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PROLOGUE



Up the grand staircase through the smoke-filled air, I fought my way to the second floor. The hungry flames spread quickly, but I had no time to think of that now. I raced to my bedroom, where, tucked in a drawer, there was something I had left behind.


As I turned to make my escape, the floor shook beneath me with a thunderous sound. The grand staircase came crashing down—my only way out was suddenly gone.


Consumed in a shroud of thick black smoke, there was no breath to be found. Gasping for air, I slumped to the floor. Amid the roar of the blaze, I found myself in a peaceful place . . . and I thought my journey to the spirit world had begun. Holding my precious pearls, I saw Charley’s face. And then there we were: dancing by moonlight in our rustic cabin where our love story began.


He held me close in his strong, worked arms.


“Charley,” I whispered. “Please forgive me . . .”
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PART ONE:



A PROMISE TO MYSELF
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CHAPTER 1


I ran through the backwoods like a hunted animal, stumbling and falling along the way. The bitter temperature was unforgiving, and my blood ran cold. There was a chance I would not survive, but I would rather die in Mother Nature than by my husband’s brutal hand.


With the first sign of daylight, my weary legs gave out. I lay listening to the fierce wind whipping through the trees and could feel the early burn of frostbite, first the pins and needles and then the numbness setting in. My eyes grew heavy, but I was startled by the cry of the hawk: the messenger.


Large flakes were falling as I got to my feet. I walked blindly through the trees, and my mind was beginning to wander when an old oak called to me. He stood tall and strong, with his many branches laden in white. I curled up against the foot of his trunk, feeling his warmth from within, and I stayed through the night.


By morning, the snow had stopped, leaving a ceiling of dark gray clouds. A cluster of boulders caught my eye, and I bid the old oak goodbye. Walking away, I looked back. “I will never forget you,” I called.


Reaching the boulders, I saw my hunch had been right: there was a cave waiting to be found. The cry of the hawk, and the old oak, had saved my life.


I crept inside without a sound, hoping not to find an unwanted surprise. In the dampness, I could hear the trickle of water. Starting a fire, I breathed a sigh of relief, for I knew I was safe for now. Bats were hanging dormant on the back wall, a good omen from the spirit world. Like the owls, they are guardians of the night and bats symbolize rebirth. I pulled off my mittens and my husband’s old boots. My poor blistered feet were rubbed nearly raw. And I feared my ribs were broken. My husband . . . I could still taste the blood in my mouth. As my fingers and toes slowly warmed by the fire, the feeling began to come back, paired with the pain from the heartless beating I had taken from him.


After two days and weak from hunger, I bundled up in my old brown frayed winter coat and left the cave to set my small animal trap. It did not take long for a plump rabbit to come along. Releasing him gently, I offered a blessing and thanked him for his life. I skinned his little muscled body and ate his heart. Returning to the cave and kindling my fire, I placed him on a small branch over the open flame. I could smell the burning of his flesh as juices dripped and sizzled on the red-hot coals below. Turning him to a golden brown, I filled my empty belly with his tenderness.
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CHAPTER 2


On a calm, clear night, I left the cave to breathe new life. Familiar sounds began to come back: the cry of the wolf, the wings of the night hunter, the creaking noises of the tall trees above.


Walking a few miles, I heard the sound of rushing water. Coming to the river, I saw that it moved fast and strong. I had to wait until daybreak, in hopes of seeing a bridge to cross. But when morning came, one could not be found. My choices were to turn back, knowing my husband was sure to be tracking me, or dare to cross.


Weighing my chances, I jumped into the icy water that nearly sucked my breath out. When I reached the middle and deepest part, the river bottom dropped out from under me. The water heaved and churned, tossing me to the surface and back under again. I fought for air every chance I got, but the river showed no mercy as it carried me downstream. I was on my way to my watery grave when a huge rock stopped me.


Weak and beaten, I managed to land on the snow-covered bank, coughing and heaving violently. Coming to my senses, I thought how foolish I had been.


I crawled to some nearby pines to find shelter from the new snow beginning to fall. The wind cut through my water-soaked clothes, and my body shook down to the bone. I tried to start a fire, but it quickly died. When I tried to pull my boots off, I found them stuck to my feet—the water inside my boots had frozen.


A wave of despair swept over me . . . and then the fire sparked. Flames ignited and brought with them an intense heat. In the fire, where I held my gaze, I saw an elder with long white hair. His face was weathered and his skin brown. I was not afraid, for I knew my grandfather’s great medicine spirit, and his eyes of timeless wisdom locked deeply into mine. As I reached out my hand toward him, his vision faded, yet he had brought me warmth and a powerful reminder that I belonged to the People of the Fire, who were strong and brave and proud.


