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 ABOUT THIS BOOK 
 
      
 
    (Inspired by an email from a fan who wanted to read more mountain people stories, after loving my short story, The Revenooer.) 
 
    Alma Daniels is now the oldest maid on the mountain, because her youngest sister Nadine has been caught trysting with her sister’s brother-in-law. Caretaker for the family and her ailing Ma, Alma despairs of ever having a husband and a home of her own. For she met the love of her life when she was just a little girl, and nothing has changed to move the dark eyed boy from her heart or to make him acceptable to Pa and her family. 
 
    Gabriel Bridger has been enchanted with sweet Alma since they first met. Even though he knows as a Melungeon he is not welcome, he comes with his parents and the rest of the mountain community to the shotgun wedding for Nadine. In the dark, dancing to the wild music, he sweeps Alma away to share a passionate kiss. 
 
    Cursed with terrifying visions of his future, Gabe is still ready to leave the mountains for the gold fields of California. Can Alma persuade him to take her along? Will this sweet couple ever find true, abiding love? 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 DISCLAIMER 
 
      
 
    This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, and incidents are products of the author's imagination. Any resemblance to actual events or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental. 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 DEDICATION 
 
      
 
    Special thanks and love to my readers and to JoAnn Black for suggesting I write about the Appalachia that I love. She is the kind of reader everyone dreams of having someday. 
 
    Dedicated to Jerry, my patient husband for forty-seven years. Also, thanks to the members of the Cookeville Creative Writers' Association who prodded and nudged me forward.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER ONE 
 
    APPALACHIAN MOUNTAINS - 1849 
 
      
 
    A slim young woman stood on the porch, looking out at the promising day. She pushed her long, honey-colored hair over her shoulders as she stretched, letting it fall in a tangle over her hips. 
 
    The tall grass at the edge of the clearing swayed in the morning breeze. A few of the chickens were busy working the yard for early worms and sleepy bugs, giving their soft cooing clucks to reassure her that all was safe in her world. A sow with new piglets grunted as she sorted them out before snorting in satisfaction as she collapsed onto her side in the mud beside the barn. There were a few little squeals and then the woman heard the happy silence interrupted only by the bigger one’s suckling. 
 
    Alma Mae picked up the tightly woven oak basket and added her small kitchen knife to the bottom. While Ma was sleeping, she wanted to climb down to the creek, look for spring watercress. It was Ma’s favorite and Alma hoped it would stir her failing appetite. Ever since her last spell, Ma had continued to grow frailer, hardly moving from the feather bed, unless Alma chased her out into the sunlight. Then the sick woman would sit with her face lifted to the sun, soaking the warmth deep into her aching bones. 
 
    Her heart was weak, and every upset seemed to lead to a worse spell. Now the doctor had told them she was never going to get better, it was a question of time. 
 
    The wet grass made the hem of Alma’s old dress heavy and it swished damply against her legs as she worked from tree to tree down the steep slope of the mountain. Half way down, her foot struck and flipped a sleepy box turtle. Alma smiled as she watched the waving of the yellow legs, bright against the dark brown leaf mulch. 
 
    A few seconds later, the turtle righted himself, his long neck extended to discover what had upset his world. Alma lifted the turtle, examining the pattern of color on the domed shell, imagining how the pattern would look in a new quilt. She knew when he spotted her as he drew himself inside, only the bump of his nose and small tail showing. Carefully, she positioned him on a flatter section near a pink blossom. The plant had dark green leaves with red under leaves, and Alma waited until he opened back up at the sweet smell and began to eat. 
 
    She would have been happy to linger, watch the chattering squirrels and search the trees for nesting birds, but she needed to hurry. At the bottom, she shed her worn slippers and tucked the damp hem of her skirt up between her legs to secure at the waist before wading into the freezing water. She only had minutes before her legs and feet would start to burn from the cold. She quickly scooped the watercress up in big wet handfuls, loving the springy feel of the tight little leaves. When it appeared near the top of the basket, she stopped, spreading out the remaining plants in the creek along the shallow edge of the bank. 
 
    She stepped up onto a flat rock, grateful for the little heat that was still stored there. She worked her toes against the rough surface, enjoying the tingle as her red feet warmed. She set her basket down, and then lifted another flat rock. A half dozen crawdads backed away at the sudden light and her fingers scrambled for them. A speckled trout swam past and she regretted not trying to catch the fish, but there wasn’t time. She quickly lifted the ones she’d caught and dropped four onto the watercress, returning the others. They all looked blue after newly molting but she saw clusters of eggs underneath two, glistening like pink pearls. 
 
    Ma had taught her how important it was not to be greedy. Always leave something to make food in the future. Pleased, she took only a minute to shake the angry crawdads under the wet weeds, spotting and discarding dozens of tiny black shells into the creek. Satisfied, she had most of the snails washed off, she started back, shaking her shoes before stepping back into them. 
 
    An angry squirrel chucked at her and she raised an imaginary gun and made a Pow sound. He brushed his tail one last time before scampering up his tree. Her brothers were so worthless, she had finally convinced Pa to teach her how to use his long rifle to bring down the cheeky squirrels. She shook her head and hurried up the slope, noticing early mushrooms, trilliums in bloom, and a pair of fat mourning doves cooing love to each other. The woods were rich with life this morning, and she was leaving it all behind. If anyone wanted something besides salt pork, biscuits, and gravy, they could come out and collect it. 
 
      
 
    <><><> 
 
      
 
    Alma paused at the tall walnut tree at the edge of their yard to listen. The heavy grunting continued and sounded like it was running in her direction. Quickly, she rolled her skirt up in front so she could grip the rough bark of the tall tree with her knees. Clumsily she hung the basket on the first limb she reached, then continued to climb rapidly to the forked branch of two heavier limbs and rested there, hugging the tree and holding her breath to listen. Suddenly she looked above her, panicked to think that she hadn’t thought of the obvious. There might be bear cubs higher up. 
 
    When she saw the low brown animal emerge, she swallowed, then laughed at herself. Not a bear, but a giant hog. She was ready to drop down and chase it off when it raised its massive head and made some louder grunts, scraping its tusks against the tree. Only when she noted the dark spots on his ears did she shout and toss a broken branch with a clump of walnuts clinging to it. 
 
    “Get, ‘fore I tell Pa to shoot you and turn you into sausage.” She’d recognized the giant as the male piglet that had escaped his cutting. He should have been turned into a shoat and already hung in the smoke house after last fall’s killing frost. Smarter than most of the others, he had heard one of the pigs being cut and rooted a hole and pushed his way out of the pen under the bottom rail. Now, he butted his head against the tree, then turned, tail high in protest, to retreat into the woods. 
 
