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PROLOGUE
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The Mississippi River brings life and death, creation and destruction, nourishment and deprivation. It connects all animals, plants, mountains, and humanity. Anywhere you step into the water, you touch the very last drops of what has passed and greet the flow of what is to come. You could walk in the great river every day, and every day it would be a different river.


Born before memory, the river is the mother of all living things. The river never doubts its path, drawing strength from its headwaters and flowing with the confidence and strength of maternity, watering fields, supporting dugouts, and providing a serene beauty. A riparian community thrives as the river waters the trees where the songbirds nest, swirls around rocks where fish hide, and pools in the shallows where animals drink and bathe. A powerful and tranquil force exists in all the moods and textures of the river.


Sometimes the river sweeps you along, but sometimes rapids appear from nowhere. Floods scour the riverbanks, destroying homes, fields, and lives. Turbulence on the river smashes watercraft, upends trees, and muddies the water with debris. Winter ice prevents river travel even when the heart of the river flows beneath.


Each mother’s tear that falls, of joy or despair, becomes part of the river’s love for her children. The river that flows today contains the last of all mothers’ tears and the first of all daughters’. The tears of nations run in the river, and the river remembers.









PART ONE 
1834












CHAPTER 1:






May, 1834 Prairie du Chien, Michigan Territory
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SAMANTHA


Samantha’s older brother had told fabulous tales of the frontier’s wild beauty and the danger of the natives, but in all his stories he neglected to speak of the mud. She knew James Henry loved the wildness of this raw territory on the edge of the country. He’d told her over and over that someday this land would be homes and farms, and there would be new states in the United States of America. But everywhere there was mud. With one hand, she grasped the railing of the passenger barge as the steamboat Warrior towed it past the remains of old Fort Crawford, rotting on St. Feriole Island. With the other hand, she fidgeted with the letter in her reticule. The envelope had grown soft with constant rubbing and folding over the last six weeks. It was a miracle it had stayed sealed. It was a miracle she hadn’t tossed it into the river.


As the boat approached a cluster of buildings nestled under a tall bluff, her brother waved his arm toward the eastern bank of the Mississippi River. “Your new home, Prairie du Chien,” he said. “Your neighbors will be French fur traders and their Indian wives. Quite a change from the family farm in New York.”


“That it is.” Samantha couldn’t muster enthusiasm, but she didn’t want to disappoint him. Relief that her journey neared its end warred with dismay at the rough log houses and mud roads of the tiny village.


The sound of the boat’s engine changed, thrumming through the deck as the big sidewheel stopped, then edged backward. The river churned as the boat approached the dock. Vast expanses of grass stretched into the distance beyond the bluff that dominated the tiny dot of human habitation.


“It’s not an easy life,” James Henry said in a smug tone, “but the land is full of opportunity, especially for men connected to the Indian trade.”


“No doubt they will all rush to marry me,” Samantha said. She winced at the sharp sarcasm that laced her words when she’d tried for a light tone. Then again, maybe it was time to let her true feelings be known.


Her brother’s gold-rimmed spectacles hid his eyes, but the tight set of his mouth betrayed his disapproval. “Is that why Father sent you to live under my watch? Did you refuse another suitor?” He glared at Samantha. “It’s bad enough I had to lock my store and sacrifice income to fetch you. And now I’ll have to spend every waking moment watching over you.”


“Stuff and nonsense. I can assist you in your home and your store. And I will have a voice in the matter of suitors.” She was good at offended outrage.


“We’ll see.” He turned his back and strode down the steps to the main deck.


Samantha followed. She watched as other passengers greeted James Henry and bantered with him. They treated him as if he owned the territory. Little did they know how insufferable he could be. Samantha trailed behind him because she didn’t know where she was going, not by choice.


Papa had arranged for a neighboring family to chaperone her as far as St. Louis, and for James Henry to meet her there. Her father had given her a sealed letter for her brother, a letter that no doubt explained her transgressions with the amount of detail befitting a scandal reporter. It probably also instructed him how to marry her off with her father’s blessing.


Samantha hadn’t given her brother the letter in St. Louis, or while they were on the river. Not yet. Maybe never. Let him wonder. She planned to enjoy her independence, not transfer her yoke from father to brother.


On shore, men tied the boat to the dock. They unloaded kegs of salt, tea, and gunpowder, as well as boxes of fabric and blankets, and crates of guns. Black and white men rushed to fetch the passengers’ trunks from the barge. People disembarked amid excited chatter, but James Henry said nothing to his sister, nor did she speak to him.


A young woman and two men stood on the dock. The older man, dressed in rough civilian clothes, inspected new arrivals with a look that both welcomed and warned. The younger man stood ramrod straight and wore the uniform of an officer. James Henry strode up to the older man and shook his hand. Without looking at his sister, he said, “Colonel Taylor, may I present my sister, Miss Lockwood.”


Colonel Zachary Taylor nodded his head and said, “Your servant, ma’am.”


“Pleased to meet you, Colonel Taylor,” Samantha said. She gave him a gentle smile.


Colonel Taylor said, “Miss Lockwood, may I introduce Lieutenant Davis, and my daughter Miss Taylor. I hope your trip aboard the Warrior was pleasant. Captain Throckmorton acquitted himself well during the war last year. His boat played an important role in stopping Black Hawk’s escape.” He was friendly but formal, as an officer should be.


James Henry responded with hearty reassurances about their trip before Samantha could acknowledge the introductions.


Colonel Taylor said to Samantha, “The local tribes think well of your brother for his fair treatment.”


James Henry beamed at the compliment. “Lieutenant Davis treats them fairly, too. He made quite a name for himself with his courteous treatment of that old blackguard, the chief, as he was transported downriver to Jefferson Barracks in St. Louis. People say they were fast friends by the time they arrived in port.”


Lieutenant Jefferson Davis embodied an officer from his erect bearing to his steely blue eyes. “I treated him with respect is all,” he said.


Sarah Taylor, a handful of years younger than Samantha, couldn’t look away from the young lieutenant. Her expression reminded Samantha of her little sisters drooling over Mama’s cherry pie. Sarah wore her long brown hair in ringlets, and her hazel eyes sparkled as she laughed at the lieutenant’s words. Petite and vivacious, Sarah was the type of woman that always made Samantha feel heavy. Her mother described the short, thick women in the family as being from strong pioneer stock. Samantha was one of those.


“It takes a great man to treat an enemy well,” Samantha said. “It’s nice to have arrived.” And it was, she realized. She already liked Sarah Taylor, who might even make living in the territory bearable. Samantha looked around her with more interest.


Black and white servants scurried between their masters, loading trunks into wagons. Passengers she’d had a nodding acquaintance with reunited with family and walked toward the town. A small group of new recruits proceeded toward the half-constructed Fort Crawford and the village of Prairie du Chien. Colonel Taylor and Lieutenant Davis followed.