Our people, many years back, had marched thousands of miles in the dead of winter on the Trail of Tears. They wore no shoes, with little clothing on their backs, and were starved and plagued with smallpox—the white man’s disease. I thought of the many who fell to their death, and the ones who survived.


The heat of the fire pierced through my skin, bringing my body back to life and then sending me into deep slumber. When I awakened, the fire burned bright. The snowfall had stopped, the air was still, and the stars had come out. My feet no longer pained me, and I could walk, once again, into the night.


The following day, I came across a mountain cave and entered with a watchful eye, making sure a hibernating bear had not found it first. When I discovered I was alone, I built a fire—the one thing that animals feared.


For seven days and nights, I kept the fire burning with ample dry wood, and I found food to be caught. When my tender ribs began to heal, I collected my things and thanked my spirit guides.


“I hear your voices in the wind. I feel your presence all around. I am grateful for the food and warmth you have given me,” I told them.


Walking toward the winter sun, I heard the roaring sound of Bryant Creek, a main watershed up ahead. When it came into view, I realized I had never seen a river so big and powerful. It carried large logs like sticks of kindling and was much too dangerous to cross. I walked along the river for a couple of miles; then I came to a low-water bridge.


The boards were slippery and swayed back and forth as I held on for dear life. The river raged below, sending sprays of water that drenched my skin. When I reached the end, I was thankful to put my feet back on the ground. Climbing the muddy bank, I had a feeling that the worst of my journey was over. And I did not have to worry about my husband Caleb for a while, for I knew that if he was still on my trail, he would never get his stubborn mule to cross the bridge.


I saw homesteads nestled among the pines. There was bound to be a small town nearby. I came across a rustic cabin that looked to be abandoned, and I waited until nightfall, when it remained dark and quiet. I walked to the backside and peered through the windows. Forcing the back door open, I stepped inside.


A few things had been left behind, but clearly, no one still lived in the place. I settled in, finding wood in the barn to keep the fire going. After setting my small animal trap, I pulled an old mattress near the open hearth. Wrapped in a thin patchwork quilt, I fell fast asleep as soon as I closed my eyes.


Caught in a blizzard, a massive four-legged animal plodded toward me in a slow and steady gait. His hooves dug deep, pounding the earth beneath him, with icicles clinging to his thick wooly pelt. Billows of white steamed from his nostrils as he grunted along. He carried a musty smell that grew stronger as he neared. I sat, gripped, unable to move, until he shadowed my smallness.


“Where have you come from, great white buffalo?” I asked, unafraid, while looking deeply into his soulful black eyes.


He leaned his head down with a gentle nudge . . . a nudge that awakened me.


At my morning fire, I looked into the flames, reliving my powerful dream, still feeling the warm moistness of his breath and smelling the lingering scent of his winter coat. I now knew that the sacred white buffalo was watching over me, as was my grandfather’s great medicine spirit, and that these two had led me through the dark and into safety.
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CHAPTER 3


Waking to a bright clear morning, I washed and dressed and braided my long black mane. Pulling on my boots, I slipped my hunting knife inside and placed the baking powder tin that held my meager savings into my coat pocket. Closing the back door behind me, I set out through the tall pines with the sun peeking through their branches. I had a sense that there was something different about this forest. Perhaps it offered a different life altogether, as new as the unknown sights and sounds and with a fresh beginning.


Walking along, I thought of all the provisions I needed: salt, flour, coffee, baking powder, lard, an ax to chop wood. Others would have to wait until I could find work.


After a couple of miles, I saw a man outside his cabin and called out to him, asking if there was a store nearby. He pointed in the direction where I was headed. I walked until I heard the buzzing sounds of circular saws, announcing my arrival to a mill town.


Around the back of the mill, I spotted a general store. I had never been in one before, nor did I know what my coins were worth or what they could buy. But I gathered my courage and entered. A small group of old-timers sat around a potbelly stove, playing cards and telling stories while chewing tobacco and aiming for the spittoon. The bell on the door pulled them all in my direction, and their eyes fixed on me while a quiet blanketed the room.


“Can I help ya?” a freckle-faced boy asked, breaking the silence. He looked to be about my eighteen years.


I picked up a coffee pot and cast-iron skillet and set them on the counter. While he watched me, I collected the few things from the shelves, and, finally, I spoke.


“Need an ax,” I said.


The boy reached for one hanging on the wall.


It had not crossed my mind how I would carry everything back to the cabin; it must have been a good five-mile walk. I picked up a large pail that would do the job and come in handy. There were other things that I wished I could buy, but I would have to make do with the little money I had.


“Is that it for you?” the boy asked.


I nodded.


He filled the pail as he tallied up the bill.


When time came to pay, I could feel my face redden. I took the baking powder tin from my pocket, and with a wave of trust, I handed it to the boy. He looked at me as if he understood my predicament and counted the coins under his breath.


