
      
      
         [image: Cover]


      
   
   	[image: art]

      Dear Reader,

      In so many of my previous books, the hero and heroine triumph over the hardships of a westward-expanding America. I’ve enjoyed
         writing my Western romances, hope you’ve enjoyed reading them, and still intend to write more of them.
      

      Yet lately I’ve been longing to tell a story from a more recent time in our history, the period between World Wars I and II,
         years when young lovers faced a different kind of hardship: the Great Depression. Drama and romance flowered then as well.
         Gangsters, every bit as nefarious as western outlaws, made violent headlines while young people danced to new jazz rhythms
         that shocked their elders. As always, strong family ties were the keys to survival.
      

      With Hope is the first of at least three novels I’m writing set in the 1930s. It tells the story of a woman trying to keep her farm
         and misfit siblings together after her parents’ deaths, and of the strong, kind-hearted man who helps her but can’t offer
         her the one thing he wants to give her the most.
      

      I hope you’ll enjoy it when it comes your way in the fall of 1998.

      With thanks to all my loyal readers,
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      Dorothy Garlock
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      CHAPTER

      * 1 *

      “We’re almost there.”

      The man lowered his head and spoke to the girl, although he knew that she could not hear him. Five miles back he had taken
         her from her horse, placed her in front of him in the saddle, and opened his sheepskin coat and wrapped it and a blanket around
         her. They had been traveling since daybreak, stopping only a time or two to rest the horses and to eat the meat and biscuits
         he had stored in his saddlebags.
      

      It was quiet and bitterly cold.

      The snow seemed to go on forever. The wind worked softly, smoothing out the snow around the gray spiky trunks and naked branches
         that edged the road. Flakes touched the man’s whiskered face and stayed there. The creases in his coat and the blanket wrapped
         around the girl became a web of white lines.
      

      Around a little bend the road flattened out and buildings came in sight. The weary man sighed with relief.

      A track of rutted snow and mud led to a weathered-plank, two-storied house, a barn, outbuildings, and a few shacks. Black
         smoke oozed out of chimneys. This was the Callahan Lumber Company headquarters, not unlike a dozen other operations in the
         Bitterroot Range of Idaho.
      

      The man glanced with curiosity at the house as he passed it on the way to the barn. It was big and square with tall, narrow
         windows. The front door looked as if it were seldom, if ever, used. A large covered porch ran along the back of the house.
         Light came from the back windows.
      

      The horse, sensing the end of the journey, walked faster, whinnied softly, and stopped at the barn door. The man shook the
         girl. She looked up with questioning eyes. Without speaking, he lifted her to the ground, dismounted, swung back the heavy
         door and motioned her to go ahead. He followed, leading the horses. It was dark in the barn. Before he closed the door, shutting
         out what little light the late afternoon provided, he lit a lantern.
      

      The girl hugged the blanket around her and waited while the man quickly unsaddled the horses, wiped them down, put them in
         a stall and forked them some hay. Leaving the bundles he had taken from behind the saddles in the stalls with the horses,
         he went to the girl, adjusted the shawl that covered her head, and, with an arm around her shoulders, guided her out of the
         barn and across the snow-covered ground to the house.
      

      Standing at the window, Dory was trying to decide if she had enough time to make a quick trip to the outhouse before Jeanmarie
         awakened, when the riders rode into the yard and stopped in front of the barn. The saddle of one horse was empty, while the
         other carried double. Was someone really hurt, or was it a couple of no-goods hoping to get into the house by pretending to
         need help? If that was the case, she would send them packing with a load of buckshot in their rears. That stupid trick had
         been tried before.
      

      Dory was always apprehensive when men came to the homestead. Only the most reckless dared to come when her brothers were not
         at home. As she watched, a man stepped out of the saddle and reached to lift someone down. The person was small and wore a…
         skirt that came to her shoe tops. Forevermore! A woman! She went into the barn. He followed with the horses.
      

      Dory’s heart thudded with excitement. It had been months since she had talked to another woman. The last time she had been
         to town was before Thanksgiving, and here it was April. She waited eagerly for the barn door to open. Would they go to the
         bunkhouse seeking shelter for the night, or would they come to the house?
      

      When they crossed the yard toward the house, she backed away from the window. She heard them on the steps to the porch, stomping
         the snow from their boots, and she opened the door when the knock sounded. A man with a dark stubble of beard on his face
         stood with his arm across the shoulders of a young girl. Her face was red with cold.
      

      “Come in. It must be near zero.”

      Dory swung the door wide, stepped back for them to enter then quickly closed it against the biting cold. Warm air struck the
         man’s face—air filled with the scent of freshly baked bread. Two lamps lighted the cozy, well-equipped kitchen. A black iron
         range dominated one end of the room, a cobblestone fireplace large enough for a six-foot log the other.
      

      “I’m Benton Waller.”

      “Are you lost?” Dory lifted straight dark brows.

      “Not if this is the headquarters of Callahan Lumber Company.” He pulled an envelope from his pocket and handed it to her.
         She glanced at the writing and handed it back.
      

      “This is the Callahan homestead. The mill is farther north—five or six miles.” Her eyes went to the girl and back to him.
         His eyes were the color of polished pewter and she couldn’t help being intrigued by their unusual color and the keen intelligence
         they projected. “You must be the donkey engine man from Spokane,” she said with sudden realization.
      

      “I’ve been hired to set up the steam donkey. I wrote that I’d be here between the tenth and the fifteenth.”

      “I hadn’t heard you were bringing your family,” she said, glancing at the girl, who hovered close to the man’s side, her head
         barely reaching his shoulder. She was young, slight; her face stiff with cold. “Come over to the fire. There’s nothing worse
         than a late spring blizzard.”
      

      The girl ignored the invitation until the man, with his hand against her back, urged her toward the roaring fire.

      “We’ll warm up a bit and go on up to the mill.”

      “You were promised family quarters?”

      “He said there would be a cabin—”

      “—The cabin Louis had in mind isn’t fit for a girl. He’s at the mill and won’t be back until tomorrow,” Dory said, not bothering
         to hide her frank appraisal of the girl and the tall, lean man who stood with his back to the fire. He had removed his hat
         the instant he had stepped inside the door, revealing thick black hair. His face was too blunt-edged to be called handsome.
         Despite his casual manner, she felt the tension in him and knew instinctively that he was a hardened, cautious man who had
         had his share of bad times.
      

      “Mrs. Callahan, my daughter is cold and tired. I’d be obliged if you’d tell me where we can settle in.”

      “Miss Callahan. Louis, Milo, and James are my brothers— the sons of the Callahan who founded the company.”
      

      Ben caught the slight sarcastic note in her voice, and he studied her face. It was oval with a small straight nose, wide generous
         mouth, large green eyes surrounded by dark lashes. Tall and capable looking, she was not exactly pretty, but the short, untameable,
         sable brown curls that covered her head like a woolly cap gave her a gamine appeal.
      

      “It was Louis Callahan who asked me to come here.”

