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He helped her down from the horse.

Buddy was waiting. Smith patted the dog’s head and scooped up his hat. He wondered what Willa would do if he grabbed her and kissed her. She’d probably scream her head off. The dog would bite him and Charlie would come charging up the hill.

What the hell? He liked taking a risk when the odds were stacked against him.

With two quick steps he was beside her. His hands closed around her upper arms and dragged her up against him. He lowered his head, kissing her hard. The kiss left her stunned. She couldn’t get her breath and for a minute she couldn’t think. He held her, gave her a second softer kiss, his lips brushing back and forth across hers before he let her go.

“Why . . . why did you do that?” she whispered.

“To teach you a lesson. Don’t trust a man to always play the gentleman. Especially . . . a drinking man. And . . . never, never go off alone with him.”

“You want me to be afraid of you?”

“Why not? I’m sure as hell afraid of you.”
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This book is for my friend, Mary T. Knibbe, with fond memories of good conversation, hot butter beans and cornbread.  



 



A faithful friend is a strong defense.

A faithful friend is the medicine of life.

—Apocrypha 
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Awakened by the heat beating against her face, Willa leaped from her bed. Flames enveloped the table and the bureau where she kept the pictures of her mother and the few mementos she had managed to save over the years. Suddenly the straw mattress on her bed erupted in a ball of fire.

Over the sound of crackling flames, a murmur of angry voices reached her.

She ran out the door as the fire blaze behind her roared angrily into the workroom where her stepfather made his beautiful clocks.

Was this a dream: the roof ablaze and flames dancing a queer rigadoon against the dark sky?

Willa Hammer faced the angry crowd. Why had they come to the edge of town to fire the little shack she had so lovingly made into a home? A clod of dirt struck her cheek. She cried out in surprise and terror and lifted her hand to shield her face.

“Slut! Spawn of the devil!” The woman who threw the clod had spoken to her just that morning when she had gone  to post a letter. She had not been friendly but she had been civil. “It’s because of you—”

“We don’t want ya here!” yelled another.

“It’s evil ya ‘n’ that deformed monster brought to this town,” a man shouted. “Nothin’s been right since ya come here.”

“Get the hell out of Hublett or . . . we’ll tar ‘n’ feather ya!”

A six-gun, fired into the air, made an unspoken threat clear to even Willa’s befuddled mind.

Pelted with dirt clods, she raised her arm to protect her head and turned toward the road. A man with a hickory switch in his hand blocked her way.

“Uppity whore! Whelp of a thievin’ murderin’ hunchback,” he shouted, his sneering face one she would never forget. Willa tried to edge around him, but he caught her nightdress at the neck and ripped it, leaving an arm and shoulder bare. Then he lifted his arm again.

Willa heard the breathy hiss of the switch slicing through the air just before it sent a serpent of flame writhing across her back.

“Ya ain’t got no shotgun now.”

Unremitting terror engulfed her. This was the man she had turned away a few nights ago when he had come pounding on their door, drunk, and showing off for his friends. He had wanted to know what she would charge for an hour in bed. She had endured the shouted insults until he had attempted to break down the door. Then she had flung it open and faced him with the shotgun. With fear making her stomach roil, though she had been through this many times before in so many towns that she had even forgotten the names, she had ordered him to leave.

“Bitch! Ever since ya come here ya’ve been lookin’ down  yore nose at us decent folks.” The switch came down on her back again.

In a daze of pain and confusion, she cried out, stumbled, regained her balance and tried to run. Again and again she felt the bite of the switch. The end of the pliable bough curled around her neck and stung her mouth.

Too numb to cry, too frightened to think, she ran to escape the agony of the switch and the clods and stones being thrown by the angry crowd. The light from the fire and the bright moon sent her shadow dancing crazily in front of her as she ran barefoot down the path. She reached the end of the lane to find it blocked by a canvas-covered, high-wheeled, heavily constructed wagon. Unsure what to do, she paused.

When a stone, thrown harder than any of the others, hit her in the middle of her back, the pain forced a scream from her lips. She staggered and grabbed the wagon wheel to keep from falling to her knees.

“Up here, girl! Quick!”

She had no idea who was on the other end of the hand that was extended to her. She grasped it gratefully, placed her foot on a thick spoke and was pulled up onto the seat. The instant she was in the wagon, a long whip snaked out and stung the backs of the mules.

“H’yaw! Hee-yaw!” The driver shouted at the team as he cracked the whip over their backs. The wagon lurched forward. It made a wide loop and headed for open country.

“Papa! Wait for Papa and Buddy—” Willa cried.

“Too late fer yore pa, girl. They already hung ’em.”

“No! Oh, God—”

Then in the wavering light of a bonfire, she saw the body of Papa Igor hanging from a tree in a grove between their house and town. His shirt had been torn away. The white skin on the large hump on his back shone in the light from the  fire. His head, oversized in proportion to the rest of his body and covered with thick dark hair, was tilted back as if he were looking at the heavens above.

There, abandoned and lifeless, was the only person in the world whom she loved and who loved her. The scene was burned into Willa’s mind.

There is a time when a human being has taken all that can be endured, a time when strength and logic are burned away. This was that moment for Willa Hammer. The physical pain was so intense it was scarcely to be borne, but within her the awareness of her loss seared far more deeply.

She screamed, and screamed, and screamed.

It was the cry of a soul in agony, a sound most of the crowd would never forget. It pierced the cool night air, shattering the silence. Those who heard it said that it was not a human sound. It was as if a cold, desolate wind swept down from the mountains, raking the crowd with fingers of ice, chilling and awesome.

As the screams died away, a sorrowing voice spoke from among the hushed throng standing in front of the burning shack.

“Dear God. What possessed us to do such a terrible thing?”

But it was too late for regrets. The deed was done.

*  *  *

“What the . . . hell!”

To the west in the Bighorn Mountains, Smith Bowman, startled out of a half-sleep, dropped the empty whiskey bottle on the ground and leaped to his feet. Screams, wordless, terrified, unearthly screams blasted the silence. They filled every crevice of the mountains and sent a shiver of terror all through him.

The screams stopped suddenly and all was quiet again. 

Smith shook his head to clear it and raked his fingers through his hair. He must be drunker than he thought. The cries he’d heard were only a cougar’s mating call, but he would have sworn they were a woman’s primal screams of grief.

