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Introduction
At the close of the Civil War, several things occurred to turn the guts of the boys in gray. A few outfits, not hearing of the end to hostilities, fought on past April 9, 1865. Other units, hoping against reality that the Cause was not lost, turned further south in join with forces in the Carolinas. One such unit was the irregular cavalry outfit, Mosby’s Rangers.
When they finally disbanded, and received individual “paroles” as prisoners of war, the shabby boys in butternut ceased to be soldiers, and were admonished not to wear uniforms of the Confederate States of America. An official determination was reached that with the embossed buttons removed, the clothes they wore were no longer uniforms.
This is the story of one young veteran’s introduction to that rule, and his life after Appomattox.
Parole signed by Robert E. Lee at the close of the Civil War:
“We, the undersigned prisoners of war belonging to the Army of Northern Virginia, having been this day surrendered by General Robert E. Lee, C.S. Army, commanding said army, to Lieutenant General U. S. Grant, commanding Armies of the Unites States, do hereby give our solemn parole of honor that we will not hereafter serve in the armies of the Confederate States, or in any military capacity whatever, against the United States of America, or render aid to the enemies of the latter, until properly exchanged, in such manner as shall be mutually approved by the respective authorities…. The within named officers will not be disturbed by the United States authorities so long as they observe their parole and the laws in force where they may reside.”
Chapter One
The gaunt-featured young man with the lanky build choked down the last of his moldy bread, then got to his feet and climbed atop the stone wall against which he’d been sitting. Carl Owen looked as far as he could see down the Valley Pike, about 200 yards, but no one was in sight. Turning to look at the burned-out field the wall enclosed, he surveyed the gray-toned devastation made muddy by today’s intermittent rain.
Rage rising in him, thundering in his ears as his heartbeat quickened in frustration and hate, he shook his fist at the sky.
“Phil Sheridan, may God spit in your eye for the ruin you brought to this valley. Rot in hell, Sheridan!”
“Get him!” he heard, just before he was tackled from behind, tumbling him off the wall and into the mud. Carl came up sputtering muck. As he wiped gluey sludge from his eyes, someone kicked him. He was hauled to his feet—arms brutally twisted behind his back—and dragged over the wall to where a huge, red-faced sergeant in a faded blue uniform stood waiting for him.
“Yankees,” Carl groaned, berating himself for letting his guard down enough to miss their approach. Panic coursed through his belly. He tried to tear free, but two soldiers gripped his arms, and he finally quit struggling.
The sergeant stood with his legs spread apart, looking Carl up and down. “Johnny Reb, you’re on the loose. We have a stout prisoner of war camp for you up in Washington City.” He bent forward, laughing in Carl’s face, who involuntarily wrinkled his nose and squinted shut his eyes at the overpowering odor of liquor fumes. The man frowned, drew a knife from a sheath on his belt, and tested it on his thumb.
“You look at me, Johnny Reb,” he snarled. “Look at me when I speak to you!”
Carl opened his eyes and stared into the Yankee’s mean eyes. “I have parole papers,” he said, raising his muddy, stubbled chin in defiance.
“You’re violating your parole, wearing the uniform of the Confederate Army,” the Yankee said, and put his blade against Carl’s throat. The young man sucked in a breath, then held it, careful not to move.
Just then, a burly soldier came up behind the sergeant. “Sarge, you told us we were going to find some Southern belles to entertain us,” he complained. “Let’s dump him in the woods.”
“Keep your nose out of official business. I’ll open him up a bit and teach him how to act around his betters.”
From the north, a rider came pounding up the road, spurring his horse, then sawing on the reins to bring it to a halt. He alighted and ran to the sergeant.
“The major’s coming down the road. You’d better not let him catch you cutting another Reb.”
The sergeant cursed and turned back to Carl, grabbing the front of his coat.
“You got no right to wear a uniform, you dirty Rebel pup.” He took a fresh grip on his knife and addressed the soldiers restraining Carl. “Hold him tight while I teach him a lesson.”
Carl felt the tight prickle of fear racing up his spine as the soldiers freshened their hold on his arms. The sergeant looked around at the road, cursed again, turned to Carl, and cut the embossed buttons from his coat. He jerked the coat open, grinning evilly, and cut the buttons from his shirt, as well.
“Now you’re not a soldier.” The man cackled as he pocketed the buttons and sheathed his knife. “Let him loose,” he ordered, motioning to the soldiers. As they dropped his arms, he looked Carl up and down once more, his expression changing to hatred. The sergeant half turned away, then spun back, and with a massive fist knocked Carl flat. “Mount up,” the sergeant barked, and strode toward his horse, weaving a bit.
Lying in the mud, propped on one elbow, Carl wiped blood from his jaw, tasting salt as he tongued his molars to see if they were still tight. He watched the patrol leave, hate burning his belly. He turned over onto his knees and got to his feet, wincing at the pain, then whistled for his horse. Looking around for his hat, he found it on the wall where it had landed when he was attacked. He brushed at the soft, shapeless felt, removing a splash of mud, then he jammed it onto his head.
Sherando came trotting out of the trees, gray coat glistening in the misty rain that had once again begun to fall. The horse jumped the fence to reach Carl and nickered softly. Carl checked to see that the Yankee rifle was secure in the scabbard. “Sure glad them Billy Blues was so drunk they didn’t find you, boy,” he whispered through raw lips.
He swung into the saddle and straightened his back, swiped at his face with both hands to remove as much mud as he could, then ran his fingers through the blond hair at the nape of his neck, tugging loose both tangles and mud. He hoped someone at home had a comb, for he had lost his personal gear in a wild, last-ditch ride for freedom with Colonel John Mosby. Carl’s patrol had ridden into a Yankee camp to surrender after the war’s end. Union officers gave the Confederate cavalrymen parole papers and turned them free instead of holding them as prisoners of war. Carl had stolen the rifle as he left camp, but hadn’t had a chance to replace other gear.
The young man turned his horse onto the Valley Pike, laughing as joy surged through him. “Benjamin will have a comb. It’ll be fine to see him again.” Carl kneed Sherando to a trot, and launched into a tune he’d heard somewhere. “Oh Shenandoah, I’m comin’ to ya. I’m here, you rolling river.”
Carl looked toward the shallow river flowing beside the road and grinned at the cleverness of his new words to an old song. “Hold up that head, horse. We’ll show the folks that a passel of Yankees can’t lick a Virginia boy. We’re goin’ home!”
~~~
“Ma!” Albert ran in yelling from the trees at the corner of the yard. “Somebody’s riding in, mighty confident like,” he panted.
Julia Owen looked up from the corn she was grinding and pushed back a loose lock of dark hair.
“Confident, you say? Does he look like a Yankee?”
Albert hung his head. “I mostly just saw him a-coming before I ran in, Ma. But he’s riding real straight and sure of himself.”
“Get your pa,” she said, grabbing the Sharps rifle from the corner. “There won’t be no Yankees set foot in this house.”
Julia walked through the doorway with the Sharps in firing position and watched as a horseman neared the end of the lane from the pike. Albert spoke the truth, she thought. That man rides bold.
“Hold up right there,” her voice rang out. “Put them hands where I can see ‘em, and get down off that horse.”
The mud-covered young man in the gray coat laughed. “You always did look fine with fire in your eye, Ma.”
“Carl?” She took a step, lowering the rifle barrel toward the ground. “Carl! Is it really you? Lawsy, boy, we almost gave up on ever seeing you again.” She swiped at her eyes with one hand. “Get off that horse and hug your ma.” Her son dropped gingerly to the muddy ground and approached with long strides.
“Ma, I’m home.” He grabbed her—rifle and all—and swung her into the air.
She caught sight of the wince that he tried to cover and the dried blood on his face, and immediately began to worry over his health.
Setting her on her feet, Carl brushed at the mud he had transferred to her dress. “I’m sorry about the mud, Ma. I had a little trouble with some fellers down the road a piece, and we wrasseled around a bit. Here, let me put that rifle aside. I reckon you don’t want to put a ball into me.”
“You ain’t been hurt? What’s that blood?” She followed him to the front of the house, where he leaned the rifle against the stone wall. “Here, let me look at you.” Julia grabbed his arm, moistened the corner of her apron with her tongue, and dabbed at his face.
“Ma!” he protested. “It’s just a little cut.”
“And it needs tending to,” she insisted, then hugged him again.
~~~
Roderick Owen came around the corner of the house, puzzled by the sounds in the front yard, but ready for Albert’s Yankee invasion. He stopped short at the sight of a tall, very grubby man embracing his wife, and Albert bumped into his father from behind.
“Look here,” Rod threatened, stepping forward.
Carl turned to meet him. “Have I changed so much, Pa?” He grinned under his smeared camouflage.
“Rod, it’s Carl. He’s home at last.” Julia wiped the mud from her face with the apron.
Without a word, Rod enveloped his son in his arms. After a long embrace, he held him off to look at him, and shook his head. “By gum, you sure get your growth dashing around with Mosby. We thought you were dead, boy, not hearing from you, nor seeing you home yet.”
“I took the long road home, Pa. The Colonel disbanded the Rangers about three weeks into April, but me and some thirty others wouldn’t leave him, so he took us south to join up with General Johnston in the Carolinas. The General gave up before we got there, so Mosby cut us loose and made us go in to get paroled.” He paused a moment, scratching his nose. “They won’t give him a parole, Pa. There’s a price on his head!”
“I reckon there’s mighty little justice around now, son. Your colonel won’t get fair treatment since Booth shot the President. There’s rumors Mosby had a hand in it.”
“Somebody shot Jeff Davis?”
“The other president, Abe Lincoln.”
“Is he dead?”
Rod set his jaw, turned his back on his son, and walked toward Carl’s horse, his hand worrying the mud at the front of his shirt and pants. He picked up the horse’s trailing reins and approached his son. “Yes, and it brings hard times upon us. There’s no mercy in the boys running the country now.”
“Mosby had no part in it. I rode with him day and night for over two years. He done no such a thing.”
“I reckon.”
“He didn’t. That’s all.” Carl’s stomach growled aloud, and he looked at his mother. “Is there anything to eat? It sure don’t look like Phil Sheridan left much. We heard about his orders to burn out the Valley, Pa, but we laughed. Not one of us believed he could do it with you and Jeb Early’s troops on home ground.”
“They sent in two and three times our number, son. All we could do was pester them around the edges some.”
“Well, I’m home now, and this ground will grow food—if we can get seed.” Carl looked about the yard. Albert stood in the shadow at the corner of the house.
“Who’s that young’un? I don’t recollect leaving anybody that big at home when I left.”
“It’s me, Albert. I growed a mite.”
“Can’t be. You were just a little bitty sprout.”
Albert came out of the shadow and stood where Carl could see him. “I ain’t a sprout now." His voice was a touch heated. "I’ll be fourteen nigh on to Christmas time.”
“You aged a right smart bit, Albert. Been doing most all the chores, I reckon.”
“You left ‘em to do.”
Carl nodded. “I figured you three boys could handle the farm. When Peter died, I felt obliged to take his place in the fight.”
“I reckon.” Albert looked at the ground and kicked the mud.
“I didn’t know James would go, too.”
“They drafted him.”
Julia moved forward and pulled on Carl’s arm. “Come in and set, boy. Doubtless you’re weary, riding all day. I’ll finish the pone we’re having for supper while you tell your pa what shape the Valley’s in down south of here. He’s been asking after news of the state of things since he got home.”
“Now Julie, the boy’s just got here. I can quiz him later while he eats.” Rod turned to his youngest son. “Albert, take your brother’s horse out back and put him in the pen behind the barn. See if you can find some grain. That animal’s come far with your brother.”
“Yes, Pa.” Albert took the reins and led Sherando around the corner of the house.
~~~
After knocking the mud from his boots, Carl entered the house, shrugged out of his wet coat, and hung it on a peg inside the door. He pulled his shirt together the best he could and glanced around the room, savoring its warmth and cheerfulness. Then he took the stool his father indicated and moved it close to the fire before sitting.
“What happened to your buttons, boy?” Rod asked. “Were you obliged to sell them for food?” He also sat, and crossed one leg over the other.
“Naw. Some fat Yankee sergeant down the road a ways cut them off me. Said I was in uniform and didn’t have the right.”
“That’s where you got the cuts and bruises and the mud, Carl?” his mother asked.
“I reckon, but they didn’t hurt me none.” He eased his rib cage from side to side to be sure.
Rod slapped his thigh in anger. “Yankees,” he spit out.
Carl looked up, feeling a similar heat. “They ain’t mannerly, that’s for sure, but I came out lucky anyhow. Didn’t lose nothing but my buttons. I hid my horse back in the willows along the creek, and they were too drunk to spot him, so they missed the rifle I snuck off the Yankee weapon pile after I got my parole.”
“Drunk, you say? That sounds like the same Yankee bunch that’s been back and forth through this part of the Valley, teasing and tormenting the folks.”
“Could be them.” Carl shrugged, then looked around the room once more. “Ma, where’s Marie and the little girl? Ain’t they supposed to help you?”
Julia smiled. “Your little sister is nigh on to twelve years old, boy. We kept having birthdays while you were away. You’ve had a couple yourself. Ain’t you about nineteen now?”
“Closer to twenty, Ma. I ain’t a young’un no more.”
Julia looked at Carl’s bearded face. “I see you been over the mountain, son.” She paused to form a corn cake. “I sent the girls in to Mount Jackson to Rulon’s place. Mary’s not feeling well, and she’s got Rulon to tend to, so they’re helping out with young Roddy. You heard Rulon got hurt bad?”
Carl nodded.
“There’s also more food in town,” Rod explained. “Your ma has her wits scraped down to a nubbin to find us enough to eat since Sheridan paid his call.”
“Clay went in with the girls,” Julia added. “He’s got a job at the livery, so there’s just Pa and James and Albert to fix for.”
“And Benjamin,” Carl reminded her.
He watched his mother’s body stiffen, and saw his father take a protecting step toward her. Silence hung in the room like a curtain made of combed cotton fibers, thick and heavy and oppressive. Then Rod spoke, his words muffled and measured.
“Benjamin fell at Waynesboro. I had no way to get word home. Your ma only found out when I got here.”
The words bucked into Carl with the kick of a mule. He sagged on the stool and his head dropped against his hands. First, Peter had fallen at the Second Battle of Manassas, or Bull Run, as the Yankees called it. Then Rulon, the eldest, was sorely wounded in the siege of Petersburg last October. Now Benjamin was gone. Carl felt his ears ringing hollow, filling his skull with a soft buzzing.
He rose to his feet and faced his parents. “I’m powerful sorry,” he said, holding himself still. “Benjamin was always such a lucky cuss, full of life, and all. It don’t seem right he’d be gone.”
Carl bowed his head, took a deep breath, and began again. “Ma, I know he was your favorite son, and I don’t hold it against him. He was the favorite of everybody.”
He took a step toward his mother, watching her white, crumpling face. With another step he had her in his arms, patting her head and shoulders. “There, Ma, you cry. It’ll do you good.”
Rod’s arms went around the pair. “The boy talks sense, Julia. You ain’t cried since you got the news. Let the tears wash out the grief you been carrying around.” He continued gruffly, “I reckon I already done my sorrowing.”
The men waited, suspended, as Julia’s sobs tore the air. After a long time, she quieted, wiped the tears from her cheeks with her apron, and stepped out of the men’s arms. Her face was changed, resigned. “I reckon that’ll have to do for Benjamin, ‘cause the living need their daily bread.” She went back to the table, wiped her hands, and continued to fix supper.
Rod approached his chair and sagged into it, while Carl returned to his stool. Both men sat slumped for a time, saying nothing as the pain sat upon their shoulders. After a time, Rod threw back his head.
“Your ma’s kept the family going whilst we were gone, son, and she’s the one saw to it that we didn’t starve when we returned. I got a leave to come home in December, on account of our mounts were starving for lack of forage, and I’ll be switched if she hadn’t outsmarted that cocky Phil Sheridan. She saved most of the corn by tying the sacks on the backs of the stock, and sending Clay and Albert to the hills with the animals. She saved the crop and the herd, both. I’m mighty proud of her.”
“Ma, that was right canny thinking. I’d like to see Sheridan’s face should he find out you outfoxed him.”
Julia shook her head and continued with the meal.
“We ain’t tooting our horn about the food we got, Carl,” Rod said. “It’s mighty little for our needs, and even so, we had to send the girls into town.”
“How serious was Rulon hurt, Pa?”
“Well, he had a right smart mess of holes in him. The surgeon sent him home to die, but there ain’t no quit in Rulon. That little wife of his nursed him along real well, too. He’s mostly out of bed now, finally on the mend.” Rod rose to his feet. “Say, come out and help me milk, son. That brindle cow the Yankees stole last fall wandered up to the fence today, bawling and kicking and carrying on to be let in the gate, but she’s still half wild. There’s a calf trailing her, so she must have milk.”
Carl nodded. “Sure, Pa. I reckon a body don’t forget how to do the chores.”
As the men stepped out the back door, Carl glanced around at what was left of the yard behind the house, and took in a rasping breath. The vegetable garden was a sea of mud, while out yonder, wreckage marked where the barn had been. All that remained were the burned beams and blackened supports that had fallen onto the floor. Two mounds of gray ashes, scattered by wind and rain, showed where the hay had been stacked. The animal pens were in ruins, poles broken and strewn about. Someone had piled brush in the gaps until new poles were cut.
Carl waved an arm at the view. “Was it like this when you got home, Pa?”
“Pretty near. The boys and I ain’t had a lot of time to clean up much.”
The brindle cow tied in the pen rolled her eyes and lowed in fright at the men’s approach. Rod expelled his breath. “She always was skittish, Carl. I reckon she got away from Sheridan’s soldiers and wintered back in the oak groves. She had her calf, then got lonely for home.”
Carl stepped around behind the cow. “Mind that hoof.” Rod spoke sharply as the brindle kicked out at the young man.
Carl dodged away and snorted. “She must be a Yankee lover. Welcome home to you too, cow.” He patted her flank.
“Grab the pail and set to work, son. She wants milking.”
Just then the hungry calf tied behind the remains of the barn began to bawl. Brindle pulled her head backward, and Rod reached for the rope to snub her on a shorter line. Lacking a stool, Carl squatted on his heels and began to milk.
The cow sidestepped, nearly catching Carl’s foot. He avoided her hoof, and then she whipped her tail against his face. He turned away, saving his eyes from the coarse hair. Then she lifted her hoof and banged it hard against the pail, but Carl snatched it away in time to save the contents from spilling.
“Whoa, cow!” he yelled, as she swung her hindquarters against him. “You’re right, Pa. She’s gone wild.” He scrambled out of the way, bringing the pail with him. “I call the job done. Let that calf come over here.”
Rod grinned, went for the bawling creature, and untied the tether rope. “We’re all out of practice of milking, son,” he called. “I reckon I’d druther fight Yankees than get stepped on by a wild cow. I know James feels the same, after milking the white-face cow.”
“Is he in one piece?” Carl asked, looking sidelong at his pa.
Rod turned the calf loose, and it ran to its mother. He grinned again as it began to suckle. Then his face went somber. “He got a flesh wound at Five Forks, outside Richmond, but it’s healing clean. He can swing an ax, so I sent him up by the mountain to cut wood. Likely he’ll be home tomorrow night with a load of fence poles.”
“It’ll be good to see him.” Relief softened Carl’s voice.
The two men headed for the house as the sun dropped toward the horizon. The rain earlier in the day had left the air cool and sweet, and a light breeze was blowing the final clouds away. Carl handed the milk pail to his father at the door.
“I’m all covered with mud, Pa. Best I wash up before I eat.”
“You’ll have to use the crick, son. The Yankees knocked the top of the well apart and dumped it into the shaft. I ain’t got it cleaned out yet.”
“Then I’ll bring back some water.”
Carl took two pails from the back stoop and slogged his way through the muck of the yard to the creek path. He felt like a small boy again, recalling the times he’d walked this path before the well was dug.
Carl came up to the creek, knelt, and dipped the pails into the deepest part of the water. After he set them high on the bank, he removed his shirt, tossed it aside, and plunged his arms into the water. Gasping with the impact of the cold, he splashed it onto his head and chest.
Once his face was clean, he wiped off his boots and rubbed most of the mud from his pants, then rinsed his shirt in the stream and wrung it out several times. He shook out the shirt and put it on, shivering when the cold, wet cloth made contact with his flesh.
Twilight took away most of the daylight as Carl paused to look into the water of the creek where it pooled below him. He saw a distorted reflection of the outline of his form in the dim light. Nineteen years had built his body well and tall, but the last four, with the privations of war, had hardened the muscles of his frame and made his features gaunt. His hair was too long, and the week’s growth of sandy red beard itched. He’d have to hunt up scissors and a razor as well as a comb.
As night fell, Carl shrugged his shoulders to rearrange the damp shirt, picked up the pails, and headed back to the house, guided by the lamplight from the kitchen window. Breeze on the shirt chilled him, and he walked a little faster. At the steps he re-scraped his boots, then opened the door and went inside.
“We’re just fixing to eat,” Julia called. She turned and saw the water buckets. “Thank you, son. You saved me a trip.”
Carl pulled up a chair to the table and joined Rod and Albert.
“It ain’t much, Carl, but it’ll keep you from blowing away.” Julia waved her hand toward the food. “We’re lucky to have greens. They popped up down by the crick, and I picked them late this afternoon. ‘Course, there’s corn pone, and we have milk, but there ain’t no real coffee, just roasted chicory.” She sighed as she sat at her place. “We’ll have real food again once we get a crop up.”
“That’s something we need to do some talking about,” Rod declared. “First, let’s give thanks for Carl’s safe return, and for this food we got.”
At the end of the grace, Carl glanced across the table at his father. There’d been something in his voice that foretold serious business. Rod must have felt his stare, for he looked up, his beard wrinkling as he chewed.
Rod swallowed. “Tell me how it looks south of here, son. What did Sheridan leave for the folks in the south end of the Valley? You came from Staunton, I reckon?” Rod took a bite of greens.
“He burnt or pulled down homes, barns, crops, orchards, ‘most everything, all the way to Staunton and beyond. It’s a famine time. A crow flying by would have to bring his own rations.” He paused to chew a piece of pone. “Ma, it’s a wonder to me the Yankees left our house alone when they came back through.”
“I had my good Sharps rifle, and I set right there in the doorway and wouldn’t budge none. After a while they left me be and went out back to burn the barn.”
“Marie could-a been killed,” Albert said, frowning. “Them dirty Yankees didn’t wait ‘til she was out of the barn to set it afire.” Albert’s eyes looked dark and fierce. “I wish I’d a been down here shooting me some Yankees instead of up in the hills with Clay and all them cows!”
