then just do it! I don’t give a twopenny damn anymore! Just get it over with! Go on!”

He stared at me a moment before lowering the gun. “I think I get it now. I’ve seen the likes of you before.”

My tirade left behind a throbbing in my head akin to a hangover. “The likes of what?”

“You’re a fugitive from one thing or another. God knows what you’re running from. Probably only God that cares.”

Hoping this drunk, ignorant frontiersman’s keenness went no further, I said halfheartedly, “I’m not running from anything.”

“Suit yourself. What’s your name?”

“I already told you. John Chapman. What’s yours?”

“None of your goddamned business. You ever even been on the frontier before, John Chapman?” He rolled his eyes. “I might as well be asking if you ever been to the moon.”

Shivering again, I tried to respond, but couldn’t. The longer we stood there, the more disoriented I became until the tall trees behind the man began to sway. First they tilted right, then as I tried to adjust, they swung back to the left. A strange look came over his face, and for some reason I tried to smile.

Then everything disappeared.

♦
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SOMEWHERE NEARBY AN owl called out. Looking toward the heavens, I saw a shooting star arc its brief and brilliant path against the slowly lightening horizon. My breath, I realized, was drifting away into the frigid night.

So I wasn’t dead. Not yet anyway. Either that or heaven was nothing like what the preachers had preached. On the other hand, in my experience not much about anything was what the preachers preached.

Coughing, I forced myself to sit upright. I wondered how long I had lain there like some ginned-up inebriate. Passing out wasn’t the most auspicious start to my stay here — wherever here was. Sprawled on my ass in the snow, I probably resembled my father more than I cared to admit. What a grand day this was turning out to be.

Despite my thick linsey pants, my legs felt numb, and I tried to massage some warmth into them. With a sigh, I rose and pulled my coat tight around me.

The cabin stood not more than twenty yards away. The open doorway, a lonely rectangle of light in an ocean of dark, put me in mind of the Longmeadow lighthouse defiantly facing the foreboding Atlantic.

Fetching my pack, I trudged across the clearing but hesitated before entering. Warm air, redolent with the smell of frying and spices, flowed over me. My mouth watered, my body trembled.

“Are you going to come in, or should I just bar the door and let you freeze out there?”

The sudden sound of the man’s voice made me jump. I half expected to feel the cold bite of his gun on my neck once more. I entered and was immediately assaulted by a powerful odor of sweat, smoke, and a musky smell that was harder to pin down. I felt like I’d entered the lair of some great beast.

An old oil lamp on the table threw a small circle of feeble light onto the floor. A log burned low in the fireplace while several rushlights — dried rushes dipped in grease and then lit with an ember — burned weakly and smoky in various cracks of the cabin walls. A large metal cross — simple, barely more than two bars nailed together — hung over a bed, the flickering flames dancing on its somber surface. Whatever else constituted the rest of the cabin lay swathed in quivering shadows.

After being cold for so long, the warm embrace of the cabin felt unnatural, like a hug from my father.

The man sat at the table, just on the edge of the lamplight, his back to me. Next to the lamp sat the bleached skull of a horse, giving the entire tableau a somewhat ominous air. I watched the man’s head bend downward as he scooped something into his mouth, then nod at a spot on the table across from him. “On the off chance you’d come to before you froze to death, I dished you up some mush. A few more minutes and I would’ve eaten it myself.”

I stepped around the table so that I could face him. 

“That there pitcher is filled with cider,” he said, “and as soon as the griddle is hot, I’ll fry up some johnnycakes.”

In the dim light, I saw that he had black hair framing a dark-complected face. “Or maybe you ain’t hungry,” he added sarcastically.

“What if I hadn’t?”

“Hadn’t what?”

“Come to.”

He touched a large plate in the middle of the table. “There’s chestnuts and apples as well. I haven’t had much luck hunting of late, so you’ll have to make do without any goddamned meat.” He lifted one of the apples, its dusky skin reflecting the lamplight, and took a crisp bite.

