

        

            

                

            

        




	DIRT WAKEFIELD ROAMS THE BADLANDS OF THE WEST NEAR A TOWN CALLED SUNDAY. PROVIDENCE IS THE CATALYST FOR HIS PATH CROSSING SARAH MCCLANAHAN’S, WHO HAS ENDURED DEATH, RAPE, SPOUSAL ABUSE, CHOLERA, GRIEF, AND LOSS OF MEMORY ALONG THE ROAD THAT BROUGHT HER TO SUNDAY. 


	The woman stooped over her precious bundle on the ground. The rider in the saddle crowded and taunted her with his horse. She moved sideways, drawing the rider in her direction instead of to the bundle. A small leg protruded and gave a kick in the air, letting him know she had a child in the brown sackcloth. Like a bird with her nest of young, she moved the threat away from her baby and onto herself.


	Two Roads to Sunday is the tale of a falsely-accused and wanted man named Dirt Wakefield.  Easy with a gun, he leaves a wake of dead bounty hunters, a past wrought with grief, and a lack of forgiveness for himself. A curmudgeon, he roams the Badlands of the West in the 1860s near a town called Sunday.  He travels light with only his canine companion, Dawg, and his horse, Dolly. Destiny and pure chance are the catalyst for his path crossing Sarah McClanahan’s, whose journey begins in Kentucky. She travels west and meets dire circumstances no woman should have to endure. Death, rape, spousal abuse, sickness, grief, and loss of memory all combine to bring Sarah’s trail to Sunday. That trail--Dirt’s trail--will change their tomorrows forever. I believe readers will identify with Dirt and Sarah as Dirt learns how to forgive himself and Sarah learns to move forward even when her past tries to suffocate her.


	“Love this novel! No cookie-cutter characters here. Each had their own individual personality. The story is full of angst and realism, and Dirt Wakefield is an unforgettable character.”—Ann Everett, Amazon best-selling author of Strong Verbs Strong Voice


	“...like a suction pump ... pulling me in and not letting go. These authors … speak in words that paint immediate mental images that seem to breathe their own lives.”—Tai Baker, author of The Cash Register Series, the Double Trouble Series and the Olivia Grace Series


	“The writing is fresh, the plotting deft and sure....an exciting, rich western with brilliantly drawn characters and excellent dialogue. Extraordinary writers who never let their readers down. Born storytellers and the writing is clean, crisp, and exemplary...”—Mike Jackson, Poet Extraordinaire


	“...grabbed hold of me and refused to let go. The vivid depiction of the harsh realities of surviving American badlands was only outdone by the connection I felt with the main players...a spellbinding read...”—Justin Robben, author of A White Road Tale series


	“... It's a tough draw to write in a genre ruled by the likes of Louis L’Amour, but these authors don't disappoint. It has all the accompaniments a western reader demands, and the authors have a flair for storytelling that lassos you into the adventure and doesn't let go. Just excellent.”—Ryan Maddux, author of Lost in Darkness
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This book is dedicated to all the rescued animals who call Sudie Belle Animal Sanctuary ‘home.’ 


	You make us smile, and we love each one of you!
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	CHAPTER ONE


	 


	It's sometime in April, 1869. My name's Dirt...Dirt Wakefield. 


	Why my mama hung such a name on me, I'll tell you later, but right now I got more pressing matters to tend to.


	 


	Death flitted through the air, blowing the wrong way. A rider followed Dirt Wakefield’s back trail, and it seemed unlikely he’d brought Sunday chicken to share. ‘Love thy neighbor’ was not the next card in the deck. Somebody would be coyote meat come sundown. One question remained: would fate deal out Dirt’s demise or the stranger’s?


	Searching the rocks high on the canyon side for a place to set up his ambush, Dirt loosened his Winchester from its scabbard and picked a spot. He crawled to his observation post and hunkered down, watching through the row of hoodoos in the distance.


	“Lay down, Dawg,” he whispered to his canine companion.