“I must see to my goods,” James Henry said. “Would you prefer to wait for me or walk into town now?” He pursed his lips, and his eyes darted to the cargo being unloaded. Stuffing his hands in his pockets, he rocked on his feet.


Samantha bristled at his obvious eagerness to get away from her. He might tell people he had gone to meet her in St. Louis, but Samantha knew he’d been more interested in fetching the items he’d ordered for his store than about fetching his sister. “I can find my own way,” she said. She turned away from her brother and walked toward the town.


Sarah Taylor fell in beside her. “Let me accompany you,” Sarah said.


Samantha gave her a grateful smile. They walked up a small hill toward the town and fort with the other arriving passengers. The women held their hems up to avoid the mud as best they could, but the men disregarded their muddy trousers. Samantha could see a couple dozen buildings. Houses nestled under the tall bluff covered in green prairie grass and had fields running down the slope to the river.


“It’s a pretty place to live,” Samantha said. She wondered if the mud would dry up before it froze with the onset of winter.


Sarah shrugged. “I make the best of it. We’ve lived in many places where my father has been stationed, and this certainly isn’t the worst.” She smiled at Samantha. “At least life here is never boring.”


That sounded promising to Samantha.


James Henry’s home, which would now also be hers, was one of the nicest houses in the village, with two stories and an attached single-story wing for James Henry’s store. The doors of the house and store both faced the road that led to the new fort.


Samantha and Sarah wiped the mud off their boots on the iron scraper near the door and entered the house. A large brick fireplace filled most of the wall opposite the door. Windows on either side of the front door allowed natural light to ease the dark heaviness of the overhead beams, and a colorful painted floor cloth covered the floor. Samantha liked the room. It still had a feeling of her brother’s wife, deceased now for several years. Her death from influenza had been a blow to the entire family.


Sarah called, “Sally!”


An older Black woman came from the other part of the house. “There you are, Miss Sarah,” she said.


“The house looks wonderful, Sally. Thank you for getting it ready for Miss Lockwood,” Sarah said. She turned to Samantha. “Sally is a treasure. My mother sent her over to make sure the place was ready for you.”


“I’ll run along to your parents’ house then,” Sally said. “Miss Lockwood, there’s a stew simmering for your dinner.” She returned downstairs to the semi-basement kitchen, no doubt to leave through a back door.


“Is she a servant or a slave?” Samantha asked. Her brow furrowed in confusion as she recalled the Black servants at the dock. Had they been enslaved? “I thought Michigan was a free territory.”


“My father’s regiment comes from the south. Soldiers are allowed a stipend for servants, so they brought their slaves with them.”


Samantha didn’t know what to say. Mother did have paid domestic help, but took personal charge of the household chores of cooking and cleaning. She had taught Samantha and her six sisters to do so, too. “Well,” she said. “I appreciate that Sally has started dinner.”


Sarah said, “I’ll leave you to settle in, but I’ll come for tea tomorrow to have a good chat.” She grinned to soften the audacity of inviting herself to tea.


“I look forward to it,” Samantha said. She beamed at her new friend.


Sarah took her leave, and Samantha explored the house. The scrumptious odor of fresh baked bread drew her downstairs to the kitchen. High narrow windows along the kitchen ceiling, at ground level from outside the house, let in a bit of light. At the top of another set of steps, a door led to the yard behind the house.


Wanting to step into her responsibilities right away, Samantha peered into the stew pot and gave it a stir. She tasted it, then took an onion from the dried bunch hanging above barrels of stored staples, chopped it, and added it to the simmering stew of meat and root vegetables.


Returning to the parlor, Samantha considered putting Papa’s letter on the mantle, as if it had appeared independent of her. She wasn’t foolish enough to believe Papa’s instructions to James Henry would vanish if her brother never read the letter, but it would be so nice to begin anew here. It would be a month at most before another letter could arrive, a month to establish herself, to show her brother and father she could think for herself. She took the letter out of her reticule and unfolded it. Her brother’s name glared at her in her father’s handwriting.


Papa would have met with James Churchman by now and broken the marriage agreement she’d never agreed to. Mama most likely had made tea and consoled the poor man, the latest in a string of suitors rejected by Miss Samantha Lockwood. Papa had roared when she refused this one. But Mr. Churchman bored her to tears, and she couldn’t bear a lifetime of boredom. She’d blurted out that she’d rather go live with James Henry in Michigan Territory than marry James Churchman. She hadn’t expected Papa to immediately agree and arrange her trip.


Samantha took the letter out of her reticule and tapped it against the fireplace bricks. Papa’s fury had overshadowed everything else in the days before she was banished. Mama had seemed empathetic, but maybe it was Samantha’s own longing. Surely Mama could understand that Samantha wanted to marry someone she chose, a man she could love and work alongside to build a life?


The frontier offered opportunities for a woman. She could make her own choices here, far from her father’s rigid control. She refolded the envelope along familiar creases, then crumpled it in her hand and threw it into the fire.


THE NEXT MORNING, SAMANTHA went to help James Henry in the store. Opposite the outside door, a counter ran along the wall. Shelves behind the counter were crowded with all manner of small goods—jars of candy, small boxes of beads and bangles, combs and ribbons, and small canvas bags of bullets and flints. At the far end of the store, several chairs gathered around an iron box stove. A checkerboard sat atop a barrel marked “nails.” She pictured her brother sitting there pontificating about territorial politics with like-minded men. James Henry had been appointed judge, and he had further political ambitions. At least territorial politics would be more interesting than the incessant legal details James Churchman had wanted to discuss.


Her brother stood next to a jumbled pile of goods near the door, his spectacles on the tip of his nose. He flipped through a stack of papers, double-checking the delivery that had arrived on the Warrior with them.


“Good morning,” she said. He was her brother and her host. She intended to be pleasant.


“Good morning,” he said, without looking up at her. Last night at supper, James Henry had complained about his loss of income from the store being closed for the two weeks it had taken to go to St. Louis and return with her. He still looked angry.


Samantha walked through the store, admiring the organized shelves of blankets, calico, cotton, and broadcloth, and the barrels of flour on the floor. One corner held guns, lead, flint, powder, and a few tools. Looking back toward the connecting door to the house, Samantha spotted a sign announcing the store was a designated U.S. post office, and she remembered how proud James Henry had been to tell their father he’d been appointed the first postmaster in Prairie du Chien.


The back of her neck prickled and she looked up to see her brother glaring at her over the top of his spectacles. “Are you ever going to tell me why Father banished you to the territory?”


A vision of the burning letter came to mind. She tensed with trepidation and tried to keep her voice from trembling. “He sent me for a visit, that’s all.” She reached into a box of glass beads, and picked out a string of purple ones. She held it up to her bodice next to the amethyst brooch she always wore and looked for a mirror. Not seeing one, she put the beads back and looked for another way to occupy her hands and ignore her brother.