I couldn’t believe how much food he had. It was everything I could do to keep from rushing to the table. Only a desire to not reveal how bad off I was kept me from doing so.

Wiping his sleeve across his mouth, he said, “Well, by all the devils, are you going to eat or not?”

“You’re fond of maledictions, aren’t you?”

“Mallie-what?” He looked at me from under raised eyebrows.

“You like to curse.”

“If you don’t want to eat, it’s fine by me.” He reached for the mush.

“No, I do.” I lowered myself into a chair. But I still hesitated until he shoved the bowl toward me.

“You look like you haven’t had a proper meal in weeks. Don’t be so proud, you fool. Eat.”

Actual pain rose from my stomach as steam curled from the warm mush into the cold morning air. My fingers shook so badly I had trouble gripping the wooden spoon. Unable to steady it, I lay the spoon down and resorted to using my fingers to scoop up a mouthful.

I rolled the hot pulp on my tongue, savoring the sweet flavor. Food served in King George’s court itself couldn’t have tasted better.

Still not looking at the man, I greedily ate the rest, sucking each bit from my fingers. When I finished, I stared forlornly at my empty bowl and said, “Thank you.”

“Refined one, ain’t you?” Shaking his head, he wrinkled his nose and slid his half full bowl across to me.

If not for my hunger, I would have felt humiliated. Never in my life had I imagined I would be reduced to such circumstances. Nonetheless, I devoured the rest of his mush. When the mush was gone, I grabbed a handful of nuts and an apple, from which I took such a large bite that I was almost unable to chew it. Still, I thought I’d never fill the hunger that had hollowed me out over the past weeks.

The stranger grimaced. “I do believe you’re the most pitiable thing I’ve ever seen. I hope your pa didn’t live to see how bad you turned out.”

Not only had Father lived to see, I’m sure he would have found this man’s judgment of me just. I wiped my sleeve across my chin. My eyes met his as I chewed, but I said nothing.

Shaking his head, he stood, took the horse’s skull, and set it on a shelf by his bed. Going to the fireplace, he began frying johnnycakes that were hot and glistened with a beautiful golden glaze of fat. I ate them ravenously between gulps of cider.

“Where did you come from?” he said.

“Back east.”

“And you looking so much like an experienced trapper and all, I figured you’d come from trading with Indians out west. Where back east?”

“Longmeadow.”

“Longmeadow? Never heard of it.”

“It’s in Massachusetts.”

He sat the griddle down with a bang. “Are you stupid or are you just purposefully being bullheaded? I meant where did you just come from, fool. And don’t tell me you just goddamned walked here from Massachusetts.”

His anger brought me up short, reminding me to tread carefully. “I don’t know the name of the last place I was. I truly don’t. It was a small place on the other side of the plateau.”

“The other side of the plateau?” He paused. “The Allegheny Plateau?”

I nodded as he handed me another johnnycake.

“You’re telling me you crossed that plateau in winter, dressed like that, with no horse? You did all that?”

I slammed my hand onto the table. “For the last time — yes!”

Narrowing his eyes, he carried the sputtering pan to where I sat. I flinched as a drop of oil spattered my cheek. “Do you like my food? From the way you’re wolfing it down, I’d say that you do.”

I nodded.

“Fine. Then you damn well better answer all of my questions until I’m done asking. You understand that?”

I nodded again. “Sorry.”

He went back to the stove. “You’re either lying like there ain’t no tomorrow, or you’re the luckiest bugger I ever met. I ain’t so certain which to believe.” He sat down across from me.

“I’m not lying.”

He stared at me with an unnerving intensity. “You may be lost and you may be a fool, but you must be tougher than you look.” For the first time, his voice carried a hint of — what? Warmth? Admiration?

I took another bite of the apple.

“How old are you?” he said.

“Twenty four.”