“Here’s yer change,” he said with a bashful grin, “three dollars and thirty-two cents.”


I gave him a smile and headed for the door, carrying the pail with my ax tucked under my arm.


Stepping outside, I was hit with the cool breeze. I could hear the voices come back into the room, moving away from their stories and on to me, the young Indian stranger.


“Didn’t know an Injun could be so purdy,” said one old-timer. “What ya think her bisnus is ’round here? And what ya think she’s aimin’ ta do with that ax?”


“Scalp some fella, I reckon,” another old-timer answered, bringing a hearty laugh to everyone except the young boy behind the counter, who I knew had taken a liking to me.


Returning to the cabin with my arms weighted from the heavy load, I was relieved to see that it was still waiting for me. How long I could stay, I did not know, because I knew my husband would not give up his search. I understood wholly that my punishment, if he were to find me, would be even more brutal than what had come to pass.


I shuddered, recalling that fateful night he had come home in a drunken rage and nearly beat me to death. I could still feel his boot grinding into my throat as I fought for lost breath; I could feel myself gasping for air when he let go and kicked me into the table. Before I could get to my feet, he grabbed my long mane and pulled me across the wood floor, throwing me facedown onto the bed. I knew what was coming next. His breath grew heavy as he unbuttoned his trousers.


“Get on your hands and knees and beg me like I like,” he hissed.


I turned my head and looked at him with an unwavering stare, ignoring what he had asked. I would rather die than give him his pleasure.


Still, he entered me from behind, causing unbearable pain, as if he were ripping me in half.


I squeezed my eyes shut and clenched my jaw while he grunted and moaned until his final release.


“Get my supper on, girl!” he ordered.


That was what my life had become. But I had promised myself that when it happened again, I would run, and run I did. When he passed out cold, spread-eagle on the bed, I quietly collected my hidden coins and the few things I could carry in an empty flour sack, and I bundled up with what I had. Slipping on my husband’s old leather boots, I tiptoed to the door and left without a sound.


I took off running through the Ozark backwoods, never stopping and never looking back, leaving my past behind in a trail of fresh tracks in the snow.
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CHAPTER 4


Three dollars and thirty-two cents would not last long; I desperately needed to find work. I would start with the mill I had discovered at Wolf Den Hollow. I knew that work was scarce for women, but I also knew I could do anything, whether it was handling a team of mules pulling a loaded wagon, stripping bark off of felled trees, swinging an ax dead-on, or operating the largest circular saw. I was used to hard labor.


Wearing my old frayed brown winter coat and boots that had been patched time and again, I walked past heaps of cut logs, past mules with their hides steaming from a heavy haul, and beyond circular saws that shone as brightly as the icicles that dangled from nearby trees. My chin high, my gaze straight ahead, I paid no attention to the men who stopped and stared, and I pretended not to hear the low whistles that trailed me.


“Is the owner about?” I asked a man, who removed his hat and nodded toward a small shack up a set of snow-dusted stairs.


At the top step, I stomped snow from my boots and brushed strands of hair from my face. Before I could knock, the door was flung open, and a large full-bearded man with unruly red hair and a ruddy complexion stood before me. The wave of man-stink and moonshine nearly knocked me over. I narrowed my eyes at him.


The man spat a stream from the tobacco tucked into his cheek. “What can I do for ya?” he asked, staring me up and down.


“Looking for work,” I answered, inching a few steps back.


He laughed and said, “A purdy young thing like you workin’ here?”


Then, without warning, he reached out and snatched my red knitted cap with a smirk on his face. My hair tumbled out, but I did not flinch.


“Where’s the owner of the mill?” I asked again.


I saw that the man’s teeth were as brown as his spit. My stomach turned.


“Well, aren’t you lucky? You found him. I’m Harlan. I run things around here. Come on inside. We can have ourselves a nice little talk ’bout what you could do here at the mill. You Indian?”


I did not answer. I already knew his kind: he was coldhearted, just like my husband. I thanked him and turned to head down the stairs. As I did, a handsome man in a bulky coat yelled up.


“What’s going on there, Harlan?” the man asked while walking toward us.


I watched Harlan slip my cap into his pocket before he headed down the stairs. He ignored the owner but glanced up a moment later to see me entering the shack.


Once inside, the man removed his glove and offered me his hand, a kind gesture that I was not accustomed to. The first thing that struck me was the blue of his eyes, the color of a robin’s egg. His presence filled the room, and I knew him to be the owner; it made me uneasy, and suddenly my stillness became loud and awkward.


“I’m Charley Barclay,” the man said. “You must be freezing. Sit down. Put this wool blanket over your legs, and let me get you a hot cup of coffee.”