An hour earlier he had awakened abruptly from a tortured sleep and reared up out of his bedroll, his eyes wide open, his face drenched with sweat, his hands reaching. A wave of sickness had washed over him, as it did each time the nightmare forced him to relive the horror of that dreadful day. Would he ever forget the pleading look in Oliver’s eyes as he had reached for his hand just before . . . just before—

He had just coaxed sleep back again when the shrieking had begun. Smith’s shaking fingers again combed through his thick blond hair before he pulled another whiskey bottle from his saddlebag. He took a long swallow, then cradled the bottle in his two hands. When he was a boy, he had yearned for nothing more than to have a horse of his own. When he had been left alone after his family had been lost in a flash flood, he had wanted nothing more than to see another human face. Then when he had gone to Eastwood, he had had a desperate desire to belong. Now, all he wanted was to be free of the invisible chains of guilt.

A tear slipped from the corner of Smith Bowman’s eye and rolled slowly down his cheek.

Dear God, would it ever end? It had been six long years since Oliver’s death—and guilt still clung to his back like a leech.

He drank from the bottle again. This was all the whiskey he had to last him until he reached Byers’ Station. He would stop there and buy more before he crossed the river and headed for Eastwood Ranch.

He lay back down on his bedroll. Long ago he had developed an awed affection for the Bighorn Mountains, marveling  at their trickery, their beauty, their valleys and their towering trees. Tonight they wore a crown of a million stars. Smith watched the shadows and listened to the sounds of the forest, wondering if there were another human being in the world who felt as desperately alone as he did.

In a few days he would cross the Powder River. Smith hated crossing a river, any river, even one he had crossed dozens of times. The damn river was a greedy bitch. If given half a chance, she would gobble him up.

Even after so many years, each and every time he came to a waterway, be it a creek or a river, he was a little boy again standing on the bank of a swollen, roliing river watching the wagon that had carried him whirl in an eddy, then crash against the rocks. He had been thrown out and had managed to cling to a boulder until he’d been pushed to the bank by his father, who then had rushed back into the relentless river in an attempt to pull his mother and sister from the wagon.

He would never forget the sight of the huge wall of water descending on his family like a great gray mountain. It rolled and thundered. Smith had seen his father swept up and carried to the top of the wall before it had crashed down on him, and he and the wagon had been lost from sight.

In a wild panic Smith had run along the bank for miles, searching, hoping, praying that his parents and sister were still alive. Then he had found the body of his little sister caught in the branches of a tree whose limbs protruded out over the water. Carrying her lifeless body, he had stumbled down along the river until he found the body of his mother and dragged her up onto the riverbank.

As fast as it had risen, the raging current had abated. It had narrowed to a river once again and then a stream. Smith had stood beside his mother and sister and sobbed.

“Papa! Papa!” He had called until he could call no more. He had staggered drunkenly along the riverbank straining to  see a sign of his father. At last he had to give up and return to the lifeless bodies on the bank.

He had kept his vigil all night, all the next day, and through the following night, hoping his father had somehow saved himself. The following morning, weak from two days without food, he had scooped out a single shallow grave on the riverbank with a piece of birch bark and buried his mother and sister. A stolid sort of daze was on him. Sobbing without tears, he carried rocks and heaped them upon the grave.

While searching for stones, he found a fish flopping in a puddle where it had been stranded when the water went down. He killed it, skinned it with his pocketknife and, having no way to build a fire, ate it raw, gagging on the first few bites.

Smith had no clear remembrance of the next days. He had headed north along the riverbank until he had come to the dim trail his father had been aiming for when they had crossed the river. Doggedly he followed it. His all-consuming interest was in finding something to eat and shelter for the night.

Days passed with agonizing slowness. His stomach cramped with hunger pains. With his pocketknife he fashioned a crude bow and arrow, using his shoelaces for the bowstring. He sat for hours beside what he thought was a rabbit run. When he missed the first time, he sobbed with frustration. The second time he was successful. In later years he credited that small animal with saving his life.

One morning he awakened to the smell of meat cooking. He lay for a while wondering if he was dreaming. The tantalizing smell wafted over him again. Jumping to his feet, he ran staggering through the underbrush toward the delicious aroma. He had not seen a human being in weeks. He prayed that whoever had the means to build a fire and cook meat would not leave. Weakened by near starvation, he ran, stumbled, fell and picked himself up to run again, not caring whether he might be rushing to meet an Indian who would  scalp him. At the edge of a clearing, Smith tried to stop, staggered again, and struggled to recover his balance by grabbing a branch. It broke with a loud crack.

Startled, the two men at the campfire turned quickly toward him. They stared in amazement at the lad, whose hollow eyes burned in a gaunt face. The clothes on the thin body hung in rags.

“Godamighty, Billy, it’s a white boy!”

The man who spoke was big, taller than Smith’s father. He had a head of thick white hair, a hawk nose and piercing blue eyes under heavy dark brows.

“Gee whillikers!” The husky, whispery sound came from the other man, who was small, bowlegged, and heavily whiskered.

“Son, what are you doing out here in the middle of nowhere? Where’d you come from?” The white-haired man asked in a deep, puzzled tone.

“Tennessee.” Smith’s voice was hoarse from disuse and sounded to him as if it were coming from someone else.

“Tennessee? That’s a fair piece.”

“It ain’t no hoot ‘n’ a holler.” The whiskered man leaned down to turn the meat sizzling in the skillet.

“Where’s your folks?”

“D-dead. D-drowned.”

Kindness and understanding warmed the man’s eyes as he studied the worn boots, the ragged clothes and the thin, starved look on the boy’s face.

“Are you hungry, son?”

“Yes, s-sir.”

A look of sympathy came over the man’s face. “What’s your name?”

“Bowman. Smith Bowman.” Again his voice sounded strange as did the other voices after his days of listening to  crows and the screech of soaring hawks waiting to pounce on a careless rabbit or field mouse.

“Come on up to the fire, Smith Bowman. My name is Oliver Eastwood. This is Billy Coe. Most folks call him Billy Whiskers. Billy, dish up a plate of food for our guest.”

“Howdy-do.” Smith shook hands with each of the men before he squatted down beside the fire. “I’m obliged, but I don’t want to run you short.”

“We’ll not run short. Coffee?”

“Yes . . . please.”

Smith stared down at the plate of bacon, potatoes and eggs. Then he began to eat. Each bite brought on a ravenous desire for more. Before he realized it, the fork was making faster trips from the plate to his mouth.