	As he waited, time allowed him to think, but nothing changed. Someone out there would wait for him to nod off. Dirt didn’t want the dark of night to find him afraid to close his eyes. No, he had to finish the game the stranger started. Death had stalked him at least twice since arriving in the Badlands of New Mexico territory six years earlier. As a genteel sort, killing an addle-headed cowpoke for sniffing his trail didn’t suit Dirt’s style, but something felt dangerous about this one. Where Dirt roamed, men cashed in their chips without a passing glance from anyone. Grueling land meant hard rules. 


	The rider, slouched in his saddle, his gaze following Dirt’s tracks, came into view, close enough for Dirt to fire off a shot. He drew a bead on the stranger’s chest. His Winchester barked once, and blood exploded on the left side of the man’s shirt. The horse reared; the cowboy splattered on the ground, kicking up a puff of dust. 


	The stranger lay hushed. 


	The man’s hat with a silver concho on the band reflecting sunlight lay to the left. That flashy piece of jewelry was what caught Dirt’s attention at daybreak and alerted him to trouble. 


	Breaking a skyline without checking the four points on the compass showed ignorance in an unforgiving land that gave no allowances for mistakes. Whether it crawled, walked, or jumped, blending in with the surroundings became essential. A manhunter dumb enough to reflect sunlight to his prey could expect to meet his maker sooner than later. 


	After jacking another shell into the breach, Dirt sent a final bullet into the stranger’s brain. 


	A wounded animal kills as fast as a healthy one, he thought.


	Coming from the East, the code of fairness he carried in his head almost got him killed early on, so he learned the ways of the land. With luck, he survived the first year. Except for being fast with a pistol, a poker game outside of Santa Fe might have finished him. An ugly red mark on his right leg reminded him once a fight gets underway, stopping before knocking the piss out of his adversary would not be a wise decision. He made a stupid mistake of letting the other guy swing first, and the white puckered knife scar interrupting his brows proved it.


	Every fight had a winner and a loser, and nobody cared how you did it. When fists fly, anybody who wanted to live to see another sunset would strike first, hit hard, and aim for a one-blow win. Dirt found it easier to heal from the low opinion of others than a slashed face.


	Since his first naïve year in the Badlands, anyone who wanted a piece of him now had to be slick. He never went looking for trouble — in fact, he avoided people. He quit worrying about his choices long ago. Dawg, his horse Dolly, and the wild canyons and hills of barren land satisfied him.


	Did he want a woman, children, land, and a home? Did he think of himself as the right person for that? Some days, even Dawg and his old gray mare wouldn’t have anything to do with him.


	***


	“Whoa, girl.” 


	Dirt eased Dolly up to the stranger’s roan.


	Even the silence seemed deafening. Being alone with a dead body in the middle of nowhere personified one of the most surreal experiences Dirt ever had. 


	After securing the reins of the roan to his saddle horn, he dismounted. Flies buzzed around the drying blood on the dead man. The minute death called, flies appeared out of nowhere like they got an invite. 


	Grabbing the stranger’s arm with one hand, Dirt turned him over and unbuckled his gun belt. Loose change, a twenty-dollar gold piece, and a pocketknife inhabited his right front pants pocket. A tattered letter and an old wanted poster with Dirt’s picture on it in the shirt pocket summed up everything on him. 


	With his left foot, Dirt rolled the body off the gun belt, gathered it up, and put it in his saddlebag. Front or back, the bounty hunter amounted to no more than a complete stranger. His black saddle, sporting matching saddlebags, had a scabbard with a Sharps rifle. One saddlebag contained a sack of dried beans, a tin half full of coffee, a bag of salt, and a pouch of tobacco with no pipe. The other one held rifle rounds.


	Three hours left before dark and the horses shied at the smell of death. After removing the bit from the roan's mouth, Dirt fashioned a rope halter to pony his new horse. He mounted his gray.


	“Come on, Dawg, let’s put distance between this stranger and us.” 


	Fifty yards from the carnage, Dawg gave him a heads up. Vultures would soon clean what the coyotes left.


	When buzzards hoarded, renegades and Indians got curious, but Dirt planned on having many a mile between curiosity and himself come sunup.