I nodded and braved a smile. He removed his other glove, hat, and coat, then threw a small log into the fire of the potbelly stove and poured two cups of steaming coffee. When his back was turned, I glanced around. The room was small, fitting only a roughhewn desk and two mismatched chairs. The desk was covered with papers that had been neatly stacked in piles. Survey maps and one lone photograph hung on the wall. The photograph looked to be the owner standing with a group of his logging men.


He handed me a cup of coffee, sat down at his desk, and ran his fingers through his fair, damp hair. He smoothed his curled mustache and looked straight at me with his pale-blue eyes, something behind them revealing that he was a kind and decent man.


“You’re looking for work,” he said. “So how can I help you, miss?”


I sat up straight and replied, “Yes, sir, I am.”


The man laughed. He was much older than me, but he said, “No ‘sirs’ around here, please. Call me Charley. Tell me about yourself: your name, where you’re living, your work experience.”


I looked him in the eye and sat proper in the chair with my hands folded on my lap. “My name is Sila,” I replied.


“That’s an unusual name,” he remarked.


As I talked, his eyes wandered from my face to my hands and back to my face again. He was looking at me, but not like other men looked at me, with my coal-black hair and honey-colored skin. He was different. He put his hand on his chin as he listened, wanting to know more, and he finally spoke when I told him I was living in the cabin up the river.


“You must be at the old Hurley homestead,” he said. “Joe Hurley once worked for me.”


He then paused and said, “I would like to take you on, but I’m afraid I have nothing for you.”


His words were not what I had hoped for. I gulped a breath and looked down at my hands, searching for the right words. “Well, thank you for your time, sir . . . Charley,” I said, correcting myself. I removed the blanket from my lap to stand, and I laid it neatly over the back of the chair. “And thank you for the blanket and coffee. You’ve been very kind.”


He walked me to the door. Standing close to him, I glanced up, and our eyes met one last time. “It was a pleasure to meet you, Sila,” he said warmly, taking my hand again before opening the door.


I felt his eyes follow me as I walked down the stairs; my feet felt clumsy in my boots. As I passed the mill, the circular saws came to a halt. I wondered if Charley was still watching me.
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CHAPTER 5


I sighed as I watched Sila make her way home. Truth was, I had plenty of jobs at the mill—just not for her. She was the most beautiful thing I had ever laid eyes on, and even if the Indian girl proved to be a good worker, I knew she would be a distraction to my men, especially now, when the mill was running at full speed.


Winter had brought the peak logging season to the Missouri Ozarks, when logs could be skidded on the white blanket of snow more easily than on bare ground. I would go so far as to water down the skid trails to make them even more icy and slippery. And if the felled trees hit their mark, they were skillfully moved to the wagons waiting for their heavy load. My men and I were working twelve-hour days, and I did not have time to think about Sila. Still, I could not get her off my mind.


Despite her young age, there was something about her that intrigued me. I guessed she had come from a distance away, most likely from the backwoods. I noticed her worn brown winter coat and man-size boots, much too large. I doubted that she had had any schooling, yet she seemed wise beyond her years. I wondered if she was alone, and I had second thoughts about turning her away.


The next time Harlan walked into my office to get his pay, I confronted him.


“What did you do with the young woman’s red knitted cap?” I asked.


“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Harlan barked back.


“You know exactly what I’m talking about. I saw you pull it off her head at the top of the stairs the day she came looking for work.”


“Oh, you mean that pretty Indian?”


“You know perfectly well what I mean. You’ll get your pay when you return the cap to me,” I ordered.


Harlan pulled it out from his pocket and threw it on the desk. “Why you want that?”


“It doesn’t belong to you,” I said sternly. “Now take your pay and go.”


By the time I closed my leather accounting book at the week’s end, the cool winter sun was about to set. I wanted to quickly stop at the mill house to wash the layers of sawdust from my hair and face and get into clean clothing. I had an important stop to make.


I jumped on my quarter horse, Sadie, who was sturdy but surprisingly fast. The snow was up to Sadie’s fetlocks, and she was frisky. I understood her mood—I, too, was eager to get to the Hurley homestead. Inside my coat was the young woman’s cap. In my mind, I went over what I would say as I rode along the river, which rushed loud and fierce beyond the banks covered with winter snow.


Picturing the cabin, I thought of Joe Hurley, one of the first men to settle along Bryant Creek—a main river running through the Ozark Mountains. It was the main north–south travel route through the watershed and was the largest river that all the smaller branches fed into. I had seen how families had set up small farms along the river. The water brought bounty, but it also could bring flooding, making it difficult or impossible to cross the low-water bridges and forcing farmers to wait it out. I knew the years of hard labor cutting pine had taken a toll on Joe’s body and that he had developed back pains so severe that he could no longer work. He and his family were eventually forced to pack up all they could and head to his father’s farm in Virginia. Joe had been a good man: he was no-nonsense, never missed a day of work, and remained steadfast in his devotions to church and family. I knew how Joe had loved the land and had found an ideal place to build a log cabin. The cabin sat high on the riverbank and was framed on all sides by spectacular pines. I was fond of Joe and wished all the workers at the mill had more of his fine character.