“Likely they’d have shot you, Albert,” Carl said. “Praise God you was up there!”
Rod’s mouth tightened. “What about livestock, son? What did you see?”
“I reckon we’ve got more cattle than any five stock men down the Valley, Pa. Maybe five pigs, thin stuff; not more’n ten hens anywhere. I reckon Grant didn’t want no more supplies coming out of the Shenandoah. He meant for little Phil Sheridan to clean us out, and he did the job.”
“Lucky I was warned some,” Julia said, “or I wouldn’t have had time to send the boys off up the hill.”
Rod chewed his food slowly, his face looking thoughtful. “I reckon we’re eating about as well as Rand Hilbrands. The Yankees missed burning the store in Mount Jackson, so he still has food to put on his table.”
“What happened over to Chester Bates’ place, Pa?”
“He lost his barn, and the house is gutted out. They burned his fields bare. The Bates family is about wiped off the face of the earth, I’d say.”
“Are they all dead?”
“They’ve got their lives and little else.”
“That’s sure a pity.” Carl wiped his mouth with his hand. “They had the prettiest stone house I believe I’ve ever seen. Where are they living now?”
“Right on the place, in the old tool shed.”
“Hush, that’s a shame. There’s no finer man than Chester Bates, ‘cept for you and John Mosby, Pa.”
“Andy Campbell says his pa’s so mad about his place being wrecked, he wants to clear out and go someplace else,” Albert reported.
Rod Owen cleared his throat. “That’s just what I aim to do.”
Chapter Two
Rod’s words seemed to echo in the room, fading into silence. Stunned, no one moved or spoke for several seconds, then the air was split with the clamor of the family reacting to his declaration.
Julia raised her chin a bit as she stared down the length of the table. “This has been my home since we wed.”
“Pa, I took an oath I’d come home and wait to be exchanged proper. I don’t reckon the Yankees will let me leave.” Carl shifted in his chair, sitting up straight.
Albert jumped to his feet. “But Pa, I was born right here in this house.”
Rod waved away the arguments and held up his hand for silence. “I’ve decided to sell the farm and go to the Colorado Territory. You ma’s brother Jonathan is out there somewhere, and we’ll find him. There’s gold and silver to be mined, but I been contemplating.” Rod paused to lift his cup and try the chicory. He made a face, then drank some more before setting down the cup.
“There’s no future for us here in the Valley. Since we’re going to cross the country to make a new start, why not start a cattle ranch?” Rod looked around at his family. “We have good cattle here that we can sell as beef to the miners,” he said. “There’s a sight of folks out there that like to eat. I reckon raising cattle is as good a way to earn a living as digging in the ground for metal.”
“I took an oath, Pa.” Carl leaned forward. “I’m bound to stay here until my papers come.”
“Carl, an Owen’s oath is sacred word, but you saw the way of things out there. Since the Yankees paid their call, if we stay here our only choice is to starve. I reckon your oath is null and void.”
Carl slouched against the back of his chair. “Who’ll buy a burned-out farm? Nobody around here has any federal cash to give you.”
“There was a feller here last week from New York State, looking for farmland. His brother was one of Sheridan’s torch men, and told him all about the fine crops he set fire to. Well, the man offered a good price, and I took it.”
“But Pa,” Albert burst out, “he’s a damned Yankee!”
“Watch your tongue, young’un. Yes, he’s a Yankee, but he has good Yankee currency and coin to give me. Now that you’re home, Carl, I aim to leave in two weeks.”
“Two weeks!” Julia echoed. “We can’t be ready by then.”
“How long did it take you to send the boys off up the mountain with the corn?”
Julia stared at her plate.
“We’ll be ready in two weeks, because Mr. Avery will take possession then. He’ll be back from Washington next week with the money, then he’s off to get his family to move them here.” Rod slapped the table and stood up.
“You really sold the place?” Julia got to her feet. “You never thought to ask me?”
“We’re bound for Colorado. That’s all.” His words were sharp, final.
Julia reached down for her plate and turned her back in silence.
~~~
Rod climbed into bed. Julia turned away from him.
“Still mad at me?” Disappointed, he reached out to touch her shoulder. She shrugged off his hand.
“I got a right.”
“I figured you’d want to leave this place.”
“I defended the house. I saved it, and I aimed to live in it.” She turned over to glare at him.
“You need a change. This war has took your spirit, along with your boys, Julie. I figured you’d want to go.”
“There ain’t nothing wrong with my spirit, Rod Owen. I’ve plenty left to tell you what I think. It’s a low-down, slimy, snake trick to take a gal’s home away from her, without even a by-your-leave.”
Rod pushed himself up with his elbows and stared at Julia. “You’ve changed a right smart whilst I was gone.”
“I’ve had to fend for myself and the young’uns, Rod. I got so I was the boss around the place. I did my chores and yours, too. Now you come home and sell my place without considering my side of the matter. Yes, I’ve changed a right smart, and I’m mad at you.” Julia turned away and hit the wall with her small, work-worn fist.
Rod sank back into the featherbed and let the air leave his lungs in one fast exhalation. When he spoke again, his voice was contemplative.
“I reckon we’ve both changed. Me, I got used to having my orders obeyed without a word of question coming back at me. It was do it right now or die. My guess is we’ve lost the habit of working together like we used to.” He screwed up his face and rubbed his beard with both hands. “I just hope we ain’t lost the habit of loving together,” he added, barely audible.
“Um,” she sighed, almost a sob, and after a long silence, she turned to look at Rod.
He put out his hand, touched her cheek, and said, “My Julie.”
“I never got free of needing you to love me,” she whispered. “We need to learn again how to get on with one another, is all.”
“I give you my word I’ll work hard to look after you like I used to.”
“I don’t need looking after like I did before the war took you away. I need you to work with me and think about my feelings and thoughts before you jump into something like this.”
“I can’t change what I did. The paper’s signed.”
“Oh, Rod, that means we have to leave Baby John lying over yonder in the burying ground.” She clutched his forearm, then relaxed her grip to smooth the grizzled hair. “It about breaks my heart.”
“Julie, I ain’t an unfeeling man. I know it pains you to leave him, and Peter and Benjamin, too, but this is our chance to make a new start.” Rod sat up, and the covers fell forward from his torso, exposing his long underwear. “We’ll have the cash to buy an outfit to get to Colorado Territory. I’ll try to shed my bossy ways, if you’ll forgive me, and go with a willing heart.”
Julia looked at Rod’s back, gauging his excitement by the rapidity of his breathing. It finally returned to normal, and he sank back into the tick.
“Twenty-five years ago I made my vow to love you and to live with you wherever you went,” she whispered. “Since you’re bound to go, I’d best keep my promise.”
Rod turned and looked at Julia. “I love you, woman,” he sighed, gathering her into his arms.
~~~
Carl woke up in his bed. I’m home, he marveled, rolling over in the quilt. He was warm under the covers, barricaded against air chilly from the night’s rain. Looking over at Albert, he saw the regular rise and fall of his brother’s chest. He’s such a young’un, Carl mused. He’s been doing all my chores for three years. It’s time I took some of ‘em back and let him sleep.
He sat up and flicked the covers back from his bare legs. It had been a long time since he’d had a chance to get out of his pants at night. On the run with the Rangers, he had practically slept in his saddle. Carl got up and dressed quickly, yearning for a change of clothes.
He left Albert still asleep and went downstairs to stir up the fire. As he made it blaze to life, the chill around the fireplace faded, and he put a boiler of water on the hearth to heat for washing up later.
Carl crossed the room and got his coat before he went outdoors. From the doorway he looked at the morning sky. The clouds were thinning out, waiting for the sun to rise, and the rain had quit falling. Toward the east, the bulk of Massanutten Mountain rose up to prevent Carl from seeing the Blue Ridge Mountains, but he knew they were there, and he knew they were hazy and covered with fog on such a morning as this. He’d spent enough time dodging the Yankees, riding up into the sanctuary of the isolated gaps and hollows, that he knew the moods of the mountains.
The yard was under water from the night’s rain, and Carl wondered how the animals would fare in the open in this weather. Then he recalled with a jolt that soon they would be used to it. There were no barns on the way to Colorado Territory.
Carl set about feeding the animals, and with courage born of morning freshness, he decided to tackle milking Brindle by himself.
“Cow, I been over the hill and down the river in the last few years. I ain’t going to be licked by the likes of you.”
Brindle promptly knocked him over, sprawling him into the mud and water. He scrambled up, soaked and sputtering, and went back to work, wiping his hands on his pants.
“I reckon I’ll milk you, so you’d just as well surrender, you crazy cow.” Carl set his jaw and grabbed a handful of teat. Brindle turned her head and rolled her eyes, unconvinced of Carl’s prowess. He went on the attack, and the cow mooed with fright.
When he had a half-pail of milk, Carl figured he’d won the battle, and let the calf have its breakfast. He straightened his back, then probed the sore spot on his side where the cow had kicked him, but decided it was nothing to worry about.
Carl took the milk to the house and washed up with the water he’d left heating. Checking the wood box, he found it half empty and returned to the yard for an armful. From the looks of the stack of firewood on the left edge of the clearing, James had made more than one trip to the mountain for wood. Carl pulled some logs from the center of the pile where the wood was dry, and took them into the house.
Julia was up, tending the fire and baking bread for the day. She looked up at Carl, then down at his feet.
“Hush, Ma, I’m sorry. I forgot to wipe ‘em. I ain’t used to living in a house, but I’ll try to keep the mud in the yard where it belongs.”
Albert came into the room, yawning and stretching, and looked accusingly at Carl. “You left me a-sleeping. I got critters looking to be fed.”
“You was up late, and looked like you were relishing your sleep. I took the liberty of doing your chores this morning. Set and eat.”
“Thanks, Carl. Don’t mind if I do.” Albert sat and attacked his breakfast.
Rod came into the room, looking pleased with himself. He carried a list of purchases to make as soon as the Yankee money passed into his hands. He sat and greeted his family.
“Morning, Julia, boys. Fine day. Carl, you make ready to ride into town with me after breakfast. We’ll fetch back your sisters to help your ma get the foodstuffs together.” Rod paused to chew a mouthful of cornbread, then turned to his youngest son. “Albert, who did you say was willing to leave the Valley on account of his place was wrecked?”
“That would be Andy’s pa, Angus Campbell.”
“Pa,” Carl broke in ahead of Rod’s next speech. “How are we going to get out to Colorado? Me and my outfit blew up so much track hereabouts, I reckon the railroad’s useless.”
“I been studying on that, son. We’ll take wagons, like those who went to Oregon in the early days, and the Mormon folk in the forties. I reckon we’ll keep off the northern trails. I can just see a Yankee farmer taking pot shots at us, calling us wild Rebs. Likely we can get through Kentucky and Missouri on the back roads and hit the Santa Fe Trail at the city of Kansas. We’ll follow it along the Arkansas River into Colorado, then turn north and strike out for Denver City to find your uncle.”
“We’re getting a mighty late start.”
“I know, and wagons are slow, but I figure we can haul more goods for less cost that way. I reckon we’ll need four, five months on the trail, but the weather should hold pretty fair until then.” Rod turned his head to his wife. “We’ll take that old box of Jonathan’s to him.”
Carl’s gaze shifted from his father’s face to the leather-covered strongbox on the mantel. Uncle Jonathan brought it with him when he returned from his trip to the Territory in ‘Fifty-nine. He told his sister it was hers if they ever got word of his death. Then he went back west to his gold fields. The box had never been opened, and sat, padlocked and dusty, where he’d placed it.
“How long since you heard from Uncle Jonathan, Ma?” asked Carl.
“It’s been a couple of years, but mail has been real chancy with the war on.”
“It’ll be good to see him again.” Carl rose from the table. “I’ll saddle the horses, Pa.”
“I’m nearly through here.” Rod paused to wipe his mouth. “Albert, you’d best get to shelling the corn. Your ma will need to make it all up into cornmeal before we leave.”
“Yes, Pa.”
Chapter Three
Carl rode with his father down the Valley toward Mount Jackson, feeling a wrenching in his gut at the desolation and ruin in the homesteads they passed. These folks had worked for years, generations even, and now everything was gone, wiped out by the advance of Sheridan’s army. Some of these farmers might listen to Pa’s plan to go west.
As they rode through the gray mist and green trees, they approached Mount Jackson, which sat near the Shenandoah River. The damage here was not so heavy. Old stone houses still lined the streets of the residential section, where the town folks were scratching out a post-war living. An occasional empty lot in the business district gave testimony of a wooden building gone up in smoke.
Rod pulled up his horse at an intersection and turned to Carl. “We’ll go to Rulon’s house first, let the girls know to pack up their bundles. Then I’ll go talk to Randolph Hilbrands. He could make a pile of money with a store in Colorado, and he’s always been partial to money.” Rod chuckled. “Let’s see how long it takes me to convince him.”
Rulon lived on a quiet back street in a brick house owned by his father-in-law, the same Randolph Hilbrands. Rulon and Mary had lived there since he was sent home to die.
As Rod and Carl rode up to the door of the house, someone pulled aside the curtains of a window on the ground floor and peeked out. The men dismounted and tied their horses to the fence, then the door of the house was flung open, and out boiled two young females.
“Papa!” Julianna, fair colored and exuberant, with the energy of eleven years, threw herself into Rod’s arms.
“It’s Pa,” squealed Marie. “And Carl’s here, too!” Forgetting the decorum she had gained in sixteen years, she wrapped her arms around Carl, nearly knocking him off balance.
“Whoa, hold up there, Sis.” He put out his hand to steady the two of them against the fence. “You’ve growed up,” he said, astonished.
“Sure have.” Marie giggled, tossing her dark head. “And you’re a man, looks like.” She backed away for along appraisal.
Carl went hot with embarrassment. His sister was looking at him with woman’s eyes.
“I’m just real skinny,” he protested. “It makes me look taller.”
“Wait ‘til the girls get a look at you,” laughed Marie. “You’ll have to drive ‘em off with a hay fork. It’s been a long time since we’ve had any suitors around.”
“Suitors! You and your friends ain’t never had no suitors. You was just babies when us men went off to fight.” Carl took a deep breath, on home ground now that he was bantering with Marie.
“That’s all you know,” she replied.
Julianna dragged Rod toward the house, so Carl grabbed Marie’s hand and followed.
Mary Owen stood in the doorway, offering her hand to her father-in-law, who gave her a bear hug instead. She looked pale, and a crease appeared on her forehead as she endured the hug.
“Roddy,” she called to a small, dark-haired child playing by the hearth. “You come over here. Your granddaddy just came. Give him a welcome.”
The boy looked up, then jumped to his feet.
“Poppy!” he cried, and ran over to grasp Rod by the knees. Rod bent down and boosted him up onto his shoulders. The boy whooped, and held on to Rod’s ears.
Julianna plumped a pillow in the best chair in the house, saying, “Papa, come an’ set down.”
Rod put the youngster on the floor, and Roddy scampered off to play with his blocks.
“Pa, it’s right nice to see you again,” Marie said, hugging her father. “Carl, come over here and set a while,” she urged her brother, placing a chair for him.
The men sat, and Julianna tiptoed behind Carl, then ambushed him with a big hug, startling him into standing again.
“Jule! You’d best not surprise a man thataway. I might’ve hurt you.”
“Carl’s home, Carl’s home,” she sang, dancing her way around the room, heedless of his discomfort.
Rulon, hearing all the uproar, came down the stairs, leaning against the wall for support. Upon seeing his father and brother, he lowered the pistol he carried and entered the room. Mary glanced up and gave a little cry of alarm, but he waved aside her concern.
“I’m fine, Mary,” Rulon grinned, sweeping his dark hair out of his eyes. He tucked the pistol into the waistband of his trousers and held out his hand to his father. “Just the sight of my kin makes me feel strong.”
Rod arose and took Rulon’s outstretched hand, then passed him on to Carl, who carefully embraced him.
“You look a mite thin, Rule, but likely you’ll never get as skinny as me.” The younger brother measured himself against the older, found himself to be taller, and grinned with delight. “Seems you’ve shrunk a mite, too.”
“Taller don’t make better, Carl. I still outweigh you in a wrestling match. Wait ‘til I get my strength, and we’ll have a go at it.” Rulon stepped back to look at Carl’s spare frame. “‘Pears to me you’re healthy. Did you catch any Yankee lead?”
Carl grinned. “Colonel Mosby kept us riding fast enough to beat the bullets. That’s not saying we didn’t lose a few men here and there.” His expression changed. “We lost more than a few. I reckon we paid a powerful price.”
“Amen, brother.”
“Leastwise, you made it home, Rule. Pa just told me about Ben yesterday. That’s a mighty blow, I tell you.”
Rulon nodded, clapped Carl on the shoulder, and took a chair. “Pa, what brings you into town in the middle of the mornin’?”
“I’ve come to fetch your sisters home to help your ma. We’ve got a right smart job of work to do in the next fortnight. Well, so do you, come to think of it.”
“What’s that you mean, Pa?”
“I’ve sold the farm, and we’re going to the Colorado Territory to hunt up Uncle Jonathan. I aim to thumb my nose at these Yankees, light a shuck out of here, and make a new life growing cows for all them miners to buy.”
“Do miners need lots of milk and butter, Papa?” asked Julianna. She looked around, confused by the hoots of laughter that greeted her question. “Well, do they?”
“I don’t mean milk cows, daughter. We’re going to raise beef critters.”
“Are you asking us to go with you, Pa?” Rulon asked.
“I’d like it, Rulon. It’d be best to keep the family together. You need good clean air to help you mend proper, and Mary here could use a change, her feeling so poorly just now.”
Mary sank to her knees beside Rulon’s chair, looking anxiously up at him. “I don’t feel like I can leave Pa and Ma and go traipsing over the countryside dodging Yankees, Rulon. Please say ‘no’,” she implored him.
“Don’t you go to fretting, Mistress Mary,” Rod chuckled. “I aim to fix things with your pa right now. Marie, you girls gather up your things into a bundle and get ready to leave with us.”
Rod turned to Rulon. “I’ll leave Clay to help you get things together. He’s a handy young’un, for his age.”
Marie wagged her finger at her father. “Pa, don’t let Clay hear you talking like that. He’s done more than his share of the work since Carl took off to ride with Mosby. Then when James got drafted, well, he was the man on the place, and he’s mighty proud of the job he done.”
Rod laughed and tipped his hat onto his head. “Comin’, Carl?”
“Ready, Pa.” Carl rose to his feet and accompanied his father through the door.
“We’ll go over and catch Rand in his store. He won’t know what hit him.” Rod laughed as he mounted his horse.
~~~
When he entered the Hilbrands Mercantile a few minutes later, Carl sniffed the spicy odors of the candy counter, just as he had in years past. This was a friendly place, as well known to him as his home or his saddle.
Rod walked in as though he owned the mortgage, moving with an easy, strolling gait. “Rand,” he greeted his friend, hand outstretched.
“Well, Rod Owen, you old nag-rider, you found you another son.” Randolph Hilbrands took
Rod’s hand and shook it. “Seems like a new one comes home every day.”
“Just got in yesterday. Colonel Mosby kept his boys in after school let out.”
“You, with five sons left to you, you can joke. Me, with five daughters, and only one married, well, I’m past laughing.” Rand stroked his thin black moustache.
“Now Rand, it hardly seems likely that your girls are all of a marryin’ age. Why, wasn’t Amanda just having a child about the time I left for the fighting?”
“That would be Eliza. But Ida, now. She fancies herself quite a lady, and her not yet seventeen. Always going around worrying about when she will marry. I’m afraid Mandy’s filled that girl’s head with a mess of nonsense.” Rand shook his head and eased his tall, fleshy frame back onto his stool.
“She’s just the age of my Marie. I reckon she’s the same way.”
“Not like my girl Ida. You never heard the like of the plans she makes to catch her a beau. It’d curl your hair, Rod.”
Carl felt the heat of embarrassment creeping into his face, and turned away from Mr. Hilbrands’ somber description of his daughter’s antics. Looking around at the displays to find one out of earshot, he bumped into the saucy Miss Hilbrands herself, who had just entered from the street.
“I declare, you are the clumsiest—” As Ida got a good look at the object of her verbal attack, she backed up a step and started over. “I am so sorry,” she drawled. “Silly me, can’t help but trip on this old floor. Now let me think. You must be Carl Owen, Rulon’s brother. I declare, you have grown up so nicely.”
Carl stared at her, hoping his mouth wasn’t open. Ida Hilbrands had grown up very nicely herself. Above a pair of merry blue eyes was the blondest, silkiest mop of curls he had ever seen. Her nose was tiny, with a hint of mischief to its tilt. Her mouth looked as though it laughed a great deal of the time, and was just now curled upward as she smiled gaily at her prize.
Ida threw back her head and gave a little sigh, and Carl became aware of other curved portions of her body.
“Carl Owen, I declare, has the cat got your tongue? You haven’t said one little word since you bumped into me!” Ida smiled encouragingly, tapping her foot.
“I—I’m truly sorry, Miss Ida. I’m not used to being home yet, and in the company of such a pretty little thing as yourself. You have surely changed since last I saw you.” Carl recalled a vague person with long braids and knee-length skirts.
“Have you been home long?” Ida inquired sweetly.
“I arrived last evening. Got my parole last week near Charlottesville.”
“All this talk of paroles! Makes our men folks out to be a passel of criminals.”
“We was prisoners of war. The paroles mean we’re on our honor to come home and wait for an exchange. I got my parole, like I said, then snuck me a Yankee rifle. Almost got caught, but I slipped away.”
“Well, I never heard of such a thing,” Ida exclaimed. “Why on earth would you want a dirty Yankee rifle?”
“Because it’s an almighty good one, a repeater. I needed me a good firearm.”
“I don’t know anything about rifles and such,” Ida murmured, looking at Carl with dreamy eyes.
“I have to see if Pa needs any help,” Carl gulped, anxious to be away from the gaze of those eyes. “It was wondrous fine to see you again, Miss Ida.”
“You’ll have to come around and see us from time to time, now that this nasty war is over,” she countered.
“I’d be pleased to,” Carl nodded. He looked down and stared at his boots.
Ida tossed her head, greeted her father, and went into the back room of the store, sending one last smoldering look towards Carl.
He dropped a sigh of relief, then walked over to where his father and Ida’s were deep in discussion.
“I’ve got my store,” Rand said. “I can make a living. You go ahead on. I’ll not set the Yankees to your trail.”