      “Damn Louis! He should know a girl can’t stay in one of those shacks. Lordy mercy! I could throw a cat through the wall of
         any of them. He didn’t say a word about your bringing your family. Then again… why should he? I’m just a woman with barely
         enough brains to stay out of the fire.” She stopped abruptly as if regretting her unguarded comments.
      

      The fact that she swore didn’t shock Ben as much as the bitterness in her voice when she spoke of her brother.

      “He didn’t know I was bringing my daughter. I just said I wanted private quarters.”

      The girl tilted her head so that she could see her father’s face. The shawl had slipped back showing light, straw-colored
         hair. An anxious frown drew her brows together over cornflower-blue eyes. She put a hand on his arm and shook it. He looked
         down at her and spoke slowly.
      

      “It’s all right.”

      “Of course, it is,” Dory Callahan said quickly. “She can stay in here with me. There’s a bunkhouse out next to the barn. Wiley’s
         out there. He’ll show you where you can bunk for the night. Tomorrow you can talk to Louis.”
      

      “Thank you.” Ben turned to the girl and pulled the blanket from around her. The coat she wore was much too big for her small
         frame. While he unbuttoned it, her eyes never left his face. “Stay with the lady.” Again he spoke slowly. “Stay here.” He
         pointed to a kitchen chair.
      

      The girl put her forefinger against his chest, then pointed to another chair. “You?”

      He shook his head.

      She pushed his hands away and rebuttoned her coat. She shook her head vigorously and pulled the shawl back over her head.

      Ben looked up and caught Dory staring at the girl. “She can’t hear.” He spoke impatiently, yet softly as if the girl could
         hear him. “She’s afraid I’ll leave her.”
      

      The poor little thing.

      “Then stay with her for a while. Hang your coats there by the door.” She smiled at the girl. “It’s been a while since I’ve
         had a female visitor. What’s her name?”
      

      “Odette. She doesn’t talk much,” Ben said, shrugging off his sheepskin coat.

      “She speaks?”

      “When she has to. She was very sick about eight years ago, and when she came out of it, she couldn’t hear. I’m trying to teach
         her to read my lips.”
      

      “Can she understand me?”

      “Some. She understands most of what I say, but she’s used to me. She can read and write. She’s no dummy.” He said it defensively
         as if he’d had to establish that fact before.
      

      Dory wanted to know more about this strange pair, but his tone told her it was time to change the subject.

      “Would you like coffee and a slice of fresh bread?”

      “My mouth has been watering since I stepped inside the door.”

      When he smiled, lines in his whiskered cheeks formed brackets on each side of his mouth. His teeth were straight and white
         and free of tobacco stains, but Dory sensed that he was a hard man and not the type to be traveling around with a daughter
         the size of this girl.
      

      Where was his wife?

      “How far did you come today?”

      “From Cataldo Mission.”

      A small girl appeared in the doorway, knuckling sleep from her eyes.

      “Ma… ma, who’s that?”

      “Sweetheart! You’ve had such a long nap.” Dory bent to lift the child up into her arms.

      “Who’s that?” the child asked again.

      “Someone to see Uncle Louis.”

      “I gotta pee-pee—”

      “Shhh… honey. Excuse me,” Dory said and left the room with the child peering at them over her mother’s shoulder. Her hair
         was short, curly and bright red. Yet the resemblance was so strong Ben had no doubt that they were mother and child.
      

      He looked down to see Odette staring after the woman and little girl, then quickly trying to smooth her hair back with her
         palms. She pulled the collar of her dress out over the heavy sweater she had worn beneath her coat.
      

      “Are you hungry?” he asked silently, his lips forming the words slowly. She smiled and nodded. He smiled back. “Say it.”

      “Hungry.” Her lips formed the word silently.

      “Say it,” he insisted and pointed to his ear.

      She grinned impishly, then said, “Hungry. You?”

      “You bet.” He pinched her chin with his thumb and forefinger. “You little imp. You like me to nag you to talk,” he said affectionately.

      Dory, with the child in her arms, stood in the doorway watching the exchange between Ben Waller and his daughter. It surprised
         her that such a rough-looking man would be so patient and gentle with the girl. The Callahan men didn’t have a patient bone
         in their bodies, much less a gentle one—except for James. He was young yet. Give him time and he might turn out to be as hard
         as Louis and Milo.
      

      “This is my daughter, Jeanmarie,” Dory said with pride as she lowered the little girl to the floor. The toddler headed straight for Odette
         and took her hand.
      

      “What your name?”

      Odette quickly looked at Ben. He silently repeated the question while the child looked from one to the other.

      “Odette.” The name came hesitantly.

      “I’m three.” Jeanmarie held up three fingers. “Soon I’ll be four.” She unfolded another finger. “I had a kitty cat, but… it
         run off. You got a kitty cat?”
      

      Odette looked puzzled.

      “Come here, chatterbox.” Dory scooped up the child and sat her on a high stool at the table. “She’ll talk your arm off,” Dory
         said to cover the silence. “She gets pretty wound up when company comes. We seldom have visitors and never see another woman
         unless we go to town. I can’t promise that she’ll get used to your daughter and stop pestering her.”
      

      “I don’t know if Odette has ever been around a child.”

      Dory hesitated for an instant on her way to the cupboard to get cups and plates. He didn’t know if his daughter had ever been around a child. That was strange. What kind of man wouldn’t know that about his own daughter? The girl might not even be his daughter. She certainly didn’t resemble him in any way, although it
         was easy to see that she adored him. Dory gave a mental shrug. Regardless of who and what they were, their coming was a break
         in her dreary existence.
      

      “Sit down. Mr. Waller, would Odette like milk in her coffee or coffee in her milk? Sometimes I color Jeanmarie’s milk with
         coffee. It makes her feel grown up.”
      

      Ben repeated the question and Odette answered aloud.

      “Coffee… please.”

      Dory Callahan flipped a loaf of bread from a pan onto a smooth board. The sleeves of a flannel shirt were rolled to her elbows.
         It sloped down over well-rounded breasts and was tucked neatly into the surprisingly small waistband of a heavy wool skirt
         that hit her legs a good six inches above her slender ankles. She wore black stockings and fur-lined moccasins. She was not
         a small woman, and yet she was feminine.
      

      Ben could not help wondering about her child and why she had made a point of making it perfectly clear that she was Miss Callahan. Unmarried. Yet the child was her flesh and blood. A man would have to be blind not to see it.
      

      “What your name?” Jeanmarie asked.

      “Ben Waller.”

      “My name is Jeanmarie. I’m almost four.” She held up four fingers. Ben didn’t know what to say to that so he didn’t say anything.
         “I got a doll,” she said looking expectantly into Odette’s face. “Uncle Louis broke her leg. Uncle James fix it. Want to see
         my picture book? It’s got a monkey.” Jeanmarie giggled behind her hand. Odette remained silent. After a long pause, Jeanmarie
         looked at her mother and her lips began to tremble. “She don’t like m-me—”
      

      Dory set the coffeepot back on the stove and took the chair next to her daughter. She put her palm on the child’s face to
         turn it toward her.
      

      “Listen to me, honey. Of course she likes you. Who wouldn’t like a sweet, pretty little girl like you? The reason she isn’t
         talking to you is that she can’t hear what you’re saying to her.”
      