	***


	A mesquite campfire in the shadow of a boulder provided enough flame to boil water for beans and Arbuckle’s coffee. As Dawg burrowed in a sandy spot nearby, the hobbled horses grazed within sight. The campsite sat a good ten miles south of Dirt’s afternoon ambush. Thinking over the day's events, he scribbled in his journal. He wrote to amuse himself with the follies he got into, calling his choices ‘life.'


	 


	If anyone finds this chicken scratching journal, they’ll believe they know how killing the bounty hunter felt today. But they won’t. Writing or reading about death can't compare to the real event. Too many emotions conflict to make sense on paper. Survival versus fair play choices haunt my quiet moments. 


	 What gave me the right to take a man's life for following my trail? Why not call out to him from my ambush site as to his intentions? 


	Some things you never forget, like the stranger's tongue protruding from his mouth, clamped tight by his teeth; the side of his face compressed flat; the stench of shit where his bowels let go for the last time; the sound flies make when they swarm, crawling in the eyes, ears, and mouth of their newest victim. Nature’s unique clean-up committee in action. 


	Writing can't capture the changes in a person when death lays its kiss on their soul. Being the instrument of that demise carries a load never experienced by reading it. 


	The stranger no more believed he'd be dead by sunset than he figured a saloon sat over the next hill. He may have killed for money before, but he died on my choice to pull the trigger and ask questions later.


	All along I figured life has a purpose instead of it being a random, aimless journey of choices played out until death opens a hole underneath me; but killing puts a kink in my thinking.


	Given the choice between being wrong and dead, or squeezing off a well-placed bullet and living, I’d do the same thing. By civilized standards that makes me a killer. 


	 


	As Dirt closed the journal, he pulled the stranger’s wanted poster out and took a long look at it. Though old and tattered, that’s what he got for being faster on the trigger than the sheriff’s son. The other man drew first, but the sheriff of Birchville didn’t see it that way. After Dirt left town, the sheriff put a bounty on his head anyway. Even after Dirt cleared his name, the posters remained out there, and every now and again somebody found one and gave chase.


	With a thick layer of sand, he smothered the fire and spread his saddle blanket over the warm earth. 


	 “Time to turn in, Dawg.”


	As he patted the blanket, his faithful companion ambled over and laid his hundred pounds next to him.


	***


	 


	When morning sun broke open the darkness, it found Dirt saddled, moving northeast toward Fort Webster, somewhere near Steeple Rock, New Mexico territory, and most likely south of Turkey Creek.


	 




 


	 


	 


	CHAPTER TWO


	 


	There has to be more on the other side of the mountains. 


	This is my story. (Sarah McClanahan)


	 


	Sarah McClanahan blinked her eyes in the dappled sunlight of a cool Kentucky morning. The covered wagon heaved and swayed through the Red River Gorge as a wilderness unlike anything words could draw stretched out ahead. Forest niches meandered here and there as they passed through the valley of Big Turtle.


	"Ma, why couldn't I bring my doll?"  


	Daughter Cassie's question jolted Sarah back to reality.  "We had no room for her in the wagon, honey. We'll find another one when we get to our new home.” 


	How do I tell her the truth?


	"When? I want her now!"


	"I don't know when, Cassie. Soon I hope." 


	Glancing at her husband, Effird, she saw a sweaty bovine face unmarked by any signs of intellectual function. His eyes, a cloud of hazel with bushy cinnamon-colored eyebrows, formed a perfect furrow that followed their downward turn. His bulbous, meaty nose hooked over his liverish lips to mask his overbite. Screaming red hair, thin on top, hung straight in a greasy jagged line. From his flabby upper arms to his assless trousers, his head reflected the rest of his body.


	Stone cold and stoic, he sat beside her and seemed oblivious to anything as he worked a grass straw in the gap between his front teeth. Around the top of his hat, brown sweat stains formed rings. His sticky claw-like fingers gripped the reins.


	"Don't look at me.  We meet th’ wagon train day after tomorrow. I ain’t got no idea what happens after that."


	"Ma, I want her now!"


	"Can't you hobble her lips? This trip’s gonna be a long sappin’ one, and I don't want her snivelin’ all the way." Effird’s strong Irish accent showed as he set his jaw hard.