    Alma waited to give him time to disappear, wondering if Pa or one of her worthless brothers would stir enough to go after and shoot the beast. He would make an awesome pig roast. Before she could climb down, she heard something else approaching up the ridge. Too early for callers, although the sun was burning the mist away and tinting the rising clouds. Squinting, she waited as she heard the whisper of voices. Corinne and her husband, maybe coming to call with the new baby. 
 
    Before she could call out, her sister and a tall man emerged from the forest. Alma’s heart stopped as she recognized her baby sister, Nadine. When the thirteen-year old giggled, then climbed onto a stump to kiss the tall mountain man, Alma felt real pain. It wasn’t fair. 
 
    First Corinne had started slipping away with Oakey Payne. When she missed her first two periods, no one had worried. She was just grown. It took time for a woman to be regular. But when the tearful girl had told Ma she was caught, and Oakey refused to admit it was his, Alma heard the cursed name, Old Maid, for the first time. If she was an old maid at fifteen, now eighteen and both her younger sisters wed, she would be the oldest, never wed woman on the mountain. 
 
    Pa and her brothers had changed Oakey’s mind. Now the tall, mountain man had his own log cabin on the next ridge and Corinne had birthed her second child, another little girl. Furious, Alma descended too quickly, scraping her tender thighs and spilling her oak basket as she grabbed for it on the way down. Rubbing at her eyes, tearing, she shook the wet greens and caught up the scurrying crawdads before picking it up. Using the tail of her petticoat, she blew her nose. Only when she had calmed down, did she burst out into the open and yell to raise the house. 
 
      
 
    <><><> 
 
      
 
    Alma had to rush to get breakfast on the table, then she remained in the alcove of the tiny kitchen, hearing every word, but afraid of what she would do or say if she had to see the couple. At least it wasn’t Oakey, but his big, ugly brother Dougie. 
 
    “What did you see, Sis?” Pa yelled. 
 
    Alma felt new rage as she saw her little sister sitting on Pa’s lap, leaning against his shoulder while Dougie tried to talk his way out of it. 
 
    “Nadine stepped up on that dead oak tree, wrapped her arms around him like she would squeeze him to death. Then it looked like they were swallowing each other’s tongues.” 
 
    Her brothers chuckled nastily behind her so loudly she almost didn’t hear her Pa’s growl. “How long?” 
 
    Alma tried to give an honest answer, but she had been busy shinnying down the tree, wiping her face, and grabbing her spilled basket. 
 
    “Three or four minutes, at least,” she said it with a sour frown, motioned toward the kitchen. Nadine smiled guiltily at her Pa, like she had as a child. Alma was glad she hadn’t eaten, otherwise she would throw up. Everyone knew Nadine was Pa’s pet. 
 
    Back in the kitchen, she stirred the onions in the boiling broth, added the four soft-shelled bugs. When they floated to the top, shiny and pink, and no longer moving, she cleaned the greens. The last thing Ma needed was to bite into one of the small black snails, or get a bite of walnut shell or dead leaves. 
 
    Quickly, she ladled the broth and two crawdads over a bowl of fresh greens and carried it and a spoon into her Ma. 
 
    As she scurried toward the back room, she heard Nadine complaining. “That mealy mouthed Old Maid, she don’t have no feelings at all. She made it sound worse than ever it was.” 
 
    “Probably been carrying on since you got there. Knew I should have sent Almira Maeline when your sister asked for help. But your Ma needed her.” 
 
    Alma waited, holding her breath, expecting one or both to deny it. In the silence, she heard her brothers Eb and Ned slapping each other’s shoulders and hooting. But not a word came from the guilty girl or her seducer. 
 
    “Hush, you two can get hitched or buried, make your choice. We got the family name to consider,” she heard Pa’s loud voice. 
 
    She arranged the pillows behind Ma’s thin back and worked a brush gently over her oily hair. She was surprised how much it hurt to see her mother grinning and squeezing her wrists together in excitement. All her efforts were unnecessary. Nadine had made her happy. Peeved, Alma left the bowl of warm broth on the nightstand and told Ma to wait. 
 
    “Pa, before I saw them trysting, I saw a big boar hog. He had spotted ears like that piglet last spring. Reckon if the boys took the hounds after him, they could get him for the wedding feast.” 
 
    “Hear that? You too Dougie.” 
 
    Alma heard Nadine’s whine of protest, but smiled when she heard Dougie’s shout of excitement. 
 
    “Where’d see it, Sis?” Pa called. 
 
    “Sharpening tusks on the walnut, at the edge of the yard. If you make a pit, that dead oak ought to be enough wood to roast him,” she said, looking over her shoulder at Ma, who was sniffing at the broth, ready to try to take it down. “If you dig the pit and move the wood into it, I’ll tend it while you’re hunting the hog and dressing him out.” 
 
    Sighing, Alma let the rest go and walked over to sit on the edge of the bed. Tucking a dish towel round Ma’s neck, she spooned the broth and tender, tiny greens into her mouth. Ma’s lip smacks and feeding noises were reward enough. Alma tore one of the tender crawdads in half and loved hearing Ma greedily sucking on the meat. 
 
    Nadine poked her head around the doorframe as the men left. “Don’t know why they all had to go?” 
 
    “You going to have a wedding here, best get the broom to the floors and make up the beds fresh. I won’t have time to do it with all the extra cooking to do,” Alma snapped. 
 
    “Alma, I’m the bride, I’m not supposed to do all the chores,” Nadine whined. “Tell her Ma, she’s the oldest and ‘sposed to take care of the rest of us.” 
 
    Alma stood and stared from her mother to her spoiled little sister. Ma’s eyes looked watery and confused. 
 
    “Don’t bother Ma, you know she’s too sick to do it. You’re going to be a wife, you’ll need to know how to keep house and cook for him. Today’s your last chance to learn.” 
 
    “But Alma, I’m the bride,” Nadine squawked. 
 
    “Corinne’s still down from the new baby, still nursing both girls. She can’t come and help. I can’t do it, not and feed all the folks that’ll show up when they hear there’s roast hog and Pa’s shine. Do it, or be shamed in front of them all, I don’t care.” 
 