      “I talk loud.”

      “It doesn’t matter how loud you talk, sweetheart. Her ears have been hurt and they don’t work.”

      “Did she fall down?”

      “No, honey. She was very sick.”

      “Is she sick now?”

      “No. But when she was, it broke something in her ears.”

      “They broke?” The child tilted her head to look at Odette, then quickly scooted off the stool and around the table. “I kiss…
         make ’em better.” She threw her arms around Odette’s neck, pulled her head down and kissed her first on one ear and then the
         other.
      

      When Odette got over her surprise, she smiled with pure pleasure and murmured. “Thank you.”

      With her pixie face wreathed in smiles, Jeanmarie climbed back up on the stool and turned the full force of her gaze on her
         mother.
      

      “Is him her uncle?”

      “He’s her papa.” Dory sliced the hot bread, passed it to Ben and Odette and moved the butter dish to within their reach. “Help
         yourself to the butter and jelly.”
      

      “I ain’t got a papa,” Jeanmarie said. “But I got Uncle James.”

      Ben noticed that this announcement had no effect at all on the mother, who smoothed jelly on a slice of bread, cut it, and
         put it on her daughter’s plate.
      

      “Don’t know when I’ve tasted better bread,” Ben said.

      “Could be you’re just hungry,” Dory replied. “My mother was the best bread maker in the territory. She claimed the secret
         to making good bread was to dissolve the yeast in potato water. In the winter she’d load a dishpan full of warm bread and
         take it to the cutters up in the woods. Before they started the winter cut they would make sure a path was cleared for the
         sleigh. Sometimes, even then, Mama had to walk a mile through deep snow. She loved the woods and—”
      

      Her voice trailed when she realized she had been chattering like a magpie. Weeks went by when the only adult conversation
         she had was with old Wiley in the bunkhouse and an occasional grunt from her brothers, who took turns coming back to the homestead
         on Sunday.
      

      Ben liked sitting across the table from the woman, listening to her voice. He sensed her loneliness. He was strangely comfortable
         with her, although he could feel the sharp edge of her curiosity about him and Odette.
      

      Silence, broken only by the child’s chatter, stretched while they finished off most of a loaf of bread. Then the thump of
         heavy boots came from the porch, followed immediately by the opening of the door.
      

      The man who stood in the doorway looked down the table at Ben, then advanced a step into the room and slammed the door shut
         behind him. He was a big, deep-chested man wearing the clothing of a logger: pant legs stuffed into the tops of his boots,
         a mackinaw, and a wool cap. Snow lay on his shoulders and clung to his wiry beard. He took another step, his eyes, hard and
         piercing, holding on Ben.
      

      “Who the hell are you and what’er you doin’ in my house?”

   
      CHAPTER

      * 2 *

      The greeting was as shocking to Ben as a splash of cold water. A chill crawled over his skin, but he met the man’s angry gaze
         without a flicker of the emotion that tensed every nerve inside him. He pushed himself away from the table and stood.
      

      “For God’s sake, Louis! He’s the man you sent for,” Dory said before Ben could speak.

      “Benton Waller?”

      “Yes,” Ben said. “I wrote that I’d be here between the tenth—”

      “—And… the fifteenth.” Louis rudely interrupted. He threw angry, suspicious words at his sister. “What’s he doing in here?”

      “I invited him in.” Dory stood, her face red with anger and embarrassment.

      “Hired hands are not invited into my house,” Louis shouted.
      

      “Your house?” Dory retorted, her voice low and quivery. “One fourth of this house is mine and I’ll invite in who I please. Nothing
         in Papa’s will gives you the right to say who comes in and who does not.”
      

      “I’m head of this family. You’ll do as I say, or—”

      “Or what, brother dear? James won’t let you throw me out. We’re two against two.”

      “That don’t mean shit!”

      “You’re back a day early,” Dory said lightly, then added with heavy sarcasm, “Did you hope to catch me having a high old time
         with old Wiley?”
      

      “It wouldn’t be the first time you’ve had a high old time,” he sneered.

      “You’re pitiful, Louis. Mean-minded and pitiful.”

      “Thank you for the coffee and bread, ma’am.” Ben felt an acute dislike for Louis Callahan, and the need to leave before his
         fist connected with the man’s face. He reached the coat rack in two strides and unhooked Odette’s coat as well as his own.
      

      Odette followed Ben and stood close beside him. She could tell by his movements and his facial expression that he was angry.
         Something had gone wrong. Something Ben would tell her about later.
      

      Louis seemed to notice Odette for the first time. “Who’s this?”

      “His daughter, you stupid, bull-headed dolt. You didn’t tell the man he would have to share quarters with twenty or more horny
         timber beasts.”
      

      “Stay out of this,” he snarled. “This is company business.”

      “I’ve got a one-fourth say.”

      “You got nothin’ to say. He should’ve told me he was bringin’ womenfolk.”

      “Blaming him! That’s typical of you, Louis,” Dory said scathingly.
      

      “We’ll be moving on.” Ben’s terse voice broke in. “If it wouldn’t be asking too much, I’d be obliged if we could stay in the
         barn until the storm blows itself out.”
      

      Dory came around the table. “I apologize for my brother’s rudeness. Let Odette stay with me and Jeanmarie until you’re settled
         in another job.”
      

      “Don’t worry about Odette, ma’am. I have the offer of another job down on the Saint Joe, less than a day’s ride from here.”

      “Malone!” Louis shouted, making Ben wonder if the man ever spoke in a normal tone. “Is that goddamned Malone after you?”

      Ben ignored the question and helped Odette into her coat.

      Louis Callahan took off his mackinaw. “Waller, I was a bit hasty,” he admitted grudgingly.

      “Only a bit?” Dory’s green eyes were large with mock concern.

      “A man can’t be too careful about his womenfolk in this country,” he said with a meaningful look at his sister. “We’ll fix
         up quarters for you and the girl.”
      

      “We’ll be moving on.” Ben steered Odette to the door. “About the barn?” He left the question hanging.

      “Wait. It’s best we talk this over,” Louis said, pulling the cap from his head, which was bald except for a fringe of thick
         graying hair around the edges. “I ain’t a man to go back on my word. I said you’d have private quarters and they’ll be decent.”
      

      “I’ve never worked for a man who considered me unfit to step foot inside his home.”

      “You’d understand if you knew the circumstances here.”

      “Your family affairs are none of my business. I came here to do a job and move on.”

      “There’s no womenfolk at Malone’s,” Louis said quickly.

      “There are,” Dory declared stridently. “You’re lying and you know it.”

      Both men ignored her.

      “We’ve been where there were no women before.” Ben was settling his hat on his head.

      “Stay. Dory would be company for your girl. And I’ll pay half again more than you asked.”

      Dory suddenly let out a peal of contemptuous laughter.

      “Hush up,” Louis snapped.

      “Why would you pay more than I asked for in the first place?” Ben asked.

      “Because I need that engine working and a flume built,” Louis said, glaring at Dory as she continued to laugh.