“It’s best to go slow if you haven’t had much to eat lately,” Oliver Eastwood suggested kindly. “How long have you been alone?”

“A week or two. Maybe three.”

Smith put his fork down. Already what he had eaten was tormenting his stomach. Suddenly he was violently sick. He got up and stumbled into the bushes. Holding tightly to a small sapling, he bent over and retched. He cried, unable to stop the tears that flooded his eyes and washed down his cheeks. When he finished retching, Oliver Eastwood was there beside him offering comfort. He put his arm across the boy’s shoulders and drew him to him. Smith turned his face into the man’s shirt and sobbed his grief.

“Cry, son. You’ve earned it. Cry all you want, then we’ll go home.”

Smith remembered feeling safe for the first time in weeks as he stood within the shelter of the big man’s arms. He was no longer alone in that vast emptiness. He was not made to feel ashamed for his tears. From that day forward he had  devoted himself to Oliver Eastwood, a devotion that had lasted fifteen years.

As always, one thought brought forth others. He remembered the first time he had seen Oliver Eastwood’s home. It looked like a fairy castle backed up to the green of the mountain. Large white pillars extended to the upper porch, long narrow windows reached to the floor, and a double glass door dominated the front of the house, the likes of which he had not seen since leaving Tennessee. It was a real Southern mansion with a tree-lined drive and a white picket fence. Behind it, instead of the slave cabins usually found behind such a house, was a network of corrals and a long bunkhouse attached to a variety of other buildings. Smith had been awed into silence, scarcely able to believe that Oliver Eastwood had said, “We’ll go home.” Did he mean that he could call this magnificent house his home?

That first night in the bunkhouse he had drifted off to sleep with a feeling of security, hearing the low voices of Billy Whiskers and the other men. But in the night he had had dreams of the rolling, muddy river and had awakened sweating and thrashing. Oliver Eastwood was standing over him and behind him was the figure of Billy Whiskers.

“You’re all right, Smith. You’re safe here. Billy will be close by. I came out to see how you were doing and heard you cry out. Go back to sleep. You’re not out there in the night alone.”

He had gone back to sleep and slept soundly the rest of the night, but when morning came the dream was still with him when Oliver came to take him to the house.

Smith would never forget standing beside the kitchen door and listening to Mrs. Eastwood’s shrill, angry voice and Oliver Eastwood’s quiet one trying to persuade his wife to let him be a part of the family. 

“Get that little bastard out of my house. I’ll not have him here.”

“The boy has no place to go, Maud.”

“This ain’t no catch-all for every stray that comes down the pike.”

“His folks were drowned—”

“What the hell do I care about that? Lots of folks drown. Get him out!”

“Maud—”

“Is this my house or not?”

“Of course, it’s your house.”

“I don’t want him here.”

“All right, Maud. He can stay in the bunkhouse with Billy.”

“Why do you want him? Ain’t me and Fanny good enough?”

“What a ridiculous thing to say. You’re my wife. Fanny is your daughter—mine now. The boy being here won’t change that.”

“He’d better not be hanging around Fanny. I’ll take a horsewhip to him.”

“He’ll not bother Fanny,” Oliver said firmly. “And he’ll not bother you. But I’ll tell you this, Maud. That boy will have a home here as long as he wants to stay. You’d better understand that.”

Tears had blinded him as he had listened to this unseen woman reject him. He hadn’t seen that Oliver had returned until the big man had put his arm about his shoulders.

“I’m sorry you had to hear that, boy. Women folk get crazy notions sometimes.”

As time went by, Smith and Oliver became constant companions. Oliver spent more and more time outside the house. Smith grew to be a man at Oliver’s side, neither wanting nor  needing anyone but Oliver and Billy Whiskers and the magical world that was Eastwood Ranch.

Smith had been at Eastwood a week before he even saw Fanny, Oliver’s stepdaughter. The men in the bunkhouse had talked about her and Mrs. Eastwood, but the first sight of her was one he would never forget. She was about the age of his little sister. He thought she was the prettiest thing he had ever seen.

Fanny had been dressed in white with a pink sash tied about her waist, reddish-brown curls falling down about her shoulders and a face so white it looked as if it had never known sunshine. Fanny stood with her arm wrapped around a porch pillar, gazing off toward the mountains. When he passed near, as he had to do to pick up a shovel he had left behind, he raised the brim of the old felt hat Billy Whiskers had found for him. The girl stared at him with hostile eyes and poked out her tongue. Then she went back into the house and slammed the door.

Mrs. Eastwood, according to snatches of talk he heard in the bunkhouse, had lived on a homestead with her first husband. When Oliver Eastwood came west, he was as green as grass. When he wandered out into the Bighorn Mountains, he was thrown from his horse one day and would have died if not for Maud’s husband, who found him and took him home. Maud set his broken leg and nursed him back to health. The nester died soon after and Oliver married Maud, who had no idea the greenhorn she married was a wealthy man.

Oliver built a fine home on his land for his wife and stepdaughter. Then he began to concentrate on building a herd of Texas longhorn cattle. The animals were of a nervous temperament and had pugnacious dispositions. They would run away from a horseman with the speed of the wind, but if a person were unhorsed, they would attack him in an instant.

Thinking back on it all, Smith took another drink from  the bottle and wondered for the thousandth time why Oliver Eastwood, an educated, kind man, had wanted to raise the wild, unpredictable cattle and why he had married a shrew like Maud, who over the years had become more belligerent, more unreasonable and more demanding.

Smith dragged his hand over his unshaven face. He was tired. It had been a long trip down to Denver, and although he had left the city days ago, he was still a long way from home. One thing was sure. Fanny, who now insisted on being called Francine, wouldn’t be coming home. The damn bitch! He could wring her blasted neck. If she had answered her mother’s letters, it would have saved him the trip. He wondered how the old lady would take it.

Smith felt old. He was caught by what he could never forget. He was sentenced to spend the rest of his life reliving the pleading look in Oliver’s eyes, then the flash of mortal fear just before the end.

He reached for the bottle. Guilt ripped into his soul like a barb. He would give half his life for the chance to relive that one day. 
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Willa lay on the pallet and listened to the creak and groan of the wagon, her heart shriveling within her. To the aching loneliness, the bitter sense of loss, was added the guilt of not having stayed to bury her loved one. Her grief had been wild and noisy before blessed blackness had enfolded her in its arms.