	"She's eight years old for God's sake."


	"Don't sass me, Sarah. I told you to shut her up. If you can't, I will."


	She turned her head the other way. She knew Effird possessed a big hole where his heart should’ve been. The bitterness that seemed to boil inside of him erupted like a volcano more often than not. What came over her when she hitched herself up with him?


	"Ma, I want my dolly," Cassie yelled.


	"Sshh, Cassie. Come sit in my lap, and we'll sing a song."


	"You won’t do no such thing. Both of you shut yer mouths an’ this trip’ll be easier," Effird hollered as their wagon hit a wash in the path. "Dammit, we’re gonna lose a wheel before we even git started."


	"Effird, watch your mouth in front of Cassie. It's not Christian to say those things."


	"Don’t preach to me. I shoulda left both of you in Slade and gone west alone ‘cause I ain't gonna stand fer no lip. Wish I’d taken th’ rail.” 


	Crawling into Sarah’s lap, Cassie put her back to her pa as silent tears coursed her cheeks. 


	"Stop that cryin’ an’ quit actin’ like a baby." Effird grabbed Cassie's arm. "Ain't no time to grow up weak."


	"Effird, let her be!"


	"I ain't gonna put up with this all th’ way out West, dammit.” 


	He thwacked Sarah across the cheek. 


	As Cassie’s tears fluxed harder, she held on tighter while her body shook, ungoverned. Sarah wrapped her arms around Cassie and rocked her back and forth without saying another word. Her face stung from the slap.


	Slade, Kentucky, Sarah’s home, distanced itself as they rolled toward a new life, searching for a fortune in gold in 1869. Whether she'd ever see the wonders of her childhood again bothered her, but she wanted more for Cassie than living dirt poor in the Appalachian Mountains. The quiet voice inside her begged her to stay put and let Effird go west alone, but nothing would ever change if she didn‘t take the risk. Everything she ever wanted in life lay just on the other side of fear. 


	Sarah’s pa never provided a proper living for her and her ma. Instead of planting crops in the dirt, he spent his time studying it. As he picked up rocks and laid them in a row on a makeshift table, he fretted over the way the sun bounced off beams of light or the way they looked inside. Hoping for a rare gem, or even gold, he checked streambeds for anything that glinted. His biggest cache — fool’s gold. Though Sarah never believed it, other people called him crazy.


	Tired of living with hungry bellies, Sarah and her ma moved in with Aunt Matilda and Uncle Buck. Sometimes her pa showed up. 


	“Come on, child, I got something to show you,” he’d say as he whisked her off to a special rock he’d found.


	“Looky, looky,” he’d say as he’d point to his stash.


	“What is it, Pa?” 


	“Quartz. Look at how it sparkles in the sun. Ain’t that purty?”


	 His eyes would light up like a child with a new toy, his grin wider than a wash pot as he chattered about quartz, minerals, and panning for gold in California. 


	His dreams never came true, though. A stranger found him in a creek bed with a full-grown muddle in the back of his head. Sarah’s ma figured maybe he finally found that big gold nugget and somebody shot him for it. Sarah knew she'd never see him again. She missed his infectious smile and the twinkle in his eye when he’d tell her about his treasures in the dirt.


	Because Sarah and her ma freeloaded, Uncle Buck took advantage of their situation and had his way with Sarah in the barn loft a week after she turned twelve. Before forcing her to the floor, he tore off her thin cotton dress and undergarments. His dirty, rough hand pressed hard on her budding breasts as his other hand slid between her legs. The intense pain made her scream. 


	“Sshh, stop that hollering,” he said as he stuffed her underdrawers in her mouth, unsnapped his suspenders, and dropped his trousers, all the while grinning at her with his one perfectly chipped tooth. 


	"Now, Sarah, you be nice to your Uncle Buck. I need a little repayment for the food you and your ma eat around here."


	The rest became a big blur. Too mortified to tell anyone, she felt dirty and ashamed. Who would believe her? Her ma did the best she could. If her pa hadn’t gotten murdered, he would’ve taken an ax to Uncle Buck’s skull if Sarah ever mentioned a word about it.