      “I’ll tell you why he’s suddenly desperate to keep you.” Dory’s eyes sparkled with laughter. She didn’t appear to be at all
         cowed by her huge older brother. “You said the magic words—you said you’d work for Malone over on the Saint Joe.” She burst
         out in laughter again. “That was enough to make Louis roll over and play dead.”
      

      “We need to talk in private,” Louis growled.

      Ben looked down at Odette’s tired, pinched face. He couldn’t let his pride stand in the way of what was best for her. If the
         man was willing to pay half again the money he had offered, and with what he had already put away, it would be enough to set
         up a carpentry business for himself. Settlers were moving in by the droves, and there was bound to be a great demand for furniture,
         doors, window frames and flooring. He liked the mechanical work with the donkey machine, but he liked woodworking better.
      

      Hell, he didn’t have to like the man to work for him.

      While Ben was mulling these thoughts over in his mind, he glanced at the child sitting at the table. Jeanmarie was perfectly
         still. Only her eyes, blue as the sky, betrayed anxiety. They shifted from her mother to her uncle as she waited patiently
         for the scene to end. Memories of himself cowering in the corner while his aunt and uncle battled verbally and physically
         flashed into his mind, and he felt once again the confusion this child was feeling.
      

      “Well, Waller. Are you willing to talk it over?”

      Ben looked once again into Odette’s anxious face. Out of the blue the responsibility of caring for her had been thrust upon
         him. What had followed had been three difficult years of adjustment for both of them. Now he realized just how empty his life
         would be without her.
      

      “I’ll talk.” Ben hung his hat back on the peg and shrugged out of his coat. “Stay with the lady,” he said to Odette and was
         relieved when she nodded.
      

      Without another word to his sister, or a greeting to his niece, Louis led the way from the kitchen into a hallway. Away from
         the fire, it was cold. Along the hall on one side was the stairway and beneath it a door that opened into a small room. Inside,
         Louis lit a lamp and flung open the door of a round Acme Oak heater. The firebox was full of tinder that caught when he struck
         a match on the ornamental rim of the stove and tossed it inside. With a grunt of satisfaction, he slammed the door shut and
         reached into a cabinet for a bottle of whiskey.
      

      Ben stood inside the door of the sparsely furnished room. A rolltop desk, its contents neatly arranged, occupied one wall,
         a leather-covered lounge the other. The only other furniture was the glass-front cabinet that held several bottles of spirits.
         There were no pictures on the walls and no rug on the floor.
      

      He accepted the half-glass of whiskey when Louis handed it to him.

      “That’ll warm your insides while we wait for the fire to take the chill off.” Louis pulled the chair away from the desk, sat
         down, and motioned toward the lounge. “Sit. Not much here in the way of records,” he said, indicating the desk. “We do business
         at the mill.”
      

      Thirty-four years of hard life had left Ben Waller little room for trust. He was especially leery of a man who flew off the
         handle and made quick, unfounded accusations. He waited for Louis to speak. Waiting was something Ben knew how to do. His
         thoughts reverted to what had led up to this abrupt change of mind on the part of his potential employer. Louis Callahan had
         been giving him the boot until he had mentioned working over on the Saint Joe.
      

      Before coming here, Ben had studied the area carefully. Malone’s was the only mill of any real size on the Saint Joe. Callahan’s
         and Malone’s used the same waterway to the river that flowed into the Coeur d’Alene Lake, where “boom men” would sort out
         logs stamped on their ends with the marks of the upstream loggers.
      

      “I’m not a hard man, Waller,” Louis said, interrupting Ben’s thoughts. “It’s not been easy lookin’ after a woman like Dory
         in a place where men outnumber women ten to one.” He waited for Ben to comment and when he didn’t, he went on. “Dory’s got
         wild blood. So has James. He ain’t got sense enough to pour piss out of a boot. Their ma was a hot-blooded little piece if
         there ever was one. She was after my pa before he had time to get my ma in the ground. She got him so heated up he married
         up with her and from then on she was queen of the roost. She paraded around with her hair hanging down her back, a-smilin’
         and touchin’ Pa all the time. The old fool was bedazzled. Whatever Jean wanted, Jean got.”
      

      “I thought we were going to talk about the job.”

      “We are. I’m tryin’ to tell you why I acted the way I did.” Louis set his glass on the desk, leaned back in the chair, and
         hooked his thumbs in the wide galluses he wore over his broad shoulders to support his britches. Ben noticed that the wool
         shirt Louis wore was neatly mended and wondered if the work had been done by the sister with the wild blood.
      

      “Your family history has nothing to do with the job I’ll be doing here.”

      “I think it does,” Louis said belligerently. “Dory’s already got one bastard, mister. I mean to see she don’t get any more.”

      “You’re talking pretty blunt to a stranger, Callahan.” There was a hard ring in Ben’s voice.

      “Maybe. It ain’t somethin’ we’re proud of.”

      “As I said before, your family problems have nothing to do with me.”

      “But now you know why I was rankled when I found you here.”

      “No, I don’t know. Did you think I was going to plow your sister in front of my daughter and hers?” Ben stood. His tone was
         as cold as a frozen pond. “I don’t see a way for us to come to terms, Callahan.”
      

      “Sit down, sit down. I’m a straight-talkin’ man and didn’t mean to rile you.”

      “I don’t hold with a man running down a woman, especially his sister.”

      “Half-sister. Pa had two batches of kids. Me and Milo, then James and Dory. Hell, man! Dory ain’t got no reputation to run
         down. Ever’body knows what she is. Ain’t a decent woman in the territory that’ll give her the time of day. She’s got a youngun
         and ain’t wed. You’d a heard about it sooner or later. Might as well come from me.”
      

      Ben finished his drink and put the empty glass on the desk.

      “Talk business or I’m leaving.”

      “I’ve put a lot of money out to get Dolbeer’s engine. I heard of it back in ’82. It took me three years to get a hold of one.”
         Louis rubbed his hands on his broad thighs. “We’ve got plenty of big stuff cut and ready for the steam donkey to reel in.
         I’m building a V-shaped flume. Ever seen one?” He went on before Ben could answer. “It’s a dandy. Won’t take as much grease
         as a flat-bottom and has less chance of jamming. By God, before the end of the next year my flume will be 2,000 feet long.
         We’ll reel the logs to the flume and let it take them to the river.”
      

      Ben’s mind was on the woman in the kitchen. Her green eyes had looked straight into his. Not boldly, but with assurance and
         self-possession. Nothing in her manner conformed with the picture her brother had painted of her. She was all woman and Ben
         could understand why men would swarm around her like flies. He’d had more experience with the type of woman Callahan painted
         his sister to be than with any other kind, and she just didn’t seem to fit the mold of a loose woman; but appearances were
         deceiving. He knew a banker’s wife in Spokane who was as hot as a firecracker and had spread her legs for half the men in
         town, yet she sang in the choir every Sunday. Another more important question puzzled Ben. Why was Callahan so eager to have
         him believe that his sister was a strumpet?
      

      “We’re not milling near as much as we’re sending down river. My brother Milo is mill boss. We float some of the plank and
         haul some. Our sawmill has the capacity of only about three thousand board feet of lumber a day.”
      