She felt calmer now; the storm of grief had abated for a little while, but the humiliation of being whipped and stoned was like a hungry dog gnawing at her pride. Words spoken by a preacher long ago came back to haunt her. He had said that when a sinner died, he would roast in everlasting hell—but he had failed to mention that the sinner’s torment began in this world. It was her fault, someone had said. She had sinned. She must have sinned or God would not have punished her in such a cruel way.

What could have happened to stir the crowd to such a frenzy that they would strip Papa Igor of his dignity by exposing his deformed body to the crowd, then hang him? He was the kindest, gentlest man in the world. Well educated, he loved to visit and was able to converse on most any subject. She  owed her love of books and history to his teachings. Why couldn’t people see beyond his misshapen body and his features distorted by the large lumps that had appeared on his face the last few years?

At Willa’s insistence they had moved six times in four years. When he had fixed all the clocks that needed repair in one town and sold all the clocks they were going to sell, they moved on. People tolerated the grotesque little man only as long as they needed his skills. And then the taunts would begin. Mothers would threaten their children with “be good or the clock man will get you.”

Willa could scarcely remember life without Papa Igor. She did remember all those many years ago, standing with her mother beside the road in the Mississippi river town where she was born. They had been put out of the rooming house when they could no longer pay. Tired and hungry and with no place to sleep, they had welcomed the peddler wagon when it had stopped. The little man had jumped down and, after tossing their bundle of belongings into the wagon, lifted her up onto the seat and had helped her mother climb up to sit beside her. He had laughed at her shyness and thrust a stick of peppermint candy in her hand. From that moment on she had adored him and he had doted on her, loving her as if she were his own.

Papa Igor and her mother had never married because her mother had a husband. Willa’s father had left them shortly after Willa was born. Her mother had told her he was an irresponsible boy with itchy feet. They used Papa Igor’s name, and the townspeople assumed they were husband and wife. When she was older, Willa realized that her mother and Papa Igor had never shared a bed and that their relationship was more like that of a brother and sister. Her mother had been very fond of the little man and he of her.

It wasn’t until after her mother died six years ago that the  large lumps began to appear on Papa Igor’s face. Willa had insisted he see a doctor. He had seen several, and they all had told him that there was no reasonable explanation and there was nothing they could do. Afterward they had moved frequently, coming to this town only four months ago.

“Are ya goin’ to lay there all day?”

Willa felt something nudge her arm and opened her eyes. A girl sat on the flat top of a trunk, her bare feet inches from Willa’s pallet.

“Well, are, ya?” The pouting mouth was drawn down at the corners. An unbrushed tangle of thick dark curls hung about her face. The girl kicked the trunk with her heels to emphasize her words.

“Who are you? Where are we?” Willa whispered hoarsely.

“Jo Bell Frank. And I don’t know where the hell we are.”

If the girl thought to shock Willa with her swearing, she was disappointed. Willa merely gazed out the back of the wagon at the sky, brassy with sunlight. Had the mob killed Buddy too? she wondered. They must have or the dog would have warned her. Damn, damn! Oh, damn them!

“Papa said to give ya some clothes when ya woke up. Yore buck naked—almost.”

The word naked caught Willa’s attention and she realized that beneath the quilt covering her she wore only the torn nightdress. She sat up, holding the quilt up over her breast, and flexed her shoulders. Every bone in her body ached and her back felt as if it were on fire.

“They whipped ya good with that switch,” Jo Bell commented, as though she were talking about the weather. “I put some salve on yore back—cause Pa told me to.”

“Thank you.”

“Ya ain’t pretty, but ya ain’t ugly either. Was that mud-ugly man really yore pa? You don’t have no hump and no lumps. I didn’t feel one when I was puttin’ on the salve.” 

Willa was speechless; she sat staring at the young girl, her eyes dry and hot, her throat screaming for a drink of water. At first, observing Jo Bell’s dress that came to mid-calf and her bare feet and legs, Willa had thought the girl to be ten or eleven years old. On closer examination Willa realized the girl was older, possibly fifteen or sixteen. The dress was loose, but not loose enough to hide her rounded breasts. The shapely calves were not the limbs of a child. She would be pretty, even beautiful, if not for the surly look on her face.

“Ya ain’t as pretty as Starr was,” Jo Bell was saying. “Yore eyes are a funny color. They’re blue like the bluin’ we used to put in the wash back home. Starr’s hair was red ’n’ her titties stuck out to here.” Jo Bell held her fingers curled six inches from her own rounded breasts.

“Who is Starr?”

“A whore, I reckon. Papa picked her up in Aberdeen. She come with us almost all the way to Prairie City. Papa purely hates to sleep all by his ownself.”

The girl’s words sent a chill over Willa. She pressed her fingertips to her temples. Concern for her safety leaped into her mind.

“What happened to . . . Starr?”

“She took off with a mule-skinner. Papa was so mad he wouldn’t let her take her trunk.” Jo Bell lifted the trunk lid and carelessly threw out clothing. “She didn’t care. She just climbed the wheel of that freight wagon and thumbed her nose at him.” She giggled and slapped her hands against her thighs. “It was a sight. Papa shook his fist at her ’n’ yelled she’d miss ah . . . you know what. Then he sulked all the way to Hublett.”

Willa listened to Jo Bell’s frank talk in stunned silence. The dresses the girl took from the trunk were large and gawdy. The undergarments, however, were of good quality and had drawstrings at the waist and neck. Holding the quilt around  her, Willa searched the trunk for bloomers, but there was nothing but a teddy with a split crotch. She chose a black and white checked gingham dress and slipped it on over the teddy and the petticoat. She found an apron to tie about her waist.

Starr’s shoes were many sizes too big for her, and when Jo Bell offered a pair of Indian moccasins, she accepted them gratefully.

“I hate Indians. I ain’t wearin’ nothin’ made by no stinkin’ redskin. What’s yore name, anyhow?”

“Willa Hammer.”

“I knowed the Hammer part. Well, ya ought to fix your hair so you’d look good when Papa gets back. Ya still won’t be as pretty as Starr. Yore too skinny.”

“Your father’s not driving the wagon?” Willa glanced at the front of the wagon and the tied-down canvas curtain.

“Charlie is. He drives good. Papa tied down the canvas. He said it ain’t decent for a boy Charlie’s age to look on a buck-naked woman. Not yet anyhow. He’d get all excited and go off half-cocked, is what Papa said.”

“How old is Charlie?”