He narrowed his eyes and examined her face. “That doesn’t sound like him.”


Samantha waited, trying not to hold her breath as she hoped he would drop the subject.


James Henry stared at her as if deciding what to say. He said, “So I was thinking . . .”


She’d never heard this speculative tone from her brother, just from her father. And that meant matchmaking.


“Lieutenant Davis seemed taken with you yesterday. I think I’ll invite him to tea.”


She was already shaking her head. “Stuff and nonsense. Or you’ll entertain him without me.”


“Samantha,” he warned, “you’ll need a husband on the frontier.”


Why was she surprised that her father and her brother thought alike? James Henry didn’t need a letter to discern Papa’s intentions. She said, “I don’t mind a husband, truly I don’t, but I will not take someone else’s!”


James Henry frowned and said, “Lieutenant Davis isn’t married.”


“Can’t you see the evidence before your own eyes? He and Miss Taylor are so much in love it’s amazing she could tear herself away to walk me here yesterday!” Samantha took a deep breath.


“I don’t think it’s that certain,” James Henry said. “Colonel Taylor disapproves.”


“So you do know about them. Sarah greeted me as a friend. I will not entertain a man she loves.”


“We’ll see about that.” He went back to checking items off his order list with his lips pressed together.


Samantha clasped her hands to keep them from shaking. It was going to take effort to establish herself independent of the men in her family.


LATER THAT AFTERNOON, SARAH arrived with a cheery smile. “Time for tea, Samantha. We can get to know each other and you can tell my mother I was a big help at settling you in.”


Samantha laughed. Sarah was a fresh breeze on a stuffy day. “Wonderful idea! Let me get the tray.”


She returned, balancing a plate of buttermilk biscuits with a jar of raspberry jam and a pot of tea. Samantha set it all on the table, and Sarah fetched porcelain cups from the hutch.


Samantha poured tea for herself and her guest. She remembered helping James Henry pick out the china set and wondered if his late wife had appreciated its pattern of delicate lavender flowers.


“Mmmm, Young Hyson,” Sarah said. “James Henry always has the best tea.” She looked over the top of her teacup. “That’s a pretty brooch you have. It’s cheerful.”


Samantha’s hand went to the small flower brooch on her bodice. It contained a bright amethyst in the center surrounded by lighter purple paste stones. She loved it. “I’ve always had it.” She laughed. “I’m not even sure where I got it!” Her smile slipped a little at the lie. She’d always admired her mother’s brooch, and before she left home, she’d taken it off her mother’s bureau. Samantha regretted the theft almost immediately, but when she touched the brooch it reminded her of her mother, of comfort and support in spite of Samantha’s rash actions.


Sarah laughed and began talking, telling her all about the personalities in the territory and the increasing tensions between Indians, fur traders, and soldiers. It seemed the world centered around Lieutenant Jefferson Davis. “Fort Crawford was in terrible disrepair. Our family had to live at Fort Snelling while it was rebuilt. Jeff supervised cutting the timber for the fort, on the Red Cedar River.”


“Your father must respect him,” Samantha said, amused by the younger girl’s obsession.


“My father thinks Jeff’s a good soldier but not a potential husband. It doesn’t make sense. My sister Ann married a soldier. My mother, too!”


“Fathers don’t need to make sense,” Samantha said with authority. This was something she knew well. “They’re fathers, after all. What they say goes. My father paraded every single man that wandered through Clinton County, New York, in front of me. James Henry has already said he will introduce me to local men. Some days I just want to run away into the woods with the first man I can find.”


“Oh, Samantha! Don’t say that. The frontier is full of wonderful men who are too busy to send back East for a wife. They want a woman who can thrive in the wilderness.” She hefted her porcelain cup full of imported tea. “And enjoy such niceties as are available, of course.”


“I do enjoy my niceties,” Samantha admitted. “Adjusting to life here would be much harder without you, Sarah.”


“When Jeff and I are married,” Sarah said, “we will work together to make a home and a family, and have all the niceties we can.” She cupped both hands around her teacup, and stared out the window.


It was a beautiful day for daydreams.















CHAPTER 2:






Moon for Planting, 1834 Sugar Camp
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DAY SETS


With one hand, Day Sets gathered her long dark hair and pulled it over one shoulder to keep it out of her way as she picked up a stack of blankets. She hated the braids her sisters wore, preferring her hair loose even when it sometimes got in the way. The mother river ran swiftly past the island to tumble over Owamni Yomni, the turbulent water that the white man called St. Anthony Falls. She’d been born on Wita Waste, Beautiful Island, as had her mother and her daughter. The noise of the nearby falls covered the sounds of childbirth, and the ancestors’ spirits protected both mother and baby. Being in this sacred place gave Day Sets courage and a sense of belonging. The women of her tribe came here every year as soon as the sap began to flow. Although oak trees dominated the island, a grove of maple trees provided an important source of food for her people. They gathered sap and made maple syrup, which they used to sweeten bread, stew, tea, and vegetables.


Day Sets walked across the grassy clearing, leaving the large oval birchbark lodge that housed the women of her village during sugaring. She threaded her way through the trees to the riverbank and placed her blankets into one of several beached birchbark dugouts. Other women loaded their dugouts, too, their silence and efficiency a result of long years of practice.


Another dugout approached through the glare of sun on the river. Two Dakota hunters paddled toward her, upriver away from the falls. They brought the dugout into the shallows next to Day Sets. She didn’t know either of the young men as they were from the Wahpeton band of Dakota rather than her own Mdewakanton. Several packs in the dugout indicated they’d been to the trading post or even to Fort Snelling. They stayed in the dugout, using their paddles to hold it in place, and one called to Day Sets, “Message for Cloud Man’s daughter.”


Day Sets wondered which of the four sisters he wanted but was too curious to ask. “Speak,” she said.


The hunter nodded. “Word from Fort Snelling says Seth Eastman has renounced his marriage and is going east.” Having delivered the message, the two men paddled away as if they hadn’t just shattered her sister’s life.


Day Sets frowned. She’d received the message; now it was her duty to tell her sister, Stands Sacred, that her husband, the man she loved, the father of her daughter, had left.


A thin woman sat with her back against an oak tree. She pulled her dirty blue woolen petticoat down over her leggings. She raised a bottle of alcohol toward Day Sets. “So the mighty family of Cloud Man suffers,” she jeered.


Day Sets gritted her teeth and said nothing. Star Dancing’s troubles had more to do with the drink than with Day Set’s family. She was so unpleasant, though, that it was as difficult to befriend her as it was to ignore the power of the thunder spirit who lived above the falls.


Stands Sacred came down the path, carrying a large kettle of maple syrup. Star Dancing leaped to her feet, staggered a bit, and called out, “Your darling Seth Eastman has left you!” Her eyes gleamed with a delight bordering on madness.