      Ben knew about sawmills. From the age of ten, he had been a hand in his uncle’s sawmill, or in the woods with an ax, or on
         one end of a crosscut saw. By the time he was sixteen, he had become an expert cutter, peeler, bucker and high-rigger. At
         seventeen he was “bull of the woods,” a camp foreman. By the next year he was recognized as the best “river pig” on the Wishkah
         River. He knew everything about the logging business, but the part that made Ben sick was indiscriminate rape of the forest
         by greedy loggers who left the hillsides exposed to the ravages of snow and rain.
      

      Louis Callahan continued to talk.

      “When we get the steam donkey set up, we’ll float more logs than Malone ever thought of. By God, he’ll have to sit up and
         take notice.” Excited by his own prediction, he hastily crammed tobacco into a pipe, spilling some of it on the floor between
         his spread thighs.
      

      “Before I decide to take you up on your offer of what you contracted to pay me, plus half that amount again”—Ben intended
         to make it perfectly clear that he expected the extra wages—“I need to know about what type of lodging you’ll provide.”
      

      “Well, now, I been thinkin’ on that.”

      Louis studied the big dark-haired man with the steel-colored remote eyes, the careful eyes of a man who knew what he wanted
         and walked strongly down a way he chose. If he lost Ben Waller to the Malones, it would take months to find another man to
         set up the steam donkey and show them how to operate it. On the other hand, he was sure that Milo wouldn’t like this man;
         he was too independent, too sure of himself. Well, his brother was going to have to pull in his horns this time. At least
         until they were through with Waller.
      

      “What I had in mind”—Louis cleared his throat—“is for your girl to stay here with Dory. She’ll look after her and welcome
         her company.”
      

      “You’re suggesting that I allow my daughter to stay with a woman of ill repute?” Ben asked with a heavy frown.

      A deep red covered Louis’s face. “Well, now, I didn’t say that Dory was… that kind.”

      “You certainly did. You said she had wild blood and implied that she was loose.”

      “She ain’t goin’ to lead your girl off, I know that.”

      “Considering the kind of woman you say she is, I’m not sure I want to take the chance.”

      “She’s got wild blood, but I was hasty when I said she was loose… now.” Louis rubbed his sweating palms on his thighs.

      “You lied?”

      “Ah… no.” Louis stammered. “She’s got a bastard. That I can’t deny, but—”

      “—But she ah… uses the homestead for a brothel while her brothers are away?”

      “Hell no!” Louis almost rose up out of the chair. “I never said no such.”

      “You implied it. How do I know my daughter will be safe here?”

      “She’d be a hell of a lot safer here than in a camp with a bunch of horny timber beasts.”

      “There’s something else you haven’t considered.” Ben was enjoying the man’s discomfort. “Your sister may not want to take
         on the chore of looking after a sixteen-year-old girl.”
      

      “It don’t matter none what she wants!” Louis blurted. “She’ll do what she’s told.” He paused to take a deep breath.

      “I’ll put it to the women. If it’s agreeable to Miss Callahan and if Odette is willing, I’ll take the job. If not, we’ll move
         on.”
      

      Louis came up out of the chair. “Good God! You’d leave a decision like that up to… up to the likes of… them?”

      “Why not?” Ben grinned. “Womenfolk have good instincts about such things.”

      “Godamighty!” Louis sank back down in his chair.

   
      CHAPTER

      * 3 *

      As soon as the door closed behind Ben Waller and her brother, Dory took a deep, painful breath. Louis would enjoy telling
         the man about her sinful past. She dreaded seeing the scorn in Ben’s steel-gray eyes when he came back into the kitchen. Dory
         squeezed her own eyes shut for an instant and relaxed her features before she turned to face her daughter. She knew what to
         expect. Jeanmarie’s little face would be puckered to cry, and somehow Dory had to head off the tears before they started.
         Jeanmarie never cried or made a sound during a scene with Louis or Milo, but it tore her heart to see the fear on her daughter’s
         little face.
      

      “We’re lucky.” Dory smiled brightly. “We get to keep Odette with us for a while.” She helped Odette remove her coat again
         and hung it back on the peg.
      

      “All night?” Jeanmarie asked in wonderment.

      “All night and tomorrow.”

      “Oh goody! Oh goody!” The child clapped her hands.

      “I think we’ll celebrate and have some of that sugar candy we made the other day.” Dory went to the pantry and returned with
         a plate covered with a cloth, which she whipped off with a flourish.
      

      Jeanmarie laughed happily and Dory sighed with relief. She gestured for Odette to sit down, then sat down opposite her.

      “Candy,” she said slowly. “Sweet. Hummm…” She licked her lips, and to her delight Odette laughed.

      “Candy. Good.”

      “You understood me! That’s wonderful.” In her excitement, Dory reached across the table and squeezed Odette’s hand.

      “Yes.”

      “I’m glad you’re here,” Dory said, still holding onto Odette’s hand.

      “Me too,” Odette said, and then with a worried frown looked toward the door where her father had disappeared. “Your man?”

      “No.” Dory shook her head. “Brother. Br… oth… er,” she repeated slowly. “Jeanmarie”—she turned to indicate her daughter—“and
         I don’t pay any attention when he yells. Oh, goodness, you didn’t hear him—”
      

      “He’s mad at Papa.”

      “He’ll get over it. He needs your papa,” she added.

      “You got a mama?” Jeanmarie asked with sticky brown juice running from the corner of her mouth.

      “Honey, you can’t talk to Odette with your mouth full and you must look right at her and talk slowly.” Dory repeated the question
         for her daughter, glad that she had asked it.
      

      Odette watched Dory’s lips and shook her head. “Mama’s dead.”

      Dory nodded solemnly. “My mama too,” she said slowly.

      “You got a papa?” Odette liked the woman with the short ringlets all over her head. She had never seen a woman with hair so
         short and tried not to stare.
      

      Dory shook her head.

      “Pretty,” Odette said, touching the top of Jeanmarie’s head.

      “Our hair is so curly that it was in a constant tangle, so we cut it. It’s easier to take care of.” Dory laughed down at her
         daughter. “It created quite a stir, didn’t it, honey? We’re the only bobbed-haired women in the territory.”
      

      Seeing Odette’s quizzical look, Dory realized she had spoken too fast and repeated her words slowly.

      “Pretty,” Odette said again.

      “You’re very pretty too.”

      “Me?” Odette pointed a finger to her chest, then shook her head and picked up a blond braid that lay on her chest. “Ugh.”
         She made a face.
      

      Jeanmarie’s laughter was cut short when the men came into the room. The child’s anxious eyes went from her uncle to her mother.
         Dory couldn’t bring herself to look at Ben, sure that she would see contempt on his face.
      

      “Get Mr. Waller some coffee.” Louis issued the order briskly.

      “Your brother invited Odette to stay here with you. Before I ask Odette if that’s agreeable to her, I want to know how you
         feel about it.” Ben spoke as soon as she set the coffee in front of him.
      

      “Hell, man. She’ll do as she’s told.” Louis poured a cup of coffee for himself and slammed the coffeepot back down on the
         stove.
      

      Dory’s lips curled in a sneer and the glance she threw at her brother was one of pure hatred.