“He’s a year younger than me. He’s big for his age. Anyhow Papa said his juices was up good and it was time he found him a woman.”

The words coming out of the girl’s mouth so matter-of-factly caused Willa’s mind to freeze with shock. Dear God. What kind of a man would speak so frankly to his children? Had he rescued her from the mob thinking she would be a replacement for Starr? Willa stared out the back of the wagon until she recovered from the worst of the shock she had felt on hearing Jo Bell’s words and the realization that she was out here in this vast emptiness with a man whose moral values were so lacking.

“Where did your father go?” she asked calmly while her fingers tried to bring order to her heavy hair. She twisted it  in a roll, gathered it in a loose knot on the back of her neck and pinned it with long, wire hairpins from Starr’s trunk.

“Yore hair’s awful long. I sure do wish it was red like Starr’s ’stead of that dry-grass color. I reckon it ain’t too ugly, but it wouldn’t melt no ice in no dancehall though.”

“I reckon it wouldn’t. Where did your father go?” Willa asked again.

“I don’t know.” Jo Bell shrugged. “He always goes off somewhere. He’ll be back by supper time. Always does.”

*  *  *

At sundown Charlie turned off the trail and stopped the wagon under a stand of ash trees and alongside a little branch that held a trickling of water. Jo Bell slid out the back of the wagon and Willa followed. Without a word to Willa or his sister, Charlie went about the business of unhitching the mules, watering and picketing them. He was a tall, slim, serious-faced boy and handled the animals as capably as a man would.

Jo Bell was small-boned and petite. From a distance she would easily pass for a child.

“Why do you dress like a little girl?” Willa asked.

“Papa wants folks to think I’m still little bitty. He says I’m so pretty that it’d take a army to keep the men away if they knowed I was full-grown.” She giggled happily and preened. “He’s savin’ me for a rich rancher with lots of land. He says I’m like money in the bank.”

There was nothing Willa could say to that. She merely shook her head in disbelief, a gesture totally lost on Jo Bell.

“Papa’ll want supper to be ready,” Jo Bell said, and lowered the front of a box attached to the side of the wagon. She pulled out a spider skillet, a wooden bowl and a coffeepot. “I hope ya make good biscuits. Papa sets quite a store by a woman what cooks good biscuits.” 

Apprehension gripped Willa. Here she was in the middle of nowhere with this strange family and no means to protect herself. She didn’t remember anything about the man who had pulled her up into the wagon except that he had offered help when she needed it so badly. Deep in thought and ignoring both Jo Bell and Charlie, she walked behind a screen of bushes, relieved herself and went to the creek to wash. Life goes on, she thought dully. She would do what she had to do.

Charlie had started a fire and a slow finger of smoke was pointing upward. There was something so everlastingly normal about a campfire. Cooking in the open was nothing new to Willa.

Jo Bell sat on the end of the wagon swinging her legs.

“There ’tis,” she said. “Ya better get started.”

Jo Bell’s tone as well as her words irritated Willa. So this is the way it’s going to be, she thought. Well, not quite. She would do her share, but she’d not be relegated to the role of servant by this spoiled woman-child.

“I’ll make biscuits. If you want meat fried, you’ll fry it yourself.” She took a cloth-wrapped slab of bacon from the supply box and smelled it to see if it was spoiled.

“What?” The word exploded from Jo Bell’s pouting mouth. “Starr did all the cookin’.”

“I’m not Starr. Slice and fry the meat. I’ll make cream gravy. And, Jo Bell, go wash your hands before you handle the food.”

“Well . . . horse turds! Ya sure got bossy in a hurry and ya ain’t even slept with Papa yet.”

“I’m not going to be sleeping with your father,” Willa said sharply, pulling the flour tin toward her and peering inside. The flour looked to be free of weevils.

“He ain’t goin’ to like that none a’tall. What’a ya think he  pulled ya outta that crowd for?” Jo Bell tossed the words over her shoulder on her way to the creek.

Willa’s back hurt and her mind whirled in confusion and fear. She worked automatically. When the biscuit dough was made, she pinched it into shapes and filled the dutch oven. With a stick she scattered the hot coals and placed the pot among them.

Charlie filled the water barrel. He was a nice-looking boy with straight dark brows and hair that hung down over his ears. He wore a battered felt hat with a snake skin wrapped around the crown. He caught Willa looking at him and looked away. So far he hadn’t uttered a word. That was to change quickly, and she would learn that he had plenty to say when he thought there was something worth saying.

“Ma’am, your dog’s comin’.” The words were spoken to Willa’s back.

She turned quickly and looked back along the trail. Her eyes glazed with tears when she saw the brown dog limping toward them. He broke into a painful lope, and by the time he reached them, his head was hanging and his tongue lolling out one side of his mouth.

“Buddy! Buddy!” Willa ran to meet him, threw herself on her knees and encircled his big head with her arms. “Oh, I’m so glad you’re here. How did you find me?” The bushy tail, full of cockleburrs, wagged; a wet tongue licked her face. “Buddy, Buddy, I never thought I’d see you again.” She knelt there with her arms about the dog and cried unashamedly until Charlie touched her arm.

“He’s been hurt. Looky here. Somebody bashed him a good one.” The boy’s gentle fingers prodded the lump on the side of the dog’s head.

“Damn, damn them! That’s why he didn’t come to the house.” 

“The cut’s still open. I can put some pine tar on it. It’s what we do for the mules.”

“Oh, Charlie, will you? I’d be so grateful.” In her joy of seeing her dog, she failed to register the fact that Buddy, who never allowed anyone but her and Papa Igor to touch him, was accepting the gentle caresses of the young boy.

“Yes, ma’am. He’s wore out and hungry. Just think, ma’am. He followed the wagon tracks all this way. I was hopin’ he would.”

“You knew he was my dog?”

“Yes, ma’am. I saw him with you back in Hublett.” He stroked the dog’s shaggy head. “I always did want me a dog. Had one once, but he just went off and didn’t come back.”

“Pa ain’t goin’ to like it one little bit.” Jo Bell came to stand with her hands on her hips.

Buddy looked at her and stiffened, instinctively knowing that the girl didn’t like him. He turned to lick Willa’s cheek.

“Are you hungry and thirsty, boy?” Willa asked.

“Pa ain’t goin’ to stand for ya givin’ him none of our grub.”

“Shut up, Jo Bell,” Charlie snarled. “Shut your lyin’ mouth.”