    Alma sat down to help Ma get into a second bug, taking the time to feed her more broth and greens while she waited. Watery or not, Ma’s pale eyes were fixed hard on her daughter’s hand, on her Old Maid daughter’s clever hands. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER TWO 
 
      
 
    Nadine kept whining and swept enough dust into the air to set Ma to coughing. Undaunted, Alma covered and set the broth aside in the kitchen and saw Ma out to her rocker. Nadine collapsed on a chair and whined louder. 
 
    “Better dampen them broom straws to keep the dust down, lest you want the guests to complain of gritty food,” Alma said. “Then you got to get the beds made.” Patiently Alma sat down to break beans, and then shifted to peeling the remains of the fifty-pound sack of potatoes. While she worked, she hummed and boiled water. She wanted the food on to cook while the kitchen was still cool. She’d make the cake after Nadine finished the laundry. 
 
    Mama pointed to the edge of the woods. Obediently, Alma rose and walked out. Beside her a redbud lingered in its blooming. She cut two branches of it and three more branches off Ma’s favorite, the showy white dogwoods that edged the yard. She took her time to cut the best, taking one shoot from three different trees. 
 
    Carefully she filled an empty quart jar with spring water and stood them up in it. She handed the jar for Ma to fiddle with as she went to check on her little sister. Nadine looked close to real tears, Alma swept the pile of dust into the fire shovel and carefully carried it out, so Nadine didn’t add it to her bucket of good wood ash. She had planned on making lye soap next fall. But if the men caught the big hog, there would be lard enough to go ahead and use the ashes. Nadine sat down with a flounce, pushing one of the long string beans back and forth across the table and sighed as though she had been working for hours. 
 
    Alma returned the fire shovel to its place beside the stove and wet the old towel she’d had for Ma. “While they’re gone, best get to dusting. You know how the church ladies are. There’ll be enough talk, without them going on about what a poor housekeeper you are.” 
 
    “Talk, why will they talk about me? I’m getting married, besides you’re the housekeeper.” 
 
    “To your sister’s brother-in-law. After sleeping two weeks with him under the same roof. Him fifteen years older than you, to boot.” 
 
    She slapped the wet rag across her sister’s hand. “They can see I ain’t got time for housekeeping. The men have got to catch, kill, gut and haul that hog back. An hour, two at most. The log’s already burning to make the coals. You better move. I figure eight hours, maybe ten before folks arrive. Then he’ll need to cook at least six hours. All them men will want to clean up and change clothes. Figure you’ll just have time to wash all that bedding and their dirty clothes by the time most of this food’s cooked.” 
 
    Nadine stared at her, pushing the cloth to the side, her eyes glowing with rage. “You’re jealous, you are pea green jealous, you old maid. Corinne and I both got husbands, you got nothing, but older and skinnier.” 
 
    Alma shook, her anger so great that for a minute she thought of slamming Nadine’s face into the hard wood of the table. All she would need to do would be to grab her by the hair and twist it to make her eat her words. Then she wouldn’t be so proud, with a toothless, bloody mouth to say, ‘I Do.’” 
 
    Ma made a weak cry of dismay and all the anger left her. This was her little sister. Trollop though she was, without Ma, it would be up to Alma to make sure she had a happy wedding day to remember. Lord knew, being married to Dougie Payne, it might be the only happy day she ever got. 
 
    Instead of grabbing her with anger, Alma moved in and pulled the young girl close. “I know it’s your wedding day. If we both work as hard as we can, it will be beautiful. The kind of day you will always remember. Now, hurry up and dust. I’ll help with the beds and laundry as soon as I get these over the fire.” 
 
    Ma made another bleat and Alma shook her head and pushed her little sister away. “Hurry, but first I’ve got to take care of Ma. Soon as I get her cleaned up, we’ll do her bed and room first, what do you say?” 
 
    Nadine rolled her eyes and gave a little shake of disappointment. “Right, but it’s still not fair. I’m the bride.” This time, the words were softer and full of defeat. 
 
      
 
    <><><> 
 
      
 
    Alma stood behind her mother’s chair, carefully keeping her in place with a gentle hand on her shoulder. She tried to smile, to be happy for her little sister. But the white gown that Ma had helped Alma sew five years ago, looked even worse on Nadine than it had on Corinne. Where the simple white gathers had been stretched over Corinne’s embarrassing stomach, this time Alma had helped her plumper, shorter little sister into the same dress by cutting the neckline to allow for her ampler bosom. She’d turned the cut edges under and whip stitched them into place. It didn’t matter, Alma would never be wearing the thing. 
 
    Alma wasn’t even the one to stand beside her sister. Corinne had handed her mother-in-law the new baby and stood grinning like a loon as her sister and brother-in-law wed. Dougie’s younger brother, Oakey, stood up as best-man. Everyone seemed to think the boiled and starched shirts they wore made up for the stained overalls and untrimmed beards. 
 
    Alma shook her head, as though she could shake the jealous thoughts out, but they were like bees caught in her brain. She tried chasing them away by thinking positive thoughts. 
 
    Thirteen-year old Nadine had worked hard, harder than Alma had ever seen her. The house was clean, the furniture polished and both bedrooms neat. Luckily, the boy’s room was the lean-to at one end of the barn and they didn’t have to clean that. They would have had to pitchfork it clear before they started. Alma smiled as she looked at the three men in her family. All the same size, all dressed like the Payne brothers, starched white shirts worn under overalls, big feet stuffed into scuffed, high-topped leather brogans. At least in her family, their bibs were snapped and clean. 
 
    Pa made the best moonshine in Hancock County. Because he did, they had an income, more than most of the other men at the gathering. Somehow, though now her brothers helped with the still and selling the liquor, the amount of money hadn’t changed. The three men sampled nearly as much of the product as they sold. 
 
    She looked from their faces back to the couple getting hitched. All seemed too red faced. She knew it wasn’t just the excitement of the big pig fight. Pa must have toted a jug along on the hunt. Alma sighed, leaned down to hug Ma when she heard her cry out. She was surprised to feel Ma’s damp cheek. When she looked up, Dougie and Nadine were kissing. Alma hugged Ma again and laughed through her own tears. 
 
      
 
    <><><> 
 
      
 
    From the corner of her eye, she saw a dark figure move in the shadows. With his hair still worn long and loose about his face, she would have known him anywhere. The real reason she was an old maid, Gabe Bridger. 
 
    Of course, Gabe and his family had come to the feast. The preacher had rung the church bell and spread the word that all the community was invited. There were now nearly sixty people in the clearing, which had looked big and empty just this morning. People welcomed the rare chance to celebrate. It was a time for the women to talk and gossip, for the children to play and fight, and the men to get drunk. 
 