“Married?”

“No.”

“You’re not especially ugly. You drink too much? Gamble? Lazy?”

“No.” I hadn’t given my looks much thought, but Elizabeth had told me that women thought I had kind eyes and a handsome face. I rarely drank, never gambled, and no one had ever called me lazy. But I had no intention of telling this brute why I wasn’t married.

“Sired any brats? Maybe that’s what you’re running from.”

I shook my head

He grunted. “Well, you aren’t terribly chatty, but I reckon that’s a good thing. By the way, it’s Daniel McQuay.”

“What is?”

“My name.”

“Is that Irish?”

“Why do you ask?” The warmth in his voice vanished, replaced with cold suspicion.

“You sound English, that’s all.” In fact, he neither looked, nor sounded Irish, not that I had all that much familiarity with the place or the people.

“Well, I’ve never even been to England.” He paused. “Unfortunately, when I first arrived in the colonies, sounding like an Irishman was a pretty good way to find yourself on the wrong side of the authorities, so I lost the accent to protect myself.”

That made sense. “You probably hate the English even more than I do.”

“What are you going on about?”

“I just meant that the English are enemies for us both, but given all that they’ve done to Ireland, you probably loathe them even more than me.”

“Right. Only good Englishman is one split from his skull to his breastbone.”

“These johnnycakes are good,” I said, nodding at my plate.

When I said I could eat no more, he removed several armfuls of straw from his bed that he heaped into an empty corner. I gathered I would be sleeping alone, rather than our bundling together for warmth as was commonly done during the colder months. From a box, he yanked a large black bearskin that he threw over the straw.

“We won’t be bundling until it gets colder and I know you better,” he said, sounding as if he expected me to complain. “I don’t expect you’re the type to slit my throat whilst I sleep, but make no mistake — I’ll be keeping an eye on you.”

Shared body warmth or not, I was both too exhausted and grateful to even consider arguing. I stumbled to the corner and tried to pull off my boots. My feet were so swollen and painful that at first the boots wouldn’t come free. I considered sleeping with them on, but with a final tug they popped loose. I fashioned a rough squab for my head and settled down into the straw. No bed had ever felt more agreeable.

A shadow dropped across me as the man appeared above me.

“Thanks again for everything,” I said, pulling the bearskin over me. My body was so exhausted, I knew it would take only moments to drift off to sleep.

“You’re welcome. Get some sleep, and we’ll talk more later.”

As he walked away, I let out a deep breath and began to believe that maybe everything might come right after all.

The man paused, turned back to me, and said, “If I catch you messing with my gun, my tomahawk, or damned well anything else you haven’t been given liberty to touch, I’ll kill you. You understand that?"

I nodded.

Sleep didn’t come as easily as I’d thought.
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November 1797

SURROUNDED BY WARM, enfolding darkness, I woke to the rustle of something softly snuffling not more than a few feet from where I lay. My muzzy mind couldn’t place where I was or what was happening. At first I thought some animal — a carcajou or a stoat — had nosed its way inside. But inside where? I’d been sleeping outside for weeks now, but I was too warm to be outside. No matter my location, I knew carcajous were vicious cusses, so I lay still to avoid drawing its attention. Despite my unease and confusion, I tried to recollect how I had come to be here — wherever here even was.

In an instant, everything rushed back. I was in a cabin. And what I heard wasn’t the nocturnal foraging of an animal, but the snoring and thrashing about of a drunk Irishman — the man who had taken me in and saved me.

I peered around, trying to locate him. I’d no idea how long I’d slept, but my shaft was so hard it hurt — piss-boners, my father had called them.

Yawning, I rolled onto my side to relieve the pressure on my bladder, wondering if there was a piss-pot in the cabin or whether I’d have to go out into the freezing darkness. Hadn’t the sun been rising when I’d arrived? If so, I must have slept through the entire day and into the next night.