      “Are you sure you want to leave your daughter in the care of a… strumpet, a loose woman who already has one child out of wedlock?”
         Dory’s face hardened still more as she spat out the words. “Didn’t Louis tell you that I’m a whore and that I practice my
         trade as soon as he leaves the house? Surely he told you. He tells every man who comes within a mile of me.”
      

      “Dory, shut up!” Louis yelled.

      Jeanmarie whimpered softly and Dory moved to place her hand on her daughter’s shoulder. She reminded Ben of a mother bear
         protecting her cub.
      

      “Aren’t you afraid that I’ll lead your daughter astray?” she persisted sarcastically.

      “I’m not afraid you’ll have a bad influence on my daughter. Odette will not easily be led astray.”

      “How do you know that? I just might teach her the pleasures of the… flesh!”

      “My God—” Louis shouted.

      Dory’s face was almost as red as her child’s hair; her nostrils quivered and her eyes were bright with anger and humiliation.

      “Odette will tell me if you do. And before we leave, I’ll make sure that engine is blown to hell and back.”

      Louis pounded his fist on the table and roared, “You goddamn slut!”

      Both Dory and Ben ignored him. “Jeanmarie and I will be glad to have your daughter here with us, and I’ll do my best to see
         to it that she’s not exposed to any unpleasantness.” Dory spoke softly and only to Ben.
      

      “I’ll pay board for my girl. She’ll not be a burden to you.”

      “There’s no need for you to pay. It’ll go with the job. Isn’t that right, Louis?”

      “I guess so,” he mumbled.

      “Odette will do her share of the work if you tell her what to do.”

      Ben turned and looked into Odette’s anxious face. “You can’t stay at the logging camp. You’ll either have to stay here while
         I work, or we’ll leave. Miss Callahan has invited you to stay with her and the little girl. We don’t have much choice… at
         the moment.”
      

      Odette placed her hand on his arm and looked back at Louis standing beside the cookstove.

      “I’ll do what you say, Papa.”

      “You’ll be all right here.”

      “You won’t go away?”

      “Of course not. The camp is only a few miles from here.”

      “Lady’s nice. But… him—” She said the words and looked again at Louis.

      “Tell her that he’s at the mill most of the time.”

      “That’s when you do your sniffin’ around, huh, Dory?” Louis sneered.

      Dory wanted the girl to stay so bad she could taste it. To have another woman in the house to talk to would be heavenly. The
         winter had been so long and so… lonely. But she didn’t dare appear too eager or Louis would find a way to keep the girl out
         of the house without losing Waller.
      

      “I wouldn’t blame the girl if she didn’t want to stay.” Dory turned toward her brother. “But if you want this man to help
         you best the Malones, you’d better keep your mouth shut.”
      

      Odette studied the woman’s face and the face of the little girl. The woman’s clear green eyes had a lonely, pleading look,
         and her little girl was so still as she waited patiently for a question she didn’t understand to be settled.
      

      Odette suddenly remembered sitting on the doorstep and listening to the pleading voice of her mother arguing with a man, shivering
         at his harsh replies. She had known that the dispute was about her and had waited anxiously for the outcome. Finally the man
         had walked out, slamming the door without looking back. Then had come the sound of her mother crying. Odette had crept into
         the house, wet a cloth and bathed her mother’s swollen face.
      

      She tugged on Ben’s arm so he would look at her. “You need the work?”

      “That’s about the size of it, honey.”

      “Then I stay.”

      Ben put his arm across the girl’s shoulders, pulled her head to his chest, then raised her chin so she could see his face.

      He spoke slowly and softly. “Maybe Miss Callahan will teach you to make bread and to sew a dress out of the goods we bought
         in Spokane.”
      

      Odette smiled. “You like the bread?”

      “Mmmm… very much.” Ben’s hand smoothed the girl’s hair back from her face.

      Dory was mesmerized by the tender affection Ben Waller showed his daughter and by how easy it was for him to make her understand
         what he was saying. Tenderness between her mother and father was a treasured memory. She felt a stab of envy. It had been
         so long since anyone other than Jeanmarie had embraced her.
      

      “I’ll go up and light a fire in Milo’s room. He can sleep in James’s room or in the bunkhouse when he’s home.” Dory picked
         up Jeanmarie and set her astraddle her hip.
      

      “Milo won’t like it,” Louis said in a voice so loud that Jeanmarie hid her face against her mother’s chest.

      “That’s too bad,” Dory retorted.

      “The girl can sleep with you and… her.” He jerked his head toward the child on her hip. Never had she heard him utter her
         child’s name, and anger forced a bitter response.
      

      “She has a name. It’s Jeanmarie! The bunk in my room is not even a full-size bed, as you well know. Odette will sleep in Milo’s room.”
      

      “I say she’ll sleep in yours—”

      “No, Louis. My bunk is too small.”

      “I’m the head of this house, goddammit!” he shouted, his bushy brows drawn together over eyes blazing with anger.

      “If you don’t have room for Odette why did you suggest she stay here?”

      “Pay no attention to him, Mr. Waller. Odette will have Milo’s bed. If I said it was raining, Louis would say the sun was shining.
         I’m used to his contrariness. He’s always been this way. I realize it’s hard for an outsider to understand the bickering that
         goes on here.” Dory looked straight at Ben, refusing to be cowed by her brother’s bullying.
      

      “Hush your mouth! You’re lucky to have a roof over your head considerin’ what you are!”

      Dory ignored the insult. “Stay for supper, Mr. Waller. Louis will be here to make sure we’re well chaperoned.”

      “Mouthy, know-it-all bitch,” Louis sneered as soon as the kitchen door closed behind Dory. “See what I got to put up with?
         Someday… someday—” He doubled up a fist and struck the palm of his other hand. “I’d like to—” He broke off the words and yanked
         his mackinaw off the hook. “Got some things to see to. Be back in a minute. If that crippled bastard’s been sittin’ around
         on his arse all week and ain’t made them nails, I’ll kick him out even if it is twenty below. Ain’t no use havin’ the best
         iron and best forge in the territory if it ain’t used.” He screwed his wool cap down on his head and slammed out the door.
      

      Ben seethed. Was the man thinking he’d go upstairs and jump his sister as soon as he went out the door? Was that why he said
         he’d be back in a minute? Ben wondered if the other brothers were as disagreeable as Louis. If so, he’d pull freight regardless
         of the pay. Odette had not understood what had gone on between Miss Callahan and her brother. Had she heard their words, she
         might have been uneasy about staying here. It was hard for him to believe a man would say the things Louis Callahan had said
         to and about his sister even if they were true. But the woman had admitted she had a child and was not married. Maybe there
         was more to the story than what he’d heard so far.
      

      Odette looked tired. Last night she had slept on a pallet on a cold floor. Ben had told the innkeeper that she was his wife,
         afraid he would insist that she sleep in the common room with the women who had come in on the stage. They had bedded down
         in a room with another couple. Ben had rolled her in her blanket and pulled her back up against his chest in an effort to
         keep her warm. Since they had been together he had become very sensitive to her fears.
      