	Afterward, she steered clear of Uncle Buck, hating him for what he did. She never allowed herself to be alone with him again. She despised him so much she laughed that glorious day, months later, when she saw the tired old mule he’d been whipping get revenge. After kicking her uncle in the head, the animal stomped him to the ground. Uncle Buck yelled for her to help him. 


	“Sarah, help me! This mule is gonna kill me. Get him off me!” he hollered, his eyes dark pools of fear.


	Turning her back, she feigned deafness. 


	That sad excuse for a man got what he deserved. After he quit floundering around in the manure and muck, she walked over to feel his pulse, then shooed the mule out of the pen. 


	As a stream of blood coagulated on the side of Uncle Buck’s mouth, she reached her hand inside his dirty pockets and removed four Double Eagles, figuring they might come in handy one day. Then she sauntered off with a smug grin on her face, feeling rich. She’d never seen that amount of money before, so she intended to make sure no one, including her ma, knew of her find. Hiding the eighty dollars in a Mason jar, she dug a hole behind the barn and buried it, sealed her lips, and said naught to anybody. 


	She felt sorry for Aunt Matilda. With her caretaker gone and a face full of moles and warts, and nets of wrinkles at the corners of her eyes, she wasn’t apt to find another man. 


	“I don’t know what to do. Somebody knocked Buck in the head and took all his money.” Her aunt repeated it so often, she musta believed it herself.


	Aunt Matilda went to her grave two years later thinking that. Not wanting to disappoint her by telling her the truth about why he rotted in hell, Sarah kept quiet. 


	After Uncle Buck’s death, Sarah became the custodian of the farm and plowed as straight a row behind that sweet old mule as any man. With her abundant harvests, they got through the cold Kentucky winters. She milked cows and butchered hogs.


	Sarah’s ma passed on to Glory not too many years later. She came with nil and left with naught. Aside from Uncle Buck’s stash, Sarah didn’t have money for a pine box, so she dug a shallow grave near the back of the bone orchard and put her ma in it to rest beside Aunt Matilda. Before covering her, Sarah put her ma’s Sunday best frock, the one with the high collar, on her, combed her graying hair out straight and twisted it into a round bun on the back of her head. Her ma would’ve wanted it that way. A wooden cross Sarah carved bore her ma’s name — Rose Newcomb. Sarah stuck it in the ground above her head. Without a doubt, Sarah knew when her ma got to those streets of gold in the sky, her beauty outshone everyone in the crowd. If the festivities there involved gold, she’d find Pa hanging out nearby.


	At the time of her ma’s passing, Sarah had racked up a decade and six years. Afterward, she lived alone on the farm, unafraid, because she knew how to shoot a shotgun and wouldn’t think twice about popping someone between the eyes. She also kept a razor-sharp double-bladed Kentucky toothpick in a leather sheath in her pocket. A knife could be a girl’s best friend. 


	However, a destitute hollowness lived inside of her, thanks to Uncle Buck. Day and night it gnawed at her, twisting her gut so hard vomit sometimes erupted without notice. When she closed her eyes to sleep, terrifying dreams grappled her. As she fought demons that flitted in and out of her head, most nights found her sitting in the wooden rocker by the fire. 


	After her ma died, a handful of neighbors checked on her. Bearing gifts of homemade jams, jellies, bread, sugar, flour, cornmeal, and quilts, the wives tried to be sociable. Their nestlings offered entertainment by chasing each other around the barn and hollering like banshees. A feeling of thankfulness overcame Sarah when everybody left. Her lack of social skills didn’t allow her to enjoy the company. She soon became known far and wide as a curmudgeon tetched in the head.


	On their last visit, she overheard a conversation that neighbor Polly Kershaw and her husband John carried on as they drove away from Sarah’s door.


	“I did not engage her in anything worthwhile. Although we sipped tea and nattered, she’s mighty standoffish. I’m offended that she keeps company only with herself.” Polly’s uppity, nasally, high-pitched voice annoyed Sarah.


	“She ain’t right in the head, like her pa,” John Kershaw replied. 