    All had brought a dish to share, or something for the wedding couple to take home. Everyone had been happy to shet up the dogs in the barn. Alma nodded at her brother Eb and he lifted Ma in her rocker and carried her onto the corner of the porch. Alma wanted to put her to bed, but several of the church women had insisted they would sit with her and make sure she was all right. 
 
    Alma rushed to serve the waiting crowd on the temporary table of planks raised between two stumps. Most folks had brought their own chair or bench, those who hadn’t would have to eat standing or sit on stumps or bent over saplings about the yard.  
 
    As soon as the wedding ended, she’d hollered for her brothers. She had the boys lift out one side of the big boar, and carry it on the top piece of roof tin to lay on the edge of the porch. The meat was loose on the bones and Alma smiled with pride. If she hadn’t spotted that runaway, the guests would of had to settle for a bite of chicken or one or two bites of piglet. She hurriedly stacked plates, including the wood and metal ones, then stood back as folks surged to be one of the first so they could get some of the crackly skin and seared fat with their portion. 
 
    Besides the potatoes and green beans, Alma had dressed eighteen eggs and baked two pones of cornbread. The prize would be the wedding cake. 
 
    She wouldn’t even start on baking it until Nadine collected the sheets and clothes from the line that needed ironing. There had been Alma’s, now Nadine’s wedding dress to iron, two men’s shirts, and Alma’s own blue shirtwaist. Both girls had been exhausted by the time they left Corinne with Ma, to slip down to the waterfall to bathe and dress for the wedding. 
 
    Ma had Corinne carry out Ma’s crocheted shawl for Nadine to cover her head and shoulders with until after the wedding kiss. It now lay on Ma’s lap. Ma’s eyes were feverish with excitement, but Alma knew there would be a price to pay later. For now, she let the sick woman enjoy the festivities as much as possible. 
 
    She tried not to look for the boy who had broken her heart, but she could feel his dark eyes on her as she moved about, offering spring water to the guests and making sure everyone had what they needed. Rushed as they’d been, a month of planning couldn’t have brought the shotgun wedding off any better. The sun tilted, splashing color over the sky, and the clouds glowed pink and gold with it, making the banquet and happy gathering feel magical. 
 
      
 
    <><><> 
 
      
 
    In the fading light, she heard the men tuning up. Folks’ lanterns were lit and hung by boys. The boys were eager to climb porch poles to hang them on the edge of the sagging roof, and shinny up two or three of the trees about the yard. Alma heard the squeak of a fiddle or two, the sharp twang of a juice harp. Finally, the preacher’s wife, Miz Dovie, settled with her dulcimer among the men and made the first request. 
 
    There was silence as Nadine rushed across the yard, then slowed shyly, as Dougie was shoved forward. The big oaf looked downright proud as he bowed to her curtsey. Folks clapped, oohed, and hooted as the newlyweds stepped quickly to the Cumberland Gap. It was followed by Leather Britches and other couples joined them in stomping across the yard. 
 
    Alma smiled as more men found a flute or harmonica in their pockets, to keep from having to dance. Gabe’s Pa eased nearer to the porch, strumming a long mouth bow with its low, mournful sound. From the other side of the yard, she heard her own Pa blowing across the top of a half-filled jug, the explosive little chuffs filling in the space as the other instruments played together or fell apart to let another, better player carry the tune. 
 
    Alma had been wishing for it, but she jumped in the dark when someone touched her elbow. She turned, her eyes mostly white as she saw it was him. Without a word, he pulled her into his arms and they swirled around the dark yard amid the other dancers. Alma held her breath in fear as long as she could, then let it out in a noisy grunt as they made the first circle without a shout from her brothers or Pa. As quickly as he’d taken her into his arms, Gabe released her. She couldn’t see his face, but knew she’d disappointed him. Before he could fade back into the shadows, she grabbed him. 
 
    This time as they danced around, she breathed rapidly, laughing nervously until a young hound, that had pulled or gnawed free of its rope, tried for some of the hog meat. At all the shouting, Gabe held onto her hand, pulling her away from the people, out among the trees until they were nearly to the waterfall. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER THREE 
 
      
 
    Away from the lanterns, the cloud covered moon gave no light. Alma prayed God would take a big breath and blow the clouds on over the mountain. All afternoon Nadine had grumbled about the overcast sky, fretting that the rain would wash away the party and guests. Alma had laughed and told her not to worry, since the rain never stopped a preacher. If it did, folks would just make the trek the next evening. The cooked hog and vittles would keep in the springhouse. 
 
    But the heavy air had made it take longer for the big cake to bake. It threatened to break when she lifted the big skillet to turn it out. Though it wasn’t a stack cake, she had soaked dried apples and finally cooked them into a pulp to spread over the surface. Nadine had bawled that she would have the ugliest cake ever. Alma had whipped egg whites into a perfect froth for the icing, but the peaks all wilted and the surface stayed soft and wanted to run. She teased Nadine about the cake knowing it shouldn’t be white, as she sprinkled the surface with cinnamon sugar. It might look ugly, but it would be a good taster. Sometimes you had to settle. 
 
    She didn’t care about Nadine, didn’t want to think about her any more. She needed the clouds to leave so she could see Gabe. He hadn’t said a word yet, not even to call her name. Frightened, she lifted a hand to feel his face, worried that her wanting him so badly had conjured his spirit instead. 
 
    In shock, she dropped her hand. His cheek was smooth. Holding herself tightly in the dark, she would have screamed, but he pulled her into his arms and laughed. “I’m real, it’s me, Gabe.” 
 
    She heard her brothers arguing, knew it was them as they kicked at the poor hound and made it whine as they led it back to the barn in disgrace. Gabe heard them too. This time he forced her to walk quickly down the rocky path where she and Nadine had bathed that afternoon. 
 
    As soon as they were out of hearing, with the side of the cliff between them and the wedding crowd, Alma spoke. “Why’d you come, if you’re still afraid of my brothers?” 
 
    She regretted the harsh words as soon as she spoke. For a minute, all she could see was ten-year old Gabe, being knocked to the ground again and again by the older boys and her brothers on that first day of school. Miz Dovie, the preacher’s wife had invited everyone in the community to attend, especially all the children. Alma had wanted to go, to learn to read and write and everything else that was being taught. Her brothers, old enough at six and eight, didn’t want to go. 
 