      Ben was well acquainted with fear. At nineteen he had been unjustly convicted of killing his uncle and had spent six years
         in prison. While there the warden had discovered that he was extremely handy with machinery, and because he had avoided trouble,
         he had been lent out to work with Tom Caffery. Tom, a master craftsman, was considered to be an expert in the setting up and
         operation of the steam donkey, which was having a profound effect on the economics of logging. The old man had taken a liking
         to Ben and had taught him everything he knew. When Ben had been pardoned by the territorial governor after another man had
         confessed to the crime, he had stayed and worked with Tom until the old man had died.
      

      Shortly after he had buried Tom, Ben had received a letter, forwarded from the prison, from a young woman in Seattle begging
         him to come to her. Years earlier, when he had been only eighteen. Ben had stayed in a rooming house in Spokane and had shared
         a bed with her. He remembered her as a decent sort of girl, lonely as he was and more than willing to have his company. He
         had been fond of her, but not fond enough to tie himself to her for life, and she had not been ready to settle down either.
         They had had a mutual parting of the ways.
      

      When he had reached Seattle, he had found the woman dying. To his surprise, she had introduced him to a thirteen-year-old
         girl and insisted that she was his daughter. The girl was deaf. Her deafness had been caused, her mother said, by a serious
         illness. The girl could talk but was reluctant to do so. Not certain if the girl was his or not, Ben had felt that he couldn’t
         take the chance that she wasn’t his and had taken her with him after they had buried her mother.
      

      Other than the money he’d make, Ben had what he considered another good reason for coming to work for the Callahans now. The
         summer that Odette was conceived, Louis and Milo Callahan also had spent time in the rooming house in Spokane. They would
         not remember him, but he remembered the two of them. They had come to town to see the sights and experience every vice it
         offered. At the boardinghouse table they had spoken freely of the big logging operation as if they were its sole owners.
      

      The thought nagged at Ben that one of them might have fathered the girl. During the three years he and Odette had been together,
         she had become an important part of his life, and he fervently hoped that she was truly his flesh and blood. He felt a strong
         urge, however, to know for sure, not that it would make any difference in his feelings for her. He rationalized that it would
         only be fair to the girl if he could prove that she came from good pioneer stock if she were not really his child.
      

      Ben looked toward the kitchen door when it opened and watched Dory come back into the room carrying her daughter. The minute
         she put the child on her feet the little girl ran to Odette and climbed into her lap. Odette’s smiling eyes sought Ben’s,
         but his attention was focused on Dory Callahan.
      

      “Mr. Waller.” Dory spoke in a low tone with her face averted to prevent Odette from reading her lips. “I’ll do my best to
         look after your daughter while she’s here with me. In spite of what Louis said, my bobbed hair, and my child, I am not a loose
         woman.”
      

      “It matters little to me what you are. I’ve no choice but to leave Odette here.”

      Dory’s face took on a stubborn look. “It was stupid of me to think you’d believe me. Most men believe Louis.”

      “Your past is your business. My concern is for Odette.”

      “You sound as if you’ve known a few loose women in your day,” she sneered.

      “My share.” Lines appeared at the corners of his gray eyes when he smiled. “Odette and I would be on our way to Malone’s if
         not for the blizzard.” He glanced at Odette. She and Jeanmarie were playing patty-cake.
      

      “Louis and Milo have a strong dislike for me and Jeanmarie.” Dory didn’t understand her need to explain to this man. “One
         reason is that I strongly resemble my mother. She was only a little older than Louis was when my father married her. He and
         Milo resented her and did everything they could to make her life miserable. My father loved her dearly. She was a loving,
         happy woman who laughed a lot—the opposite, I’m told, of my father’s first wife. As hard as my mother tried, she was never
         able to make peace with Louis and Milo. They even refused to attend her burial.”
      

      “Is your full brother as disagreeable as Louis?”

      “No, thank heaven! James is three years older than I am. He is good at everything he does. He’s the best high-climber, chopper,
         cutter, peeler, and river rat in the territory. And he is well liked by the men. James lives to provoke Louis and Milo and
         to outdo them in anything they attempt. He’s the cutting foreman of the Callahan Lumber Company only because Papa put that
         provision in his will.”
      

      “Then I’ll be working mostly with him.”

      “Don’t count on it. Louis will be pushing every step of the way. He’s got his heart set on outdoing the Malones.”

      “I take it there is something personal between the Callahans and the Malones.”

      “You take it right. My mother was Chip Malone’s foster sister. She was raised in their home. Some say that he was in love
         with her. And… Chip Malone has red hair.”
      

      Ben glanced at the red mop on the little girl’s head, and then back at the mother, but she had turned away and was stoking
         the fire in the cookstove.
      

      The hastily-put-together supper of fried pork, sauerkraut, boiled potatoes and dried apple pie was the best food Ben and Odette
         had had in weeks. While they ate, Louis talked constantly about the steam donkey. When he wanted more coffee he banged his
         cup on the table and continued to talk.
      

      “By God, I bought the best cable money could buy. Steel cable. Milo wanted me to use manila rope, but I said no siree. When
         it’s wet it stretches and is too hard to handle for hauls of more than two hundred feet. With steel cable I have the pulling
         range of over a thousand feet. Ain’t that right, Waller?”
      

      “If the cable doesn’t kink and snap.” Ben had an unexpected urge to douse the man’s enthusiasm.

      “I expect you to see that it don’t. I’ll pay you good wages to oversee the building of the flume.”

      “I’ll set up the engine and teach your men to run it and that’s all.” Ben helped himself to the bread platter when Dory passed
         it across to him, her eyes shining with amusement and awareness that Louis wanted to argue but didn’t dare.
      

      “This coffee is as weak as a man’s pecker after a week in a whorehouse. It don’t have no life a-tall,” Louis said, after taking
         a deep gulp from his freshly filled cup. He stared at his sister with a smirk on his thick lips.
      

      Ben watched color come up to flood Dory’s cheeks and felt a deep contempt for the man who so obviously enjoyed tormenting
         his sister. His dislike for Louis was rapidly intensifying into downright loathing, and he wondered if he would be able to
         stomach him long enough to set the machinery and train men to operate it.
      

      “Such talk is for the bunkhouse, not in front of womenfolk, Callahan.” Ben spoke quietly.

      “Harrumpt! What’er ya gettin’ in a snit for? Ya said the gal can’t hear.”

      “Your sister can.” Ben’s voice held a note of irritation that went unnoticed by Louis.

      “Like I done told ya, she ain’t no untried woman. Ain’t nothin’ ’bout a man she don’t know. Huh, Dory?”

      Dory kept her eyes on her plate.

      In the silence that followed, Louis continued to scoop food into his mouth and Ben began to wonder if his decision to stay
         here had been a wise one. He glanced at Odette. She was smiling at Jeanmarie, happily unaware of the conversation and the
         tension. His common sense told him that it was better for his daughter to stay here than to make the long, cold ride to the
         Malones with him not knowing what to expect when he got there.
      

      Odette’s mother had been such a woman as Dory Callahan. Perhaps he had helped to set the woman’s feet on the path she had
         taken. He had not been her first, of that he was sure. Before she died she had told him that she had been very protective
         of their child and begged him to see her settled with a good man who would love and cherish her as she herself had wanted
         to be.
      