As I approached the old homestead, I began to question how much I should say and ask. If the girl was alone, how was she surviving in the dead of winter? Was she running from something or someone? I had to find out if she was in danger, but I didn’t want to scare her away. When the cabin was in view, I could see the flames from the fireplace glowing in the windows.


She was still there.
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CHAPTER 6


I was about to start supper when I heard the loping of a horse. I listened as it neared the cabin and slowed. Always expecting Caleb to show up eventually, I slipped my knife inside my boot, opened the front door, and stood with my ax held firmly in both hands.


“Whoa!” the man yelled out. “It’s me! Charley from the mill!”


My cheeks flushed, for I knew I was not a welcoming sight, and quickly I set the ax down.


Charley dismounted with a warm and friendly smile. “I think I have something that belongs to you,” he said. I watched him pull from his inside pocket my red knitted cap, the one that Harlan had snatched from my head, and I could not help but smile back. I thanked him for returning it. And, feeling obliged, I invited him in for a cup of coffee.


He nodded and politely removed his hat before entering, holding the door open for me to enter first. And, although the cabin was rustic, I could tell by the look on his face that it was in better condition than he’d expected. I had kept it spotlessly clean with a woman’s touch here and there: winterberries arranged in a jar and field stones covered in mica by the hearth. Charley’s eyes wandered, seeking anything that would tell him more, paying close attention to the kindling and small logs neatly stacked and an old mattress covered with a wool patchwork quilt, thin from use.


I placed the coffee pot at the edge of the fire and began to worry about how it would taste. I remembered how good his coffee was the day I went to Wolf Den Hollow looking for work. I was nervous in his company and hoped he had not noticed when I was trying so hard not to show it. After all, Charley was an important man, and his eyes were watching my every move. The coffee took, it felt, forever. I did not think that the cabin could get any smaller; I could feel our breath stirring the room.


When the coffee was finally ready, I poured it into pint-size jars I had salvaged from the canned goods left behind in the cupboard. My hands were quietly trembling.


“Sorry, no cups,” I said.


Charley took a sip from the jar and chuckled. “No need to apologize. And truth be told, I cannot help but be awed by a young woman like you, who could turn an abandoned old cabin into a homey place and brew the tastiest coffee I have had in ages. Tell me, how long have you been here?”


I was not sure how much to tell, so I kept it simple. “Not long,” I answered.


“Well, you’ve done well with what you’ve got.”


I could feel my cheeks blush; I wasn’t used to getting praise from a man.


He paused for a moment and then asked the question I was waiting for. “You have any family?”


I cleared my throat before I spoke. “I have my mama, my step-daddy, and my half-siblings back at home, but I have not seen them for some time.” I wished I had not told him that I had not seen them for some time. I could not tell him that I ran away from my husband, a man that drank too much whiskey and nearly beat me to death. I could not tell him that I was homesick and missed my mama terribly but was afraid to go home for fear that he would find me.


So I quickly changed the subject. “I trapped a rabbit this morning. Would you like to stay for supper?” Oh, Sila, what have you just done? I thought. His presence had made me so uneasy that the words just came out before I could stop myself.


Gladly, Charley accepted my offer, and I got busy, secretly hoping not to answer any more questions. His eyes followed me to the back door, where the skinned rabbit was hanging from an outside tree branch, preserved in the wintry air.


I kneaded flour, salt, and baking powder with water into a dough to rest. He commented on the wood-burning stove that was once used for cooking being gone, leaving the fireplace as my only means.


Charley watched me place the rabbit in the center of a branch I had whittled down on one end and followed me to the fireplace, where I skillfully placed it above the low flame and bed of red-hot coals. We sat on the wool patchwork quilt I had placed on the floor before the fire.


“You tell me something?” I asked, sitting cross-legged. I noticed him doing the same.


“Of course. Anything,”


“Tell me about the forests. What happens when the trees are all cut and gone?”


“The trees grow back,” Charley said.


“Trees gone, animals gone.”


“Yes, but they, too, will come back,” he said carefully, seeing the concern in my eyes. “We need wood for houses. We need wood for railroads. For cities. For fences. For just about everything.”


I listened to his every word. When I leaned over the fire to get the rabbit, roasted to a golden brown, he gently took my arm. His hands were strong and moved with ease as he removed it from the branch for me. A man had never offered to help me before, and I was taken by his gesture.


Sitting before the fire, we used our hands to feast on the rabbit, so tender it nearly fell off the bone, and we ate with it the skillet bread cooked to perfection.


“Tell me about the mill, the lumber, the cutting and drying and selling,” I said.