    Pa had finally relented, letting the nine-year old girl lead the boys down the mountain and into the empty church where Miz Dovie planned to teach reading, writing, and arithmetic to all. Gabe Bridger and his older brother Shep had slipped into the room behind them. At ten, Gabe was older than her, but not much bigger. Eb had taunted him by calling out, “Looky there Ned, there’s another little girl come to learn. He’s one of them dark people.” 
 
    That night, when she told on the boys for bullying and hitting the smaller boy, Pa had scolded her, not his sons. “You boys did right, just make sure to do it when no one’s looking.” 
 
    Alma had seethed as Pa complained about the mystery people on the other side of the mountain. He called them a long word, Melungeon, and spat it out like a curse. Ma had claimed they were gypsy people, Pa had laughed. He said they were mongrels, misbegotten white and darkie mongrels. 
 
    Unusual for her, Ma had continued to argue with him. Pa said later it was because she was distant kin to the Goins. “No,” Ma had argued, “some said they’re Spaniards or Phoenicians, strange talking dark men that worked on the ships that brought the first settlers to America.” Pa had ended the argument by swearing and saying, “Don’t matter where they came from. Don’t believe in having any truck with dark people, whether gypsy, Cherokee, Portuguese, or runaway slaves. They’re all worthless.” 
 
    The voice in the night startled her. She had been lost in her thoughts so long. 
 
    “Preacher told us everyone was welcome.” He paused, waited for her to speak, and continued. “I wanted the chance to see you again.” 
 
    “Three years ago, I thought you had made up your mind to come courting,” she took a deep breath, held it to keep back all the emotion the memories brought. She had looked for him, listened in the woods for the sound of his bird call. She brought her hand to her heart at the rush of pain the memory brought. She had been fifteen, and foolish enough to believe. Corrinne had been married in her gown, and Gabe had stood at the back of the church during the ceremony. He had waited and when the chance came, he had whispered his promise. 
 
    “Your brothers caught me leaving that first day. They’d been working on the pigs. Eb pinned me, Ned waved his knife at me. Told me if I ever came near you again…,” This time it was his voice that caught and broke. 
 
    She recognized the truth in his words, sighed as she relaxed. “This time it’s Nadine.” She didn’t say the words, ‘I’m still waiting for you to take me away with you,’ but they both heard them. 
 
    “I’m leaving in a week, maybe ten days,” he said. Her prayer seemed to be answered for a minute as the clouds swept past and the full moon shone down on them. Gabe moved her so that the waterfall over their shoulders seemed to catch the light and reflect it in a shower around them. 
 
    Alma gasped, his face in the moonlight was as she remembered and so much more. As a boy of ten, she had thought him the most beautiful person she’d ever seen. Eyes dark as night, fringed with heavy lashes. He had a thin nose, high cheekbones and forehead like an Indian, but his skin had been olive and smooth, not coppery. Now, now he was breathtaking. All she managed was one word, “Leaving?” 
 
    “Going for the gold rush in California.” His gaze felt like a caress, as he studied her just as carefully. Did he find her changed, a bitter old maid like her sister called her today? She knew she was. Too long her dreams denied, her needs put aside to help and tend to her family. And now, was it too late for them? Hadn’t it always been impossible for them? 
 
    “I needed to say goodbye.” 
 
    The clouds swept back. In the dark they heard the faraway rumble of thunder, in the distance she saw a flash of lightning. “We’d better run back,” she said, shaking as though the storm was inside her. 
 
    Gabe pulled her into his arms and kissed her. 
 
    It was their fourth kiss. 
 
      
 
    <><><> 
 
      
 
    On the quiet walk back, she remembered the other three. The first had been all those years ago when she had stopped him on the way to school the next morning. Her brothers had run on ahead and Gabe emerged alone from the trees. They met on the path to the church. Shyly she pushed his hair back from his face, then reached out to strip a honeysuckle vine and use it to tie back his hair for him. “Keep the boys from calling you a girl,” she’d said. 
 
      
 
    Then she had giggled, and reached out to pull a single blossom of honeysuckle that rested beside his ear. “Guess, it mightn’t work if you have a flower in your hair.” 
 
    He had laughed too. Then he took the blossom from her, pulled the stem and held it out for her to taste the single drop of nectar. Impulsively he had leaned down and kissed her quickly, the honeysuckle scent between them. 
 
    They had run like crazy as the teacher rang the bell. 
 
      
 
    <><><> 
 
      
 
    The second kiss had come after Pa made her quit school. Eb and Ned both wanted to quit, and Ma was tired of the hassle of chasing them out of bed to go. Alma had cried, pleaded, begged with all her heart, but neither of her parents would listen. They didn’t understand why she wanted to go if Eb and Ned both hated it so much. What did a girl need with book learning anyway? When Ma had threatened to switch her if she didn’t stop the noise, she had run out the door and down from the porch screaming. 
 
    She was breathless when she turned down the lane toward the church, could hear her Pa shouting after her and knew she’d get a belting when he caught her.  
 
    Gabe had caught the panicked little girl, held her for a minute. As always, he didn’t say anything, but he held her as though he knew what she was feeling. His brother had dropped out that first day, when Eb had teased Gabe, Shep had stood up and walked out of the church. Alma wondered if the older boy had stayed, would her brothers and the other children have dared to torment Gabe the way they had. 
 
    “I love school. I want to learn. They don’t care. Pa is coming after me. Oh Gabe, I’ll never finish the second reader.” 
 
    He shook her and told her “Be still, my girl.” They could both hear her Pa shouting as he ran down the path. “Run back to him, so he won’t whip you so hard. I’ll come after school every time I can. I’ll teach you everything I learn.” 
 
    “You promise?” 
 
    Gabe had nodded, shoved her away. “Hurry, I promise.” 
 
    It was a promise he had kept. Although he didn’t come every day. Sometimes it rained, or he had warned her the day before that he had chores after school and wouldn’t be there. But she looked anyway, not just school days, but weekends. She looked for the wild boy to slip out of the woods to join her at the creek or atop a cut log, or wherever they thought they could be together without being seen. It was hard. He couldn’t stay long, and she always had to be ready to run whenever she was called back to the house to help her Ma or watch one of her little sisters. 
 
    The day she finished the second McGuffey, she had felt wonderful. She had kissed him. Then her sister Corinne had told and Alma had been whipped and lectured and kept from ever going out alone. After the third trip, he understood and didn’t come back. 
 
    She had missed him, her lessons, and her only friend. But no matter how she pined, he hadn’t returned. Her only true solace was in reading the Bible. It was the only book in the house, but now she could read, Ma asked her to read the good book every evening before she’d serve supper. It only made her brothers and sisters seem to hate her more. 
 