      Ben came to a decision. This was a better place for Odette than in a logging camp, even if they had a cabin to themselves.
         He would work here through the summer. By that time, if things went right, he’d have the money to start his own business.
      

   
      CHAPTER
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      Dory held herself in rigid control, afraid she would do or say something that would cause Louis to come up with a plan to
         house Ben Waller and Odette up at the timber camp or in one of the shacks at the sawmill. Not even when Jeanmarie upset her
         stool as she left the table, and Louis shouted an obscenity, did Dory retort. As usual Jeanmarie was terrified, and she scurried
         to hide behind her mother’s skirt as Dory began filling the dishpan from the hot water reservoir on the stove.
      

      “Goddamn brat! A man can’t have peace and quiet in his own house. Come on out to the bunkhouse, Waller.” Mumbling a string
         of oaths, Louis shoved back his chair, reached for his mackinaw and waited impatiently for Ben to get up from the table.
      

      Odette watched Ben anxiously. She could tell by the frightened look on Jeanmarie’s face that her uncle was angry. Ben put
         on his coat, went to her and placed his hand on her shoulder.
      

      “You’ll be all right here with the lady.” He mouthed the words slowly. “I’ll see you in the morning.”

      She nodded and watched him walk out the door behind the ugly-faced man who seemed so angry.

      Dory sighed with relief when the men left the kitchen. She thought she had become used to Louis’s treatment of her and Jeanmarie,
         but his actions tonight in front of Ben Waller had been especially vicious and humiliating. Usually Louis was satisfied with
         ignoring her and her daughter. Once Dory had glanced up and found Ben looking at her with eyes so narrow and so shielded with
         thick dark lashes that she couldn’t tell if what she saw in them was pity or contempt.
      

      Dory had just about made up her mind to leave the homestead. She didn’t think she could endure another long winter here alone
         with just her daughter for company. Women were scarce in the timber country. She had no doubt that she could get work cooking
         in a lumber camp or go down the mountain to a town and find work. James would help her if she decided to go, but he wanted
         her to stay and hold on to what was rightfully hers. Of course, he didn’t know what she had to put up with when he was away
         from the house.
      

      “Louis and Milo would get too much satisfaction if you pulled out,” James explained. “It’s what they want. Stick it out, Sis.
         Give a man enough rope and he’ll hang himself, as Papa used to say.”
      

      “I don’t know if I can wait that long. Living here with Louis and Milo has had an unsettling effect on Jeanmarie. She gets
         all tense and big-eyed when they are near.”
      

      James was right, Dory thought now; but he wasn’t the butt of abuse from both his half-brothers. Both men were careful not
         to ride James too hard. James had a quick temper, a quicker fist, and was far too popular with the men. With just one shove
         of a cant hook, a disgruntled man could cause a monumental jam on the narrow river. It would take days if not weeks to find
         and pry or blast loose the “key logs.” It was a slow, dangerous process and many boom men unable to escape the sudden release
         of water and wood had been crushed to death or caught beneath the mass of logs and drowned.
      

      Louis and Milo just might have met their match in Ben Waller, Dory thought, as she reached for the bar of lye soap and worked
         up a suds in the dishpan. He wasn’t a handsome man; his nose was slightly off center in his strong-boned face. His blue-black
         hair and lashes were in sharp contrast to his steel-gray eyes. She had no doubt that he had seen rough, brutal action. Here
         was a man who would be able to hold his own with her brothers while he was here doing his job. She had dreamed of meeting
         such a man who would disregard her tarnished reputation and love her and her child. But it was a useless dream. Not even for
         her share in the business would a man like Ben Waller go partners with Louis and Milo.
      

      Dory was acutely aware that she would have to keep a careful watch on Odette when Milo was around. It was common knowledge
         that he favored young girls and that he used Indian girls in such a rough way that it was a wonder he hadn’t been found with
         a hatchet in his back. Dory had no doubt that Ben Waller would kill Milo without a second thought if he molested Odette. Although
         she despised her half-brother, she couldn’t bring herself to wish him dead.
      

      She turned to smile at Odette, who was clearing the table. Before the girl turned her head, Dory saw the shimmer of tears
         in her eyes. She quickly dried her hands and with a gentle finger turned Odette’s face so that the girl could read her lips.
      

      “He just went to the bunkhouse. He’ll be here in the morning before he goes to the woods.”

      Odette nodded.

      “Be happy here, Odette. Jeanmarie and I have been so lonely.”

      “Papa will come back.” Odette said as if to convince herself.

      “Of course, he will. He said you had new dress goods. We’ll make it up and surprise him.”

      “I sew… some.”

      “Do you like books?”

      “You have books?”

      “Upstairs.” Dory pointed toward the ceiling.

      “Books? Ahhh…” Odette smiled.

      “After kitchen chores”—Dory waved her hand toward the table, then the dishpan—“we’ll go up.”

      Jeanmarie tugged on Odette’s skirt. “I show you my picture book.”

      “Ahhh…” Odette said again. “You help with dishes, baby.” She handed a plate to Jeanmarie to take to her mother. Odette smiled
         at Dory. “Baby will help.”
      

      Dory nodded happily and plunged her hands into the dishwater.

      The wind blew itself out in the night. It had swept the yard clean and piled the snow against the barn and the bunkhouse.

      When Dory went down to the kitchen to prepare breakfast, dawn was streaking the eastern sky and the day promised to be sunny.
         Wearing an old gray sweater and a yellow knit cap, she went out to the woodpile to get a few short pieces of firewood to add
         to the kindling already ablaze in the cook-stove.
      

      “Let me help you with that.”

      The voice behind Dory startled her. She turned so quickly that she almost dropped the wood she was stacking in the crook of
         her arm. Ben Waller, in his sheepskin coat, his brimmed hat pulled down low over his eyes, was close behind her.
      

      “Thanks, but this will be enough to get me by until after breakfast.”

      “I’ll fill the wood box before I go.” Ben filled his own arms from a huge pile of neatly cut slabs of wood.

      “I usually do it in the afternoon. It was too cold yesterday, and I had enough to last the night. Wiley cuts kindling for
         me,” she finished lamely.
      

      He walked beside her to the house. At the door he said, “Your brother is out in the smithy’s shed. Do I dare come in before
         he gets here?”
      

      She looked up to see an amused glint in his eyes.

      “A sure way to get him here in a hurry is for you to pass through that door.”

      “Betcha a nickel he’ll be here on a count of ten.” Ben threw open the door and waited for her to enter.

      “Make it fifteen and you’ve got a bet.” Dory laughed up at him. She was a tall woman, but Ben topped her by a good six inches.

      As soon as Ben stepped inside the door, he saw Odette. Her hair was brushed and tied at the nape of her neck, and she had
         a shawl around her shoulders. She waited beside the table for him to notice her. Ben went to her as soon as he dumped the
         wood in the woodbox.
      

      “Mornin’.”

      “Papa.” She mouthed the word.

      Ben nudged her chin with his fist. “Aloud, you rascal.”
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