I sat upright. In the inky dark, I couldn’t see the floor, much less anything like a piss-pot. Stealthily, I searched for my shirt and boots, found them by the foot of my makeshift bed, and pulled them on. Careful not to wake the cabin’s irascible owner by stumbling around, I crept forward, my hands held in front of me. I found and lit a lamp, keeping the flame as dim as possible. I hung the lamp on a hook near the door. Grasping the heavy beam that barred the door, I eased it upward and stepped outside.

The wintry air hit me like a slap, actually bringing tears to my eyes, goose bumps swarming over me like ants after sugar. There had to be a necessary nearby, but it was too damned cold to bother looking for it now. Instead, I ducked around the corner of the cabin and gratefully pissed into a snowbank.

The brilliant stars I’d followed the night before were gone now, hidden by slow, lumbering clouds skirting the treetops. Up on the plateau the world had seemed endless and exposed. Here, under the sky’s gray cover, it felt small and sheltered.

Finished pissing, I hurried back to the warmth of the cabin; however, when I tried to close the door, it refused to budge. Worried that the cold air might awaken and anger the Irishman, I braced my shoulder against the thick oak plank, shoved as hard as I could, and with a horrible screech, it finally slid halfway shut. Cringing, I turned as the man exploded from his bed.

“Who’s there?” he shouted. “Who is it?”

The pistol materialized from nowhere, and before I could answer, he had it aimed at me. Dropping to my knees, I scrambled through the doorway — banging my shoulder in the process — and out into the snow. The sound of the pistol firing ripped through the night as the lead ball smashed into the door.

“Who’s there?” he bellowed again, stumbling across the floor. “I’ve got another goddamned gun already loaded, so you better get the hell out before I kill you!”

“Don’t shoot! Don’t shoot!” I hollered. “I’m the one you took in yesterday! You fed me mush and cooked me johnnycakes!” His name — what the hell was his name? I looked toward the shadowed woods, gauging how long it would take me to reach them. “Remember? You called me pathetic!”

The door jerked inward; I scrambled backward through the snow like a crab searching for the safety of the sea. Weak lamplight spilled out onto the ground. Naked, the man held a pistol aimed at my chest. He, too, had a piss-boner.

Despite everything, I couldn’t help but notice the fine, black hair that covered his chest and stomach, or that his cock was dark and thick and curved to the left like a wood-carver’s adze. His arms appeared powerful enough to crush me with ease and he looked less like a man than a cross between man and some kind of mythical creature, a minotaur or a particularly large satyr.

There was definitely something beastlike about the man; something I found strangely appealing.

As warm air rushed out of the cabin, I could all but taste the smell of alcohol that clung to him.

“Who are you and what do you want?” he demanded, swaying slightly as he brandished his pistol at me. His erection swayed back and forth as well.

“My name’s John, and I don’t want anything.”

“Then what are you doing here?” he demanded.

“I couldn’t find the piss-pot. I went outside to go.”

“Where’d you come from? Who are you?”

“I’m John Chapman,” I repeated slowly and clearly. I had to penetrate whatever drunken fog he was in before he decided to shoot me and be done with it. “I was lost. I stumbled onto your cabin. You found me and took me in.”

He lowered the pistol to his side, a puzzled look on his face.

“Oi.” He nodded. “I remember.” He still looked confused, and I noticed his cock had finally begun to sag.

He turned to go back inside, but stopped. Facing me again, he raised the pistol, his eyes narrowing as he said suspiciously, “You with the goddamned Company? Did that bastard Jackson send you?”

“No!” I shook my head emphatically. “Nobody sent me. I swear.”

He studied me a moment, then lowered the pistol to his side. “All right then. Shut the door. It’s goddamned cold out here.” He staggered back inside, dropping the pistol on the table with a clatter. As he climbed into bed, he called back out to me, “And the damned mingo’s in the corner.”

“The what?” 