He marveled, “In all the years of my marriage, my wife, Edna, has never asked a single thing about my work.” After saying the words, his eyes held mine for a long moment. Then, glancing at his gold pocket watch, he said, “It’s almost eight o’clock, and I need to get Sadie back. I didn’t realize the time. You’ve been so generous. I’d like to do something nice for you in return.”


I looked at him, believing what he said. Maybe he would offer me a job after all. If not at Wolf Den Hollow, he could have something else in mind. I could clean his house at the mill, do his washing and ironing, cook for him. He liked the way I kept the cabin; he even told me so.


Following him out the door, I stood on the porch and thanked him again for returning my cap. I watched as he mounted his horse. About to gallop off, he tipped his hat and smiled.


It had been a long time since I had talked with someone, and this was the first time I’d talked to a man I hardly knew. But, the longer he stayed, the more comfortable I became. I went into the cabin and picked up my knitted cap, which still carried his earthy smell. I added logs to the fire to last into the night and readied myself for bed. Lying next to the fire, I remained wide-eyed and sleepless, thinking about his parting words.
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CHAPTER 7


The winter sun rose with the new day. I set about building a small fire to brew a pot of coffee to have with the leftover skillet bread from the night before. While warming my boots—which would need another patching soon—in front of the fire, Charley was on my mind. The only two men that I had really known were Caleb and my step-daddy. Charley was kind like my step-daddy, and it was his kindness that shone through his pale-blue eyes. I held my cap up to my nose, with Charley’s earthy smell that reminded me of a campfire and worn leather, before putting it on my head. Walking out into the brisk air, I took a deep inhale. I loved to walk the forest in the early dawn when the small animals scurried for food and I could feel the cool bark of the trees, when everything was crisp and clear and I could take in the soul and heartbeat of nature’s purest form.


Weaving my way through the pines peppered with oak and hickory, I thought of where my life had taken me—away from my family and from a land I loved, away from all that was familiar. My life had turned out much different from what my mama had dreamed for me. As a young girl, she always told me that I was smart and could learn to read and write. She said one day I would marry a young man, and we would have our own plot of land and raise a family. But that day never came. Instead I married an older man I hardly knew for all the wrong reasons, who turned out to be mean and cruel.


A chill ran down my spine as I thought again about how I’d had to flee in the dark of night from Caleb, liquored up and forcing himself upon me in a rage while I fought for my life. It made my heart heavy to think about how things would be if I had followed my mama’s dream: to marry a young man and give her her first grandchild.


The forest gave me strength: there I was reminded of my people and my roots. I loved every season for different reasons, but the dead of winter brought a stillness like no other. Every sound was audible, and the snow revealed tracks otherwise barely seen with the naked eye. Winter was the time when the small animals were scarce, daring to go out at daybreak, and when the forest was turning to darkness. I walked silently to catch a rare glimpse of a bobcat or a lone wolf. Some creatures, like the brown bears, were hibernating in nearby caves, nearing the time for the females to birth their litters.


I never knew where my walks would take me or what I would see or find along the way, and I sometimes wandered far, but I always kept the sound of Bryant Creek in the distance. The creek was really a river, the one I had crossed by bridge when I first came upon this place: my new home.


I headed in the direction where I had discovered the Joe Pye, one of the few medicine plants to be had during the winter months. My mama told me that my grandfather believed the Joe Pye cured our people with typhus—the white man’s disease that had taken my daddy’s life. Picking the leaves from the fading purple stems left an apple scent on my fingers. I filled my coat pockets and continued on. I needed herbs. I needed food. What I needed most was work, something Charley could not give me. I had a little over three dollars, the cost of one week’s groceries for the average family. I wondered how I would last through the winter. When spring arrived, I would have to leave my cabin and move on, most likely to a town, taking a greater chance that Caleb would find me.


I was in deep thought, but the rustling of leaves made me stop. I crept silently toward the sound. Inching closer, I saw a covey of ruffled grouse foraging for food. They, too, were thin and scrawny, waiting—as I was—for spring to come, and with it tender roots and buds, nutty fruits, and juicy bugs to feast upon.


Backing away, I pulled out my slingshot and took aim, saying under my breath, “Sorry, little fella, but I gotta eat too.”


The grouse took flight, leaving one behind. Leaning down to pick him up, I realized that the grouse had led me to a patch of ground ivy, a plant belonging to the mint family with many medicinal uses. I gathered a handful of leaves and stuffed them in my already-full pockets. It would not be until March that the purple-and-blue flowers would be in full bloom and I could use them for spring tonic and to scatter in water to soften my skin, but like the Joe Pye, I would dry their leaves for later use.