“I hope you’ll give it a bit more thought, Rand. You’ve got goods here for a store in the Territory. Look around you and see the conditions hereabouts. Folks are starving, and all you can do is hand out credit and pray they’ll get a good crop to repay you.” Rod paused to scratch his nose. “Those miners in Colorado Territory have good hard money, gold dust and nuggets, mostly, and dug fresh out of the ground by their own hand. The things they lack are the goods you have right here. It don’t seem right when you could make a bunch of money, were you in Colorado. It’s not fair, somehow.”
Carl wondered how long the silence would last. He glanced at Rand, and nearly laughed out loud at the hungry look that came across the older man’s face.
“Gold dust and nuggets, you say?” Rand passed his hand over his face. “I’ll go with you Rod, but with all this inventory and my house goods, too, I’ll be needing an extra driver, and I’m willing to pay a good wage. Will you give me Carl, here?”
Rod turned to his son, eyes twinkling. “Will you drive Mr. Hilbrands’ wagon, son?”
“I reckon. You’ve got help a-plenty with the other boys.”
“It’s done then, Rand.” Rod shook hands with his friend. “Have your wagons ready to go in a fortnight. We’ll meet at my farm, and get an early start.”
“Good. I want to get out there before some other merchant garners all the business.” Rand chuckled, and rubbed his hands along his apron front.
Rod waved good-bye and left the store, followed by Carl.
“Well, Pa,” the young man said, once they were outside. “It didn’t take so long to change his mind.”
“I reckon I saved the best for last, son. I knew Rand Hilbrands could never stand the thought of good hard gold a-slipping through his fingers.” Rod mounted his horse.
“It surely was comical to watch his face change.” Carl swung into his saddle. “Who else do you aim to see here in town, Pa?”
“I’m going over to speak with the blacksmith. I hear he’s been itching to go west since his wife died last winter. If he goes with us, Tom can take his little ones along, not leave them with the Campbells.”
“Isn’t Tom O’Connor some kind of kin to the Campbells?”
“Closer than most. Mistress Molly is Tom’s sister. Now if Angus will agree to go with us, the whole passel of them can stick together and make a new start in the Territory.”
“Why don’t I go give the girls a hand, Pa? You don’t need me to talk to Mr. O’Connor.”
“Have them ready to go when I get back. Look, there’s Angus Campbell himself, crossing the street up yonder. I may be gone for a while, son. I’ll see you back at the house.” Rod nudged his horse into a trot, and little puffs of dust arose as he went up the street.
Carl turned off toward Rulon’s house. The sun had come out bright and strong, and it felt good and warm on his back. He grinned. “Hush, we’re going west.”
As he reached the corner, Carl saw a group of mounted men dashing up the cross street in front of him. Panic rose in his throat as he recognized the Yankee patrol that had jumped him, and he wheeled his horse to find a place of concealment. Then he realized where he was, turned Sherando again, and tried to calm his pounding heart. The soldiers were probably racing through the streets of Mount Jackson to make a ruckus, and he felt foolish to be caught in their trap.
“Easy, boy,” he told his horse. “It ain’t likely they’ll take after me in town.”
The Yankees drew up at the far end of the street, then turned and started back to town. As they thundered toward him, Carl noticed a young girl opposite him, evidently trying to decide whether to cross. She hesitated a moment, then bolted out into the street. In the middle, she looked around at the approaching soldiers, tripped, and fell into the road.
Without thinking, Carl spurred his horse into the street, leaned out from his saddle, and plucked the arising girl from the muck. Sherando carried them across the road while the Yankees whooped and whistled as their horses rushed by, venting their disappointment. Carl got down the street, turned a corner, then pulled up and set the girl on her feet and slid off his horse.
“Hush my mouth! That was the foolest thing I ever seen a body do!” Carl made no attempt to stop the hot words from tumbling out of his mouth. He glared at the girl, standing in the street with her chin up and her eyes flashing, auburn hair disheveled, the front of her clothes mud-caked and dripping. “You surely could have been killed, and that’s a fact! You keep clear away from that gang of Yankees, you hear? Darn fool girl, anyhow.” He got on his horse and left her standing there, pridefully biting back tears of relief. Then he rode away, shaking mud and slime off his arm, and muttering to himself.
~~~
Carl dismounted at Rulon’s fence and tied his horse, then rapped on the door. Marie answered and looked him over a moment before letting him enter.
“Did you fall off your horse, brother?” she asked, arching an eyebrow.
Carl glared at her. “Don’t start in a-teasing me, Marie,” he warned, stalking into the room. “Where can I clean up?”
“The well is in the back. I’ll bring you soap and a towel if you’ll tell me how you got so dirty.”
“Keep them. I ain’t going to give you the satisfaction.” Carl left through the kitchen.
Marie heard the squeak of the windlass as she headed toward the stairs. “Stubborn,” she proclaimed. Before she had gone up two steps, someone rapped in the front door again. Marie sighed, came back down, and opened the door.
“Ellen Bates! Whatever happened to you?”
“Please let me come in. I’m afraid those nasty Yankees will bother me again.” Ellen’s voice quivered dangerously, and Marie stepped back to admit her. Then she closed and bolted the door.
Ellen Bates was covered in the front with a slimy layer of mud. She stood by the door, shaking and dripping on the floor. Marie grabbed her arm and led her to the fire.
“Set here by the hearth while I get some water to clean you up.” Marie went toward the kitchen, then halted. “Ellen, my brother Carl just went into the back yard with his arm all covered with mud, and in such a rage. Does he have anything to do with the state you’re in?”
Ellen moaned and covered her face with her hands. “Is that who he was? I’ll never be able to face him.” She got up and moved toward the door. “I have to leave.”
“Oh now, you ain’t going anywhere.” Marie barred her way. “I won’t let you go out there looking like you fell down in the road. Oh lawsy! That’s what happened, ain’t it.”
“I was crossing the street in front of those stupid Yankee soldiers running their horses down the way, and I tripped and fell. Your brother kicked that big horse of his and fetched me out of there. Then he set me on my feet and cussed me up and down. He really flapped his tongue some at me,” she mumbled. “You’ve got to hide me before he comes in.”
“You’re not afraid of Carl, are you?”
“Not afraid. Just shamed. It was highly foolish of me to try to beat those Yankees across the street, and to get plucked out of the mud like a rag doll.” She shuddered. “I’ll never be able to hold up my head around him my whole life long.”
“That’s likely, but you can’t keep from seeing him. He’s here to take me on home. Ma needs
me right now. We’re going….” Marie looked sideways at Ellen. “I mean, we’re going to be busy with…the planting.”
“Marie, you’re telling a fib. What’s happening?”
“I’m sorry, Ellen. I can’t say.” She sighed. “But I will tell you, real soon, I promise. We’ll clean you up, and I’ll find some clothes so you can go home.”
Marie left Ellen by the fire and went into the yard. She found Carl washing his shirt in a bucket of water. As she approached the well, Carl flicked drops of water at her and grinned.
“I’m sorry I was so fierce with you,” he said. “Seems like ever since I got home, I’ve been muddy more than clean, and it’s wearing on my nerves. Once, a cow knocked me into the mud, and now I’m filthy on account of a dumb girl.”
“Well, that ‘dumb girl’ was coming to visit me, and she’s out in the parlor dying of fright that you’ll cuss at her again. Carl, how could you?”
“What? She’s here?”
“She’s my best friend.”
“You surely do pick dumb friends.”
“I ain’t looking to fight with you, Carl. You had no business yelling at her, though.”
“She nearly got us killed by a bunch of Yankees I had trouble with once before.” He held up his dripping shirt. “Look at that. I was on my way home and they cut off all my buttons. Claimed I was violating my parole. I do not favor them casting their eyes on me again, seeing as how they’re running the show hereabouts.”
“Ellen knows she done a fool thing, but she’s sorry. You’d best come in and make amends for yelling at her.”
“Not me, Sis. Let her die of fright. I ain’t apologizing for giving her something she earned.” Carl put on his wet shirt and tied it closed with some bits of string.
“I see. Well, she needs to clean up, so if you don’t aim to meet her, you’d best remain out here.”
Carl mumbled something.
“What did you say?”
“You don’t want to hear it.”
Chapter Four
Two hours later, Rod Owen whistled as he tossed little Roddy into the air.
“Please, Mr. Owen,” Mary cried out. “The baby is so delicate.”
“Mistress Mary, you worry too much. This young’un is strong as an ox. And he’ll need strength where we’re going.”
“You’re still trying to get us to go with you? Rulon, tell him we can’t go,” she pleaded.
Rod continued. “Would you druther stay here and bid good-bye to your folks? Your pa agreed to go with me. Not only him, but Tom O’Connor, Angus Campbell, and Ed Morgan are going. I figure we need only one other family, and I’ll talk to them on the way home.”
Mary found a chair and sank down into it. Rulon crossed the room to squat by her side, and lifted her chin with his blunt fingers. “It won’t be as bad as you figure, Sugar. I’m getting stronger every day, and you’ll have your ma and sisters along. Look here, it’ll mean a good start for us, and we’ve never had one, with this war. Mary, we’re four years wed, and all we have to show for it is Roddy and some pots and pans.” He got up and turned to his father. “Pa, we’re going with you.”
“Rulon, I’m pleased. You won’t regret it none. Well now, are those girls ready to go home? I expect I’ll need a wagon to haul their things.”
Mary got up, sighing heavily, and went to get the girls, and as she passed her husband she gave him a long, despairing look.
“Afternoon, Mary,” a young male voice called from the kitchen.
“That’s Clay home for lunch,” Rulon said. “He likely don’t know you’re in town, Pa. Clay,” he called. “Come here a minute. Someone’s here to see you.”
A slim youth entered the room with his hat still on his head, brushing specks of straw off his colorless homespun shirt and faded brown trousers. “Pa!” he exclaimed, hastily taking the hat off his blond head. “When did you get into town?”
“I been here all morning, son. I bring happy news. We’re pulling up stakes and heading for Colorado Territory.”
“We’re what? Where Uncle Jonathan lives? What do you want to do that for, Pa?”
“I’ve sold the farm, Clayton. We need a fresh start, and I’m sick of the sight of Yankee soldiers.”
“You sold the farm? Our home, Pa?”
“I’ve decided, son.”
Clay stood silent for a while, then said, “All right, Pa.”
“By the way, your sisters are going home with me, but you stay here and help Rulon get ready to travel.”
“What about my job, Pa?”
“Give in your notice this afternoon. Your brother needs you full-time, him not being so spry yet.”
“Oh lawsy,” Marie interrupted, coming down the stairs. “This house has been full of people all day.” She came into the room with her bundle, trailed by Julianna, Mary, and Ellen, whose dignity had been restored by a wash-up and a change of clothes.
“How’re you going to get us home, Papa?” Julianna did not like to walk if she could ride.
“I’ll hire a team and buggy with Clay to drive us,” Rod teased.
“Papa,” Julianna wailed. “That takes money, and the Yankees have all of it.”
“You’ll ride behind me, and your sister will double with Carl.” Rod looked around the room. “Where is Carl?”
“He’s in the yard being a blue-nosed, stubborn fool,” Marie told him.
“He’s angry on account of me, Mr. Owen,” said Ellen.
Rod finally noticed the extra face. “You’re Chester’s girl. Is your pa home?”
“Yes, sir, he was when I left this morning.”
“Well, we’re heading out to your place, so you can come along with us. You can ride with Marie, and Carl can walk.”
“Oh, please, Mr. Owen. I’ll be happy to walk. You don’t need to bother Carl none.”
“He’s already almighty bothered.” Marie giggled into Ellen’s ear.
“We’ll work something out,” Rod declared.
~~~
As Ellen walked down the pike with Marie, she daydreamed herself onto the back of Carl’s horse. She imagined she felt the hard muscles of his torso under her encircling arms, bit her lip, and gave a shudder of delight. Then she realized her arms were wrapped around her own front. “Pleased, God,” she prayed under her breath, “let him forgive me for being a fool.” She squeezed her eyes shut in her fervor.
“Miss Ellen, are you ailing?”
Ellen jumped, and opened her eyes as Rod Owen came alongside her, leading his horse with Julianna aboard.
“You were making such a face, I wondered if you was feeling poorly.”
“Oh, no,” she hastened to assure him. “I was doing a mite of thinking.”
“Would you favor riding for a spell? You can hop up there with Julianna and the baggage.”
“I’m fine, Mr. Owen. I like to walk.”
“You don’t always do it so good,” a scoffing voice broke into the conversation.
Ellen whirled around, her face flushing with anger. “That’s not fair, Carl Owen. Tripping was an accident. You wasn’t invited to busybody your way into my bad luck. Better for me had the Yankees run me over.” She turned and ran off a ways before walking once more.
“You do have spunk, I’ll say that,” Carl called after her.
Rod scowled at his son. “That’s no way to treat the little lady. You apologize to her.”
“Pa!” Carl protested. “It’s a misunderstanding betwixt her and me. Them Yankees were hooraying her in town, and I got some riled at her for getting in their way.”
“No son of mine ever spoke to a girl in like manner, Carl, and you ain’t going to behave in a new fashion because your temper’s short. You get along and make sure she’s smiling when she gets home.”
Carl shrugged his shoulders and set out after Ellen, frowning as he trotted his horse up the road. Ellen had gotten about ten yards ahead of his sister even though Marie called for her to wait and ran after her.
Carl slowed his horse to a walk alongside Marie, who was breathing hard and holding her side. “Save your breath, Sis. Go back and walk with Pa.”
Marie looked up and giggled. “You’re going to apologize, ain’t you. Afraid I’ll listen?”
“You’ll try. Go along back to Pa. This is all his idea.”
“I told you to say you was sorry, but you wouldn’t listen to me.”
“Go along, or I’ll help you,” he threatened.
“I’ll go. I obey Pa better than you.” Marie wrinkled her nose and stuck out her tongue, then stopped walking to wait for her father and sister.
Carl heeled Sherando into a faster gait to catch Ellen. As he came up beside her, he slowed the horse again and looked down at her angry, set face. “Say, you ain’t still sore at me, are you?”
Ellen kept walking.
“I was mean as a mad dog to you back there in town. I’m sorry.”
Still she walked, facing front, giving no notice to his words.
“I was worried about you. Looked like you were going to get yourself killed.”
She stopped, hesitated, then looked up at him, shading her eyes. “You were worried? Why?”
Carl reined in the horse. “That was no way to treat any girl, especially a Southern girl. Them Yanks figured to hurt you. That scared me.”
“You were scared?” She began to walk again, and Carl followed, walking his horse.
“Yes. You was, too.”
“I saw them horses coming faster than I had figured, and that’s what made me trip. I about died of fright.”
“You about died of trampling!”
“I’m sorry you got so muddy, and worried, but I’m most sorry I didn’t get a chance to thank you. You saved my life, I reckon.”
Carl was silent for a moment, wondering why the conversation was so easy. One thing, he told himself, this girl don’t talk funny like that Hilbrands gal, playing a man like a fish on a hook. After a while he asked, “Is your pa planning to rebuild the farm?”
“What choice does he have? We got to put the crops in, and I guess the barn goes up after that. But I reckon we don’t need much of a barn, since the Yankees came through and took almost all the stock!”
“You’ve got you a temper, girl. Almost as bad as mine.” He laughed.
“That’s what my ma keeps telling me. She says, ‘Girl, you’re never going to catch—’” Ellen’s face turned red again.
“What’s that she says?”
“Never mind. Not important.” Ellen began to walk faster again.
Carl nudged Sherando to a faster gait and caught up to her.
“If you’re in such a hurry, you can ride behind me for a ways. Likely Marie’s bag is soft enough to sit on.” He put down his hand to help her up.
Ellen stood still in the road for a moment, then she accepted Carl’s offer, took his hand, and he boosted her up on the baggage behind him. “Hang on tight,” he advised. She slowly put her arms around his waist, and he felt the warmth of her body against his back. Then she rested her cheek against him, and he noticed that the thud of her heart matched the beat of his.
~~~
“Chester, you been wiped out. Come with me to Colorado. You can grow acre after acre of wheat there.” Rod Owen sat in the Bates’ front yard on a tree stump, looking from Chester to his wife, Muriel.
Chester Bates was a mild, weather-beaten man, thick of chest and shoulder, but with no spare fat on his bones. His reddish hair was thinning a little on top, and his square jaw made a proper floor for his square face. Rod had seen the light fade from his dark blue eyes when he returned from the war to find his wife and daughter living in the former tool shed, compliments of the Yankees who burned his home. Now the light was back.
Chester glanced from his dark, matronly wife to his friend. “You’re a God-send, Roderick Owen. I’ll go with you,” he replied. “I’ll leave this place and go with you, and the Yankees be damned!”
“Chester, the young ladies,” Muriel scolded, smiling.
Ellen pounced on Marie. “This is your secret,” she burst out. “And now we’re going with you. Lawsy me, if we didn’t go, I’d just die!”
~~~
“James is back,” Julia greeted Rod. “He brought in all that wood. What are we going to do with it? It’s no use to us on the road.”
“We’ll sell it. Likely there’s some lazy man around who’ll take it off our hands. Did Albert get the corn shelled for you?”
“That boy’s been working his fingers to the bone—not to mention his tongue—with all his questions. I reckon he’s anxious to go west.” Julia hugged the girls. “How’s Mary? Were you a help to her? Is Rulon on the mend?”
“He’s up and about, Ma,” said Marie. “Soon he won’t even limp no more.”
“Mama, Clay’s going to quit his job. Papa told him to,” Julianna reported. “Mary always looks sick, and she didn’t want to go when Papa told her about his plan.”
“I wonder what’s making that girl feel so poorly?” Julia glanced over at his husband, catching his eye. “Just how well is Rulon?”
“Well enough, and surely home enough, I reckon,” he replied, winking over Julianna’s head. “And high time, too.”
“Hush now, Rod,” Julia cautioned.
~~~
Carl took the horses to the pen and stripped off the saddles. Hearing a faint scraping sound behind him, he crouched in the brush. A short ways off he saw a young man seated on the bank of the creek, stropping a razor. At his side he had a basin of water and a pistol. After a while he laid the strop down and began to remove the curly black beard from his lanky face.
“James!” Carl called out. He rushed from the bushes and ran to the creek. The younger man threw down the razor and grabbed the pistol, then dropped it and gave a rebel yell.
Meeting on the bank like two young bulls, the brothers crashed together in a welter of arms and heads, wrestling each other to the ground.
Laughing, Carl declared, “You’re just the feller I want to see. And you got you a razor, besides.” He rubbed his red stubble while James punched him fondly in the side. “You be through shaving when I’m finished with the horses, you hear?”
“Carl, you coon-faced old lard bucket, we thought you got took prisoner or something. Pa was ready to go to Washington City to see what become of you.”
“You’re joshing me!”
“No sir, not me. He and Ma were sure worried some. I never seen them so worked up about a body. I reckon Ben going and getting himself killed there at the end of the fighting took some of the sand out of both of them.”
“You old liar, you. Pa never had more sand than now. He’s ripping us out of this valley, lock, stock, and barrel, and taking us to Colorado. Says we’re going to raise beef cattle for the miners.”
“He’s what?”
“We’re going to find Uncle Jonathan and set up a cow ranch, or somethin’ like that. Pa’s spoken to a bunch of men, and they’re goin’ with us.”
“You mean we’re leaving Ma and the young’uns here?”
“No!” Carl tapped James on the head. “You got mush for brains? We’re all going west. Ma and the girls, and everyone. Rulon, too.”
“Which men did he talk to?”
“Rand Hilbrands, Ed Morgan, um, Angus Campbell, and Chester Bates.”
“Not Joseph Bingham?”
Carl frowned at his brother. “Mr. Bingham lost his legs at Shiloh, James.”
“I know that.”
“Even though he’s Pa’s good friend, he’s not fit for a trek over the countryside. I’m sure that’s why Pa didn’t ask him.”
“Then I’ll speak to Pa. I can tend to a wagon and chores for the Binghams. I have to change Pa’s mind.”
“You’re fussing about something, James. What’s nettling you?”
“Miss Jessica. I can’t leave here without her.”
Carl nodded. “You’ve been sparking her, I take it?”
“She’s let me walk out with her. I think she’ll marry me if I ask her.”
“You’ve got yourself a lot of talking to do, brother. Good luck on changing Pa’s mind.”
“I’ll take the offer of luck. Hey, you better finish with them horses, or you’ll need the luck back with Pa after you. You know he sets great store by dumb animals.”
“That must be why he was so worried about me,” Carl quipped, rising to his feet. “Mind, as soon as you’re done shaving, it’s my turn.”
Carl returned to the horses, fed and watered them, and brushed their coats down with an old rag. Then he went back to the creek bank and picked up the basin and razor.
“James, what I need is a bath and a change of clothes.”
“Can’t wait for Saturday, huh?”
“That foolish brindle cow keeps pushing me in the mud.”
“Brindle always was a mite spooked. Well, I got a spare pair of trousers that might do. We’re near the same length, looks like. Maybe Ma has an old shirt tucked away that Ben or Peter left behind.”
“It’s going to be hard to ask that of her.”
“Yeah. But you need the clothes.”
“Well, I’m bound for that old swimming hole downstream. Thanks for the loan of the razor.”
As Carl turned away, James stopped him, holding something out. “Brother, don’t forget the soap.”
~~~
James had to wait two days before both courage and opportunity to speak to his father coincided. As they worked together reinforcing a wagon, James said, “Pa, did you forget to ask Mr. Bingham to bring his family with us?”
“You mean Joseph Bingham, son?”
“Yes. He’s your friend.”
“He is my friend. He’s a kind and gentle man.”
“Then he and his family should come with us.”
Rod put down his hammer and looked across the wagon bed at James. “He’s a cripple. He can’t go.”
“He’s getting better all the time, Pa. I can drive his wagon, do his chores.”
“What would he do in Colorado, son? He has a home and a business here, and his wife can manage the bakery. He’s not up to building again in a different place.” Rod picked up his tool and began to pound a nail into a sideboard.
“Then give me your leave to ask Miss Jessica to go with us.”
“What? Leave her family? Why?”
“I’ll be her family. I want to ask her to marry me.”
“That wouldn’t be fair to her, asking her to go across the country where she’d never see her kin again. No.”
“She’d do it, Pa. I’ve been sparking her on Sunday nights.”
“I won’t break up a family. Since Joe can’t go, no one else of his kin goes.”
“Pa—”
“No, James. They don’t have time to get ready.”
~~~
Rod turned over in bed in the middle of the night and whispered in his wife’s ear. “Julie.”
She sat up with a rustle of the tick beneath her, eyes blank and staring in the moonlight that poured into the room from the un-curtained window. Rod pulled her down beside him.
She released a rush of air. “You startled me, Rod. What do you need, this time of night?”