Stands Sacred stepped up beside her sister, chin held high. Her chin was always in the air, though, because she was the shortest of Cloud Man’s daughters. She looked to Day Sets for confirmation, and Day Sets nodded. Stands Sacred said, “He was a good father.” Her lips trembled and she pressed them together.


Day Sets nodded again, acknowledging the unspoken pain. She knew her sister dreamed of a wasichu marriage where her wasichu husband stayed near her and their daughter. Seth Eastman had made many paintings of Dakota life, and he’d learned a great deal of the language for a white man, which gave Stands Sacred hope. False hope, as it turned out. Day Sets hated to see her sister’s dreams dashed, but a Mdewakanton woman didn’t need to be bound to one man. She said, “All Nancy needs is a good mother.”


Day Sets and Stands Sacred stood beside each other, drawing peace from the trees and sun and each other. Near the lodge, a small girl had seated herself in one of the wooden troughs used to gather the sap. She mimicked paddling a dugout. Day Sets smiled, remembering when she and her sisters had done the same thing. Across the clearing, other Mdewakanton women loaded dugouts for the short trip off Wita Waste to the shore. Two were in charge of loading the huge brass kettles of precious maple syrup. Day Sets spotted another young girl swipe a fingerful of the syrup when her mother wasn’t looking. Day Sets could imagine past generations of Mdewakanton women tapping the trees and boiling the sap, their spiritual forms layered behind today’s women, passing on their strength and knowledge with love.


“I don’t understand why our father insists all his daughters marry wasichu,” Stands Sacred said.


Day Sets knew the answer as well as her sister did. Cloud Man believed that in order for his tribe to survive they must learn the ways of the wasichu, the white man. He’d arranged for Day Sets to marry the wasichu Indian agent when she was fifteen. Her three sisters married a soldier, a trader, and a slave. Day Sets knew her father’s highest hopes lay in her association with the Indian agent, the United States government official most directly involved with the tribe.


Stands Sacred continued, “Even Iron Cutter went East and married a white woman.” She shrugged. “How long before he moves East for good like Seth?”


In her head, Day Sets heard the words her mother had said since she was a small girl. Never forget you are Mdewakanton, the daughter of Cloud Man. She drew in her breath and straightened her shoulders. Her marriage to Iron Cutter served the future of the tribe as her father wished. She didn’t need her husband to live in her tipi with her. As an Indian agent for the government, he lived at St. Peter’s, close enough to provide for Day Sets and their daughter. “Mary and I are fine.”


Their mother came out of the lodge with another armload of blankets. Her graying hair and thickening waist did nothing to weaken the glare she focused on her daughters. Day Sets jumped to help, her sister right behind her. With the onset of the Moon for Planting, the Mdewakanton women would leave the sugaring camp and return to their summer camp on the shores of Mde Make Ska, White Earth Lake. The island’s bark lodge would be left and used again next year, and the year after that, as it had since before anyone there could remember. The men of the village, currently away hunting muskrat, would also return to Heyate Otunwe, the Village at the Side. Reunited, the villagers would plant fields as the wasichu, the white man, had taught them. Day Sets shook her head. At least that’s what her husband, Iron Cutter the Indian agent, would believe. In reality, the women did all the work as they always had.


When the dugouts were loaded, the women of Heyate Otunwe paddled across the current from the island to the shore. Day Sets sat in front of the dugout, with Stands Sacred seated behind her. Her other two sisters paddled the next dugout. Their mother steered a dugout that carried her three small granddaughters, paddling alone in a fierce declaration of her strength and her care for the children. The river pushed against the laden dugout, but Day Sets held firm. She noticed one of the strong younger women had taken charge of Star Dancing’s young daughter, who was iyeska, half wasichu, like the daughters of Day Sets and her sisters. Star Dancing herself lounged in a dugout paddled by two grim-faced women. They all beached the dugouts on the shore near the place their horses were tied. They redistributed the load among the horses, then tied the dugouts to trees overhanging the river.


Day Set’s big black horse pulled the largest travois with the syrup kettles. The rest of the women also led horses with loaded travois and packs of blankets on their backs. Muted conversations accompanied the scrape of travois poles along the forest floor, the creak of leather harness, and the calls of wild birds. Day Sets led her horse on a short rein. Her sisters and mother walked nearby, watching the three small cousins as they capered beside Day Sets.


Nearing the marshy banks of Mde Make Ska, Day Sets could see their village of fourteen summer lodges. Each lodge held two or three families. Awnings made of bark shaded the door to the elmwood bark lodges and provided a place for the Mdewakanton, the Spirit Lake People, to watch the village as they sewed, repaired fishing lines, sang and chatted. Bare cornfields surrounded the village. By the end of summer, the tall green corn would almost hide the lodges. Women and children would stand on raised platforms to scare away the blackbirds, but only a small lane between the cornstalks would give access to their home.


Shading her eyes, Day Sets watched a group of boys, including her young brothers, playing with long willow javelins. They’d stripped off bark in long spirals, then smoked the bare places to leave black and white stripes on the tapered javelin itself. Now shouts came across the bare cornfield as the boys jeered at the more feeble throws or cheered the best ones.


For seven years Heyate Otunwe had been their summer home. Day Set’s husband had created this village and named it Eatonville, after a wasichu far away. The wasichu who lived nearby, though, called it Cloud Man’s Village. As a child in Black Dog’s village, Day Sets didn’t remember any talk of white men, certainly no plans to learn about their culture. Stories were told of Cloud Man, her father, joining Black Dog to fight with the British in 1812, after her parents married. The British showered both men with medals, and they returned to their village. When the Americans arrived in 1819 and built Fort Snelling, Iron Cutter came with them. As an Indian agent, he convinced Black Dog and Cloud Man to give up their British medals to show their loyalty to the Americans. Day Sets had been a young girl at the time, but she had giggled when her father showed her one medal he’d kept and hidden away. For years, she’d seen that medal as her father’s way of clinging to his past pride, part of his success as a warrior.


Then in the fall of 1828, Cloud Man led a hunting party in search of game. A sudden blizzard overtook them, and they could do nothing but huddle on the ground and wait for it to pass. Day Sets shuddered, remembering her father’s bleak story of the three days he’d spent trapped under the snow. That was when his mind and heart changed, when he decided it was better for the Mdewakanton to learn to farm the wasichu’s way. The buffalo and other game had grown scarce as more wasichu arrived. Cloud Man’s people did grow some corn, but growing it the wasichu way would be a more stable source of food, and safer to produce.


When the blizzard ended, Cloud Man and his hunters poked their way out of the snow and made their way home. Cloud Man went right to Iron Cutter and accepted the offer of help to start a farming village. In a show of good faith, Cloud Man gave up his last British medal.