      
 
    <><><> 
 
      
 
    The third kiss had been a quick peck and a promise that he’d never kept as they walked along holding hands in the woods after Corinne married. At least now she knew why he had never shown up. 
 
    But this kiss, this was a real kiss between a man and a woman. The spray from the waterfall was all around them, but all she felt was his strong back beneath her hands and his strong arms holding her close, his mouth on hers. Her whole body strummed with desire, every ounce of her flesh calling to his. Without the cool mist around them, she knew she would burst into flame. 
 
    She remembered what she had told Pa about Nadine. At last she understood. Maybe she wasn’t a dried up stick, doomed to be an old maid forever. Maybe she had a woman’s feelings too. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER FOUR 
 
      
 
    When Alma heard her name called, she broke free of the mesmerizing kiss. Running toward the house with Gabe beside her, she felt the first mist of rain and was grateful. 
 
      
 
    <><><> 
 
      
 
    Gabe released her hand as soon as they reached the yard. He watched her return to the group, still vibrating from the thrill of their kiss, and smiled. 
 
    Walking over the first ridge and up from the valley toward her home, all he could think of was the last time he had seen her and the little peck of a kiss they had exchanged. He had kicked himself for his cowardice all the way home. He should have taken her into his arms, kissed her the way he’d seen Papa kiss Mama, the way Shep and Bailley kissed—like they were starved for each other’s lips. 
 
    Tonight, when she had reached out a hand to cup his face, he had caught fire at her first touch. He had kissed her the way he had dreamed of doing, locking a hand in the silk of her honey colored hair and pulling her mouth to his. The thrill was that she had kissed him back, leaning and melting into him, her whole body aquiver against him. 
 
    The kiss had set him afire, wanting more, wanting all her body had to offer. But not here, not tonight, at the wedding of her little sister. He knew there would be the right time and place for them. 
 
      
 
    <><><> 
 
      
 
    Alma saw everyone was milling about, trying to decide about leaving. Nadine squalled, “My cake, we haven’t served my wedding cake.” 
 
    Calmly, as though she dealt with storms and wedding parties every day, Alma stepped up onto the porch and shouted. “Give us a minute and you can leave with a bite of sweet memories. Or if you choose to stay, Eb and Ned can shovel out the barn enough to make you a place.” 
 
    She looked for her brothers, one of the guests pointed and she saw Ned swaying and knew that meant Eb was already down. Nodding, she turned inside to get the cake. 
 
    Alma rushed into the kitchen where Corinne sat, trying to get her squalling newborn to hush and nurse, the older girl was already drinking at the other breast. 
 
    “Where have you been?” Corinne snapped. 
 
    “I needed to step out to relieve myself, the outhouse was in use. What’s happened besides the storm blowing up?” She lifted the huge cake and butcher knife and walked toward the door as she asked. 
 
    “Nothing much, ‘cept Pa danced with the Widder woman and Ma had one of her spells.” 
 
    Alma turned to set down the cake and Nadine whined. “Church ladies are inside with her, go on, serve the cake before everybody leaves.” 
 
    Her new in-laws helped hold Dougie up while Alma cut and served cake. First, a large slice to the newlyweds, then a small piece for each guest. Papa Bridger held up two bottles of wine, his gift to the wedding party. “If you have your glass, I can pour the wine for the wedding toast.” 
 
    Pa, who apparently hadn’t yet wandered into a corner with the notorious dyed-haired widow, stood and hefted his jug. “They want to toast the couple, they can do it with my spring water – don’t need no sour grapes’ squeezings, from no darkie, to celebrate here.” 
 
    He slammed the jug on the table so hard that the dishes and plates rattled. He stared at the offended man, until Bridger pushed the cork back into the bottle and called to his wife and sons. He held the bottles out to Nadine but she shook her head and looked insulted as well. 
 
    Ashamed of her family, Alma started to apologize, but saw Gabe shaking his head as he pulled his parents along toward the path back over the mountain. Alma handed the knife to Nadine. “You finish serving. I’ve got to see to Ma.” 
 
    “Wait there, Sis. Drink to your married sister, first,” Pa ordered, his voice as threatening as though he had taken off his leather belt. 
 
    Alma took a glass, held it out to take some of the shine. She had tried it before, and Pa knew how much she hated the taste. She held her glass with the others while Pa belted out a raunchy toast that made even Nadine blush. Obediently, Alma swallowed the fire of it, gasped as she set down her glass, and turned to rush to her mother. 
 
      
 
    <><><> 
 
      
 
    Alma sent the church women to get cake, reassured them that she could take care of Ma. 
 
    She sighed as she sank down beside her. Ma was still agitated, fisting the sheet in each hand, twisting her head from side to side. 
 
    “Ma, I’m sorry I wasn’t here to shield you from Pa. He was drunk, that’s all.” 
 
    “Not your Pa.” 
 
    Alma gazed into the blue eyes of her Ma, the garbled words a shock. She leaned closer and whispered, “Was it seeing me dance with Gabe? I know how Pa feels about Melungeons, but I can’t promise not to see him again. Did Pa see him, say something about him?” She didn’t wait for the answer. “He was rude to his father. Mr. Bridger brought some bottles of his wine, enough for everyone to toast the newlyweds. Pa refused, then insulted him.” 
 
    Her mother clasped her hand and squeezed. Alma grew quiet and heard. “Follow…” 
 
    Guiltily, Alma rose to bring a glass of water. Only after she got Ma to sip, did the woman finish. “Your heart.” 
 
      
 
    <><><> 
 
      
 
    Alma sat there, her hand touching her mother’s hand long after she had removed her dress and covered her. Ma was exhausted from what she had said, but Alma had so much she wanted to say, so many questions to ask. Outside, she could hear more voices saying goodbye. The storm that had threatened had taken another breath. People from the valley and their side of the mountain seized the chance to get home. 
 
    The door slammed several times as the church ladies helped by quickly carrying in the stack of dishes and the leftover food. Inside they peeked in to look at Ma for a last goodbye. Miz Dovie made the mistake of asking if there was anything Alma needed before she left. Since Ma was sleeping peacefully, Alma let the preacher’s wife settle in the bedside chair to watch Ma, and raced to get as much done as possible in the few stolen minutes. She set plates and silverware in the sink in boiling water and soap and did the best to put away food. 
 
    The big chore, getting the rest of the hog meat from the ground to the porch was harder. Pa and two of his friends ended up doing the work, with the last people helping by taking some roast pork home with them. After all were gone, Alma finished the cleanup. 
 