“Julia, I’ve been thinking.”
“In the night? Thinking?” She squirmed into the hollow of his elbow. “You’re almost too old for anything else, I reckon.” She chuckled, then yawned largely.
Rod squeezed her, then released her shoulders, slipped his arm free, and sat up. “We got to have a weddin’ before we leave.”
“What?” Julia sat up again, wide awake.
“Yes. I’ve been thinking on the matter of our journey. For one thing, it’ll take several months, and for another, it’ll take us into land that isn’t settled.”
“What does that have to do with a wedding, Rod?”
“We’ve got us a couple of young men who need good wives. We’re also takin’ several young ladies along with us, and they need men to take care of them.”
“Roderick Owen! You’re not thinking—”
“When Carl met young Ida Hilbrands, I reckon some sparks flew around her pa’s store. He’s going to drive a wagon for Randolph, and he might as well marry into the family, same as Rulon did. Since James has a hankering to marry, Chester’s girl strikes me as a strong, likely match.”
Julia sat mute.
“It’s a good plan, Julie. You know it is. We won’t have a lot of carrying on if the boys are safely wed, and it’ll make tight bonds between our families.”
“You’re meddlin’ where it isn’t wanted, Rod,” Julia finally managed to say. “You know James is heart-broke that the Binghams aren’t coming with us.”
“Nonsense, Julie. I’m sorry I can’t accommodate his yearning. He’ll get over the Bingham girl.”
“I fear you’re going to live to regret such thoughts. This will stir up more trouble than a bear putting its paw into a bee tree.”
Rod laughed softly. “I’m not wrong, dear wife. The more I think on it, the better it sounds. I know Rand is anxious to marry Ida off, and I’ll give Chester that wagon I picked up the other day in exchange for his word on his daughter’s hand.”
“Oh, I never heard the like. That’s just—I don’t know what to say about such conniving, Roderick Owen.”
“Come on, Julie. You want them boys settled into their lives now that the war’s over, and those are good girls. Well, that Ida is a mite flighty, but Carl can handle her fine. James is a tad distracted right now, but he and Ellen will get on very well, I wager. I’ll talk to their fathers later this week.” He idly rubbed the sunburned flesh below his Adam’s apple.
Julia sucked in her breath. She held it a long time, then let it go in a rush of sound, bowing her head. “I’m near speechless at your meddling, Rod, but I know you’re bound to try to work your will. I hope it don’t return to bite you like a water moccasin.”
Chapter Five
The next days sped by. Rod was here and there, at one farm or another, directing the preparations for departure. At last night fell, with only one day left to complete the work before they left the Shenandoah Valley forever.
Rod sighed deeply and settled into the tick that lay on the floor of the bedroom. “It’s all set, Julie. Tomorrow, late in the afternoon, we will gather at Hilbrands’ store to check the final details and see that everyone has their instructions. I’ve arranged for Reverend Halsey to come and speak the marriage words for Carl and James. I can trust Halsey not to say anything. The young people will have their wedding nights together before we all leave the next morning.”
Julia slowly brushed the surface of the quilt with her hand three times, then said softly, “Wouldn’t it be a good idea to tell the boys?”
“I don’t want to spook them, especially James. You know he is still half ready to stay here.”
“Rod, you’re going to have to pay the piper some day.”
He laughed and nuzzled her neck. “A man needs a wife, Julie. With good luck, they’ll have love, too. No, I’m sure of it. Love will come along for both those boys.”
Julia sighed. “I pray that will happen. I can hardly stand to look at James’s long face. I hope he don’t end up hating you, Rod.”
He chuckled. “I’m right in this. He’ll come to see it.”
~~~
Rod paced the floor of the Hilbrands’ store, then turned to glare toward the two couples standing uneasily at the counter in the back of the room. All the members of the company were present except for Clay, who Rod had dispatched to find out what had happened to the Reverend Halsey. They stood around in family groupings, talking quietly.
“Damnation! Where is the man?” Rod fumed, ignoring the furrowed brow that Julia turned toward him. “He’s late. I paid him good money, and he’s not here.”
“What time did you say—?”
“He’s two hours late, Julie. If he doesn’t come soon, the whole plan will be ruined.”
Chester Bates approached Rod. “Not ruined, surely. Just put off for a while. We can find someone farther down the road to marry the young people.”
Rod pressed his lips together, his beard bristling. He grunted.
Chester went on, his voice pitched lower. “Mayhap it’s a good thing they don’t wed yet. We’ll need to build houses and get crops in the ground. If those boys are working hard to build homes for their brides, they may not take it into their heads to go somewhere else to settle.”
Rod growled a surly reply, then looked up as Clay came through the door. “Speak up, boy. Where’s the minister?”
“He went off into the hills to give comfort to Mother Whitwell. She’s dying.”
“Humph!” Rod snorted. “When will he be back?”
“Mrs. Halsey didn’t know for sure, but thought he wouldn’t be back until after the burying.”
Rod groaned, then gathered his wits and addressed the gathered company. “We’ll put the weddings off until later.” He shrugged his shoulders. “I suppose it’s best that the young ladies don’t have to travel with buns in the oven.”
Several shocked faces turned his way.
“Well, git on home.” He made a shooing motion with his hands. “We meet mighty early tomorrow.”
~~~
After he set fires in the house and walked to the waiting wagons, Rod did not look back. He mounted to his place on the seat, turned to look at his wife, and gathered the lines into his hands.
“Avery can’t live in your home now, Julie.”
“Oh, Rod! Did you have to burn it?”
He let out his breath. “Hard work is what’s needed, Julie. We can’t undo the war, nor bring back our dead sons, and the land belongs to Avery now, but we can begin a new life where we won’t have cruel memories.”
He started the team, and the wagons of his neighbors turned into a line behind him. Albert and Andy Campbell, driving the livestock, took up the rear, and the animals provided the only island of noise amid the silent pioneer party.
They were anxious to get on the road, and to avoid the pursuit that might come when Malcolm Avery discovered that all he had bought with his Yankee money was land.
Julia sat on the seat of the wagon, hearing the stern command of her husband not to look back, but her body turned with a will of its own, to look at her home for one last time. She watched in fascination as the flames caught on the roof of the house. The fire rose in fingers of red and orange, falsifying the dawn and lighting up the bulk of Massanutten Mountain. Then her trance was broken by Rod’s hand on her arm.
“Julie, don’t!” he pleaded, and she turned around on the seat.
“Rod, it’s my home,” she said, feeling tears run down her cheeks. She drew herself up, setting her back rigidly against the glow of the fire.
Rod pulled on the lines, bringing the team to a halt. He set his jaw and put his arm around his wife. “It’ll be ashes and rubble soon, just like the rest of the buildings, and we must be on our way.” He looked down at her head, made his voice rough, and continued. “Let’s go on, Julie. We’ll get through this pain.”
“I know,” she whispered.
~~~
Julianna huddled with her sister in the back of the wagon, numb from the long journey down the Valley Pike. She could not recall a more dismal experience than sitting in the wagon hour upon hour, cramped and jostled by the churn and the provision box. Their father had cautioned them to stay in the wagon, for he wanted to travel as fast as possible this first day.
She eased her muscles the best she could, and wondered how soon they would stop for the night. Passing scenery no longer amused her, and she wanted to stretch her legs.
“Jule, do you remember Uncle Jonathan?” Marie asked.
Julianna turned to look at her older sister. “I remember his beard. It always scratched me when he picked me up.” She yawned. “But that was such a long time ago.”
“I remember when he put his box on the mantel. I didn’t want him to go back to Colorado.” Marie sighed. “It’s been so long since his last letter came. I reckon that’s because of the difficulty lately.”
“Marie, do you reckon he could be—dead?”
“No. Not Uncle Jonathan. Ma says the mail’s been cut off with all the fighting. She says we’ll catch up with him sooner or later.”
Julianna yawned again, and wished Pa would make a rest stop.
~~~
The light of the afternoon sun slanted sideways through the trees when Rod sighted the meadow. A small stream ran through it, and oak limbs were blown down in the surrounding woods. They didn’t need anything else for a campground.
The wagon came even with the edge of the forest and Rod pulled his team off the road. He drove on a ways, back into the meadow where the forest put out a feeler into the grassland. Hauling on the lines, Rod stopped the wagon close to the stream. The others followed, stopping their wagons alongside his. Rod jumped down from the seat and helped Julia climb down from the seat as the men from the other wagons gathered.
“We’ll make our first camp here, with two small fires, and two guards out toward the road.”
“You’re not still in the Army, Rod,” interrupted Rand Hilbrands.
“Caution pays, Rand. We don’t know who might follow us, or when they’d come.”
“Not for a couple of days. You must be joking,” Rand scoffed.
“I burned my house,” Rod reminded him. “Most of us are paroled soldiers. There may be someone who’ll object to our leaving.”
“There’s still soldiers going north,” Chester said. “Some I’ve seen are hungry and mean. You can’t trust them not to take what little we’ve salvaged. I’ll take the first watch, Rod.”
Rod laid his hand on Chester’s shoulder and gripped it. “Thank you. Rulon will join you. Somebody will bring your supper, so don’t get spooky and shoot them.”
Carl got down from the last wagon and helped Ida Hilbrands to the ground. “Now you, Missy,” he said, and swung down Eliza, her youngest sister. The girls gave their thanks, and walked off in the direction of their family wagon.
Even though their wedding had been postponed, Ida had insisted that she should ride on the seat of the freight wagon with Carl so they could “get to know each other better.” Her mother agreed, as long as she took small Eliza along for “company.”
Carl stretched, then shook out his tired arms. He hadn’t driven a team in nearly three years, and today’s trip had been extra long. He took his Spencer rifle from under the wagon seat, sought out his father, and volunteered to get firewood. Being still unused to the company of women since his war service, he was a little shy of Ida, with her head tossing and giggles, and was anxious to be off by himself in the woods for a while.
He jumped across the creek and strode into the trees. Carefully, he circled back toward the road and scouted the area, checking for signs of other travelers or pursuit. When he was satisfied that the group was alone, he returned to the vicinity of the camp and began to gather deadfalls and dried limbs for fuel. He arranged his load to leave his right hand free to carry the Spencer, and turned back to the camp. As he came out of the woods, he noticed Ida standing on the bank of the stream, waiting for him.
“Yoo-hoo,” she called. “I’ve come to help you gather wood.”
Carl approached the bank and grinned. “Seems you’re on the wrong bank. I’ve got plenty, thanks.”
“Oh-h-h,” Ida pouted. “I couldn’t get across this river.”
Carl laughed. “Well, I can’t let you go back empty-handed.” He shifted his load to get a chunk of wood into his other hand, then awkwardly tossed the piece across the creek. It hit the bank and bounced into the water, and Ida scrambled after it, lost her footing on the slick bank, and landed in the water with a little cry.
Carl dropped his load and waded into the creek to retrieve her, struggling to stifle his laughter. Gathering her up in his arms, he became conscious of how the wet bodice of her dress accented her shapely form. His body reacted, and uncomfortable, he looked away from Ida and hurried to get her out of the stream.
“Are you hurt?” he asked, placing her on the bank. He stepped back and linked his hands together in front of his body.
She sighed. “Only my pride.”
“You’d best get back to camp and dry off. You could take the ague, wet like that.” Carl turned and splashed back through the creek for the wood, grateful the water was cold.
~~~
After supper, Rod approached Carl and squatted on the ground beside him.
“You and James take the second watch. Get some sleep, and Rulon will wake you. I gave him first watch so he could sleep the rest of the night through.”
“He seems much improved, Pa.”
“There’s no quit in Rulon, not even for a Yankee mortar shell. I can’t figure why his wife’s feeling so poorly, though.”
“Woman’s complaint?”
“Woman’s ways, likely. Changeable creatures, they are. Take your ma. She was colder than wet socks when I told her I sold the farm, but she calmed down, and took right to the victual making and all. Except this morning, she was broke up some about leaving. She didn’t like to see the house burning.”
“You told her not to look, Pa.”
“Well, she did.”
“There ain’t no accounting for women, Pa. I can’t figure out Ida Hilbrands.”
Rod chuckled. “I’ve seen the way she acts. She ain’t had a man to work her womanly wiles on since she grew up and learned them, son.” He placed his hand on Carl’s shoulder. “You be cautious. Don’t let her work you into a dither. If you fool with her before you have the marrying words said, Rand will take a shotgun to you. Mind my words.”
“I will remember. Goodnight, Pa.”
Carl crossed over to the Owen wagon and got his bedroll out of the back. He picked his way through the sleeping camp to the spot where James was already stretched out in his bedding. Carl unrolled his own blankets on the ground. He sat and pulled off his boots, then lay back and drew the covers around him.
“Night, James.”
“Wake me when Rulon comes,” James mumbled.
As he drifted off to sleep, Carl recalled the feel of Ida in his arms, the sight of her clinging dress. He groaned as his body betrayed his good sense, and half-woke James, who stirred in his sleep.
Carl sat up and shook his head to clear out the thought of Ida.
“Remember what your daddy said,” he told himself, turned over, and eventually went to sleep.
Chapter Six
The city of Kansas lay ahead, hot in the sun, as Carl drove the freight wagon through the ford at Blue River. Three months of exposure to wind, dust, and sun had weathered his face and forearms to a dark brown. Three months of driving the mule team made it a matter of routine to urge the animals up the riverbank and into the meadow.
Those same three months of Ida Hilbrands’ company had broken through some of Carl’s reserve, and when he had pulled the team to a halt and applied the brake, he stood up, threw off his hat, bent over, and grabbed Ida off the seat. She squealed and grabbed for the wagon, but Carl held her fast and squeezed her.
“Look at that, girl. We made it all the way to the beginning of the Santa Fe Trail, this here town. Purty soon we’ll be on the last leg of the trip.”
“Well, I declare, Carl Owen,” she protested. “You put me down! I don’t hanker to fall off this big old wagon.”
“Hush, I ain’t going to drop you.” Carl let go of Ida’s waist with his right arm to prove his strength, holding her with his left.
“Put me down! I’ll have Papa speak to you.” Ida struggled and kicked against Carl. “You ain’t to be trusted!”
“Ida, you make me laugh. Your pa has trusted me for three months now with no complaints, and you been left in my entire care and keeping the whole time.”
“You put me down, or I’ll go ride with my mama and the other girls. I would be hurt real bad was you to drop me.”
Carl frowned and eased her down to the seat. “Go along if you care to. I’ll not stop you.” He hoped she would ignore his retort and say something bright and witty, but she flounced down on the seat beside her little sister and folded her arms across her chest.
He swung down from the tall wagon, then put up his arms to help Ida get down. She was gone, climbing down the other side, taking Eliza with her. He fisted his hand and punched the wagon rim, then shook his hand and sucked his sore knuckles.
“This is a fine mess,” he muttered, scuffing his boot through the dust. He sighed, and wondered what he’d done wrong.
Ida was fun to be with, most of the time. She excited his imagination, calling his attention to fantasy details in passing clouds, and had been an amusing and entertaining companion through the long, wet days of flight through Kentucky. Ida had kept him awake while he drowsed his way up the old King’s Trace in eastern Missouri, feverish and weak. She had made him feel like a man, and many times he had had to dig his heels in and think “whoa” before he grabbed her and stole a kiss. But times like these confused him, with Ida willful and quarrelsome. He wondered what kind of a trick she was playing on his this time. Finally, he shrugged his shoulders and turned away from the wagon to find his pa.
As he walked along, a female voice called his name, and he stopped to find the speaker. Glancing around, he saw Ellen Bates peering from the back of her father’s wagon. She was on her knees, searching for something, and her sunbonnet hung down her back, letting her auburn hair spill over her shoulders. Carl thought how pretty and peaceful she looked, and wished that Ida were as gentle.
Grinning, Carl approached the wagon. “Hello, Miss Ellen. Seems like forever since we last spoke.”
“There ain’t been much need.” She looked down at her hands. Then she raised her head, looking him straight in the eye. “You been busy, driving that big wagon, and looking after the Hilbrands girls.”
“It’s been a lot of work, getting the knack of it, but I manage pretty well with the mules now. The girls ain’t been too much trouble.”
“Do we make camp here?”
“I was on my way to find out.” Carl noticed for the first time the little flecks of brown in Ellen’s green eyes. “I’ll come back and tell you, if you like.”
“Oh, don’t go to any bother. Likely Pa will come back and tell us.”
“You sure now?” There were also little flecks of brown across the bridge of Ellen’s nose. Sun freckles, like as not, he thought, liking them.
Ellen nodded and disappeared into the wagon.
Hush, she’s a fetching looking girl, he mused, never suspecting the hot tears that she wept onto her blanket at night, raging against Ida’s good fortune.
Carl found his father and asked, “Is this our campground?”
“Howdy, son. No, I want to get closer to town before we settle in, but you can unhitch your mules and water them. By the way, I’m riding in to town later on to get some supplies. I’d be pleased if you boys would ride along with me.”
“Sure, Pa. How much longer you figure before we hit Colorado?”
“If we don’t have no major breakdowns, I reckon we got a month or forty-five days’ travel ahead of us. Git going, son, and tend to your animals.”
“Yes, Pa.” Carl returned to the wagon and unhitched the mules, then drove them down to the river. Albert was there with the loose livestock, and Clay came down the bank with the spare horses.
Carl’s horse, Sherando, caught his master’s scent and tossed his head, whinnying in greeting. Carl waded over to his horse and patted the big gray gelding on the neck.
“Sherando, have you been keeping out of trouble? Hush, I miss riding you, you old war horse!”
Sherando nickered softly, pushing his muzzle into Carl’s chest. Carl took a step backward and kept his balance.
“Oh no you don’t, boy. I’ll take a bath when I’ve got the time.”
Albert came and patted the gray’s flank. “He’s a mighty fine horse, Carl. Why’d you name him ‘Sherando?’ It ain’t a name I ever heard.”
“It’s the name of an old Indian chief, Albert. There’s a legend that the Shenandoah Valley was named after him.”
“An Indian, huh? In the Shenandoah?”
Carl ruffled the boy’s hair. “It’s so, Albert. There used to be Indians all over the woods and valleys, about a hundred years ago.”
Bidding his brother and his horse good-bye, Carl returned to the mules and drove them out of the water. He took them to the wagon and re-hitched them. Somewhere from his belly came the pinching cramps of hunger, and he climbed up to the wagon seat to retrieve a packet of cornbread from underneath.
By gum, I never figured to eat cornbread again once I left the army, he thought, then shame swept over him as he remembered that he would be starving now if it hadn’t been for his mother’s quick thinking and courage. He finished the bread in silence.
“Tarl, lift me up,” a small person with a lisp demanded.
Shoot, she sounds just like Ida, he thought, helping Eliza into the wagon.
“Where’s your sister?”
“She’s helping Mama. I’m ‘posed to tell you that India is coming with us now.”
Carl groaned. Ida was making good her threat. “Girls!” he exclaimed, and dropped to the ground, leaving the child on the seat.
He found Ida next to her father’s wagon, doing nothing more needful than rearranging her hair. Silently, he caught her by the wrist and pulled her along with him, out into the meadow, away from the wagons. She didn’t resist him physically, but protested a little with squeaks and squeals as they went along.
Carl stopped suddenly and spun around to face her, gripping her by the shoulders. “It’s time we stopped the game-playing, Ida. You started it, but I’m ending it my way.” He bent down and kissed her full on the lips. “That’s how I feel about you. My pa arranged our betrothal to suit himself, but I like you a lot, and I reckon I want you for a wife. We can wed once we’re settled in Colorado, but I’m telling you now, you stop picking fights with me!”
Ida stood rooted to the ground, looking up into Carl’s eyes, and he watched the changing expressions on her face. He waited as she thought over what he had said, still holding her shoulders.
“I’m sorry I riled you,” she blurted out. “I’ll be a good wife to you.” Ida gave a little gasp and clapped her hand over her mouth. “Carl, why don’t we get married in the town? I know Papa will be much happier, and Mama will be glad to see me married safe.”
“My pa wants me to ride with him into town in a little while. I’ll see what I can arrange.”
“Oh, Carl. It’ll be so much fun!” She turned and ran back towards the wagon, and Carl slowly followed, his head reeling and his heart thumping in his chest.
~~~
“It surely does feels fine to ride this horse again,” Carl said to James as they followed their father and younger brothers into town. “I don’t know as I would favor becoming a freighter for good. I would miss riding.”
On his other side, Rulon rolled his shoulders, stretching them in a circle. “I’m surely glad I’ve got well enough to ride. Mary gets a bee in her bonnet from time to time, and it’s a relief to get out of the wagon for a while.”
“The old married man,” James laughed. “Tell me, what makes her so touchy?”
“Why, she’s making us up another young’un.” Rulon’s grin almost split his face in two.
“You don’t say! Rulon, who would’ve figured you mended so quick?” James rode his horse up by Rulon and punched him lightly on the shoulder.
Rulon slugged him back. “Keep your nose wiped, little brother. Your time will come soon enough.”
James made a growling sound deep in his throat. “I’m none too happy with Pa’s meddling. If it weren’t for Ma, I would have stayed behind. I’ll never see Miss Jessica again.”
Rulon reached out and patted James’ shoulder. “I’m sorry your plans got thrown away, brother. It’s hard to take leave of such good friends. Our family has to stay together to survive, though. Pa’s right about that.”
James only grunted and made a dour face.
~~~
Rod Owen pulled his horse to a halt by the tie rail in front of A. G. Boone’s store. He dismounted and waited for his sons to join him before he spoke.
“Rulon, you take James and Albert and hunt up the law in town. We missed the trading caravans to Santa Fe by a long time, so find out what measures we need to take for safety. Carl and Clay, you come with me. I’ll hunt up Mr. Boone. Your Uncle Jonathan told me to trade with him if ever I got this far west.”
Rod wrapped his reins around the rail and swung under it, stepping onto the board sidewalk. Carl and Clay followed him, while the other three went off down the street.
Before entering the store, Carl turned and surveyed the bustling street. Even though the traders were gone, the traffic seemed constant. He glimpsed some soldiers up the street, loading a wagon with supplies, and recalled that his father had mentioned Fort Leavenworth up north a ways.
Wagons passed the store, narrowly missing each other in the intersection, their drivers yelling obscenities at one another, filling the air with strident shouts. Then the street was empty for a moment, and Carl’s attention was drawn across the street by a group of three men lounging outside a saloon.