“I ain’t lyin’ ’n’ ya know it, Charlie Frank. Pa purely hates critters that ain’t useful.”

“He is too useful.” Charlie stood over the dog protectively.

“What’s he good for? Just what’s he good for, Mister Smarty?”

“He’d warn us if Indians or varmits come around.”

“Ha, ha, ha! He didn’t warn her. They hung that ugly, warty old man and fired the house right under her nose. That old dog didn’t let out a squeak.”

“He would’ve, but somebody knocked him in the head,” Charlie shouted angrily. 

“See there. All a body has to do is give him a little old tap on the noggin. Charlie . . . stop that,” Jo Bell screeched when Charlie pushed her.

“Shut yore mouth about him.”

“I’ll tell Papa.” Jo Bell flounced away.

Willa realized there was a certain amount of rivalry between siblings, but these two seemed to have an intense dislike for each other. Charlie appeared to be more mature than his sister even though he was younger.

“Don’t pay her no mind, ma’am. Papa’s spoiled her rotten.”

“I can see that somebody has. Buddy won’t be any trouble, Charlie. He’ll hunt for his food. At the next town, I’ll have to find work.”

“Then what will you do, ma’am?”

“Well . . . I don’t know. I have friends I could write to, but it would take time for an answer and I . . . well . . . I just don’t know,” she said again.

“We’re going to my Uncle Oliver’s. He’s my mama’s brother. We’re goin’ to live with him on his ranch. Him and Mama come into some money. Uncle Oliver took his part and come west. He’d always had a hankerin’ to have a ranch.” Charlie’s serious young face creased with a smile. “Papa said he’s got horses and cattle. He said I could be a cowboy. Uncle Oliver ain’t got no boys that Pa knows of.”

“You’ll be a good cowboy. You have a way with animals. Buddy doesn’t let many people touch him. He seems to know that you like him and want to help him.”

“I like him a lot. I sure do wish he was my dog,” Charlie said wistfully.

“While we’re with you, I’d appreciate it if you’d help me look out for him. After he gets his strength back, he’ll be able to look out for himself.”

“I’ll do that. I’ll get the bucket we use for the mules and  get him some water. Look, ma’am, his paw is bleedin’. I’ll put tar on it too.”

“Thank you, Charlie.” Willa begin to feel a strong liking for the boy as well as dislike for his sister.

“Papa’s comin’,” Jo Bell yelled. “Papa’ll put a end to all this tomfoolery.”

Willa stood. Buddy leaned against her legs as if sensing her distress and not wanting to be parted from her. She straightened her shoulders and held her head erect. Although grief, frustration and weariness were tearing her apart, she was determined to keep what dignity she had left and to make it clear to this man that she was not, as his daughter had hinted, a replacement for Starr.

Furthermore, she thought irrationally, if Buddy was not allowed to travel with them, the two of them would strike out on their own. 
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The rider coming across the open prairie toward them rode a handsome sorrel horse and sat the saddle easily. He was a thin man and, according to the length of his stirrups, not very tall. He eyed Willa as he approached. When he stopped the horse within a few yards of her, she could see that he was not as old as she had expected. His eyes, so light a gray that they appeared to be almost colorless, studied her. Coal-black hair covered his ears. Dark sideburns framed his face and a neatly trimmed mustache drooped on either side of his mouth. He was smiling at her in open admiration.

Papa Igor would have called him a dandy. Willa did not like the smile on his face.

“Well, well, well—” he said and threw his leg over the saddle horn and continued his lazy inspection of her.

“My name is Willa Hammer. I want to thank you for helping me last night.”

“I know who you are.” Taking his time in an infuriating way, he ran his narrowed eyes over her face, down her slender figure and back up to the thick dark-blond hair that framed  her forehead and cheekbones. “Starr’s dress don’t suit ya at all.”

As his eyes roamed, Willa begin to stiffen with indignation. She controlled her temper, took a quick breath and eyed him coolly.

“Nevertheless, I appreciate the use of it. I’ll see that it is washed and mended when it’s returned.”

He laughed abruptly, showing a gold tooth that gleamed brightly beneath the black mustache.

“I knew it. I knew it.”

Willa gave him a puzzled look. When he continued to stare at her, she asked, “Knew what?”

“That ya was proud as a peacock. I seen ya in Hublett actin’ as if ya was a mile high above the common folks.”

“I never—”

“Yes, ya did. I like it. Yore just the woman I need to teach my little Jo Bell how to be ladylike. She’s got the looks, but she needs some polishin’ up.”

“I’ll not be with you long enough to teach Jo Bell anything, Mr. Frank.”

“Ya got book-learnin’ too,” he said, ignoring her words. “I watched ya. Ya walk with yore head high, a steppin’ along like yore really somebody.”

“What’s wrong with that?” Willa’s back stiffened even more and her temper took over, clouding her reason. “I am somebody. I’m a person with a reasonable amount of intelligence, equal to anyone.”

“Pull in yore stinger, honey.” He gave her a wicked, teasing smile. “Ya suit me just fine.” He slid from the saddle and handed the reins to Charlie. Gil Frank was not much taller than Willa, and when their eyes met, they were on a level.

Until now he hadn’t seemed to notice Buddy. He looked down at the dog pressing against her skirts. Her hand was  fastened in the hair at the nape of the dog’s neck. The man’s eyes were hard when they met hers.

“The first time that dog makes a move against me or mine, I’ll kill him.”

“He’ll attack only if he thinks I’m in danger.”

“Don’t worry about that, honey. I’m goin’ to take good care of ya.” He winked. Willa kept her lips pressed firmly together and glared at him. Then Jo Bell’s giggle caused her temper to snap.

“I didn’t ask for your help, Mr. Frank, although I’m grateful for it. I’ll be with you only until we reach the next town. Meanwhile, I’ll do my share of the work and I want to make it clearly understood that does not include night work!”

His roar of laughter was joined by Jo Bell’s giggles. Willa’s face flooded with color.

“Ain’t ya ever heard of nooners, honey?”

“No, I haven’t and my name is Miss Hammer.” Willa was shivering with suppressed agitation and fear. She was certain that this man’s intentions were less than honorable. He was bold as brass about that.

“My name is Gilbert. Ya can call me Gil, or honey, or sweetheart if yore a mind to.” To Willa’s relief he turned away from her and put his arm about his daughter’s shoulder. “Ya got supper ready, little pretty thin’?”

“It’s ready but for the gravy. She said she’d make it. I already done everythin’ else.”