	Sarah instantly hated both of them.  Who she kept company with was no skin off Polly Kershaw’s pearly, snow-white teeth. She could keep her spoiled rotten, squealy, pinch-nosed self at home as far as Sarah cared, and she could take her battered-faced, buck-toothed, boney-butt husband with her. 


	Soon all visits stopped because nobody wanted to keep company with a crazy woman. Those old biddies and all their ballyhoo annoyed her anyway. She preferred being alone, secluded from the world that offered nothing but painful memories. She needed no one.


	 




 


	 


	 


	CHAPTER THREE


	 


	For what partnership has righteousness with lawlessness? 


	Or what fellowship has light with darkness? 


	(2 Corinthians 6:14)


	 


	The mere mention of Effird McClanahan’s name left a bad taste in Sarah’s mouth. A lapse of judgment got her into that mess of a marriage. On a rare trip into town to buy supplies, Effird happened along.


	Sarah’s arms were loaded with bags of flour, coffee, tea, and cornmeal. 


	“Lemme get that fer ya, ma’am.” Effird opened the door of the general store for her.


	“Thank you, kind sir.” She passed underneath his arm on the way to her wagon. She did her best to smile.


	“Here, I can tote them bags, too.” 


	She stopped and let him take the load from her arms. She walked ahead of him to her wagon.


	“Just put them in the back, please. I appreciate your help.”


	Though she had little chance to use them, she had manners. She’d been taught to show her appreciation when someone did something nice for her.


	“Yer Amos Newcomb’s girl, ain’t cha?”


	“Yes, I am.”


	“You done growed up a heap since I seen ya last. Name’s Effird. McClanahan.”


	“I’ve heard my pa speak of your family. Cattle ranchers?”


	“Yer thinkin’ about Pa. Not me. Ima dirt farmer.”


	Sarah boarded her wagon, then turned around and thanked Effird again for his help.


	“Ya welcome, ma’am. If ya need some help over yer way, lemme know. I work cheap.” 


	Sarah gave him a smug look, then clicked to her team and set off down the path toward home.  


	After that Effird would stop by on his way to town and ask if she needed any fences mended or anything else that required a strong back. On one of those days, she invited him to stay for supper to repay him for fixing her wagon wheel. The pot of rabbit stew she cooked in the fireplace made him declare it the best he’d ever tasted. Two days later he came over with a man of the cloth.


	“I reckoned maybe me and you ought to git ourselves hitched up.” 


	The holy man waited with a Bible in his hand.


	Sarah felt dumbfounded. Those words were the last ones she expected to hear from Effird. It took her a few minutes to recover.


	“All right. We may as well.” 


	 Effird brought along a bright metal washer to use as a wedding ring. After the preacher man read words from the Bible, Effird and Sarah said ‘I do,’ and that was that. When the reverend told Effird he could kiss his bride, he touched her hand with his lips. 


	At eighteen Sarah became Effird’s wife before she realized what it meant. Having a man around to take care of things seemed good to her, and aside from pa, Effird became the first man ever to show her any kindness. 


	What she didn’t know caused her life to change forever. A cauldron of hatred for women flowed underneath Effird’s surface, hidden away until after they wed. The thrashings started on their wedding night. Even the advanced degree she’d received from the private tutor Aunt Matilda hired for her didn’t prepare her for what headed her way. 


	Uncle Buck’s dried-apricot face kept appearing as Effird attempted to consummate their marriage. Though she tried to hide from him, he caught her and slapped her more than once.


	“That there preacher man made it legal for me to take ya whenever I want to, so stop fightin’ me, dammit. Ya ain’t got to like it; ya just got to do it. Now git them clothes off lest I tear ‘em off ya.” 


	He ripped off her gown and stripped her naked, then dragged her to the bed and tied her hands and feet to the posts with rope. Her pleading did nothing. He climbed on top of her and grunted, groaned, and rooted around like a hog as he satisfied his lust. In her mind, Uncle Buck reappeared, but Effird left her bleeding and bruised. She never realized saying ‘I do’ meant she would be at Effird’s beck and call whenever he felt the urge.