From the loudness of their talk, Carl guessed they had already visited the bar at some length. Two of the men were of average height and weight, wore nondescript trousers and shirt, and had full beards and shaggy hair. The third man was swarthy, tall, and of a powerful build. He wore tight black pants of a cut Carl had never seen before. His shirt was white, topped by a black vest that was embroidered with a light-catching thread. On his head he wore a hat with a wide brim and flat crown. The hat, too, was embroidered—with colored threads in fancy designs. The man’s face was clean-shaven, except for a full-flowing moustache.
Carl gazed at the man for several seconds, until the dark, fancily dressed man removed the thin black cigar from his mouth, chuckled, and said something amusing to his companions. They laughed, and looked over at Carl, who noticed the whiteness of the big man’s teeth beneath his moustache. I reckon he’s a Mexican, he thought, and turned and entered the store.
He glanced around the crowded establishment. Three areas of commerce—dry goods, hardware, and groceries—shared the room, crowding the shelves and aisles. Pa was headed for the hardware counter, where a solidly built redhead in his fifties minded the store. Clay looked like he was enjoying himself browsing through the dry goods section, and Carl joined him.
Rod stopped at the counter. “I’m looking for A. G. Boone. You be him?”
“I am not. Mr. Boone is out to lunch. I am his clerk, Samuel P. Flaherty, at your service.”
“Well, it ain’t anything you can’t handle, I reckon.” Rod looked around the empty store. “You don’t have much business today.”
“It’s the lunch hour. If you want to see business, sir, stick around until the end of the month when the traders return. Then you’ll see business!” Mr. Flaherty bobbed his head in anticipation.
“I don’t plan to stay that long. I’m here for provisions. That’s my list. Can you fill it?” Rod put a bit of paper on the counter.
The man took up the list and peered at it. “Surely. If we don’t have it, you don’t need it.” He looked up at Rod. “You going far?”
“We have kin west of here,” Rod answered warily.
“Well, I wouldn’t presume to ask, except if you’re going to the Colorado Territory, you’d better check your supply of guns, powder, and lead.”
“Is that a fact?”
“Yes, sir. The Indians are on the warpath out there. Seems some militia colonel named Chivington wiped out a bunch of Cheyenne and Arapahoe at Sand Creek last winter, and three or four tribes took exception to the action. They’re raiding all the way from the Platte to the Arkansas, and on east into Kansas.” Mr. Flaherty stopped to pull some cans from the shelf. “Indians favor sneaking up on a body when they attack. It’s almost like they’re invisible until they’re on top of you.” The clerk scratched his chin.
“Dangerous fellows,” said Rod.
“Yes sir. I see you’re not wearing handguns. Handguns are right handy to have when an Indian is five feet away and swinging a hatchet at your head. I expect you’re a rifle man, yourself. Well, a rifle’d just get in the way with an enemy so close and set on revenge. Some of them don’t care if they lives or dies, just so their kinfolks is avenged.”
“You don’t say.”
“But I do say. If I was you, I would outfit my entire party with handguns, belts, and holsters. That’s if I was you and going out to the Colorado Territory.” Mr. Flaherty folded his arms and leaned forward on the counter.
Rod looked at the clerk, waiting there for a sale. He said nothing, but tucked his chin into his chest for a moment, then moved over to the dry goods section of the store.
Carl had spent his time admiring the clothes on display on the counter. There was a pair of blue jean trousers, waist overalls, that would suit him fine. He wished he had a couple of coins to rub together, or better yet, to spend on new trousers.
His father looked around for Clay, who had moved over to examine the candy counter. He saw Carl looking at the trousers, and approached him.
“They would look mighty nice, son, and you surely do need them, but I can’t spare the cash right now. If what the clerk says is right, looks like we’ll be needing handguns worse than a change of clothes.” Rod looked chagrined. “I was hoping to get a little keepsake for your ma, but I reckon our safety comes before trinkets.”
“Trouble on the trail, Pa? Outlaw?”
“Indians. Somebody broke a treaty, and the whole east part of Colorado Territory is running with blood. We might have to fight our way in.” Rod grinned and winked. “Don’t mention it to Rand Hilbrands. He’s not much for fighting.”
“Now, Pa,” Carl responded. “Mr. Hilbrands ain’t so bad. I don’t reckon he’s a cowardly sort. He just spent the whole war behind a store counter, and didn’t get the chance to harden up like we did.”
“That’s so. And he saw a right smart lot of Yankees going up and down the Valley, but he sometimes wears my patience mighty thin.”
“Pa, speaking of the Hilbrands, don’t you think we could rustle up a preacher in this town so Ida ‘n me can get married?”
Rod looked sharply at Carl. “Are you sparking on that wagon seat, boy?”
“I’m driving. Ida does the sparking.” Carl grinned. “It’s time I got wed, Pa.”
“I’ll see what I can do. It’s surely a shame that preacher never came around back home. He put a bad crimp in my plan.” Rod gripped Carl’s shoulder and turned away toward the counter where Flaherty was loading his order into a couple of emptied grain sacks. “What are you asking for a handgun set?” he asked the clerk. “I might be persuaded that I’m interested if the price is right.”
“Well now, we’ve got a mighty nice piece of goods for twenty-five dollars, complete with belt and holster. It’s an Army model 1860 by Colt, .44 caliber with six shots. It’s your standard percussion cap revolver, ain’t been used much. Twenty-five dollars, ammunition extra.” He brought out a big revolver for Rod to examine.
“If it saw action in the war, it’s been used more than a mite.” Rod looked it over, checking the cylinder and the heft of the nearly three pound gun in his hand. “You got any more like this?”
“Some. The Army dumped them on the market a while back, and they’ve been selling good.”
“Let me have my pick of six pistols, you throw in the belts, holsters, and a thousand rounds of shot, with caps and powder enough to shoot them, and I’ll give you a hundred dollars, Federal cash.”
“Done!” said Mr. Flaherty.
~~~
“Hallelujah, Pa! You got me a gun!” Albert’s voice cracked in his excitement. “You really got me a gun, a humdinger. Thanks, Pa.” The boy lifted the pistol in two hands, sighted down the barrel, then put it back into his holster.
“Albert, we’re likely to run into some trouble up the road. I expect you to learn to use that pistol, but it’s for protection. I won’t stand for gun play. Don’t forget that!”
“No, Pa, I surely won’t. Boy, wait until I show this to Andy. His eyes will pop out of his head.”
Rulon hitched his gun belt to a more comfortable position. “It feels strange, Pa. I’m more at home with a rifle.”
“Rulon, it’s mighty handy to have a weapon strapped on with enemies coming right at you. Mr. Flaherty spoke of Indian raids in the Territory. If we aim to find your Uncle Jonathan, we’ll need guns at hand, I reckon.” Rod hitched up his own belt.
James swung into his saddle, and retrieved his pistol as it slipped loose. “Pa, how do I keep the revolver from falling out of the holster when I’m mounting, or jogging loose as I ride?”
“Look at this thong, here. Loop it over the hammer, and the gun will stay in there real snug. If you expect trouble, just slip off the loop, and you’re ready.”
James fixed the rawhide thong as Rod had directed, then kneed his horse into the street. He cantered down a block, dodging wagons, then waited for a clear moment and returned at a gallop.
He pulled up before his father and brother, checked his pistol, and declared, “That works right fine.”
Rod caught Carl’s arm and spoke confidentially. “I found a preacher, son. He’s willing to speak your wedding words this evening.”
“That’s good, Pa.”
“See if you can talk James into marrying Miss Ellen, too.”
Carl nodded and got on his horse. “Pa, I reckon I’ll ride ahead and give Ida the news. She’ll be happy to hear it.”
“I’ll go with you,” Rulon volunteered. Rod and the others mounted their horses, and rode out of Kansas town in a cloud of dust.
As they completed the first mile of their ride back to camp, they heard gunfire and rode forward cautiously. Before them in the road, the big Mexican with the fine clothes trotted his horse in a circle, shooting his gun and laughing, while his two cronies followed him, enclosing three young women, who huddled together in fright.
Carl and Rulon, ahead of the other men, looked at each other, anger darkening their features.
“That’s Marie, and Ellen Bates,” Rulon shouted.
“And Ida Hilbrands,” finished Carl.
Chapter Seven
Carl spurred his horse into the midst of the rowdies, knocking the guns from the hands of two of them before Rulon arrived. As he whirled Sherando to face the man in the black vest, Carl saw the gun pointed at his chest.
“Do not be foolish, señor,” Black-Vest warned him. “I shoot very fast, and I do not miss.” He drew back his lips in what passed for a smile, and his teeth, white beneath his moustache, seemed large as headstones.
The other Owen men arrived, and noting the gun covering Carl, sat their horses in stolid silence, hands held carefully in sight. The two bearded men dismounted and retrieved their pistols, laughing as they brought them to bear on the Owen party. One man stepped backward and tried to caress Marie’s cheek with his free hand. Marie shrank back and cried out.
Ellen’s eyes went dark and glittering, and she snapped at the big Mexican, “What kind of cowards are you, picking on girls and honest men?”
Black-Vest’s smile vanished. “Coward! You will see that Berto Acosta is not a coward. I withdraw my gun.” He holstered the weapon and lifted his hands. “Now you see I am no coward. Joven! You with the quick temper. Let us see if your hand is as quick as your anger.” He motioned to Carl to try to outdraw him.
Carl shrugged his shoulders. “I can’t beat you. I just got the gun today.”
“Ah,” said Acosta. “But when a man puts on a gun he must be prepared to use it. What do we do now?” His hand dropped toward his gun.
“You’re still a coward, or you’d let us go,” Ellen hissed.
“That little one has fire,” Acosta said, then leaned over to stroke Ida’s blonde curls, “but I choose this white little goddess.”
“No you don’t!” shouted Carl, looking at Ida’s chalky face. “I can’t meet you with guns, but I sure can beat you with my bare hands!”
“A champion,” laughed Acosta, baring his teeth. “Mis amigos,” he addressed his friends, “we will have here a fine contest, and all will know I am no coward. If he wins, they will all go free.” He threw back his head and laughed a long time. “But I will win, and then we shall enjoy the spoils!”
Carl flung himself off Sherando and stripped away his gun belt and shirt. Acosta seemed confident, dismounting with a lazy grace that spoke of long, hard muscle and great control. The big man gave his holster and belt to one of his companions, but he made no move to take off his vest or shirt.
As he looked at the Mexican, Carl imagined him holding Ida in his arms, and a cold rage welled up into his throat, nearly choking him. He stepped up to the older man and threw the first punch with his right fist. Acosta ducked and laughed, and hit Carl a short, sharp jab to the stomach. Carl backed up, sick from the powerful blow.
Acosta followed and slugged him again. When Carl doubled over, Acosta chopped down from above, aiming for the back of Carl’s neck. The youth twisted out of the way, and Acosta’s joined fists glanced off his shoulder. Carl stumbled sideways, knowing his opponent was following him, then he thudded up against Sherando. He gasped for breath, then moved out to meet Acosta’s attack.
This time the blows caught him on the face, and he tried to escape by ducking as Acosta had done. The Mexican swung into air, and Carl, surprised by the success of his maneuver, followed up by butting Acosta with his head. Caught off guard, the rowdy went down, Carl on top of him.
They rolled together, dust filling their lungs and coating their bodies and clothes. Carl broke away first and got to his feet, coughing and shaking his head.
His rage was now a steady, burning drive to defeat the older man. He tasted blood as he licked his upper lip and realized that the Mexican was still unbloodied. “I’ll change that now,” he muttered, setting himself for the next attack.
Acosta got to his feet, threw back his head in anger, and cried out, “You have soiled my clothing, señor. This I do not forgive.”
He’s prideful, Carl thought. It makes him angry to be mussed. Carl raised his arms to turn aside Acosta’s renewed attack, then hit his foe in the face as hard as his work-toughened muscles would allow. He heard the crunch of the nose breaking, felt the moistness of blood on his knuckles, but he hit again, with his left, opening a gash over Acosta’s right cheekbone.
Stunned with the blow, unused to having his own blood flow, Acosta panicked, jabbing ineffectually at Carl’s body. He paused once to wipe the blood from his ruined nose, and the sight of it on his hand seemed to cause him more alarm.
He swore at Carl, words that lost no venom for being in a foreign tongue. “You have ruined my face,” he finished.
Carl gathered his strength and punched Acosta on the side of the head. The Mexican went down and stayed down, and Rod and young Albert pulled their pistols, covering the three rowdies, while Carl climbed on Sherando and his brothers boosted the girls up behind them on their horses. They all left at once, as the two men tried to revive their unconscious amigo.
When the Owens arrived in camp, Carl slid off Sherando and ran to gather Ida into his arms as Rulon lowered her to the ground from his saddle. Carl held her close to his dusty chest and stroked her hair, feeling the shivers that seized her body.
“There now, Ida,” he soothed, calming her with little pats and strokes. “I took care of him. He won’t never bother you again.”
“Oh Carl, I thought he was killing you.” She sneezed from the dust, then peered at his bruised and bloody face, and patted the puffiness under his left eye. “Oh, Carl!” Ida covered her mouth with her hand. “He spoiled your handsome face.”
“I left him more a mess than he left me,” he said, flexing his swelling hands.
~~~
Marie and Ellen slipped to the ground and tried to get to their wagons, but Rod Owen barred the way, and he was soon joined by Chester Bates. Then Julia and Muriel ran up, with the rest of the party close behind.
“Marie,” demanded Rod. “Why were you on the road back there?”
The girl took one look at her father’s contorted face and began to blubber hysterically. Ellen put an arm around her and tried to smile.
“Ida said she needed to get some things from the store, and we agreed to go with her. We was almost there when those men rode up and began to torment us, shooting off their guns and making rude comments.” Ellen looked up and saw Ida in Carl’s arms. “If Carl and the rest of you hadn’t come just then—” She turned her face and broke into sobs.
“Ellen,” Marie cried out, and wrapped her arms around her friend. “You been so brave, and you talked back to that awful man. Don’t cry.”
Ellen shook her head and wept on, throwing her arms around Marie’s neck.
“There, now,” Muriel soothed her daughter. “We’ll take you over to the wagon, you can lie down a spell, and you’ll feel better tomorrow.”
“No,” she sobbed. “Leave me be.” Then she whispered through her tears into Marie’s ear, “Take care of your brother’s face. It wants cold cloths, and Ida sure ain’t going to think of that.”
Marie drew back and gave her a sharp glance, then looked over at Carl and Ida. “I’ll take her, Mrs. Bates,” she volunteered. “We’ll both be fine with a little rest.” Marie took Ellen’s hand and led her away from the buzzing group.
When the girls arrived at the Bates’ wagon, Marie turned to Ellen. “You’re not crying because you’re scared. You’re crying over my brother!” She scrutinized Ellen’s face, not allowing her to cover her eyes with her hand. “You like my brother. I do declare!”
Ellen wiped her tears. “He saved my life. Twice, now. And I can’t go over there and fix him up. You’ll have to tend to that.”
“You’re right. Ida won’t think of it, and Carl sure won’t bother. Why, he ain’t even got the sense to put his shirt back on. And I reckon his hands could use some tending, too. Ellen, you bathe your face, and I’ll tend to Carl’s.”
~~~
Rod spoke to the men gathered around the blowing horses. “We’ll likely need extra guards tonight. I don’t know if them rowdies have other friends, nor if they’d be foolish enough to attack an armed camp, but we’d best be prepared for them. Clay, Albert!”
“Yes, Pa,” responded the two boys.
“You bunch the stock and put them on pickets, those you can. We’ll give you more guards. Folks, let’s form a square with the wagons. Angus, you and Ed put yours on the east side, Tom and Chester, take the south. Rand, you pull into the west, and Rulon and me’ll make the north side.”
“Rod, I reckon I need some supplies,” Tom O’Connor said.
“This is a good time for everyone to take stock. Look over your goods, and if you need victuals, or extra shot, go into town together to buy.” The men dispersed, except for Rand Hilbrands, who approached Rod.
“Where’s Carl? My driver?”
Rod gestured toward the family wagon. “Getting his wounds tended. Say, Rand, the young ones wanted to get wed today, but I don’t think it’s a good idea now. Will you let Carl know?”
Rand grimaced. “I will.” He walked up to Carl, who was seated on a barrel of cornmeal undergoing Marie’s ministrations. “Carl, my boy, you done a fine, brave thing. I’m mighty grateful to you for rescuing my girl Ida from those thugs.” Rand reached into his trousers pocket. “Here, take this coin with my thanks.” He pressed it into Carl’s puffy hand and continued. “Your pa said to say today’s not a good time to wed.”
“No, I—” Carl began, but Marie muffled her brother’s voice with the cold cloth she held tightly to his mouth as Rand walked toward his wagon.
Marie removed the cloth when Rand was safely out of hearing range. “You were going to get married today?”
“Yep. That Acosta fellow surely messed up my plans.”
Marie bit her lip, and ached for Ellen. When she had finished with Carl’s face, she said, “Your hands are a mess, your lip is split, and you’ll likely have a black eye for a spell, but you’ll soon make Ida’s heart go ‘pitty-pat’ again.”
Carl squinted at his sister and gave a quick shrug of his shoulders, then got up from the barrel. “Thank you for tending my face. You didn’t have to do that.”
“I know it. Put your shirt on. You surely look foolish parading around half-naked.” She put her fist on a hip. “Then go thank Ellen Bates. She’s the only one of us who thought of caring for your ugly mug.”
Carl felt his swollen lip with bruised fingers. “That was right sisterly of her.”
Marie stared at her brother, unable to think of a proper response.
“What do I do with all this money, Sis? I’ve got my eye on a change of clothes, and I want to get something pretty for Ma, but I expect I’ll have a bit left over.”
“It’s your money, and I reckon you took a beating to earn it, but I wouldn’t fuss if you was to bring me a bite of something sweet.”
“The store has a candy counter. I’ll do it. I reckon that’ll pay you back for washing up my face.”
“Mind you, it was Ellen’s idea. If you bring me some candy, you have to bring her some likewise.”
“I wonder why she didn’t fix me up herself?” he asked, putting on his shirt.
~~~
Six cautious men went back into town to buy provisions, and Carl was among them. He picked out his clothes quickly, and then lingered over a selection of gifts for his ma, finally choosing a bright yellow Spanish shawl with colored embroidery and fringes around the edge. He spent a whole quarter dollar at the candy counter, and came away with plenty of sweets for the young people at the camp.
On the return trip, Chester Bates matched the gait of his horse to Carl’s. The furrows between the older man’s nose and mouth deepened and widened as he smiled at the young man and motioned for him to slow his mount.
When they had their horses walking, Chester put his hand out and gripped Carl’s shoulder. “I’m beholden to you for defending the girls today. My Ellen has a strong mind and will, but she’s no match for a bully of that kind. I thank you.”
“Your daughter spoke out well for the girls. She is a brave one, Mr. Bates. If she had been armed, likely there’d have been no need for my help.”
“You’re a modest lad, and well spoken yourself. Your pa can be proud of such a son.”
Carl squirmed under this praise, knowing he had not earned it for defending Ellen or his sister. He said nothing, and Chester nodded to him and rode off up the trail.
When he reached camp, Carl went directly to his family’s wagon and changed into his new clothes. As he dropped from the wagon box, his mother straightened up from the fire and looked him over.
“Don’t you look fine! I count myself lucky that my sons are as fair of deed as they are of figure.”
“Oh, Ma!” he protested, then advanced to the fire and placed a bundle into her busy hands.
“What’s this, Carl?”
“Something I thought you’d like, Ma.”
“For me?”
“You’re the only ma I got.”
She moved to the barrel beside the wagon and sat, smoothing the paper wrapping. “For me?” she asked again.
“Go ahead, open it, Ma.”
She worried over the knots, until Carl stepped forward with his knife and cut the string. Then she wrapped it into a ball over her fingers and tucked it into a pocket of her apron.
“Come on, Ma,” Carl urged.
She spread apart the paper, and the yellow silk burst into the light. Julia caught her breath. “Oh, Carl, it’s lovely!” She laughed and held the shawl to her face, pressing the softness of the fabric against her cheek. “Where’d you get the coin for this, boy?”
“Mr. Hilbrands gave me a little ‘thank you’ present. He was grateful Ida wasn’t harmed.”
“And well she might have been.” Julia sighed. “I don’t know what got into those girls, even to think of going into a strange town without a man to escort them. I’m glad you boys happened along in time.”
Basking in his mother’s grateful reception of his present, Carl went in search of the girls.
“Here you go, Sis,” he said, and gave Marie a twist of paper. “Thank you.” He turned to Ellen and presented her with a similar paper twist. “I reckon thanks goes to you, too. Marie says so.”
Ellen looked at Marie. “What’s this for?”
“Tell her, Carl.”
“Marie says you sent her over to fix up my wounds. I’m obliged.”
Ellen turned to her friend. “Marie!” she protested, fidgeting with the paper in her hands. Then she held the candy out to Carl. “I didn’t do nothing. I can’t take it.”
“Nonsense. It’s for keeping your head, like.”
She looked down. “Thank you.”
“Enjoy your sweets.”
Carl turned away, and Marie whispered to Ellen, “Look there, he’s bringing you presents. And Ida ain’t married him yet. He’s still fair game.”
“Marie, he treats me like he treats you. I’m an extra sister, to his mind.”
Marie took hold of Ellen’s upper arm and gave it a shake. “Don’t give up, Ellen. Sometimes he’s a bother, but my brother Carl’s worth having. You keep in his sight. Don’t let him forget you’re around.” She let go of her friend’s arm. “Mind you, Ida’s fun, and I reckon Carl thinks so, too, but I don’t think she’ll make him a good wife out in the Colorado Territory. She ain’t the pioneering kind.”
Ellen held the twist of candy over her heart. “But there’s James to consider.”
Marie sighed. “There’s nothing wrong with James,” she said. “He’s nice enough: he’s kind, and he’s brave—he’s got a bayonet wound to prove that.”
“I don’t want James,” Ellen said, shaking her head, her face gone somber. “He’s got that grin, and a quick wit, and I feel so ashamed that I can’t find a morsel of affection for him.” She hid her eyes behind her hands for a moment, then added, “I was so glad when Reverend Halsey didn’t come. I know James was, too. But now he comes to our fire and sits with me, and tries to pretend he’s happy a-courtin’ me. He’ll even kiss my hand from time to time before he goes back to your fire, but there’s no…no loss in my bosom when he leaves.”
Marie’s eyes were wet with tears. “Oh, Ellen,” she sniffed. “Why is life so hard?”
~~~
“They will regret they ever came to Ciudad Kansas,” the Mexican swore, breathing with difficulty through his smashed nose. “The young one, he will watch Berto Acosta have his way with the girl.” He drained the beer from the mug he held in his fist, then turned and shouted, “I will follow them, and the muchacha will be mine!”