“The mingo! The piss-pot! Use it next time, you stupid sod.”

The piss-pot bore the same name as an Indian tribe? That was an insult even I’d never heard of. Trembling, I lay in the snow. A single drop of sweat rolled down my scalp and onto my cheek.

I was no longer cold.

♦

[image: ]


THE NEXT TIME I WOKE, weak light seeped through greased paper covering narrow slits barely wide enough to be called windows. Now I needed to do more than piss, and I wondered where the necessary might be. When I looked around the dim interior, I saw I was alone.

To be certain, I said, “Anyone there?” 

Only the stillness of an empty cabin echoed back to me. A thin square of light shone through a narrow peephole in the closed but unbarred door. Crouching down, I peered through the slit out into a large clearing covered with snow. From the angle of the light, I judged the time to be near midday.

Black scorch marks ringed the musket ball hole marking last night’s close call with my maker. The edge of the cavity felt rough to the touch. A dark smudge smeared my fingers, leaving them reeking of sulfur, and I thought fleetingly of the Major. Only the door’s thickness had kept me from sharing his fate.

“Hello?” I called out as I opened the door. “Don’t be alarmed. It’s just me. I’m coming out if that’s all right.”

No one answered.

Several inches of velvety powder cloaked the trees and ground. Soft light filtered through the gray clouds as a few tag-along snowflakes wafted from the sky. Dozens of small stumps dotted a clearing dominated by the enormous stump of what must have been a remarkable tree.

Scattered about were what I assumed to be my benefactor’s footprints, although their outlines had already been softened by the falling snow. I couldn’t make sense of what he’d been doing or which way he’d ultimately gone.

I found the necessary behind the cabin. Like most privies, it was crude and cold and encouraged one to be quick about their business. Despite my alacrity, when I came back out, the few falling flakes had given way to a steady stream. Even the wind had stiffened, whirling the powder around my feet as if to show its serious intent. It wasn’t hard to imagine what was happening up on the plateau, and I thanked God I was no longer up there.

In the daylight, I got my initial look at the cabin. From outside it looked much larger than it had inside. I wondered if it might not be partitioned into one or more rooms. Dozens of different animal skins covered the cabin’s walls like a bizarre quilt run amok. The furs ranged in size and color from tiny gray ones taken from easily killed squirrels to large black hides that I imagined were only grudgingly given up by the previous owners. Most impressive was a huge brown one that must have come from something called a moose, a supposedly enormous creature that I’d yet to see.

The second thing I noticed was that the cabin wasn’t really a cabin at all. Instead, its thick walls, narrow, paper-covered windows, and numerous slits for musket barrels suggested a blockhouse. Such a design, the Major had explained to me, allowed the defenders ample opportunities for defense while affording the attackers little chance to shoot anything other than logs. It struck me right away that one man, or even two or three, could never have built the place alone. I wondered who had helped and where they were now.

Curious to see more, I meandered around the cabin’s perimeter. Rounding the corner, I had expected only to see another wall. Instead, I came face-to-face with a lone cow, yelped once, and stumbled backward.

The cow, apparently as startled as I, lurched away, mooing anxiously, her head bobbing as her haunches banged into the sides of her stall.

“Shh, it’s all right,” I whispered. It gladdened me to find a cow out here as I had a special affinity for almost every kind of creature. Well, at least those that didn’t scheme to make a meal out of me.

Little by little, I approached the startled creature, my hand held out for her to sniff. “Shh, now. What a pretty cow you are. Didn’t expect to find you out here.” When I thought she wasn’t quite so afraid, I rubbed the spot between her honey-brown eyes all cows love to have stroked. Calmed, she lowed her contentment, so much so that when I moved to take my hand away, she pushed her head forward, letting me know I wasn’t through.

“Well, at least you’re friendlier than your owner.” Beginning to shiver from the cold, I patted her a final time and said, “I’ll see you later.”