	After that, if the coffee got cold, he beat her. If the fire went out, he slapped her. Growing up without a mother obviously made him bitter toward women. Town gossips reported his ma had left him and his pa behind to cavort with a wealthy rancher. 


	Upon finding herself in a family way, depression set in for Sarah. She couldn’t stand the thought of bringing a baby into the world to endure the ruthlessness of a no-account who didn’t deserve a child. 


	After getting too far along to hide it, she had to confess. “Effird, I’m gonna have a baby.”


	He knocked her to the ground and stepped on her expanding belly as he reached for his rifle. 


	"I ought to blow yer damn head off, woman.” He clenched his teeth as he pointed the piece at her temple. "I got enough to worry about without some brat of yers poppin’ out. People tetched in th’ head ain’t got no bizness birthin’ brats."


	Out of fear for her unborn child, Sarah kept quiet. Effird spat in the dirt, then mounted his horse and hightailed it over the mountain. 


	With no one knocking down her door to help, three months later Sarah gave birth alone, asking nothing from anyone. She didn’t know if the Big Man in the sky heard her silent cries or not, but her baby girl, Cassie, came out with ten toes and the same number of fingers. Something went right. Heaven blessed her with someone to love. Her golden-haired daughter’s face brought her immeasurable joy.


	“Sweet child of mine.” She cleaned Cassie in a pan of warm water as a smile overtook Sarah’s face. 


	She and Cassie had ample food. She’d stocked their root cellar with beans, potatoes, apples, beets, and a side of beef when she recognized her quandary. The few cows and goats they still owned provided milk; the stream below the house furnished their water. She knew they could survive on the mountain alone, and she thanked God that Effird left.


	You just stay gone.  My life’s been peaceful since you left, and I don’t ever want to see your face again.


	Her elation came to an end. Almost two years later after Cassie learned to walk, Effird reappeared. Not once did he ever acknowledge the child existed. He treated both of them like dog shit under his feet. 


	I should’ve left him while I owned the chance, but where could I go? 


	With Ma and Aunt Matilda both rotting in the ground, the bank took over the farm. All she possessed, aside from her demons and the coins she stole off Uncle Buck, were the nattered clothes on her back in Effird's cabin. The winter snow drifted in through the cracks in the walls, and the hogs wallowed underneath the pine log floors.


	As they rolled along in the covered wagon Westward bound, she vowed a better life for Cassie. She'd get her a new doll once they settled somewhere. Cassie must never know her father insisted they leave her doll behind out of pure meanness and spite. When Sarah refused to leave it, Effird stomped the doll’s head flat. 


	She’d see that Cassie received an education and made something of her life, which she’d never have dirt poor in the Appalachian Mountains.


	I know two things for sure: I never want to bring another child into the world to suffer the consequences of my stupid choice for a husband, and I loathe Effird McClanahan.


	 




 


	 


	 


	CHAPTER FOUR


	 


	April, 1869. This journal belongs to Dirt Wakefield. 


	If found, then I'm more'n likely dead.


	 


	Second day of my journal and I still have no idea of the date except it’s one day later than yesterday.


	 


	 Before heading to Fort Bartley, Dirt figured he’d spend the night at Fort Webster where he hoped to sell the gunslinger's horse, saddle, and guns. 


	“Dawg, I don’t know about you, but a soft bed, a sweet piece of calico from the brothel, a fancy meal, and a swig of Old Orchard seem right reasonable to me. How about you? Table scraps maybe? We might even get a feedbag of oats for the horses.”


	When he realized he must sound silly talking to a dog, he shook his head and laughed. That described Dirt’s life for the past few years. After leaving Georgia, he possessed no big plans, great dreams, or spacious expectations of tomorrows. 


	The first few years required learning survival methods in a land with no forgiveness in it. Nothing lazy about ambling around in the Badlands — it demanded a strong back and a quick reflex.


	Not all the years were bad. Another world unfolded once he got a handle on survival basics. Dazzling sunrises and sunsets, quiet streams, towering mountain peaks, and biblical pockets of wildlife and sounds filled his days. He learned to amuse, like, and find himself — the true Dirt. 
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