“You need rest, Berto,” Willy murmured, taking hold of his arm.
“Shore, that nose won’t heal proper if you sit here drinking all night,” Rankin agreed, grabbing the second arm. “Let’s get some sleep. We’ll pick up their trail easy in a couple of days. Them tenderfeet are always easy to track.”
Chapter Eight
For several days after leaving the city of Kansas, the travelers had the road to themselves. Although stage stops and farms stretched all along their path, the other men agreed with Rod that camping and cooking their own food was both cheaper and safer than stopping to eat ready-made meals. However, Rod did inquire for news of Indian movements along the trail ahead.
A week later, the party came upon a fork in the trail, and Rod pointed out to Julia the branch angling off toward the northeast.
“That there’s the road to Oregon. There used to be a sign here, telling folks which way was what. It was mostly a joke.”
“But we don’t go that way?”
“Nah. We take the left fork, keep going west until we hit the Arkansas River.”
“Looks easy to follow, Rod.”
“Should be. This trail is over forty years old. I reckon we could hold to the road in a snowstorm. The tracks are worn deep and wide.”
“How come there is more than one trail going to the same place, like over there?” Julia gestured toward another track 50 yards away.
“I’ve been told folks would strike off on a path to one side, or where the grass was thicker for the stock. All the trails go to the same place—Santa Fe.”
“I like the trees along here. They remind me of home.” She pointed to a stand of oaks interrupting the waves of blue-stemmed grass.
“Enjoy them now, woman. There’s a long stretch ahead of us without trees at all, and it goes for hundreds of miles. Jonathan said folks call it the ‘Great American Desert’. That’s where all them buffalo are supposed to cover the land from one horizon to the other.”
“Rod, ain’t there no trees in the Colorado Territory?”
“We’ll have trees, Julie. I promise you we’ll have trees if I have to plant ‘em myself.”
“That’ll take years, Rod. I’d hanker for shade.”
“You’ll have it. I didn’t bring you out here to pioneer forever. We’ll have all we had back in the Shenandoah, and more. I figure to make a heap of money. I aim to have my share of this country, especially since the Yankees took as much of mine as they did. If I’ve got to start over, I mean to end big.”
“Rod.” Julia changed the subject. “I’ve been watching that dust cloud out there on the horizon, and it’s growing mighty fast. Somebody’s in a powerful hurry.”
Rod studied the dust for a moment, noting how it boiled up out of the distant roadway. “No telling what trouble that could be. We’d best get off the road and circle the wagons.”
Rod directed his team off the road, and the others followed him, wondering what was causing the delay. At Rod’s explanation, they drew the eight wagons into a tight circle, unhitched the teams, and led them into the center along with the extra livestock. Then they found their rifles and waited as the dust cloud drifted nearer.
A few minutes later, a loud thundering sound accompanied the dust. Soon, the nervous watchers made out a dark, bulky shape, like a covered freight wagon, bearing down on them at high speed.
As it drew closer, Rulon called out to his father. “Pa. I reckon that’s the mail stage.” He walked nearer, and continued in a lower voice. “I reckon I forgot to tell you it was expected about now.”
Rod expelled a lungful of air, and looked at his eldest son. “No harm done, I guess. Next time I send you to a stage stop for information, it would pleasure me if you would tell me all you dig up, boy.”
“I’m sorry I forgot to give you that word, Pa. I reckon I ain’t a boy no longer, though. Not with a wife and young’uns.”
“You’ll always be my boy, Rule. That’s the way of fathers.” Rod suddenly focused on his son’s face. “Wait a minute. You said ‘young’uns’?”
“You been preoccupied, Pa. Mary and me, well, Mary, anyway, is a-brooding chick number two. We reckon it’ll hatch just before spring.”
“That’s why she didn’t want to come west. A gal gets mighty particular about her nest during these times. Is she taking this traveling well, son?”
“Well enough. Look at that stage, Pa.”
Six horses pulled the coach abreast of the wagons. The stage, blue- and red-painted sides gleaming through the dirt, sped by with only a wave of the hand from the guard, and then the stage, passengers, guard, and driver all blended into the dirty ball of dust following them.
Edward Morgan laughed. “That’s a good joke on us, Rod. We’re sitting here all ready for Indians.”
“Practice makes perfect, they say,” Rod said, his mouth set in wry lines. “Let’s hitch up and get on the road again.”
~~~
Several hours later, Ida turned to Carl on the wagon seat. “What if that had been Indians?” she asked.
“What?”
“Back there. The stage. What would we do if they did come down on us?”
“Ida, a lot of us came through the war because we were pretty good with our rifles. That, and lucky. We’ve been practicing with our new revolvers, too. I reckon we’ll fight them off, girl. A bunch of Indians can’t be much different than a bunch of blue-belly Yankees.”
Ida sighed. “I expect I’d die of fright. I still shudder when I think what might have happened to little ol’ me.” She gave an illustration of her best shudder.
Carl clamped his mouth shut against angry words. Her games grated on his nerves, what with the edgy feeling he’d had as soon as he woke that morning.
Ida continued to prattle on about her fright, and when he could bear no more, Carl turned his head to stare at her, trying to get his anger under control before he spoke.
Ida arched her eyebrows and remarked, “You’re a cranky ol’ fuss-budget today, Carl Owen. What ails you?”
Carl turned back to the lines, thinking, I got a bad feeling, and when James rode up alongside the wagon, Carl hailed him.
“Hey, James. Come take the mules for a spell.”
James looked surprised, but traded places with Carl and greeted Ida, who sat frowning next to Eliza. “Hello, Miss Ida. Bet you could use the sight of a handsome face for once.”
“Hello, James,” she said in a monotone.
“Well, you’ll get over that snit,” he replied. “You always do.”
“Humph,” she replied, and bounced nearer her sister.
Carl rode off on James’s horse, breathing deeply, feeling his anger drop away as he put distance between himself and the wagons. He headed east, checking the back trail, easing off toward the north. Searching the prairie, not knowing what he expected to find, he gained composure in the act of working.
After a few miles of riding through tall grass, Carl turned south again, and stopped to let his horse breathe. A rider approached from the direction of the wagon train, and he sat the horse and waited. Once he made out Rulon’s blunt face, he walked the animal forward to meet his older brother.
“Find anything, Carl?” Rulon drawled.
“Nothing. And what’s more, I don’t know what I expect to find, but I been nervy as a bird waiting for the cat to pounce. I sure would admire to know why.”
“I felt the same. Say, did you ride all the way back to that knoll over yonder?”
“Not yet.”
“Let’s go check it.”
After riding for a time in silence, they reached the hill and cautiously circled wide behind it, approaching from the rear side. Rulon pulled up his horse, and pointed toward the east.
“See where that grass has been pushed aside? Somebody rode through that blue stem, probably early today.”
The brothers dismounted and let the reins drag, ground-tying their horses. Rulon took the east approach, and Carl the west, and they advanced slowly, eyes sweeping the earth at the foot of the knoll.
“Look here,” Rulon sang out, excitement registering in his voice.
Carl arrived to see Rulon down on his knees, picking up the stub of a thin black cigar. The grass was trampled in a large area, and included sign that several men and horses had met. Deep heel tracks marked where someone had squatted down. He had drawn in the dirt, then smoothed away the drawing.
“Did they watch the trail?” Carl asked, looking up at the knoll for signs of ascent.
“I reckon. I’ll go up and see what’s to be found there.”
As Rulon climbed the hill, Carl walked over the area again, searching for more sign of what had taken place. He found a spot where a man had stretched out on his back, and the grass was still bent over, showing the outline of his body.
Rulon gave a shout as he skidded down the last few feet of the hill. “Somebody bellied-down there for quite a spell,” he puffed, then caught his breath and went on. “Watching for us, maybe. The way I read it, they came before daylight and waited until we passed by, then up and returned the way they came.” He gestured around. “How many do you figure in the party, Carl?”
“I count two over here, then two more came up. How many climbed up yonder?”
“Just the one, and he smokes these thin cigars. I found three more stubs up there. Something puzzles me, though. I thought maybe these folks might be those toughs from back yonder in Kansas town, but the feller up the hill didn’t mind getting a little dirt on his britches. Your Mexican friend was powerful upset when you dusted up his clothes, so was it really him and his cronies?”
“I mussed up his fancy duds, but he’s not likely to wear them on the trail. I got a crawling up my back tells me we got Berto Acosta and his pals tracking us.”
Rulon took one last look around the base of the knoll. “Well, we’d best get back. I’ll report to Pa. I’ve a feeling he won’t like what I have to tell him.” He laughed and shook his head.
“There ain’t nothing funny about this, Rule.”
“Only funny thing is that you have to sit up there day after day alongside the girl who brought this whole mess upon us.”
“What’re you saying?” Carl demanded.
“Mary’s fool sister couldn’t wait for an escort to get into town, so she drug the other two girls along with her, and almost got the three of them despoiled. I’d say that makes her to blame for this mess.”
“I’d just as soon take a poke at you here and now, Rulon. Ida didn’t mean anything, heading into town. If anybody’s to blame, it’s them three rowdies, especially Berto Acosta. Ida’s blameless, and I won’t allow you nor anybody else to pin the fault on her.”
“You got yourself a case of hot blood there, little brother. Mind it don’t get you into trouble.”
“Don’t push me, Rule.” Carl climbed on his horse and started back toward the wagons, biting his tongue in regret at his hard words. He didn’t know why he felt compelled to defend Ida, because he knew she was partly to blame for the trouble.
~~~
Carl relieved James at the lines of the freight wagon, and spent the rest of the morning in grim silence. When the wagons stopped for the nooning, Carl helped Ida down from the wagon seat and looked at her gravely. “I ain’t been good company this morning, and I’m sorry for it.”
Ida smiled. “I’ll pay it no mind, Carl.”
“I’ve got to go talk with my brother. You stay put. No wandering away from the wagons, you hear? It’s important, girl.” He looked sternly into her blue eyes, and wagged his finger under her nose for emphasis.
“You’re mighty serious, Carl,” she giggled.
“I’m mighty serious,” he agreed, nodding as he escorted her and her sister to the Hilbrands’ family wagon.
“Sorry I left you out there, Rulon,” Carl apologized stiffly once he located his brother. “I reckon my fool temper is stronger than my sense. Did you talk to Pa?”
“Yep.”
“Well, what did he say about our watchers?”
“He thinks we’re most likely right about who they are and who they’re laying for.”
“Well? What’s he going to do?”
“He didn’t say, Carl. You know Pa. He’ll contemplate on the situation for a spell before deciding what action to take. We’ll have to wait.”
“That’s so.”
~~~
Before the travelers hitched up for the afternoon march, Rod sent word around that he wanted to talk to the men. When they had gathered, he told them what Carl and Rulon had discovered behind the hill. Rod rubbed his beard and squinted around the horizon.
“There’s no need to alarm the women folks. I reckon if we keep a sharp watch behind us, we can go along about like we have.”
“Are you crazy, man?” Rand Hilbrands sputtered, his face red and mottled. “I say we should stay here and circle the wagons, wait for them ruffians to appear, and meet them from a position of strength.”
“We could sit here for a week, waiting for trouble to find us, our food and water running out, when we should be miles down the road toward the Territory. That’s not good tactics, Rand.”
“You think because you were an officer and I stayed home, I don’t know anything. Well, this I know: I’ll not run from a fight. You go along with your two wagons, if you’re too scared to stick and defend yourself and your women folks.”
“Don’t be a fool, Randolph. If they want to make trouble, together we have twice their number. You’ll sit here and divide us up with your fool talk, and make it easy for them to wipe you out.”
“I ain’t going, Rod Owen. I aim to stay right here and fight it out, and yes, with your boy at my side. I paid for his work, and I’ll keep his rifle here.” He turned to the other men. “Tom O’Connor, you never ran from a fight, either. Stay with me.”
The brawny blacksmith nodded. “I never ran, for a fact. I’m bound to back a man who’ll stand and fight.”
“Will the lot of you sit around and burrow into the trail then, waiting for those men to spook you like a bunch of rabbits?” Scorn thickened Rod’s voice. “Devil take the ruffians. Who’ll go on with me to Colorado?”
“I’ll go, Rod,” answered Chester Bates. “I see no sense in waiting for trouble to find me.”
“The farther we go, the nearer we are to home,” observed Ed Morgan. “I’m with you, Rod. You have my son Tom’s rifle, too.”
Angus Campbell glanced around at the angry faces. “I’d favor going on, Rod, but I can’t leave Tom and his little ones. I reckon I have to stay with my kinfolks.”
“You’re a good man, Angus. I’m sorry to lose you. Godspeed to you, then. We’ll go on.” Rod turned his back on those who elected to stay, and took Carl by the shoulder.
“You ma will take this parting hard, Carl, but you’ve a duty to stay and see that fool and his freight wagon get on the way again. He’s putting us in double danger, splitting our firepower, but I won’t sit and wait. The season is late enough now.”
Carl nodded dumbly, his throat choked tight with shock. He shook hands with his father, then, as Rod walked away, Carl called out.
“Pa! How’ll I find you in Colorado?”
“Follow the trail, son. Once you catch sight of the mountains, you look sharp for my sign.”
Carl got his gear and his saddle out of the family wagon, dumped it in a pile, and tied Sherando to the back of the freight vehicle. The day burned hot, with no beauty to temper his misery, and Carl felt dull-witted while the Owen group got under way. He stood gazing at his family as the four wagons turned miniature in the distance, finally being swallowed up in a cloud of dust. Then he turned and sat down against a wagon wheel, his rifle across his knees.
Rand Hilbrands swaggered a little with his new position of command. The other men hitched up their teams and drove them into a square. He walked around and around the puny shelter of the four wagons, assigning men to stand watch.
“You there, Carl. Get some rest. You’ll have the first watch after nightfall.”
Carl got his bedroll from the pile where he’d dumped his gear. He unrolled it and lay down beneath the wagon, but sleep would not come in the afternoon heat. Turning over on the blanket, he opened his eyes to see the hem of Ida’s skirt.
The girl bent over to look at him. “I’ll rub your shoulders, Carl, help you relax a bit,” she offered.
“It wouldn’t be seemly,” Carl said, “you scooting under here with me.”
“Fiddlesticks!” she declared, and crawled under the wagon beside him. “You’re my man, and you need to get your mind and body laid to rest before you can sleep. I reckon it’s my duty to help us all, you going on watch later, and all.”
Carl looked up at her, keeping silent.
“I’m sorry your pa took off in such a hurry, Carl. If that nasty brute is following us, we could use a few more guns to chase him away. I think my pa is so brave to set here ready to stand him off. I am so thrilled.”
Carl sighed wearily and declined to answer.
Ida leaned over him and began to rub his shoulders. He sensed the nearness of her body to his, smelled a faint odor of lilacs, then willed his muscles to go slack under her hands. Soon, her kneading manipulations eased the pain of tension. “That feels mighty good,” he grunted, not caring any longer about the possessive way she was touching him. If Ida didn’t care that her pa saw what she was doing, he wouldn’t care either. Then, he succumbed to the heat and his fatigue and shock, and slept.
When he awoke, the sun was gone and supper was ready, cooked over a large campfire. Uneasy at the amount of light cast upon the prairie, Carl looked around for his father to protest. Then, remembering the split that the group had undergone, he shrugged his shoulders and yawned.
Ida smiled at him across the camp as he crawled from under the wagon, and a shiver of warning went up Carl’s spine. By gum, that girl has something on her mind, and I ain’t got no taste to find out what it is just now, he thought. He arranged his blankets into a neat bed, then stood, got his plate, and approached the fire.
Amanda Hilbrands served him a scoop of beans, some biscuits, and a mug of chicory coffee, eyeing him from under her pale brows. “You slept well enough after Ida tended to you, I see,” she said. “My daughter has healing hands. Her daddy sent her to rub those tired muscles of yours. He says she’s got a real talent.”
Carl stared woodenly at Mrs. Hilbrands, thinking he had not heard right, then walked over to a barrel and sat. He ate silently, gulping down the hot brew in his cup. When his food was gone, Carl drained his mug and threw the grounds into the fire. He dropped his plate and mug into the washtub, wiped his knife on his trousers, and got his rifle from the wagon wheel. Then he walked out a ways from the hubbub of the camp and took his turn on watch.
Gradually, the noises of the camp subsided as the women washed and put away the dishes and the travelers retired to their beds. Glad when the fire died, Carl walked around the outside of the wagons, listening to the night sounds, alert for any unfamiliar noise. He took up a position for a time, then circled the wagons again, never keeping to a set pattern that a watcher could count on.
He listened as the night insects chirped early in the evening, then they, too, went to sleep and he was left in the solitude.
Dwarfed by the immensity of the night sky, Carl wondered where his family was that night. He drove his fist into his hand in frustration at the lowly rank he held in this company that kept him from talking sense into Rand Hilbrands. In Rand’s eyes, he was barely more than a kid, a hired driver, not yet a son-in-law, and not worth listening to. Besides, he was Rod’s son, and right now, that was a count against him. How long would they be here, perched on the side of the road, waiting, and sitting, and eating up the food and drinking the water barrels dry?
When his hours of watch were up, he awakened Tom O’Connor, then prevented him from throwing an armful of fuel onto the fire.
“Let’s don’t show them were we are, Mr. O’Connor.”
“Right, lad. I guess I’m still used to a roaring fire in the hearth of the smithy. It comforts a man, somehow.” Tom went off to take up his position, while Carl returned to the freight wagon to crawl into his blankets.
The next day, Carl spent several hours in Sherando’s saddle, scouting the back trail. He wished Rulon was with him, with his tracking experience, but even without him, he was sure he had not missed anything when he returned and reported to Rand.
“There’s nobody out there, Mr. Hilbrands. Not a sign of folks watching us, not a cigar stub, not a blade of grass bent down for miles around.”
“You’re sure you missed nothing, boy?” asked Angus Campbell. “If they’re not out there, we might as well go on, don’t you think, Rand?”
“No! We’ll wait and fight them from a position of strength!” he trumpeted. “They’re out there, all right. They’re just waiting for a weak moment, a wavering on our part, to close in and destroy us. We’ll wait, I say, and outwit them.”
Carl turned away and went to rub down Sherando. The man is hell-bent on staying until we all take root, he thought. There’s no turning his mind to the righteous path. Grumbling to himself, Carl worked with his horse, cooling it down from the exercise of the morning. Tom O’Connor walked over, and rubbed the horse’s nose.
“Nothing to be seen, lad?”
“Maybe they went back to the last stage stop to drink some courage,” Carl mumbled. “Acosta saw we were well armed when he spied on us, Mr. O’Connor. He’ll have to make a plan other than ‘catch up and shoot’.”
Tom clapped Carl on the shoulder with his massive hand. “That’s thinking, boy. We’re ready for anything, here. But things have changed. There’s less of us now.”
“And he doesn’t know it yet. I don’t reckon there’s any chance of fooling him when he shows up. Eight wagons, take-away four leaves us with the odds about even, and he’ll know it sure as daylight spills over the edge of that prairie when the sun rises.”
Tom’s black brows drew together. “I’m beginning to think twice about this plan of Rand’s. We should have stuck together.”
Carl spun around to face the blacksmith. “It’s too late to change your mind now,” he said, gritting his teeth against striking out at the man. “You should’ve said that when Pa gave you the chance. We’re double-dyed fools to sit here and waste time.”
“Wait a minute, boy. Are you calling me a fool? Better think twice, yourself.”
Carl stood himself up straight. “We’re all fools, one day or another. And I ain’t a boy, Mr. O’Connor. I ain’t been a boy since I joined Mosby.” He jabbed his finger into Tom’s chest.
Tom grabbed Carl’s fist, sucked in a breath, held it, and let it out slowly. “I reckon you’re riled some, Carl. I can’t see as I blame you, getting cut off from your kin.” He loosened his grip on Carl’s fist and dropped it. “If my babies was split up from me, why, I’d—”
“I’m sorry I let go of my manners, sir,” Carl interrupted. “I guess one day or another I’m still a boy.”
“Well, it takes a man to own it, I reckon,” the blacksmith drawled. “Here, let me take that saddle.”
Carl staked Sherando on a fresh patch of grass, then, with his arms full of tack, followed Tom back to the wagons. He dumped the headpiece, bit, and other gear in a heap beside the freight wagon, and accepted the saddle from Tom, who took his hat off, put it back on, then left.
Douglas Campbell wandered up as Carl inspected a loose cinch buckle on his saddle. “Ma says you’re invited to eat dinner with us, come noon.”
“Thanks, Doug. I don’t mind if I do,” Carl replied, recalling that Molly Campbell made the best biscuits he’d ever eaten. “Does your ma have any flour?”
“Sorry, no. But she’s going to open a tin of peaches, I believe. She got it out of the supply bin.”
Carl grinned. “I’ll be there.”
~~~
The day was long in passing, and the enforced idleness weighed heavily on the members of Rand Hilbrands’ rear guard. A quarrel developed between the most tolerant of men, Angus Campbell, and his brother-in-law, Tom O’Connor, over where their stock should be picketed. Rand tried to smooth over their feelings, but he lacked Rod Owen’s mediating skills, and bad feelings persisted into the next day.
Again Carl scouted the surrounding area as soon as light broke over the eastern grasslands. He found nothing, even though he went farther afield. When he returned, he gave his report to each of the three men at the camp, for they were not willing to endure each other’s company in order to hear his news at one time. Disgusted, Carl sought his bedroll before noon, and tried to sleep amid the noise of fighting children and quick-tongued wives.
He woke when someone called his name in an urgent whisper, and he sat up hurriedly, bumping his head on the bottom of the wagon box. He swore, wincing at the pain, and rubbed his head.
“Carl Owen, I declare,” exclaimed Ida. “You oughtn’t to say such words in the presence of a lady.”
Carl groaned and shook his head. “Beggin’ your pardon, Miss Ida. Somebody woke me up real sudden like, and now I’ve got a headache would make a lap dog turn vicious. Whew!” he shook his head again. “What do you want?”
She slid under the wagon and sat beside him. “Only some company. It’s so boring sitting out here, getting hot and sunburned, and swatting flies and ‘skeeters and other horrid little bugs.” She grimaced. “Mama made me scrape some meat this morning. It had maggots on it, and she made me touch it.” She shuddered. “I don’t think she will find me under here with you.”
Carl moved around in his bedroll until the sitting was comfortable and he could face Ida. “Seems like not long ago this setup pleased you mighty fine, your daddy being in charge, and all.”
“Well, it’s dreadful boring now, just like I told you. I’m sorry I ever let him talk us into staying.”
“I didn’t think we had much choice.”
“Fiddle-dee-dee! I could have talked Papa into going on, if I’d have wanted to. I just didn’t want to, at the time.”