Beyond the cow’s stall, I came across stacks of firewood piled high under an overhang where it would stay dry. Another small building — a smokehouse, I guessed — stood out in the clearing.

“Chapman!” bellowed a voice from the other side of the cabin.

Startled, I jumped.

“Chapman!” came the voice again.

So, despite having been drunk, at least he had remembered my name. Unfortunately for me, I had yet to recall his. As inconspicuously as possible, I came around the corner hoping to reach the front door before he noticed me. Given his temperament thus far, I didn’t want him thinking I’d been snooping. For if he did, he might very well turn me out before I was prepared to go.

I needn’t have worried. Wholly unaware of my presence, he stood in the middle of the clearing clutching a dead beaver by the tail in a way that could only be called triumphant. Clenched between his teeth was a long, thin pipe of a sort I’d never seen before. His red hunting shirt hung down nearly to his knees and shone like a brilliant splash of blood against the white backdrop of the clearing.

He was a shade on the short side, but his massive forearms, the clear contours of a solid chest, and the broad shoulders visible under his hunting shirt gave him the presence of someone taller. His long black hair, drawn into a ponytail much the same way I wore mine, gleamed in the morning light.

I thought him quite striking, though he was definitely rougher than the Major in most every way.

He swept clean part of the huge tree stump, then laid the beaver down. At last he looked up and saw me.

“There you are,” he said, shaking snow from the fringe of his shirtsleeve. He gestured at the beaver’s thick, stolid body. “Beautiful, isn’t it? Goddamned beautiful.”

The beaver lay sprawled across the stump, its thick, glossy pelt glistening in the frigid air. Looking closer, I realized that the animal had been shot rather than trapped, as even I knew was typical. Why would anybody shoot a beaver, whose fur, after all, was only valuable undamaged?

“Hand me my hatchet and hold this,” he ordered, giving me the pipe in exchange. “Finally some fresh meat. Been tracking this fella for weeks. Once the ponds freeze over they pretty much stay put in their lodges. But not always, and I keep my eyes open.” A strong, rough-looking hand caressed the sleek, black pelt, and I briefly wondered how his touch might feel on my skin. Then, just as quickly, I shoved the dangerous thought from my mind. Even if he shared my particular inclination — which was highly doubtful — after what happened with the Major, I’d decided I was best off denying that side of myself and focusing on keeping myself alive and in one piece.

He touched the corner of one eye with the blunt end of the hatchet. “Daniel’s always watching. Remember that.”

Daniel! That was his name. Daniel McQuay.

He spread the stout, black body over the stump so that the head and small, dark forepaws hung limply over the edge. With a single smart chop, the head tumbled into the snow, the dark, glassy eyes staring into the distance. Viscous blood welled up from the neck, slowly running down the side of the stump like the sap that had once flowed through the tree.

Unable to help myself, I shuddered. I’d always been too fond of animals not to feel sad when they died. Yet another of the many ways I was at odds with most folks.

“What’s the matter?” Daniel said. “Little blood bother you?”

“No, I’m just cold, that’s all.”

“Better get used to it, Chapman. Leastwise if you plan on staying.”

I nodded, but I wasn’t sure if he meant the cold, the blood, or both. Either way, he was right. That’s who I was now — Chapman. Someone who lived on the frontier and wasn’t bothered by blood and killing. Someone who wouldn’t get cold or too involved with people — especially men who caught my eye.

Someone no one knew.

Daniel took the body by the tail and held it up in the air. Bright red splashes of blood bloomed in the sparkling snow.

“Is that an Indian pipe?” I said, looking from the blood to the half dozen intricate figures etched onto the pipe’s gleaming surface.