Iron Cutter provided tools and training, and doted on the inhabitants like they were his children. He had designated her father, Cloud Man, the head man of the village because her father was widely regarded as brave in battle and wise in counsel. In return, Cloud Man gave fifteen-year-old Day Sets to Iron Cutter in marriage. In the seven years since, the village had grown to over one hundred people who had struggled to hunt game or gather wild rice, people who saw the necessity of learning to grow food like the wasichu. Day Sets knew that Iron Cutter expected her people to live in the village all year, but the Mdewakanton needed to move to hunting and sugaring camps as they always had. It was tradition as well as sustenance.


Day Sets saw a group of boys running through the village, which meant that the men had already arrived back at the village from their hunting camp. Most of the women hurried to their lodges to be reunited with husbands they hadn’t seen for a couple of months. Day Sets’s husband didn’t live in the village. Neither did any of her sister’s husbands. Star Dancing staggered and fell against Day Sets’s horse. Day Sets’s mother took the hand of Star Dancing’s daughter, and Day Sets took Star Dancing’s arm. She smoothed the other woman’s braid, which hung down her back and had started to come apart. Star Dancing’s stained print cotton bedgown smelled of too long without washing, and her breath reeked of alcohol. As Cloud Man’s daughter, Day Sets felt a particular responsibility to embrace the tradition of compassion, even if she was relieved during those times when someone else assisted Star Dancing.


Star Dancing’s husband hadn’t built them a proper summer lodge. Day Sets led the woman to her tipi made of worn buffalo skin. She lunged past Day Sets and threw aside the flap. Her husband must have been inside. Star Dancing’s strident voice harangued him, and his own anger erupted in return. “Get away from me!”


Pale Crow stormed from the tipi and gritted his teeth as he brushed past Day Sets and Stands Sacred. His fury swirled behind him, leaving an aura of disturbance that only a wasichu could create.


Star Dancing appeared in the doorway and lamented, “Pale Crow is going to go live at the fort! I am alone now to raise my child without a father!”


Day Sets said, “Can I bring food for you? For your daughter?”


Star Dancing’s daughter broke away from Day Set’s mother and ran to her own mother. Her thin arms and legs made her dark eyes appear larger. She was no cleaner than her mother. Star Dancing’s eyes flashed and her chin jutted forward, challenging Day Sets to say more.


Stands Sacred looked miserable, but she didn’t say anything.


Day Sets wanted to like Star Dancing. She was near Day Set’s own age, a Mdewakanton girl married to a wasichu, with an iyeska daughter. Star Dancing had been beautiful once, before she married Pale Crow. His divided loyalties, between the village and the fort, had broken Star Dancing in ways Day Sets would never understand. But Star Dancing never looked to the ancestors for guidance, nor to her daughter’s future.


Day Sets realized there was nothing she or her sister could say to comfort Star Dancing, who was not ready to hear that three of Cloud Man’s daughters were in the same situation, that Mdewakanton mothers raised their children, not fathers.


Of the wasichu fathers, Iron Cutter seemed the one most interested in building a school for the iyeska children. So far, though, his promises had been empty. Day Sets did what she could. She made sure her daughter anticipated her father’s visits and appreciated his gifts, and that she addressed him in English. But Day Sets only knew a few words of her husband’s language. Her father had settled on the idea that his granddaughters and the other iyeska children were the future of the tribe, the link that smoothed the Mdewakanton way with the wasichu. They would need a school. She wondered if the ancestors would be able to follow the children into a wasichu school, into the wasichu world. What a tragedy if they could not.















CHAPTER 3:






May, 1834 Prairie du Chien, Michigan Territory
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SAMANTHA


Every day, Samantha held her mother’s amethyst brooch for a moment before pinning it to her bodice. Having a piece of her mother over her heart gave her confidence, even though she balked at her mother’s advice. When she said she just wanted to be happy in her marriage, Mama had said, “A really good wife is almost always unhappy. While she does so much for the comfort of others, she nearly ruins her own health and life. It is because she cannot be easy and comfortable when there is the least disorder or dirt to be seen.” Samantha didn’t believe her happiness rested on the amount of dirt in her house. That was just as well, given the amount of mud in Prairie du Chien.


She helped James Henry in the store, and they came to a level of companionship that worked. It mostly involved not talking about anything personal. The street door opened, and a man entered. A large black Newfoundland followed him, panting and wagging its tail.


James Henry’s face lit up. “Samantha, this is Major Lawrence Taliaferro.”


Major Taliaferro bowed his head to Samantha. “Your servant, ma’am.”


“Pleased to meet you,” Samantha said. She curtsied to the major. It seemed the right thing to do since he was clearly a prominent person in the community. He dressed well and carried himself like a gentleman. Major Taliaferro appeared to be around the same age as her brother, thirty-five. The dog lurched forward to lick her hand.


“Enchanted, Miss Lockwood,” the major said. “Nero, come here!” The dog ignored him.


Nero was big enough that Samantha could pat his head without bending over, a fine specimen of a Newfoundland. She ruffled his ears. “I love big dogs.” He licked her hands, his tail already wagging. Samantha stood, brushed her skirt with her hands and looked up in time to see stern disapproval on her brother’s face. It seemed she’d see that expression often.


“Major Taliaferro is the government agent for the Sioux Indians,” James Henry said. “The Sioux call him Iron Cutter, a translation of his last name.” He laughed.


“What exactly does a government agent do?” Samantha asked.


“I prevent hostilities between the Dakota and the Ojibwe.” The agent’s chest puffed out a bit. He was a proud man.


“It’s no easy task,” James Henry said.


If Lawrence Taliaferro had been a woman, Samantha would accuse her brother of being in love. As it was, the Indian agent was someone her brother respected and admired. The feeling seemed to be mutual.


Major Taliaferro turned to James Henry. “I stopped in to tell you that Mr. Culbertson, the sutler at Fort Snelling, has retired. They’ve appointed a new postmaster that will also fill in as sutler for now. Do you know Mr. Miree?”


“Miree?” James Henry said. He frowned. “No, I haven’t met him. Make sure he knows I’m available to assist, should he need it. He’s not a creature of Rolette’s, I take it?”


“There is no indication he knows King Rolette,” Major Taliaferro said. “I’m not sure where he comes from.”


“Sit for a bit, Lawrence,” James Henry said, waving a hand to indicate the chairs around the stove.


“I’m on my way downriver to St. Louis. When we came East for the summer, I left my wife there to visit her relatives. I’m only here as long as it takes Captain Throckmorton to see the Warrior loaded, then I’m off to fetch her.”


“If I’d only known! We could have combined the duties of fetching the women and saved one of us the trip,” James Henry said as they walked to the chairs around the potbelly stove. Nero flopped down happily at his master’s feet. Samantha followed, but didn’t sit down.


The major said, “Eliza insisted on accompanying me when I told her I planned to winter here this year.”