“Know your own mind, is it?” Carl’s voice grated in his own ears as he looked Ida up and down.
She flushed. “You’re making fun of me, Carl Owen. It’s not fair for you to tease me.”
But a woman can tease a man all she wants, and nobody says a word, Carl thought. “I was trying to get some sleep, girl,” he said, hunching his shoulders and preparing to lie down again.
“Let me stay here beside you so Mama won’t make me help her again. I fair liked to faint, working this morning.” At Carl’s scowl, Ida put on a smile and put a pleading note into her voice. “Please, Carl. I won’t say another word, just sit real quiet and watch you sleep.”
“Ida, you got the dangedest notions. It ain’t fitting for a girl to stay around when a man sleeps, not unless the two of them is wed.”
“I don’t care. We were supposed to be wed by now. Twice, even. Let’s pretend we are. Then I can cuddle up beside you and get some—”
“Ida Hilbrands! You get along with you. Scoot outta here! I won’t play them kinds of games with you, not here, and not likely anywhere else on this trip. You git!”
Ida went, reluctantly, but finally. Carl let out a shuddering breath, wiping his sopping forehead on his sleeve, and ran his moist hands down the front of his shirt.
He swore mildly, and thought, I’m set to marry one forward gal. We’re sitting here under God’s great sky, not getting one foot nearer to Colorado Territory. I’ll never get that cabin raised before winter sets in. He shook his head and sighed. And I won’t take her to wife, or anything like unto it, until I have a place for us to call our own.
Chapter Nine
The next day dragged on like the three before it: hot, humid, and full of quarrels. Carl again went out to scout, but this time, Angus insisted on going along with him.
They didn’t say anything much to each other; there wasn’t a lot to say about riding large circles through the dusty grass, squinting into the sun looking for trampled grass or hoof prints, and feeling the sweat dripping down their chests, backs, and arms. They stopped from time to time to share a gourd of water or to rest their animals, but they still didn’t talk.
Carl and Angus rode all the way back to the knoll where the brothers had discovered the signs of pursuit several days before. The younger man got down from his horse and walked around, looking at the bare patch of ground where men had met and plotted.
He squatted on his heels for a time, backtracking his and Rulon’s movements to determine if there was something here that they had missed. He climbed the hill, stood on the top of the rise, took off his hat and wiped the sweatband, replaced it on his head, and looked out toward the north. A half-mile away, a band of chewed-up earth stood out from the blue stem, catching his eye. Rulon and I came up from behind the hill, he thought, but we didn’t make them tracks out yonder. He stared toward the track in the grass, then turned and ran down the knoll to where Angus waited with the horses.
“We’ve got trouble.” He bowed his head, his chest heaving, then looked up. “No, Pa’s got trouble. Those fellows didn’t go back to town.”
“What?”
He gestured to the north, then around the area. “There’s a big track out there Rulon and I didn’t see before the grass died. They stopped here and had a discussion, and if I’m reading sign rightly, left toward the east, then circled around out that-a-way, rode hard, and set up an ambush for us along the road a piece.” He swore and scrambled into his saddle. “My family and a lot of other good folks moved right into it, and I don’t think they’re going to come out alive, because we’re sitting here on our thumbs waiting for the moon to rise blue!” He clucked to Sherando, and started for the wagons.
“Now, calm down, son. Maybe they did go back after they saw how strong we was,” Angus called.
“No chance,” Carl threw back over his shoulder. “I saw the hate in that man’s eyes when he flung them strange words at me, and he ain’t one to quit on us.”
Angus got his horse started as well, and caught up to Carl. “Maybe he thought better of it after a time,” he shouted.
“You weren’t there, Angus. He’s after my blood, and the blood of my kin, and the girls, too. He won’t give up on the girls,” Carl yelled, his words bouncing out of his mouth.
When Carl and Angus rode into the camp, Tom and Rand were standing nose to nose, shaking fingers in each other’s faces. Carl slid off his horse and ran up to the overheated men.
“Stop it! Stop it right now,” he commanded. “Rand, if you want to prove how much courage you’ve got, then you’ll have to go down the road a piece.”
Randolph turned on the young man. “You’re crazy, boy. We’ll fight off them ruffians right here.”
“Well, they ain’t coming here. They holed up ahead, laying for my ma and pa, and my brothers and sister, and your daughter and little grandchild, and all them good people.”
Tom turned to him. “Speak plain, boy.”
Carl threw out his hands. “Berto Acosta and his bunch circled around and got ahead. My folks could be dead right now.”
“Well, what’re we sitting here for?” Rand sputtered. “We’d better get on the road.” He turned on his heel and strode toward his wagon, then wheeled and returned. “How do you know, boy?”
“The sign all adds up now. Besides,” he continued in a low voice, “I got a feeling in my bones.”
Rand shuddered and moved away, bawling out orders for breaking camp.
~~~
They got underway, pushing the animals hard to eke out extra miles of travel. Carl looked around at the waving grass, and wished the wind would push them along with as much speed. He glanced at Ida. She sat scowling, holding on to the seat of the jolting wagon as he coaxed the mules to pull a little harder, move a little faster. Eliza played with her doll, looking like she was content to be moving again.
When the road made a curve around a stand of trees, he looked back the way they had come and caught sight of a mass of dark clouds on the horizon. Rain, he thought. Good and bad, both. Cool us off, but it’ll muddy up the road.
Later, Carl saw the clouds again, but instead of growing upward to pile high into the heavens, these clouds grew sideways, spreading out to cover a good part of the eastern skyline.
Carl stared a moment longer at the cloud, then a mounting dread filled the pit of his stomach as he realized the blackness bearing down on them was not cloud, but smoke. He stopped the mules, threw himself off the wagon to the sounds of Ida’s protests, and ran up the line to Rand’s wagon.
“Rand, hold up a minute. Look at that,” he shouted, pointing to the smoke enveloping the east. “That’s a prairie fire, or I’m not my father’s son.”
“Prairie fire!” Rand exploded, then went white in the face. “What’ll we do, boy?”
“We’ve got to make for the next stream and drive the wagons down into the water. Hurry, man, we ain’t got much time to outrun it.” He left Rand’s wagon and ran back down the line, shouting, “Angus, Tom!” The men started to halt their teams and climb down from their wagons.
“No, keep moving,” Carl yelled, waving his arm. “Fire! Get down to the next creek. Move on.”
He ran back toward the freight wagon, calling out to Andy Campbell. “Throw them stock animals ahead of us. If they stampede, maybe the teams will follow.”
Carl climbed to the seat and cracked his whip. The mules were reluctant to start pulling, and Carl assaulted the air again with the whip until he had provoked the animals into a shambling sort of hurry. He wished the girls weren’t on the seat with him. Maybe then he’d feel like telling the team what he thought of their efforts.
Looking back at the smoke, Carl gauged the fire’s advance. He could see flame now, growing dark orange as the fire paused to engulf a grove of trees. The smoke became black, towering upward into the blue heaven.
Hush, he thought, we ain’t going to outrun this fire.
He turned to urge the beasts onward at a faster pace and caught sight of Ida’s white, set face. She stared straight ahead, fingers tightly gripping the edges of the seat.
“We’ll make it,” he grunted, forcing himself to sound confident. “I ain’t come this far west to burn up in no fire!”
Ida gave no sign of having heard him, but continued to stare ahead. Carl took his gaze from her face and whipped the mules a little faster. The trotting animals smelled the smoke on the wind from the east and lurched into the hames, frightened by the volume of the odor.
He turned to check the fire’s progress again, and a groan escaped his tightly compressed lips, startling Ida out of her trance. She turned and hurled herself against Carl, grabbing him around the neck and cutting off his control of the team.
“Carl, Carl!” she screamed. “Don’t let me get burned. I don’t want no scars!”
He struggled with the panicked girl, trying to loosen her hold on his neck, trying to catch his breath. His right arm came free of her grasp and brushed against his holstered gun. Slipping off the rawhide loop, he drew the Colt and held it overhead, then fired one shot.
Ida jumped at the report of the gun, shrank back from Carl, and huddled on the lurching wagon seat.
At the sound of the gun, the mules took on a new spirit of cooperation and stretched out in a lope, faster than before. Carl replaced his pistol, and seeing that Ida was safe, tried to sooth her with quiet talk.
“Ida, settle down. You’re goin’ to be just fine,” he said softly, his words jolted and cut up from the movement of the wagon. Smoke billowed on all sides of them now as the wind blew fiercely from the rear. Carl’s belly twisted as he realized that time was short, too short, before the fire overtook them.
Like a sentinel of salvation, a lone oak tree stood out against the western sky just ahead. Carl’s heart swelled with hope, and he stood up and popped his whip.
Andy Campbell already had the stock running in the direction of the tree, and the wagons followed, with Carl’s bringing up the rear. He whooped for joy when he saw Rand’s team drop from view into a valley. Then Angus and Tom and their wagons and teams also disappeared, and Carl cracked his whip once more to drive his team over the lip of the declivity.
In a second, it seemed, Carl took in the entire scene. Flowing water gleamed in the bottom of the cut, reflecting the billowing tops of three wagons parked on the stream’s bank. A fourth wagon stood jacked up in the water with goods scattered on both banks, and both rear wheels lay on the ground alongside a shattered axle. The wagons of the second party still careered down the slope.
Recognition flamed in him. Carl heard a voice yell, “Pa!” and from the rawness of his throat, knew it was his own voice. Relief washed over him as his father’s bearded face appeared next to the freight wagon.
“Prairie fire, Pa!” Carl picked up Ida and handed her down to his father, then dangled Eliza to him also. Julia hurried over and took the frightened girls to the stream.
Rod quickly glanced at Carl's smoke-blackened face, then turned to shout, “Ed, Chester, boys, get those wagons into the crick. Grab your shovels and buckets. Fire’s comin’.”
Mary Owen cried out, “Fire! My bed! My food!” and Marie and Julia ran to help her gather up as many of the goods on the near bank as they could handle, and piled them at the edge of the creek.
Tom and Parley Morgan and the Campbell boys helped Chester Bates push the parked wagons into the water as Ed Morgan showed the latecomers where to drive into the stream.
Elizabeth Morgan and Muriel Bates set the girls to wetting quilts and blankets in the water, and Molly Campbell passed them to the men to carry to the top of the slope where they would use them to beat out the rapidly approaching fire.
“Julianna,” called out her mother. “You take the babies and little ones to the other side of the creek out of harm’s way. Keep them happy, daughter, so they won’t take a fright."
The girl ran to scoop up Delia Campbell and her two brothers, their cousin Joshua O’Connor, and her own nephew Roddy, and herded them into the stream. “Let’s play a game,” she said, trying to keep her voice calm. “Come over here, children. I know a story.”
Rida O’Connor followed her, calling out, “I can tend the young’uns, too.”
Rulon hurried over to consult with his father. “Pa, let’s set a back fire and burn off the grass up there on the rim. It might help us turn the fire away.”
Rod nodded. “Take James and Clay. The women’ll keep the grass and the wagons wet down here. Carl, show them how to wet down the wagons.” Rod grabbed a shovel and ran up the slope, shouting for more assistance.
Once he had driven the freight wagon into the water, Carl started to climb down, but his tensed muscles gave out, and he collapsed into the stream. Wiping the water out of his eyes, he arose, dripping, and grabbed the bucket tied to the side of the wagon. He dipped it into the river and pitched the water over the canvas covering of the freight.
Rand Hilbrands saw what Carl was doing, and cried out, “Stop! You can’t wet my cargo.”
Carl looked wearily up at him from the stream.
“I can let it burn, if you’d druther.”
Rand waved his hand in concession, and his shoulders slumped from exhaustion. Amanda pressed a bucket into his grasp.
“Forget about the store goods,” she shrilled. “Look out for our own things.”
The wind carried thick, black smoke and sparks down into the valley, as Rulon’s fire caught hold ten yards past the rim. He and his brothers nursed the flames in the direction of the rim, scuffing the earth behind the burned section with their shovels to make their firebreak. Ed Morgan sent his sons with filled buckets to help control the burn. “Wet the sides of the bank up there at the top,” he called. “Keep the slope soaking wet.”
Ida shivered in the stream, wrapped in a drenched blanket. Her sister Eliza, busy splashing water from a bucket onto the family wagon, looked over at her and sniffed.
“Ida ain’t working, Mama.”
“Pay her no mind, ‘Liza,” her mother called. “She’s no use to us now. Keep the wagon wet!”
“Here it comes,” James yelled, tumbling over the rim as he retreated from the extreme heat, with Clay and Rulon hard on his heels. The Owen brothers, faces streaked with sweat and grime, came down to the water, wiping the gritty smoke out of their eyes.
“All that smoke puts me in mind of a battleground,” grunted Rulon as he sluiced water up the hill. He paused to rub the back of his neck. “It sure brings back bad memories.” Then he bent to the water again.
Nobody but Ida had time to sit and listen to the crackle of the burning vegetation and the roar of the flames. Nobody but Ida noticed the change in volume of sound of the fire as it veered away to the south. Nobody spoke to Ida, so Ida told no one.
Then Carl saw that the smoke had thinned out, and he straightened his back to look up at the rim. The towering clouds of smoke were gone, and he dropped his bucket and scrambled up the bank of the creek to the top of the slope.
“Pa,” he shouted. “The fire’s gone off to the south. Looks like Rulon’s back fire did the trick!”
His older brother climbed the hill to join him, and Carl glanced back to watch him come. Rulon had discarded his sooty shirt, and for the first time, Carl saw the angry purple scars of his brother’s war wounds.
“It’s a wonder you made it home, Rule,” Carl said gravely. “What did you run into that made so many holes?”
“You ever hear of a mortar shell?” Rulon stopped on the edge of the valley. “Them things explode into a right smart number of pieces when they hit. Shrapnel, they call ‘em. I reckon I was too close one day, and caught a bunch of shrapnel.”
“Whatever they are, they didn’t do you no good. Mary’s lucky she ever saw you again.”
“Most of ‘em are still in there. The surgeon figured I’d die, so he didn’t bother to dig the iron out,” Rulon added, rubbing the largest of the scars.
Carl turned and surveyed the blackened east, wiping his hands on his shirtfront. “Makes me ache inside to see all that grass gone. What a ruin!” He hung his forearm over his shorter brother’s shoulder. “Did you come across any surprises out this way?”
Rulon’s head snapped around to look at Carl. “You mean like that Acosta scum attacking us in this valley? Yeah. We had some surprises.” He spat into the ashes at his feet. “We buried Ed Morgan’s little girl, and put her brother Ezra into the wagon with a bullet through his thigh. Real nice surprise for a ten-year-old.”
Carl dropped his arm from Rulon’s shoulder, clenched his fists, closed his eyes, and swore. He stabbed his shovel into the earth several times. “Anybody else hurt?”
“Couple of near hits, but the Morgans got the worst of it because they was out wood-gathering when the men rode down on us.” He paused for a moment, wiping the sweat from his dripping forehead with the back of his hand.
“How’d it happen?”
“Ed sent Tom out with the kids. The gang rode in from over that rise.” Rulon gestured with his hand. “We heard the shots and came a-running with our rifles. We dropped about half of them outlaws before they pulled out for good. Rode on south.”
“Gone to Texas?”
“Likely. Good riddance. We’d been here a day when they attacked, on account of my axle.”
“How’d that happen?”
“Went off the bank wrong, hit a boulder in the creek. I had a feeling about that axle being flawed when I got the wagon, but I didn’t have much choice.”
“Where did you get it?”
Rulon smiled crookedly. “I stole it off the Yankee who bought the livery for taxes. Clay helped, but he wasn’t real happy about it.”
“I guess nobody’s happy lately. I’m sorry about the Morgans’ loss.”
They stood for a moment, looking and thinking, then Carl spoke up slowly, still looking off into the distance.
“Is Mary Hilbrands a good wife to you? Does she make you…feel…like a man?”
Startled, Rulon raised his eyes to look at Carl’s face. After a time, he said, “That’s a mighty strange question, brother, but since you make bold to ask, I’ll answer best I can.”
He paused, evidently searching for words. “Mary come to me young, fifteen or thereabouts. I reckon I was in a hurry, leaving soon for the cavalry, and all. We didn’t learn much about…anything, or each other, before I rode away. Then I didn’t see her again ‘til I woke up with a mess of holes in me, home in a strange bed. You sure you want to know all this, Carl?”
“Yep.”
“Mary’s a dutiful wife. She keeps the house and cooks the meals and tends Roddy as well as most, I reckon, and she brought me through when I came home all shot up. She tends to my needs, all of ‘em, with no complaint, but sometimes I feel she’s a stranger to me.” Rulon shook his head. “Likely that’s because we ain’t had but one year—no, less than that—to know each other in the four years that we’ve been wed. And most of that time I’ve been laid up with a belly full of iron scrap.”
“Do you reckon you love her?”
“I’ll find that out when I know her better. What we done in haste, we need some leisure to work out. Mary has her talents,” he added.
“No ‘repenting’ at leisure?”
“No regrets. I have a good wife, and she gave me a fine son. Maybe that’s the best we get in life.”
“Pa and Ma have more than that.”
“They been together a long time. Lend me some years, Carl, then ask me again.”
Carl turned to look down the grade. Ida seemed so tiny and forlorn, standing on the side of the stream, and his throat pinched to see her clutch the damp blanket around her shoulders. “I’ll do that,” he said, and started down the slope.
~~~
Carl gently took the damp blanket from Ida’s stiff fingers. “You’ll take a chill, wrapped in that thing,” he said.
She hung her head, turning away from his gaze. “Don’t look at me,” she cried. “I’m all dirty and wet.”
“Well, I’m liable to break a looking glass myself. Let’s go set in that patch of sun up the crick a ways. We both need to get dry.” Carl took her arm and firmly led her away from the wagons.
He sat her down in the full sun, on a rock that jutted out over the bank of the stream, then collapsed into the grass at her feet, spreading full-length on the soft green sod.
“We’ve had us a time lately, girl. Near calamitous for us all,” he said, staring at the sky. “Especially for the Morgans. Did you hear what happened? They lost their little girl to them unholy ruffians from back down the trail.” Carl gazed into the sky, blue and white with wispy clouds drifting overhead. “Now, I don’t blame your pa for having his own opinion, but that ain’t any comfort to Mrs. Morgan, I reckon. Your pa came near ruining our whole enterprise with his notions. We all got to stick together and listen to the leader, and that’s my pa. We can’t take any more bickering, if we’re to get to the Territory before winter sets in.”
Carl looked up and saw great tears flooding silently from Ida’s blue eyes. He sat upright, got to his knees in front of her, and took her into his arms.
“Hush now, darlin’. I didn’t mean to go on so about your pa. You had a mighty hard time out there today, and here I’m just rambling on with a mess of foolish words.”
Ida broke into sobs.
“Ah, don’t cry on me, sweetie-pie,” Carl pleaded with her, alarmed at her tears. “I ain’t had much practice with crying women.” In his discomfort, Carl began to smooth her hair and wipe the tears from her eyes. He felt clumsy and bumbling, and tried to kiss her forehead in apology.
Ida shut her eyes and tipped back her head, a little shudder moving her body. With her motion, Carl’s lips accidentally met hers, and he kissed her gently. She responded with fiery hunger, and a shock went through the young man’s system as he realized that she had led him into a trap.
He rose to his feet and pulled her to hers, alarm battling with the stirring in his blood. “We have to go back,” he insisted firmly. “I should have looked after the team by now.”
Ida picked up a rock and flung it into the water, then stiffly followed him to camp.
Chapter Ten
“Rule, let James do that lifting,” Rod instructed. “You don’t want to tear nothing loose.” The two brothers splashed through the water to change places at the rear of the wagon. “Get set with that wheel, son. On the count of three.”
James and Carl gathered their limbs beneath them, and at the count, they lifted the wagon atop their backs and Rulon added the wheel to the new axle. Rod placed the pin in the hub and secured it, and the younger men eased the wagon down.
“Glad that’s done, Pa,” James wheezed. “It must be supper time.”
Rod laughed. “Likely. You boys put the tools away and load the wagon, and I’ll go see if your ma is ready to feed a bunch of hungry wolves. We’ll be on our way first thing tomorrow morning.”
“Thanks, Pa,” Rulon rubbed raw knuckles. “Next time I cross the country, I’ll make sure I have a prime wagon.”
“Or bring a spare axle,” Carl added.
Soon the men had the tools and the waterlogged wagon out of the creek, then set about gathering Mary’s wide-strewn belongings and restoring them to the vehicle. Afterward, they scattered to prepare for supper.
“Mary,” Rulon called to his wife from the far side of the stream. “Look here. Our things are back together.”
Mary picked her way over a path of rocks that Albert had put in the stream for the use of the ladies and the children. “Oh,” she sighed. “That’s better. And Ma and Pa are back with us. I reckon I can rest peaceful this night.”
Rulon drew her to his side and walked her behind the wagon. “Are you feeling poorly?” he asked, his voice low.
“No, but I been so worried about my folks and our wagon. Now those cares are swept away.” She took his arm. “Rulon?”
“Yes?”
“Are we close to where we’re going?”
He sat her down on a barrel that had been left beside the wagon, got his shirt from the wagon seat, and slowly put it on. “I’m sorry, Mary. We got a fair piece yet to travel.”
Mary placed her hands on the middle of her bulging abdomen and smoothed her apron over the roundness. “I can’t keep doing this, going, and stopping, and traveling on, every day of my life, Rulon. We got to find a place to stop and stay.”
He caught one of her hands and lifted it to his lips. “I know it’s hard on you, but it can’t be helped. We got to keep going. This place ain’t Colorado yet.” He put her hand on his chest, over his heart, and held it there.
“Does it have to be Colorado?” She took back her hand.
“It does if we’re going to settle around our kin, Mary.” He stroked her cheek. “Don’t you think that’s worth a little discomfort?”
“Will I ever have a home? Before I bear this child?”
Rulon’s forehead furrowed and he stooped over her. “Are you feeling pains?”
“No, no. That’s months away, but will we be there before that time comes?”
He patted her shoulder. “Pa thinks another four weeks should see us into the Territory. You can hold out that long, can’t you, honey-babe?”
“I want a bed I can lie in and rest my bones. It appears you want the same.” A flicker of a smile touched her lips, then retreated. “Will this journey ever end?”
He pulled her gently to her feet and enfolded her in his arms, stroking her hair. “You’ll feel better after supper. That’ll put some spunk into you.”
Mary smiled and closed her eyes. “I just want some rest,” she whispered.
~~~
Several days after the fire, Rod directed the weary travelers to set up camp beside Diamond Springs, where water flowed from a hollow rock.