    By midnight, it was all done. It had taken some rearranging, but the Paynes were going to have to share a room, with each of her sisters and their husbands bedding in one of the girl’s double beds. Pa grumbled the most when he was sent out to the shed to share the space with his sons, who had been carried there earlier. Alma sensibly pointed out that the senior Paynes couldn’t be expected to sleep in the shed and Ma’s bed had taken over the parlor. Still, he took some persuading to go back out into the pounding rain and race to the barn. Finally, Alma propped her legs on the edge of the bed and slept the night away in the bedside rocker. The day had been long and hard and she was exhausted. She had planned to sit through the night with Ma anyway. But if Ma stirred, she didn’t call enough to wake her. 
 
      
 
    <><><> 
 
      
 
    In the morning, Ma was still sleeping. Alma was the first to rise, her legs all pins and needles at first as she finished restoring order to the house as quietly as possible. The in-laws of her sisters were the next to wake, and after they returned from outside, Alma left them to get their own grub from all the cooked vittles while she made her own trip. Walking back, she wasn’t surprised to find the hounds congregated around the pit and busy licking the porch boards clean. 
 
    Alma paused to enjoy the morning stillness, the early air sweet and clear after the rain. Bright blue skies were rare. Most mornings, the day hung gray with mist until the sun burned the clouds back into the sky. The Paynes would all have a nice walk down the mountain and up to their homes on the next ridge. She doubted the Bridgers had enjoyed their own, long walk home in the dark with the storm threatening or raining down on them. She sighed at the thought of Gabe, and allowed herself the thrill of reliving their kiss. 
 
    The young hound that had gotten in trouble last night for his thieving ways walked over to her and leaned against her leg, whining for petting. Her hand automatically dropped to one long silky ear before she remembered and pushed him away with a short, scolding, ‘bad dog.’ He dropped to the muddy ground and rolled to give her his belly in submission but she held still from petting him. Pa was strict with his animals, and one like this half-grown dog that refused to be trained, Pa might shoot, or take far away from the pack to force it to survive alone. It was no favor to pet him. 
 
      
 
    <><><> 
 
      
 
    Alma made way for Oakey as he rushed down the steps at a trot. The men always overate at these things, that and getting soused could lead to misery. One of the hounds took off after him and she shook her head in disgust. 
 
    Pa Payne was at the small table with his wife and grunted. “When I warned him last night, he told me it was too late. He was so dang dizzy, he had to hold onto the grass so he could lean against the ground.” 
 
    “Held it better than your brothers. Both passed out ‘fore the church crowd left.” 
 
    Alma knew the woman was right. She had seen the men in her family too drunk to even make a dash for the outhouse before. At least Eb and Ned’s shed was closer. She refused to clean up after any of them, even Pa. “Weddin’ party, men will be men,” Alma said. 
 
    As though to reinforce her words, Dougie bolted past. At least Oakey had pulled on pants before running. Nadine’s new husband was still in his long-johns. The three laughed as the door slammed behind him. 
 
      
 
    <><><> 
 
      
 
    Alma made a kettle of coffee, shared with her sister’s new family, and made room for Corinne at the table, taking the newest niece in her arms. She blew across the baby’s face to make her smile. “You have another pretty doll in this one. Never heard her cry all night.” 
 
    Corinne nodded as she sipped a little coffee and sighed, holding out her arms for the baby. “Good enough, I reckon. Oakey was disappointed she weren’t a boy.” 
 
    Alma heard Ma Payne scold her, declaring “that’s the way a man always felt. Course, I had two sons right off.” 
 
    Alma smiled, as though wanting a boy meant getting one. She was the oldest in her family. “Anyone wants any, I can make mush.” 
 
    As Alma stirred the mixture of rough ground meal and water in a skillet with a bit of grease, she looked at Corinne. “Will the little girl want mush, or corn cakes?” 
 
    “Mush. Molasses if you have any.” 
 
    The toddler woke, crying for her mama, all of them took turns calling to her, then smiled as the eighteen month old shyly found her way to the kitchen. Alma had the sweetened mush setting beside Corinne when the toddler arrived and demanded to be lifted. 
 
    Alma sat across from her, grinning at the pretty picture of her sister with her babies. “They remind me so much of you two girls not too long back. Not sixteen, and two babies, can you believe it?” 
 
    “Way it’s supposed to be,” Ma Payne snapped and Alma sighed. Before the woman could start her lecture about ‘why a woman of Alma’s age should be asking herself why no man had proposed’ they were interrupted. 
 
    From behind her, she heard Nadine complaining. “Coffee smells good, if you’d move, I’d get some,” Alma canted her head back to see her. 
 
    “Look who’s grumpy this morning.” 
 
    Nadine stuck her tongue out and complained. “Your bed isn’t big enough for two, especially a man Dougie’s size. Terrible way to spend a honeymoon.” 
 
    “Least it was just two of you. The girls cried until we took them into the bed too. Cutie here soaked it and her Papa, didn’t you, Darlene?” 
 
    The toddler nodded, as though it was an accomplishment to be proud of. 
 
    Alma rose, turned to hug her sister. “Better than sleeping in a chair,” she muttered, then raised her voice. “Reckon you’ll be home well before dark.” 
 
    Corinne smiled, thought better about the tease she was about to throw her younger sister. Alma could guess what it had been. Probably reminding her it was about the same as the space at their cabin, and sleeping with the same man. 
 
    Alma looked from one to the other. Both were young and pretty, plumper than her, and glowing with life. So far today, no one had pointed out she was the last one single, or called her the horrible name, old maid again. “How long before we get called to the cabin raising?” 
 
    “A week, maybe ten days,” Corinne answered. “Oakey already has a place picked out and there’s a big stand of timber to cut, right on the spot. Won’t take near as long as it did for us.” 
 
    Alma knew the last was for the in-laws, who kept Corinne and Oakey in their house until after the first baby was born. Since it was a girl, they eagerly let the young couple move out. 
 
    “That’s all the time it will take?” Nadine asked. 
 
    “Many hands, make light work. Pa and the boys will help. Reckon if you asked, Pa might start working on a table and chairs or a bed frame as a wedding present,” Alma said. 
 
    “No need for that, I still got plenty to share if they get the roof over the place,” Ma Payne said. 
 
    “Maybe Pa and the boys could just bring my bed and hope chest when they come for the raisin’,” Nadine said. 
 
    Alma nodded. 
 