“She’ll winter over with you?” James Henry’s surprise caused his friend to wince.


Samantha took a few steps closer. “So who is King Rolette?” she asked, finding the notion of territorial royalty much more interesting than an absent wife.


Lawrence snorted in derision. “He’s no king but he’s certainly a monarch.”


James Henry removed his spectacles and put one end of them in his mouth. It was his pontification look. He was about to regale her with facts. He said, “Joseph Rolette was one of the last independent traders. Recently, he joined with Mr. Astor of American Fur to crush Columbia Fur. Now Rolette represents American Fur. To make matters worse, he’s been appointed Chief Justice of Crawford County.”


Samantha knew that her brother was a prominent man in this little community. In addition to the store and the post office, James Henry was a judge. Samantha said, “He must be a constant thorn in your side.”


James Henry frowned.


Lawrence said, “Anything James Henry wants to pass—any law, any improvement—Rolette opposes. A few years back, Mrs. Lockwood started a school to teach all the children. Rolette spread the word that her goal was to turn all the children into Protestants. Attendance dropped off.”


James Henry flinched at the mention of his deceased wife, but recovered in time to respond. “I figured a way to get around him, though. If I support an issue, I have someone else suggest it. If Rolette doesn’t know it’s my idea, he won’t automatically oppose it.”


“So clever, dear brother.” Samantha laughed with the men. “So it’s Lockwood and Taliaferro against the world?”


Her brother didn’t look at her but acknowledged her words with a grim smile.


“Not against the world, just against traders like Rolette,” Lawrence said. “Sometimes it seems they are the world, but we have right on our side. I won’t let people like him mistreat the Dakota and Ojibwe.”


The men discussed details of various treaties, tribes, and traders Samantha didn’t know and couldn’t yet sort out. She returned to dusting the shelves. Her head spun with alliances and feuds—traders against traders, traders against Indians. Where did the soldiers fit in? What about the settlers that were arriving in greater numbers every day? She wondered how many women lived in town, and how many actively supported their husbands.


Back home, her older sisters supported their husbands in everything. Her oldest brother’s wife, though, fought him on every decision. Samantha never agreed all the time with any of them. In her parents’ marriage, Mama obviously deferred to Papa, her own opinions kept to herself. Could a married woman agree sometimes with her husband and sometimes speak her own mind? If such a thing were possible, she vowed to find it here on the frontier. On her own terms.


Samantha felt a cold nose on her thigh and looked down into Nero’s beautiful dark eyes. “Hello, handsome,” she said. “Would you like a cookie?” The dog’s tail wagged, threatening to clear the lower shelves. Samantha took a molasses cookie from the jar on the counter and led the dog out from behind it. He sat, every muscle perked, head tilted as if to point out what a good dog he was. Samantha laughed and gave him the cookie.


“Now you’re his best friend,” Major Taliaferro said. “I’d better go before Nero eats your entire cookie inventory and he’s too fat to board the boat.” He tipped his hat to Samantha. “Welcome to the territory, Miss Lockwood.” Nero followed him out the door.


TWO DAYS LATER, ANOTHER man came into the store to see James Henry. The stranger wasn’t a soldier—no uniform. He wore the clothing of a civilian, his blond hair tousled by wind or neglect. He was nothing like any man her father would ever approve. Curious, Samantha walked behind the counter and busied herself straightening merchandise as close to the two men as she could get.


“Mr. Lockwood, I’m Alexander Miree, the new postmaster at Fort Snelling. Heading back upriver to the fort tomorrow. I was told to contact you while I was in Prairie du Chien.” His face twisted into an endearing grimace, and he rubbed the back of his neck. “I don’t want to appear unprofessional, but the previous sutler rather mismanaged the place, and the living quarters aren’t very livable.” He looked up and smiled. His green eyes sparkled, and Samantha took a deep breath. “So I need a few supplies and some advice.”


James Henry nodded, his customer-pleasing smile on his face as he held out his hand for a handshake. “Well met, sir. I’m happy to assist you with whatever you need.”


“Would you care for a bag of taffy to sweeten the journey?” Samantha asked. “Or a ribbon for your lady’s hair?”


“My sister, Miss Lockwood,” James Henry said with a dismissive wave of his hand in her direction.


Alexander Miree smiled, and Samantha’s stomach flipped over. “Thank you, Miss Lockwood. Taffy would be fine, but I’ve no need for female fripperies.” He gathered a few more things to put on the counter.


Samantha bagged the taffy and moved aside as James Henry rang up Alexander’s coffee and coffeepot. The way he stood and moved and smiled, with casual confidence but not arrogance, entranced her. She struggled against her instinct to giggle and bat her eyelashes, things she had never done for a man and refused to do now. Nonetheless, she hovered close enough to hear the men’s conversation. Her heart thumped so loudly she thought they’d hear it.


The men chatted a bit about postal matters, then James Henry wrapped everything in paper and said, “Just the basics, huh? Life goes on if you have coffee.”


“Too many tea drinkers in this area. Must have my coffee in the morning.” Alexander took his package and chuckled with James Henry as if they shared a secret, even though Samantha knew James Henry was a tea drinker.


“Have a safe trip upriver, Mr. Miree,” Samantha said. “James Henry will be happy to help you with any more postmaster questions, I’m sure.”


He rewarded her with another smile that made her fluttery, then he left the store with a confident stride.


As soon as the door closed behind him, James Henry turned to Samantha. “Don’t throw yourself at my male customers. If you can’t behave properly, you will not work in the store.”


“Nonsense. I am being friendly, not forward.” The notion of throwing herself at Alexander Miree made Samantha smile, and that took the steel out of her words. She didn’t understand why this man affected her so much. She’d met handsome men before, but he didn’t have the polish that made a man handsome. Her heart couldn’t explain it to her head.


James Henry ran a hand through his dark hair and let out an exasperated breath. “I still think Lieutenant Davis . . .”


“Stop right there.” Samantha held up her hand, palm flat. “I will not discuss the lieutenant with you. He and Sarah Taylor will get married despite her father’s objections.” Over the past few weeks, she’d gotten to know Sarah and her mother, both strong, opinionated women.


James Henry took off his spectacles and rubbed his eyes before glaring at her. “You’re twenty-three years old. Time to stop being picky and settle down with a good man.”


“I’m already that much of an imposition to you, James Henry?” She tried for a teasing tone but failed, even to her own ears. She didn’t have a place in James Henry’s life. He had managed the store without her for years. Some of his dealings were more political than financial, and her mind whirled with the twisting alliances of tribes, traders, soldiers, and settlers. She felt her throat tighten and tears tickle her eyes. “I’ll just start supper, then,” she said, heading for the adjoining door.