When the evening meal was done and they lay in their blankets beneath the wagon, Julia asked Rod, “When are you going to make your peace with Rand Hilbrands?”
“He owes me the first word of apology,” he mumbled.
“The way I see it, both of you were wrong. He divided us, but you didn’t see the attack coming.”
“But I did, Julia. If I’d had the man-power, the sentries, we wouldn’t have been surprised.”
“So you keep thinking that, and put off healing this wound in our people?”
“Julie. It’s not that way.”
“You’re a fine, strong man, Rod, and you served well in the war, but you can’t court martial your friends because they make mistakes.” She sought his hand with hers, and squeezed it. “Rand is a good man. Make peace with him.”
“You’re a wonder, woman. What do you know of court martial?”
“Being a woman doesn’t make me stupid, Rod.”
“I didn’t say that.”
“Well, I’m not ignorant, either, but that’s beside the point. I want your promise.”
“Julie!”
“Rod, I mean it.”
“I reckon you’re in the right,” he muttered a minute or two later, giving in. “We ought to live in harmony…for the next month, at least.” He snorted. “To keep the peace, I’ll do it.”
“Thank you.” She squeezed his hand again.
He turned over and looked at her in the quavering light of the dying fire. “I missed you.” He carried her hand to his lips.
“What?”
“All that time I was gone. I missed my woman, my helpmeet, my wife.”
She stirred in the blankets, moving against him. “Times were hard,” she replied.
“Not anymore.” His arm slipped around her waist. “Do you love me?”
“Forever and always, Rod Owen.”
“That’s a long time.”
“Even when you’re a stubborn, mule-headed man,” she whispered, then laughed softly, deep in her throat. “Who would’ve known this quilt would cover us twenty-five years.”
He kissed her, then growled, “Shut up, woman.”
Julia laughed again.
~~~
At Turkey Creek they ran out of firewood.
“Jonathan Helm warned me this day would come,” Rod chuckled when the women brought the lack to his attention. “From here on we gather these here things.” He turned over a dry, flattened circle of matter with his boot-tip. “It’s called a buffalo chip, and it’ll burn quick and hot. But you’ll need plenty, for they ain’t much more than grass.”
Amanda Hilbrands protested. “Why, that’s just—It’s not fitting for fuel,” she finished. Robert Campbell and Joshua O’Connor laughed, and Amanda turned to glare at them. “And you’ll be the first to gather them,” she declared.
The “gather” was made, gingerly, that first day, but continued without further thought as time went on. Then after days of travel, the party reached the Great Bend of the Arkansas River. Ed Morgan lost the frown he’d carried since the skirmish at the creek, whooped, and threw his hat into the air at the sight of the river after so much dry land.
“Look at them trees.” Little Catherine Campbell gave a great sigh. “No buffalo chips tonight.”
Cottonwood trees grew in profusion on the little islands in the middle of the river, so Rod sent several of the men and older boys wading over to the nearest island to chop enough wood for a two-night stay.
“All this wood and water does my heart good,” he told them all before the supper began. “We’ll have singing and dancing tonight.”
They set up camp on a sandy yellow ridge several hundred yards from the river. Swarms of small bugs filled the air and bit whatever exposed flesh they landed on, and snakes rustled in the grass around the camp, but the abundance of water made these nuisances bearable.
Albert Owen and Andy Campbell beat the brush with long sticks and shot all the snakes they could find. They took their trophies home. Their mothers, gritting their teeth, took the reptiles, skinned them, cut them up, and threw them into the supper-pots.
After the dishes had been washed and put away, out came the instruments. Edward Morgan’s fiddle lacked the low G-string, but he played a merry tune, his fingers flying up and down the remaining three strings.
James produced a small metal object. “This here’s a jaws-harp my buddy taught me to play. I was obliged to take it from his pocket before the fall of Richmond.” He stopped for a moment. “He had no further use for it.” He ducked his head and wiped his nose.
Andy Campbell polished up an old harmonica and introduced the travelers to some of the songs he used to entertain the stock as he drove it along.
“Let’s dance with everybody tonight,” Rod exhorted. “Have a good time, and don’t let any girl sit too long.”
The music was lively, and Carl was right in the middle of the crowd, trying to get to Ida, but enjoying a dance with his sister Marie. He claimed Ida for the next dance, but at one point, Tom Morgan, Edward’s eldest son, swept by and caught Ida in the exchange of partners, and Carl found himself dancing with Ellen Bates.
Carl grinned at the redheaded girl, relaxed, and forgot Ida for a while. Recalling the last time they had spoken, he bent and whispered in Ellen’s ear. “How was that bit of candy I brought you?
She smiled up at him. “It was wondrous sweet.” Then she fell silent once more as Carl led her into the next step.
The music died, and Ellen smiled again. “I saved some candy to share with you. It’s over in the wagon.”
“Lead the way,” he said, laughing. Carl went to the big campfire, took a long stick that was blazing at one end, and used it to light their path to the Bates’ wagon as the dancing resumed behind them.
Ida saw him go, stamped her foot, and glared after his departing back, but he didn’t catch any of the reproach sent his way.
Ellen went around to the dark side of the wagon and stepped up onto the wagon tongue. “I need a little boost,” she said.
Carl lifted her up, and she climbed over the seat, then disappeared into the darkness under the wagon cover. He heard her moving around, and soon she poked her head out of the opening and smiled.
“I have it.” She held up the small twist of paper, then slipped it into her skirt pocket. Climbing once more over the seat, she stepped to the edge of the wagon box.
Before he could reach out to help her down, Ellen tripped, and dropping the torch into the sand, Carl caught her, going down on his back to break her fall. For a brief moment he held her to him, feeling the quick, hard beating of her heart against his chest.
“Oh! Please…I,” she stammered, blushing in the wavering torchlight. She struggled out of his arms, whispering, “I’m sorry, I had no thought to—Oh lawsy!” Then she would have fled into the sand hills, but Carl grabbed her hand as he got to his feet.
“Wait.” He stopped her flight. “It was an accident. No harm done.” Taking her by the shoulders, he sensed the fluttering of her heart as she shivered with embarrassment. “Don’t go.” He reached out to pull a leaf from her hair. Brushing the red gold strands with his fingertips caused a hot sensation to rush through his blood.
“What about the candy?” He felt the sand, the bank, the earth shift under his feet, and wondered if her lips were as soft as they looked. Longing to touch them, he fought for control as she recovered the sweets from the depths of her pocket. With a shaking hand she held out a piece of the candy, and he took it and bit off a small chunk.
Chewing slowly, he watched the shadows flicker over her grave face. The torch sputtered out in the sand, and she shivered in the darkness.
“It seems you’re always saving my life.” Her voice sounded thin and shaky, as though someone were squeezing her throat and shaking her by the shoulders at the same time. She shivered again. “Thank you.”
The music started up and Ellen turned to listen. “We best go back to the fire.”
“Stay a minute. We’ve missed a dance or two already.” He took her hand.
“No!” She pulled loose, and turning, left him.
“Ellen,” he whispered, but she was gone, and her leaving brought a sharp ache to his soul. He followed, stomach churning in turmoil, and as he stepped into the firelight, he glanced around. Ellen was nowhere to be seen. At the far side of the party, Ida laughed merrily at James and Tom Morgan. The latter young man took her hand and led her off to dance.
Carl walked over to Marie and startled her by whirling her off balance into his arms. She stumbled a little as he moved her into the dance, but he helped her to recover, and gripped her hands tightly in his, fighting both anger and guilt that rose in him.
“Carl!” Marie tried to free her hands. “What ails you? You’re hurting my hands.”
Surprised, he loosened his grip. “Sorry,” he mumbled.
~~~
Later, as Carl sat on a stool someone had placed in the shadows by a wagon, resting his feet from the unaccustomed labor of the dance, he sensed someone beside him, and he turned his head, whispering, “Ellen?”
“Not hardly,” replied James, speaking low. The younger man massaged his left shoulder with his right hand.
“Are you weary?” Carl got up from the stool and motioned for James to sit.
“I don’t need that. I want to talk to you, brother.” James paused and flexed his left arm.
“Shoulder bothering you?”
“Not nearly as much as it might later,” James said, and Carl shivered a bit at the menace in his voice.
“You said you wanted to talk. Do it.”
“I saw Miss Ellen a piece back, and she didn’t look very happy. Fact is, she looked like a mule run over her, she was that white and fearful looking.” James stopped talking and moved closer to Carl. “That was just after you took her out back of the wagons, brother.”
Carl turned to face James. “Meaning?”
“What did you do to put that face on her?” He held his crumpled fist in front of Carl’s face.
Carl flushed, remembering. “It ain’t your business, James.”
“I’m here to remind you it is. You have you a girl you’re going to marry—Miss Ida Hilbrands. Miss Ellen is betrothed to me. Stay clear of her.” James jabbed Carl’s chest lightly with his fist every few words. His face blazed red in the glow from the campfire.
“What do you want with Ellen? You don’t love her.” Carl sneered.
James hit him in the belly, hard enough to double him over. “That’s ‘Miss Ellen’ to you,” his low voice continued, harshly, as Carl remained curled over, guilt constraining him from throwing a punch of his own. “Pa set up the match against my will, but you don’t have my leave to break it. Keep your distance.”
James turned and stalked away, and Carl took a huge breath. “He means it,” he said to himself, and gritted his teeth.
~~~
The party lasted until very late. Carl could not sleep, and he lay staring into the dying coals of the fire. Ida had not danced with him for the remainder of the night, though she smiled and claimed it was not her fault, but that “the boys” wouldn’t let her go for even a minute. Carl made a show of bowing to the superior numbers of “the boys,” and did not press her. Once he turned his head suddenly and caught her staring petulantly at him, but usually she kept a smile on her face.
Ellen had appeared toward the end of the party, but she didn’t speak to Carl. One time he walked toward her to ask her to dance, but she turned her back and he pretended to be on another errand.
Now Carl rolled onto his back and saw by the left-hand position of the Big Dipper that it was past midnight. The air was warm and still he could not sleep, though he turned in his blankets and shut his eyes.
Half an hour later, Carl tossed the blankets aside and reached for his boots. He shook them upside down in case anything had crawled inside, then pulled them on. Grabbing his gun belt, he stood and strapped the weapon around his hips as he walked toward the edge of camp.
Edward Morgan was on guard, and turned as Carl came up to him. “I thought young Tom was going to take the next watch.” Ed yawned and rubbed his neck, then squinted at the stars. “You’re an hour early, Carl.”
“It isn’t my watch, Mr. Morgan. I can’t sleep. I reckon I’ll go down to the riverbank for a spell. Maybe take a swim.”
“It’s a nice night for swimming, being so warm.” Ed sounded sleepy. “Keep a watch for them snakes.”
“I brought my shooter,” Carl replied, walking down the sandy slope in the darkness.
The closer he got to the river, the louder he could hear the rush of the water over the sandy bottom. The continuous sound felt easy to his ears, and he sat on the bank watching the stars’ reflection in the endlessly rolling water.
Carl gazed at the ripples before him, and thought of Ida and her laughing eyes, how they sparkled when she was happy, and the curve of her lips when they entertained a smile. Then he recalled her shocked state while he fought the fire, her lack of help, and fear of getting scarred. Remembering her panic brought back the feeling of protectiveness.
I don’t wonder she didn’t want no scars, he mused. A pretty-looking young thing like her don’t care to be disfigured.
He thought of her lips, and how soft they had been back on the meadow outside Kansas town. Carl stretched out on the sandy bank, arms behind his neck, and closed his eyes and recalled how it had been, holding her in his arms, feeling her heart pounding against his chest. He felt again the sting of fire leaping through his veins as he touched her flame-like hair. He remembered her trembling perplexity, her flight back to the safety of the dance, and he opened his eyes, confused at the vision.
Suddenly he sat up, realizing he dreamed of Ellen in his arms. He groaned, then said aloud, “No! I’m bound to marry Ida!”
He got to his feet. Blood pounded through his temples as he stared into the sky. “Pa arranged it, but we both agreed,” he shouted into the void. “I’ve said my piece to her, and she agreed to be my wife. I won’t go back on my word.” He shook both his fists at the stars. “I can’t betray my brother,” he added, his voice dying away to a whisper.
Carl’s arms fell to his sides, and for a long time he stood there—the pulse of his pounding heart moving his torso slightly—listening to the water surging past him. He half expected Ed Morgan to come investigate his outcry, then realized his words had been covered by the sound of the waters.
At last, disquiet seeping out of his veins and his resolve firmed by the regular rhythm of the river, he turned and went back to camp.
~~~
Carl avoided Ida during the next two days that the travelers spent alongside the big river. He spent his time caring for the team and riding Sherando out into the Great American Desert, a place of wind-whipped plain and short buffalo grass. There was no more tall, waving, blue-stemmed grass, no brilliant wild flowers, no escaping the eternally blowing wind. At the end of the second day, Carl returned from his hours of solitary riding ready to accept responsibility for his actions, willing to make the best of his future with Ida.
He went to Ida that evening, quietly insisting that she walk with him along the river. She followed him reluctantly, and he sensed her resentment toward him.
Carl walked along with his hands in his pockets, thinking over his words. Finally he stopped walking and turned to face the silent girl.
“I reckon you’re unhappy with me, and I figure you’ve got a right. I left the dance the other night with another girl, and I owe you a mite of explaining. Ellen Bates went to get something for me from her wagon, and I tagged along.”
He stopped, leaving the telling at the bare bones, deciding to spare her the shame and the pain of his struggle, his turmoil over divided loyalty.
She stood with arms akimbo, head thrown back to fully see his face. “Well, I reckon I am a mite peeved with you, Carl. I know we’re not wed yet, but folks know it will happen sometime. I expect you to burn your bridges.”
Her words hit a guilty spot in his soul, boring into it, and a cloud passed over his lean brown face. “We’ve both got some making up to do, Ida. You were having an almighty fine time with the boys, seemed like.”
“It just looked like it to you,” she said, tossing her head, making her curls bounce. “My heart was a-sorrowing something pitiful.”
“Well, my heart is turned to you, Ida. I have a powerful liking for you, and I still want you for my wife, if you’re willing.” He held his breath.
Ida looked at her feet for a moment. She looked up. “My heart’s feeling some better. I reckon I’m still betrothed to you.” She beamed her most brilliant smile upon Carl.
He sighed, then took her arm to escort her back to the wagons.
~~~
The next morning, Rod Owen got his party moving again. The wagons toiled along the sandy valley of the Arkansas, day after day. From time to time Rod sent two or three men to hunt for fresh meat. Often they were gone for several days, returning with heavily laden pack horses.
One day toward the middle of September, James came tearing back from the hunt, riding a lathered horse, with Albert and Clay hard on his heels.
“Pa,” James yelled. “Hold up them wagons. There’s a herd of buffalo headed this way.” He stopped his horse and jumped off, then caught the alarm in his mother’s eyes. “Great snakes of the sandy hills, I didn’t mean to scare you. They ain’t stampeding or nothing like that. They’re just moving along, grazing, but there’s a powerful lot of them, and it makes an awesome sight.”
“Well, Julianna,” Rod said over his shoulder to his youngest. “Here’s your chance to see a buffalo up close.” He took off his hat and scratched his head. “I reckon we’ll make camp here, for I been told a buffalo herd can hold up a train for days.”
Julianna shook her head. “Papa, I don’t want to see no buffaler. Clay says they’re ‘most as big as monsters, and have long hairy claws coming out of their feet. He says they got a humpback, and make a screeching sound that’ll raise the hair off my head as good as any red Indian might. I don’t want to see ‘em.”
“Clay is teasing you, daughter. I heard some of them stories he told you that night, and he’s put a mighty lot of nonsense into your pretty little head. Buffalo isn’t nothing to go having a fit over. Calm down and enjoy the sight.”
The great, hairy, humpbacked creatures came from the north, and browsed slowly along, crossing the trail and the river as though nothing was in their way. For the next two days the women camped, washing clothes and baking. The men stood with their rifles at the edge of the passing herd, shooting any buffalo that strayed too close to the camp. The gunfire only disturbed a few of the shaggy creatures, and they loped off deeper into the herd. After the dead animals were butchered, the women gratefully added the meat to their larders.
On the third day the trail cleared, and Rod gave the order to break camp. The days slowly blended into dusty sunsets as they followed the river through western Kansas, until on the last day of September they crossed the border into Colorado Territory.
When given the news, Ida looked around at the same flat, endless plains and asked, “Is this all there is? It’s so empty, and there ain’t no hills, neither. I don’t think I like Colorado.” She crossed her arms and leaned back against the seat of the freight wagon.
“Let’s see what comes up ahead. I heard there are mountains a large sight grander than those we left behind, Ida. You won’t lack for hills.” Carl glanced over at her, and saw that she wore a petulant look on her face. “You got no call to frown yet. We ain’t stopping here.”
“Carl, I am so tired of traveling that I could fairly scream. I want to find a pretty place to live, where you won’t be always toting your rifle and your gun belt against those Indians your pa worries about. I’d favor a nice town, or even a little city.”
“I promise you, you’ll have a pretty place by and by, but it won’t be in no town, nor city neither. We can’t raise cattle in the city.”
Ida sighed and gave Carl a long look. “You’re sure about the cattle? You’re bound to raise cattle?”
“Yup.” His tone left no chance of argument.
She sighed. “Then I guess I’m bound to live where you raise your cows. But you will take me to see Denver City, won’t you, once the cattle get sold?” Ida turned on the seat, using her most winsome smile.
Carl laughed. “Yes, we’ll go see the sights. I reckon we’ll go hunt up my Uncle Jonathan ‘fore too long.” He looked at her eager face. “If our house is up by then, likely we can go there on a wedding trip.” The delight he saw in her eyes made him laugh again. “You surely do sparkle when you’re happy.”
“I declare! You do bring out the best in me, Carl Owen.” Ida beamed. “I’ll really sparkle some once we’re wed, and away from all these prying eyes,” she finished, looking around at the men, boys, and children on horseback.
Carl’s blood pulsed harder in his veins, and he flicked the whip over the heads of the mules to cover the creeping red blush he felt moving up his face. He swallowed once, then matched her boldness with candor of his own.
“I don’t reckon I’ll be a shy feller, once we’re in our own place and you’re in my arms. There’s going to be no campfire betwixt you and me, nor anything else.”
Ida clasped her hands tightly together. “I reckon I’m having a mighty hard time waiting for that day.”
“You’ll wait.” Carl nodded once, firmly. “I’ll do you no wrong.”
Ida dropped her hands into her lap and shrugged her shoulders. “Carl, what do you aim to use to build our house? I suppose brick ain’t very plentiful hereabouts?”
“I’ll have to see what’s close to hand, Ida. Depends mostly on where we settle, I reckon. If Pa picks a spot this side of the mountains, there won’t be logs nor lumber around. I heard tell of something called a soddy, though.”
“That’s a curious name. What’s it mean?”
“It’s sort of a cabin built of chunks of sod and earth.”
“Sod? You mean dirt and grass? Carl,” she cried out, appalled. “That ain’t no better than a slave shanty!”
“ ‘Tain’t forever, Ida. I aim to build us a nice home once the beef starts selling.”
“That’ll take years,” she wailed.
Chapter Eleven
Fort Lyon began life as William Bent’s second trading post, but by the time Rod Owen’s group reached the fort, the Army had acquired it, changed the name three times, fortified it, and installed a small company of troops. Rod called on the commandant and found that the Indians were busy up north along the Platte.
“That’s a mighty relief to us all, I reckon,” Rod said. “We been expecting to have a fight on our hands any day.”
“Well, it’s safe enough right now. If you’re going to take up land hereabouts, you’d best get on with it,” the Major advised. “Winter’s not far off, and you’ll need shelter. When those freezing winds hit, you’ll wish you were back in the States.”
“Thank you kindly for the advice, but we’re going on. I promised my wife she’d have trees.” Rod tipped his hat and turned to leave, but the major spoke again.
“In another day or two you should catch sight of the mountains. Keep heading west, and you’ll run into plenty of trees.”
Two days later, before the travelers broke camp for the day’s journey, Ellen walked over to Marie and pointed to the cloudy far-western horizon.
“Marie, I been looking at those clouds, and ever so often there’s something that looks like a blue cloud amongst the rest. Do you reckon it could be one of them mountains your pa keeps talking about?”
Marie’s eyes followed Ellen’s finger. The sun had risen enough to sparsely light the brown prairie around them, and a hint of chill pervaded the breeze that tugged at the girls’ skirts. Marie shivered as she stared toward the west.
“I don’t see anything.” Then the clouds parted, revealing a far distant peak thrusting up into the sky. “Oh, Ellen, that’s a real mountain. I ain’t never seen anything so beautiful! Let’s go tell my pa.”
The girls found Rod hitching his team to the wagon. Marie tugged on his arm, trying to get him to go with her to see the mountain, but in her excitement, her words spilled out faster than she could arrange them into sentences.
“Whoa, daughter. What’s your hurry?” he exclaimed.
Marie pulled him out from between the wagons to where he had a clear view to the west.
“It’s them, Pa, it’s really them. They’re right back of those clouds.”
“What do you mean, daughter?”
“The mountains, Pa. Ellen found the mountains!”
Again the clouds dispersed briefly, allowing Rod a glimpse of the peak.
“That must be Zebulon Pike’s Peak. You remember, daughter, ‘Pike’s Peak or Bust’. Your Uncle Jonathan came out here then. Fifty-eight or Fifty-nine, it was. Hush, I never thought to see it.” Rod gazed on the sight for a while, then called to his neighbor at the next wagon.
“Chester. Take a look at that. Your girl got the first sight of the mountains. They’re just grand.”
Chester stepped out from hitching up and looked toward the west. “There’s nothing to be seen, Rod.”
“Wait a spell. The clouds will clear, I reckon.”
“Why, they’re so blue,” Chester cried, as the clouds parted again. “Muriel, look at this.”
The word spread through the camp, and all the travelers stood and stared, relief etched on their faces. After a time, Rod called out, “Hitch ‘em up. Let’s get rolling, or they’ll stay as far distant as you see them.”
The girls stood together a moment longer, looking at the cloud-covered horizon, their hands tightly clasped in friendship.
“It’s beautiful,” Ellen whispered. “So wild and untamed. And the wind—I love the wind!”
Marie squeezed her hand. “You’re like that, too, Ellen.”
Ellen turned to her friend. “How do you mean?”
“You’re beautiful and untamed yourself. Under that shy face you show the world, you’re a wild, free woman, and I reckon I’m the only one as knows it. Don’t I wish Carl did. He needs you, if he could only see it.”
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