“Ya done everythin’? Didn’t Charlie help ya?”

“He unhitched—”

“—And watered the mules, staked them out, filled the water barrel and built the cookfire,” Charlie said, coming up to the fire.

“Papa, he pushed me when I said you’d not let that stinkin’ old dog stay.”

“Did he hurt you, lovey?” 

“Not . . . much—”

“Son, I’ve told ya, ’n’ told ya, real men don’t manhandle their womenfolk. There’s other ways a gettin’ ’em to do what ya want.” His eyes flashed to Willa. “Yore sister’s just a little bitty girl. She’s been cookin’ ’n’ doin’ the camp chores.”

“Starr did it while she was with us, now Jo Bell’s pushin’ it off on Miss Hammer.”

“Watch yoreself, boy. Don’t ya be gettin’ sassy ’n’ don’t ya go gettin’ sweet on Miss Hammer. She’s a mite too old for ya.”

Willa avoided looking at Charlie to save him further embarrassment. She waved Buddy away. The dog obediently went to lie in the grass beyond the wagon from where he could see her.

Working as she had done countless times when she and Papa Igor were on the road, Willa forked the meat from the skillet onto a graniteware plate and spooned flour into the fat. After it had browned, she added a dipper of water and a pinch of salt. When the gravy thickened, she pulled the skillet from the fire, stepped back to the end of the wagon and waited until the family had filled their plates before she helped herself.

Gilbert Frank and Jo Bell sat back away from the fire on a makeshift bench. Charlie squatted on his heels beside the wagon and attacked the meal with relish, emptied his plate, and went back for more.

Willa stood at the end of the wagon, her plate on the tailgate, and ate because she knew she must. Mr. Frank gave Jo Bell all his attention, for which Willa was grateful. Jo Bell plainly adored her father and he her. Charlie was more or less ignored by both of them.

While Mr. Frank was still eating, Willa concealed several biscuits in her dress pocket, picked up the water bucket and walked toward the stream. Buddy rose tiredly and followed.  When they were out of sight of the camp, she quickly fed him the biscuits.

“I’m sorry there isn’t more. I know how tired and hungry you are.” The sound of dry brush scraping on something brought her quickly to her feet. Relief flowed through her when she saw that it was Charlie.

“I brought him something to eat.” The boy pulled biscuits and several strips of cooked sidepork from under his shirt and placed them on the ground. Buddy made no move toward them and Charlie frowned. “What’s the matter, ma’am? Ain’t he hungry?”

“Yes, he is, but he’s waiting for you to tell him the offering is his. He’ll not touch it otherwise.”

Charlie knelt down. “Here, boy. This is for you.” He held out a piece of the meat. Buddy went to him and took it gently from his hand. “You’re just plumb tuckered out, ain’t ya? I’ll put some tar on that cut tonight. It’ll keep them pesky flies from a botherin’ you.” The boy talked to the dog while he was eating and gently rubbed his head.

“Thank you, Charlie. Buddy will be a loyal friend.”

“Ma’am.” Charlie stood, looked at her and then away “Don’t . . . don’t be feared Pa’ll . . . force ya to do anything ya don’t want to. It ain’t his way. He . . . ah . . . ain’t never forced a woman that I know of.”

“I’m glad to know that. I’m not that kind of woman, Charlie.”

“I be knowin’ that right off, ma’am. Just don’t let him get ya off by yoreself. Stick with me or Jo Bell.”

Willa dipped the water bucket in the creek. Charlie took it and started back toward the wagon. Her hand on his arm stopped him.

“Charlie, can you tell me why they hanged Papa Igor and burned our house?” Her pleading eyes sought those of the boy. Charlie set the bucket down. 

“Ma’am, I don’t know the whole of it.”

“I do.” Gil Frank appeared in front of them on the path. “Take the bucket back to the wagon, son. Go on,” he said when Charlie hesitated.

Willa stepped around the bushes so that she would be in sight of the wagon, then turned back and faced Mr. Frank.

“What happened?” she demanded bluntly.

“He shot two men.”

“Shot two men? Why?”

“He was in the store. Brought in a clock he’d fixed. A couple of rowdies got to scufflin’, knocked over the clock and broke the glass. He swore at ’em and made ’em mad. One thin’ led to another. They yanked off his coat and tore his shirt. They started talkin’ about you. One of ’em said he’d be in your drawers before the week was out. That made the ugly little bugger fightin’ mad. He swung at one of ’em and bloodied his nose.”

“Don’t call him that! Don’t you dare call him that!” Willa’s eyes mirrored her anger.

Gil Frank laughed. “He warn’t no pretty little bugger.”

“He was a man. A human being the same as you or me.”

“Anyhow, the boys pulled off his shirt to see the hump. They was just funnin’ like some do when they’re liquored up.”

“Funning!” Her voice wasn’t loud but angry and dripping with contempt. “You call stripping a man of his clothes in front of a crowd and making fun of his misshapen body . . . funning? He must have been so . . . humiliated!”

“He was hoppin’ mad and the teasin’ went on. Somebody said they’d ort to geld the freak. Well . . . dammed if the little bastard didn’t pull out a derringer and shoot. Don’t think he killed ’em, but they was bleedin’ all over hell. Things turned ugly quick. Before you knowed it he was tossed in a  wagon and took to the woods. Don’t know why they fired your house or whipped ya. Once a crowd is worked up to a hangin’, they’re liable to do anythin’.”

Willa pressed her lips tightly together to keep from screaming at the injustice. She wanted to run; she wanted to lash out at Gil Frank, who was calmly building a smoke. Instead she turned and walked quickly toward the wagon, paused, then walked on.

Papa Igor had been pushed over the brink by the humiliation of having his humped back exposed. To him the horror of his grotesque body being displayed for ridicule was the final indignity. In the silent grove of a thick stand of oak trees, she wrapped her arms around a giant trunk and leaned her forehead against the rough bark. Tears gushed from her eyes and sobs from her throat.

“Bastards! Ignorant, insensitive bastards!”

Anger and grief tore at her heart. She slammed her fist against the tree trunk. How could they do that to him? How could they? Papa Igor had never hurt any living creature, man or beast. She cried bitterly, cried until her mind was drugged with grief and remorse. Covering her face with her hands, she shrank deeper into a pit of misery.