Closing the door behind her, she leaned against it and took a deep breath, then another, until her chest eased. Despite what she’d said to her brother about starting dinner, Samantha continued to the upper floor with its two bedrooms. Her room wasn’t anything special, lacking the comfort and familiarity of her bedroom at the farm in New York. This room had a rough wooden bedstead and a mattress covered with a pretty quilt made by her late sister-in-law. A small, battered dresser stood by the bed. Samantha’s trunk sat in the far corner. It was the only seating she had besides the bed. A window looked out over the street toward the Mississippi River. It was a stunning view, but Samantha wasn’t in the mood to appreciate it.


She flung herself on her bed and let the tears fall as she thought of her family back in New York. Her amethyst brooch caught on the quilt. Samantha untangled it and covered the brooch with her hand. She missed her mother most. She missed the big family gatherings with her siblings and their families, and she missed the familiar farm. The frontier felt new and strange. Here James Henry was a powerful figure, manipulating the players in local politics to his benefit. She missed the brother who alternately hid her dolls and brought her apples from the neighbor’s orchard.


Maybe when she was finally married, life could return to normal. She and her husband could go East for a visit, and Mama would welcome them. A husband would please Papa, even a man he hadn’t chosen. James Henry could be her brother again instead of a father substitute. It was true that she was welcome to go home if she agreed to marry someone her father chose, but her father chose men like James Churchman, and she wanted something more than stuffy and proper.


She must distract James Henry from the idea of Lieutenant Davis as a suitor, but so many other men she’d seen so far were grizzled and old, or soldiers whose loyalties lay in faraway homes. She needed someone that was close to her age, with a job that kept him close to home. Green eyes and tousled blond hair popped into her head, and her breath caught. Alexander Miree might be perfect. She would have to figure out how to visit Fort Snelling and use Mr. Miree to distract James Henry from Lieutenant Davis.


OVER THE NEXT FEW weeks, it became usual for Samantha to invite Sarah to tea, including Lieutenant Davis, too. Sometimes Jeff would bring a friend to talk to Samantha while he and Sarah continued their courtship. Samantha liked seeing her new friend so happy.


On one of these afternoons, Samantha, Sarah, and Jeff sat at the table in the front room. They each had a cup of tea in the good cups, and Samantha’s fresh honey cookies on a plate. Sarah was discussing her favorite subject—her father’s refusal to consider an army man to be her husband.


“He says he’s seen how my sister, Ann, struggles to raise a family on the frontier,” she said. “He never remarks about how happy she is.”


Jeff said, “Sarah’s mother is an army wife, too. The Colonel says Mrs. Taylor’s a better soldier than he is.” Jeff chuckled and took a bite of his cookie. “These are delicious, Samantha.”


“Thank you, Jeff,” she said. “Sarah, your father wants you to be happy, doesn’t he?”


Sarah said, “Oh, I’m sure he does. He respects Jeff, too, as a soldier and a person. Just not a son-in-law.” She wrinkled her nose in distaste. “Fathers know what makes a daughter happy, right? I know you have the same situation, Samantha.”


Samantha thought of James Churchman and shuddered. “Maybe you two should run off and get married,” she said.


The door to the adjoining store opened, forestalling any response, and her brother came in, smelling of whiskey and cigars. The men had a very different afternoon gathering than the women. If he wasn’t so smitten with Sarah, Jeff would probably prefer to be with the men.


James Henry nodded at the women and gave Jeff a hearty handshake. “So, Mr. Davis, when are you going to make an honest woman of my sister?”


Samantha groaned and focused on her tea, too embarrassed to look at Jeff and too angry to look at James Henry.


Jeff grimaced, then forced a smile. “Sir, I believe we’ve had this discussion. Your sister’s honesty is not mine to ensure.”


Sarah said, “Jeff, you need to be more direct. James Henry, your sister isn’t going to marry Jeff.”


James Henry looked at each of them with a phony smile on his face, the one Samantha called his campaign smile. “Well, he certainly isn’t going to marry you, Sarah, if your father has his say.”


Jeff stood. “I need to be going. While I feel welcomed here, it’s not the sort of welcome that makes me comfortable.” He nodded curtly to James Henry, then turned to the ladies. “Thank you for a lovely repast and conversation, ladies.” He walked to the door and settled his hat on his head. Then he was gone.


James Henry pointed his finger at Samantha. “You have work to do there, sister.” He took what remained of the cookie on Jeff’s plate and went back into the store.


Sarah and Samantha looked at each other in silence for a moment. Samantha said, “He is stubborn like my father. If I ever have sons, I pray they lack the Lockwood stubbornness.” She thought for a moment. “I have an idea.” She told Sarah about the unmarried sutler who lived at Fort Snelling. Sarah hadn’t met him, but she started smiling when Samantha’s description waxed poetic.


“Oh,” Sarah teased, “you’ve settled on him for his eyes and the toss of his head?”


“I haven’t settled on anyone,” Samantha said. “He has a good job. It might be enough to distract James Henry. At least he’d be pestering me to marry someone whose affections aren’t already taken, someone I might be interested in.” She paused. “Maybe I can encourage my brother to go upriver to see how Mr. Miree is doing. After all, he did offer his help. Then I can accompany him, saying I wish to visit the fort.”


“I’ll write to my sister, Ann, to tell her you might be coming.”


Sarah and Samantha made it a point to meet every boat after that, waiting for Ann’s reply. One day, as they stood on the dock watching a newly arrived boat unload, Samantha gasped as the disembarking passengers passed them. Her hand went to her heart, covering the brooch pinned there.


“Samantha?” Sarah asked. “Are you all right?”


Samantha stared, frozen in shock, as a tall, neatly dressed man smiled and waved. “Oh, sweet heaven, it’s James Churchman.”


“James? Your father’s James?” Sarah burst into laughter. “I can hardly wait to meet him.”


The man approaching them wore a tightly belted coat that made his shoulders look wider and slim trousers that accentuated his long legs. Sandy brown side whiskers showed beneath his top hat, and he sported a trimmed mustache. Samantha had thought her past washed away with the river current. Instead, it had come upriver to bedevil her. Samantha forced herself to focus on the expression of delight on James’s face.


“Samantha, my darling!” he said. “I had hoped to surprise you with my visit, and here you are surprising me by greeting my boat.” He took her hand in his and kissed it with a dramatic flair.


“It was a complete coincidence. I didn’t even know you were coming. Whatever made you come west?”


“Oh come, dear,” he said. “Introduce me to your friend, why don’t you?”


Sarah extended her hand as Samantha said, “James Churchman, allow me to introduce you to Miss Taylor. Sarah, this is Mr. Churchman.”


“Your servant, Miss Taylor,” James said. “Always a pleasure to meet a friend of my intended.”


“Pleasure is mine, Mr. Churchman,” Sarah said.


“Your intended?” Samantha said. “Papa must have talked with you.”


James regarded her with cold eyes. “Are you so weak that you would run away without taking your leave of me? I always believed you to be a strong woman, therefore I am here to discuss the matter with you in person.”