Even though the sun was bright above me, I began to feel a chill. Returning home, fresh tracks of a gray squirrel crossed my path. They were easy to spot, with four fingers on the front and five on the hind feet. I followed the tracks to find the squirrel busily digging in the snow, searching for the acorn he had buried away for the winter. Like all squirrels, he could remember where he had buried each and every one. When he uncovered his morsel, he looked in my direction, gave me a flick of his bushy tail, and went on his way. I wished I had been able to plan for the winter like my little furry friend, but I would find ways to survive until the forest was plentiful again.


When the cabin was in sight, I approached slowly, always fearing that Caleb would be waiting for me. Entering with the lingering smell of the morning fire, I gave a sigh of relief. I was still alone and safe, thanks to my spirit guides.


Looking over my bounty, I remembered a Cherokee blessing that my mother taught me:


May the warm winds of heaven blow upon your house.


May the Great Spirit bless all who enter there.


May your moccasins make happy tracks in many snows,


and may the rainbow always touch your shoulder. . . .
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CHAPTER 8


“Jesus, Harlan, what are you doing to those poor mules?” I yelled as I hurried toward the wagon. Harlan had the reins in one hand and a whip in the other, which he was using mercilessly on four mules. The wagon was exactly where it needed to be, and the experienced mules had come to a stop.


I raised my hand and declared: “Not one more whipping of these animals.” As I reached the wagon, I yanked the whip from his gloved hand. “You know why you and the mules don’t see eye to eye?” I asked Harlan, who was straddled on the top log. “Because they are smart and flexible and patient—traits you seem to be lacking. Sometimes I think they are smarter than you are.”


Harlan jumped down and stood inches from my face. I looked into his bloodshot eyes. “What’s gotten into you anyway? Those mules are dead tired, and, besides, they did exactly what they were supposed to do.”


“Nope,” Harlan replied, “these dumb beasts need to be reminded of who’s boss.” Turning his back to unhitch the mules, Harlan cursed at them under his breath.


“I’ll take care of them from here,” I said. “I want to have a talk with the mules and tell ’em that they should give you a swift kick if you act like such an ass again.” As I walked the mules toward the barn, I shook my head. If only Harlan had but a spoonful of the good sense of his father, Henry, known to all as “Big Red” for his shock of red hair.


Big Red, who was as thick as an oak tree with hands calloused like bark, was a legend in the Ozarks. He had started one of the biggest mills around, and he’d helped others, including me, get their start. He was strong but he never boasted; smart as a whip but never a show-off about it; loved a good time but always stopped at one drink; and helped anyone with anything—never asking for a bit in return.


He had taught me just about everything I knew, and when Big Red was crushed to death in a freak lumber accident after a dog chain broke, piling heavy logs on top of him, I had felt obligated to help. Harlan was the only son. At times, Harlan showed a glimpse of his father: he was strong as an ox, could eyeball an acre of forest and predict the amount of cut timber, and had a knack for fixing things. He also was stubborn, lacked basic kindness, and had a mean streak that could turn into a heat of violence. When he started drinking, which was a lot these days, fights followed. But he was Big Red’s boy, so I put up with it.


Reaching deep into the apple barrel, I gave the mules an extra helping. I patted them on their hot necks before heading back to the wagon that Harlan left unloaded. Several of my workers saw me approach and came to help. The men easily handled logs up to sixteen feet long. The logs were taken from the wagon to the millpond, where they would be soaked and cleaned before they could be cut, dried, and planed. Then I walked into the mill, where the men had to shout to be heard. The largest circular saw was being positioned above the white line that had been drawn around the circumference of the log. The men, coated in sawdust, made quick eye contact with me but could not afford to be distracted. The work was dangerous, and the blades were expensive and damaged easily with overheating and dirty logs.


I walked next to the kiln, where wood was dried on heated boards before it was planed. My pride and joy was the array of steam-powered machinery, generated from Spring Creek and the burning of wood waste. Ever since I was a boy, I had been particularly infatuated with steam engines, and I now owned a twenty-horsepower Case engine, a road locomotive designed to haul heavy loads, and one of the few such engines in the country. The steering was friction powered, and the big workhorse had a reverse and two gears. It got up to five miles per hour in high gear and moved at two miles per hour in low while pulling a large flatbed piled with logs. Whenever I could, I would get behind the wheel of the engine so I could haul the logs to the mill.


I made my rounds around the mill, knowing the peak season would slow in another couple of months with the melting of the snow. I walked past the mill-shacks, where laborers and their families lived. Unmarried workers lived in the boardinghouse filled with wall-to-wall beds.


Before the logging boom hit, trees had outnumbered people—the population was five to ten people per square mile. But in recent years, it averaged thirty to fifty people, with over half of those working at my mill. Hours were long, and Sunday was the only day off, but the pay was good: loggers earned $1.50 per day; top-loaders $2.50 per day; and log-scalers, those who estimated board feet of lumber, $2.50 per day.