“Papa, Papa, I’ll not forget you . . . ever—”

She dropped to her knees, her face covered with her hands. When her storm of weeping was over, Willa looked around to see Charlie and Buddy sitting on the ground nearby. The dog lay beside the boy. They were waiting. She peered at them from tear-swollen eyes.

“I put the pine-tar on Buddy’s cuts.”

“Thank you.”

“Pa said leave ya be, ya’d get over it.”

“You never get over the death of a loved one.” Willa went to sit in the grass beside them. “Time sometimes dulls the  grief.” She burrowed her hand in the dog’s thick fur. Buddy was all that was familiar in this tilting world into which she had dropped. “How long has your mother been dead?”

“Four or five years, I reckon.”

“What part of the south are you from, Charlie?” Willa wanted to keep talking to keep tears at bay.

“Louisiana.”

“Did you come up-river?”

“Part of the way. We been on the road for almost two years. Papa works a while and we go on. He says we’ll be at the Powder River crossing in a few days. Uncle Oliver’s ranch is on Clear Creek in the Bighorn Mountains.’

“Did he say how far it was to the next town?”

“I don’t think there is any towns. Pa says there’s a stage station at the crossing. We might meet up with some folks travelin’ west. Pa heard it ain’t smart for a lone wagon to be goin’ into that country even if Custer did clean out the Indians a few years back. Some are still killin’ white people.”

“Custer didn’t clean out the Indians, Charlie. Crazy Horse out-maneuvered and out-fought Custer. In my estimation, Custer is not a man to be admired. He led his men to certain death even though his Crow scouts warned him against going into the Bighorns.”

“He didn’t whip the Indians?”

“No he did not. The Sioux won the battle. Custer was an egotistical little man trying to make a name for himself.”

“If the Indians won why ain’t they here?”

“They realize they are being overrun by the whites. They have scattered, but their spirit is not broken. It will be a long while before they lose their resentment of the white man. They are fighting for their land, their way of life, and who can blame them?”

“Pa heard they’d moved on west.”

“Why would they stay? The buffalo is gone from here  Their way of life is gone. White settlers are sweeping across the land, snapping and snarling at them like a pack of starving dogs. The Indians used this land for hundreds of years by taking only what they needed. Rawhiders came west and slaughtered thousands of buffalo just for the hides and left the meat to rot. When the Indians killed a buffalo, they ate the meat, used the hides for clothing and shelter, the bones for tools and utensils. The dung of the buffalo was used for fuel. Some tribes left the buffalo’s heart behind believing that the mystical powers of the heart would help regenerate the depleted herd.”

Charlie looked at her with open-mouthed admiration. “Where did you learn all that?”

“From books.”

“Can you read?”

“Yes. Papa Igor taught me to love books. He was a well-educated man and interested in many things. He has . . . ah . . . had a wonderful library of . . . books. He called them his treasures, worth more than their weight in gold—” Her voice faltered, then trailed.

“I sure do wish I could read. I can read my name and write it too,” he said proudly.

“Did you go to school in Louisiana?”

“Not hardly any. Pa likes to move around.” Charlie stood. “We’d better get closer to the wagon, ma’am.”

The campsite was just as she had left it. Mr. Frank sat on the bench where he had eaten his supper. Jo Bell lounged on a quilt she had spread on the grass beside him. Glad to have work to do so she wouldn’t have to talk with them, Willa washed the dishes and put them away, leaving the smoke-blackened coffeepot on the grate near the fire.

Occasionally she glanced at the man who had rescued her from the angry crowd. His hair was inky black and curly like Jo Bell’s. To Willa’s way of thinking, he was totally unsuited  for this country. He reminded her of the riverboat gamblers she had seen on the Mississippi River.

As soon as the camp was tidy, she carried a washpan of warm water to the wagon, sat on the pallet and washed the best she could without removing her clothes. Using Starr’s hairbrush, she brushed her hair with long sweeping strokes and braided it in one long, loose braid.

Jo Bell came to the end of the wagon.

“Ain’t ya goin’ to sit with me an Pa and tell us ’bout all the places ya been?”

“No. I’m very tired. I’m going to bed.”

“Well, that ain’t very nice after what Pa done for ya.”

“I’m not in the mood to visit,” Willa said bluntly.

“Well, la-di-da. Go to bed then, but don’t you get on the bunk, that’s my sleepin’ place.”

Willa peered out the back of the wagon and saw that Charlie had spread his blankets on the grass and that Buddy had settled down beside him. It was a comfort knowing that Buddy was with her. Thank goodness Charlie wasn’t like Jo Bell. The girl badly needed a lesson in manners.

Fully dressed, Willa lay on the pallet staring into the darkness. Every minute her despair and apprehension grew deeper. What was she going to do? She had no money to pay for a ticket to Deadwood when they reached the stage line. She couldn’t go back to Hublett. Everything she owned was gone. She didn’t even own the clothes that covered her nakedness. What choice did she have but to stay with Gil Frank? And he was taking her deeper and deeper into sparsely settled country. When they reached his brother-in-law’s ranch, what then?

Until Jo Bell came to bed, Willa managed to keep her eyes open, feeling reasonably sure Gil Frank wouldn’t come to her pallet with his daughter in the wagon. 

A week and a half of days had passed so slowly that at times Willa felt as if she were suspended in time. The ranch houses they passed were so far off the road that they would only see the smoke from the chimneys. Buddy, sensing Jo Bell’s and Gil’s dislike, kept distance between them. He slept beside Charlie at night; and because of the extra food the boy was able to slip to him, the dog had regained his strength. During the day he trotted beside the wagon or hunted for food alongside the trail.

Riding beside Charlie on the wagon seat, Willa studied the country ahead. It was big, open and grassy as far as the eye could see. The prairie grass was a pale gold carpet that stretched to the low foothills. On the breeze that came from the south was the smell of the sun-ripened grass and cool river water.

It was lonesome country. Here the gigantic herds of buffalo had roamed for hundreds of years. Here the rawhiders had come to slaughter them by the thousands. Here the Indians had to give up their land and move west.

Somewhere ahead was the Powder River and the stage station.

Toward evening Gil rode back to the wagon.

“The station is ahead. I’ll drive in, Charlie.”

The boy stopped the team, jumped down and took his father’s horse to the back of the wagon. When they were moving again, Gil looked over at Willa.

“Could be we’ll run into a rough bunch here. It’s best not to let ’em know you’re a loose—I mean unattached woman.” He grinned and winked.

Willa stared at him without a hint of amusement. She took a deep breath and controlled her temper.
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