Samantha, stung by his accusation yet flattered by his compliment, said, “You must come to tea. Sarah, would you join us? James, where are you staying while in town?”


James surveyed the dried mud that encrusted the fort and village. Samantha remembered her first impression of Prairie du Chien and smiled. The frontier would be too different for James. He wouldn’t stay long.


“I haven’t yet made arrangements,” James said.


“You will be able to find a spare bed,” Sarah assured him. “First, though, some tea after your journey.”


James Henry came up the road. He had a satchel of incoming mail over his shoulder, intended for the post office. “James? Is that you?”


“James Henry! Well met, sir,” James said. The two men shook hands and laughed with the delight of renewed acquaintance.


Samantha wondered if James knew about her father’s letter, the letter that had never reached James Henry. It didn’t matter. James Henry would now learn why Papa had banished her from the family farm. He would now try harder to marry her off. At least she’d had several weeks to settle in.


“Well, I can guess why you’re here in the territory,” James Henry said with a sidelong glance at his sister. “Has she invited you to tea?”


“We’re on our way,” Samantha said. “Sarah will join us.” She turned and walked up the road toward the store. Sarah fell into step beside her. The two men followed, chatting like long lost friends.


“Today suddenly got interesting,” Sarah said in a low voice.


“I’m beyond words,” Samantha whispered back. “I never thought he’d pursue me this far. It’s out of character. What could Papa have told him?”


“It doesn’t matter what your father said. It matters that he had the nerve to come after you. That’s impressive.”


“You know what I’ve told you about this man. He’s a lawyer. He lives and breathes laws and treaties and legal technicalities. If James Churchman were a plant, he’d be late summer prairie grass, dry and brown as far as the eye can see in all directions.”


Sarah laughed. “All right, I understand. What are you going to do?”


“Leave for Fort Snelling, alone if necessary, even if we don’t get an answer from your sister soon.”


“He followed you here from New York. You don’t think he’ll continue a couple of days upriver?”


Samantha’s shoulders slumped in defeat. They arrived at the house, and Samantha hesitated at the door. “I suppose I’ll make do,” she murmured to Sarah. Louder, she said, “Welcome to James Henry’s humble home, James.” Then she entered the house, leaving the door wide open for the others.


“Not so humble,” James Henry protested. He led James to a chair by the fireplace. “Are you content with tea or can I offer you something stronger?”


James demurred. “Tea is fine, thank you.”


Sarah went to the hutch to fetch teacups. Samantha went straight to the kitchen, where she prepared a tray of bread and jam as well as a pot of tea. She muttered to herself as she worked. “Why would he follow me here? Papa must have given him hope. I guess I can’t be angry with Papa. He probably thinks I’ll come crawling home in defeat before midsummer. He’s always thought I was weak! But how could he send me here and then send James?” She touched her brooch. “What did Mama say?” Samantha longed to have a private conversation with her mother, away from Papa, where true feelings could be discussed. She didn’t want to believe Mama supported Papa’s decision to send her here in the first place, much less to send James after her.


With a deep breath, Samantha put a smile back on her face, picked up the tea tray, and went up to the parlor. She poured tea for the men and gave them the cups where they sat by the fireplace. There were only two chairs by the fire. Sarah sat at the table, already nibbling a biscuit topped with berry jam that Samantha’s late sister-in-law had preserved. Samantha didn’t know whether to feel excluded by the men or relieved she didn’t have to talk to them about the latest in a series of Indian treaties the government signed then ignored. Samantha sighed. It would be a long afternoon. She sat with Sarah and poured herself a cup of tea.


“The treaty of 1804 was the impetus of the Black Hawk war,” James was saying. “Black Hawk never believed we could sell away his lands. The government made an incredible deal. All the land east of the Mississippi River from St. Louis to the Wisconsin River for a thousand dollars paid to the Sauk and Fox.”


“The amount of money wasn’t the problem,” James Henry said. “The Indians simply don’t understand the concept of land ownership. They live on the land and it provides for them.”


“In this most recent treaty, the United States acquired something like half a million acres. What does that mean? The Indians still live there. Life continues.” James sipped his tea.


Sarah whispered to Samantha. “So far he’s been very pleasant. And he’s an attractive enough man with a dashing air.”


“Yes, he makes a good impression,” Samantha said. She picked up a biscuit and spread it with jam. If she stuffed her mouth, she wouldn’t be able to make the stinging retorts James usually inspired. She never liked the person she became when she was with him.


But Sarah was right. James was being pleasant, no doubt because he was ignoring her. After all, he’d been caustic at the dock. As if she should be blamed for whatever nonsense her father had used as an excuse for her journey to Prairie du Chien. Whatever he’d said, Papa hadn’t made it clear that he’d banished her for refusing to marry James.


The afternoon stretched to another pot of tea, with the men discussing treaties, and the women discussing their trip to Fort Snelling in hushed tones at the table. When Sarah rose to take her leave, the men also stood.


“I’d best be finding myself a bed for the night,” James said as Sarah left.


“Don’t be ridiculous. You’ll stay here with us tonight and tomorrow we’ll find proper lodging in the village for you,” James Henry said. “Samantha can add one more for supper.”


Samantha noticed the trunk that had been delivered to the house and left by the door. It looked like James meant to stay.


“I’ll fix a pallet for James in your room,” Samantha said to her brother.


After supper that night, James suggested he and Samantha take a walk. The spring evening turned chilly, so she collected her shawl as they left the house, pinning it around her shoulders with the amethyst brooch. Her hand lingered there to gather strength.


Samantha led him to a path along the river. The bluff behind them towered over the town and would make the sun set sooner than on the prairie beyond, its tall grass spiked with black-eyed Susans and purple bergamot. There wouldn’t be an opportunity for a long stroll. She stopped and stood watching the river instead. The Mississippi flowed around the sand bars and islands with their abundant foliage.


“It’s a beautiful setting,” James said.


“True, except for the mud,” Samantha said.


“Your father came to me the day after you left. He said you didn’t want to marry me, but he was hazy on the details of why you ran away.” James waited. She said nothing. “He was unclear as to your reason for refusing me, so I came to find out for myself.”


Samantha watched as the sky grew dimmer over the bluff and washed the river with orange and gold. “I told Papa I wouldn’t marry you, and he sent me here. It was not my choice.”


James nodded. “All right. I understand that. But not marrying me? That was your choice, was it not?”


She couldn’t tell him he was boring. “I didn’t feel we knew each other well, I guess.”


“Many brides are frightened at first.”


She bristled. “Stuff and nonsense. I wasn’t frightened. I just don’t want to marry a man I hardly know. There must be more to a marriage than an agreement on paper with my father.”


James smiled. “There’s the spunky girl I thought I would marry.”


He liked her spunkiness? Samantha had never known that.
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