“It’s a peace pipe. Seneca. I’ve smoked them before with the Seneca, and let me tell you — it’s nasty stuff they put in there. They believe the smoke goes up to the Great Spirit or something asinine like that. This particular pipe they smoke during religious ceremonies welcoming back the spring. Hell, they got pipes for everything — negotiations, greetings, probably even when they take a piss. Speaking of which, unless you want me to cut your ears off, don’t take another piss in the snow around the blockhouse. Come the middle of winter, when we can’t get to the creek and have to melt snow, I won’t be pleased to find myself drinking your urine. You understand that?”

I nodded.

“Fine then. Goddamn it,” he swore as a gust of wind splattered blood on his moccasins. He flung the headless body back on the stump. It looked smaller now, deflated, sad.

“Was it hard to get?” I said. “The beaver, I mean.”

He finished wiping off his moccasins, then smiling hugely, pulled a large knife from his belt. I observed his moods were as changeable as a two-year-old’s.

“Not once I spotted it,” he boasted, “but like I said before, that wasn’t easy since beaver don’t venture out much in winter. But when they do, I track them to their lodge, bust up the roof with an ax and maul, and . . .” He pointed his finger at the lifeless body. “Pow, pow.”

I wondered, as I often did, if animals felt fear. 

Daniel smiled, satisfied, as he flipped the beaver onto its back. The blade sliced easily through the sleek black fur; ruby-red guts spilled out like the insides of a ripe raspberry.

Grunting, he slipped his hand inside. Wrenching his forearm back and forth, he twisted his wrist from side to side until, with the sound of gristle and muscle tearing free, he pulled out a dark red organ.

“Liver’s a slippery little bugger,” he said matter-of-factly. He bit a piece off and, as he chewed, offered the rest up to me. When I shook my head no, he tossed it into the snow.

“Too bad. Nothing better to keep your roger good and stiff for flourishing the ladies.” He burst out laughing. I wasn’t surprised by his crudity. He certainly seemed the type. As well, it told me I need not worry about his sexual proclivities — which was both a relief and, to my consternation, a disappointment.

His attention returned to the beaver, affording me my first opportunity to study his face up close. I tried to decide how old he might be, what kind of life he’d had. He looked like no Irishman I’d ever seen, but in truth I’d seen one, maybe two.

Back in Longmeadow, the few Irish and Scotch around were considered lower than even my family and had kept mostly to themselves. However, I’d heard the term Black Irish before. Perhaps with his dark hair and complexion, he fit that description.

Daniel’s tanned skin was badly scarred — he’d obviously had the pox, which probably explained why he’d grown such a full beard. Even then I could see the scars as they faded into his cheekbones. His features were generally those of someone youthful — he’d probably been called “boy” long after he was sixteen — but he looked weathered as well. He could have been as old as thirty, or maybe he was younger and life had been especially rough for him. And something about his expression, the tight line of his mouth — in fact, his entire carriage — made him look angry.

Still, all in all, he was attractive, and I didn’t need any beaver liver to make my roger stiffen.

I abruptly realized I stared at him. I quickly looked away and noticed the falling snow had once again tapered off, but when I looked up, the clouds had grown even darker, thicker, like blood pudding beginning to set. Daniel saw me watching the sky. “Big snow coming. It’s only goddamn November, and it’s already been a bitch of a winter. There’s salt inside. By the chimney. Get it.” The words were angry, but he sounded strangely pleased.

Inside, along the back wall next to the chimney, were two rows of narrow shelves. Tins of various sizes along with deerskin bags packed the shelves, but in the dim light of the cabin I couldn’t tell what each tin or bag held.

Using a pair of tongs, I took a glowing ember from the fireplace and lit several pieces of candlewood — dried, resinous bits of pine cut into strips that had been stuffed into cracks along the walls. Both the rushlights and candlewood burned smokily but gave off enough weak light that I was able to locate the salt.

When I came back out, the beaver’s tail lay in the snow, its shape and size reminiscent of the oriental fans wealthy city women used in summer to keep cool. “Here’s the salt, Daniel,” I said, using his name for the first time. I wondered if I shouldn’t call him McQuay instead.
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