I looked at the waning sunlight filtering through the tall pines, then walked to my shack to collect the stack of envelopes for my men. I liked to personally hand out the weekly pay and give them a pat on the back. I always took time to inquire about their families and health. “How’s your rheumatism treating you, John?” I would ask. “Is your wife over her sickness, Isaac?” or “How’s that new baby girl? I hope she has her mother’s good looks.” If I found out one of my workers was having a rough time, I would put a few extra dollars in the envelope or take the family a supply of food. One week before Christmas, I gave a generous bonus and passed out barrels of apples, crates of oranges, mixed nuts, and candies to the families.


After I handed out their pay and finished visiting, I headed back up the stairs. Sitting down at my desk, I rubbed my brow. I was due home that night for supper, but there was somewhere else I wanted to be. I had not checked on Sila for a while.


But before I finished that thought, Harlan barged through the door. He had a jug in his hand and smelled of moonshine.


“I’m here for my pay, boss,” he announced.


“Harlan, you are supposed to be in that line when you get paid,” I said, not standing up. “You may be in charge of some of the operations around here, but you need to show respect for the men who are working hard. If you stand behind them, it shows you’ve got their back.”


Harlan nodded, but his eyes were glazed. “Ya know, you are right,” he said. “I do care about the men here. I’ve been wondering, I must say, whatever happened to that good-lookin’ redskin girl who came by here? I could stand behind her.”


I stood up and straightened my frame. I was a head taller than Harlan, though not as thick. I reflexively clenched my fists, though he did not notice.


Harlan smiled. “You should hire her. Don’t ya think she’d be a nice gift for the place?”


I fought my anger and revulsion. In my younger days, I would have leveled Harlan. Instead, I sat back down at my desk and withdrew the cash to pay him. “Go,” I said. “Get outta here.” Before he reached the door, I added, “Your father was a great man. I have a responsibility to him, or I would’ve let you go long ago. Remember, my loyalty has its limits. Like the snow, it could melt away any day now.”
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CHAPTER 9


I woke early Sunday morning, rolled over, and saw Edna was out of bed. She probably had already seen to it that the boys had finished their morning chores; had gotten the kids scrubbed, dressed, and polished for church; and had breakfast waiting. I had never met a more efficient woman. Looking over the side of the bed, I saw that she had left my slippers where I liked them. I could smell sizzling bacon and freshly brewed coffee wafting up from the kitchen below. Lingering in the soft bed for a moment, I reached to Edna’s side. It had been ages since the two of us had been intimate. Every time I went to her, she stiffened or moved my hand aside. “Ten is enough,” she would say of our children.


I blamed myself for us drifting apart over the years. When we had married, nearly thirty years earlier, she had been a young girl full of life. Now she seemed only to care about her children, her grandchildren, and her church. These days, going to church was about the only time she left the house. I should have devoted more time to the family rather than spending long hours and weekends at the mills. And when I was home, work was still on my mind, not having idle conversation with Edna.


Getting up and putting on a warm robe, I headed downstairs, where seven of my children were finishing their breakfast. As I greeted them, they each beamed up at me. Three of my eldest girls were now married with families of their own.


“We need to leave for church in fifteen minutes, Charley,” Edna announced, setting coffee and a steaming plate of food before me.


“Come on, kids, time to get your coats on,” Edna ordered, and they all got up from their chairs and filed out of the kitchen.


I had one thing on my mind, and it was not church. I continued to worry about Sila and had not been to the Hurley homestead since I had returned her cap. I still felt that hiring her at the mill would cause problems, but there were other ways that I could help, if she would be accepting.


Without looking up, I said, “I’ve got some work I have to do at the mill. I hope you—and the good Lord—will forgive me.”


Edna was silent for a moment and then shrugged her shoulders. “It’s between you and the Lord.” With that, she left the kitchen. The children were waiting in the hallway, and they returned to say goodbye to me.


“I’ll bring home your favorite candy,” I said, patting my youngest son, David, on the top of his head.


“Children, time to go,” Edna said in a snit. “Looks like we’ll be walking to church this morning.”


“Will you be home for supper?” she asked.


“Not sure if I’ll make it back with all the work to do,” I answered.


As soon as Edna and the children were out the door, I went back upstairs to quickly shave and dress. I hitched Sadie up to the wagon and headed for the Wolf Den Hollow mill, with its general store, church, blacksmith shop, mule barn, and boardinghouse. The boardinghouse was run by Tillie Stehman, a short and stout German woman who ran a clean house, served up hearty meals, and did not tolerate loose behavior. She was a fixture in the small mill town, known to scrub the sawdust from laborers’ clothes and fill tub after tub of hot water for the men to bathe on Sundays, their one day off. She also gave a decent haircut and a close shave, and she confidently trimmed any mustache. I often thought she would make a better right-hand man than Harlan.
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