    Mr. Payne looked at his small watch as he pulled it from his pants pocket. “Soon as everyone’s broke fast, we’ll be goin’. Want to be there before noon, got to feed the stock.” 
 
    From the other room, Alma heard a whine from Ma. Carrying coffee and mush thinned with milk, she hurried to feed her. 
 
    By the time Pa and her brothers were up, all the Paynes had packed up and gone. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER FIVE 
 
      
 
    If he thought they would listen, Gabe would have tried to persuade his parents to make camp along the way. The trail was steep enough before the rain started. Each had a lamp, but Gabe carried the largest one that usually hung over the table. He held it high and went first. 
 
    Gabe’s mind was full of Alma, and he found it easy to ignore his father’s continued complaints. He had warned Papa before they left home, that wine wasn’t the best gift to bring. He knew how mean Alma’s brothers and father were, and they were proud of their own moonshine. 
 
    He had told Papa, “They’ll pour it on the ground and beat us with our empty bottles.” Since they were only carrying it home, he thought they got off lucky. 
 
    Of course, Papa didn’t see it that way. Gabe wondered if he wanted them to walk in the storm to give him cause to complain about the Daniels and their lack of hospitality. He had tried before, to tell them how he felt about Alma, but they had refused to listen. Papa had warned him that the Melungeons, his people, married their own. 
 
    Gabe knew it wasn’t always true. From what he could tell, his people preferred to marry lighter. Maybe they thought in time they would be as white as their neighbors. Gabe didn’t care anymore. He didn’t intend to stay in these mountains. Papa had delayed him, made an excuse to keep him a little longer. He was preparing vines, in case there wasn’t gold, so Gabe could start his own vineyard. It was a way to make a living and Gabe knew it was because his father wanted him to do what he’d always done. How often had he been taught, when someone made you a gift, you didn’t refuse? Someone should have taught the Daniels the same lesson. 
 
    Moving downward, he steadied Mama from sliding, waited until she said she was ready for him to release her. But he wasn’t seeing her shadowed form in the light drizzle of rain. He was remembering the first time he saw Alma. 
 
      
 
    <><><> 
 
      
 
    The preacher’s sermon had been about the importance of using the gifts God gave you. Then after the last amen, he had made room for his young wife at the podium. An outsider, with city ways, the congregation had been slow to welcome her. 
 
    Proudly, in that accented voice of hers, she had announced that she was going to be teaching anyone who wanted to learn at the church from now until cold weather. School would be four days a week and she would teach how to read, write, and do sums. When she announced the hours were from nine to one, there was a fierce murmuring in the congregation. It meant school wouldn’t interfere with chores. 
 
    “Any boy or girl, or any adult in this congregation, is welcome,” she added. 
 
    Gabe had felt a burst of excitement. Although his Papa could tell the stories when he held their old Bible, Gabe knew he couldn’t read it. He knew Mama and Shep couldn’t either. For one glorious moment he imagined their whole family making the trek over the mountain to the church each day. Then he sighed at the image. 
 
    They came into the settlement only on Sundays for services, or when there was a harvest fair. Even then, those who were religious came together as a group and made sure to stay quiet and unnoticed. At church, they sat in the back, always arriving late, entering silently, and leaving early the same way. He didn’t understand why, but he knew it was dangerous any other time. 
 
    As they made the four mile walk home, Gabe had argued, pleaded for a chance to go to school. Finally, Papa had nodded and said, “Try it, you and your brother may go.” 
 
    Shep had shaken his head, spit on the ground. At fourteen, he had already experienced what trying to mingle could cost. Finally, he promised to take Gabe the next morning, but warned that he wasn’t staying if they weren’t welcome. 
 
    Gabe had noticed her, sitting proudly with her younger brothers near the front of the church. He could even remember how she had answered the teacher, so softly, he had to lean forward to strain to hear her. “I am Almira Maeline Daniel, born May 3rd, 1830. I’m nine.” It was her biggest, little brother, Eb who had snickered. “No, you’re not, you’re Alma Mae.” 
 
    Gabe had tuned the rest out. She was nine, a year younger than himself. He thought her name was beautiful, but after Eb spoke, everyone always called her Alma, even the teacher. 
 
    When the teacher finally called their name to enter them onto her paper, Shep answered first. Gabe stood, as only one other boy had done and spoke as clearly as he could, “I’m Gabe Bridger, born December 5th, 1828.” 
 
    The teacher repeated the information as she recorded it, looked at the proud young boy and winced when one of the Daniels boys said, “They’re colored.” 
 
    “No, we’re Melungeon.” 
 
    “Melungeon?” The teacher had asked. 
 
    Gabe stood there, felt every eye in the place on them. Knew when Shep stood and slipped away. Instead of hanging his head, he continued, taking a deep breath so his voice wouldn’t break. “Melungeons, the mystery people of the mountains. My ancestors settled this area before the first trappers crossed over the gap. Papa says our ancestors were Portuguese sailors, Mama says her parents were descendants of gypsies.” 
 
    Eb hooted. “Looky there Ned, there’s another little girl come to learn. He’s one of them dark people.” 
 
    The teacher had finally gotten the children to settle down, but Gabe had wondered if he should leave like Shep. Then he heard Alma’s voice, scolding her brothers to be quiet and listen. After that, they’d spent the morning learning their ABC’s and writing the strange figures onto their piece of black slate with some chunks of chalk. He had hunted with his father and seen the black slate. Figured the white rock came from the valley somewhere he hadn’t been yet. 
 
    As soon as school ended, he headed for the path back home, hungry and tired. He couldn’t wait to show Shep and his parents all that he’d learned. But they were waiting for him, blocking his path. The first day had seemed the worst. Being shoved from one to the next, punched and knocked down, only to have it all repeated each time he stood up again. Alma had rushed in amongst the boys with a long stick. He could still remember the boys backing away as she whopped hands and legs with fury. 
 
    “Stop it, let him go,” she’d yelled, but as soon as he saw a gap he had darted away. 
 
    At first, he had cried as he struggled along the path home. Strangely, he was angrier at Shep than the school boys. He had known what would happen and had cowardly run away. If he’d stayed, maybe the bullies would have just settled for name calling. At fourteen, Shep was a man compared to most of the boys. 
 
    The hour of walking had calmed him. He knew it wasn’t Shep’s fault. He remembered when his brother had come home with a broken nose and busted lip. All the way to school, he had warned Gabe how it would be. But Gabe had wanted to learn. Now, he wanted to go back. What had her brothers done to the little girl who had fought so hard for him. There had only been three girls in the school. He wondered if any of them would be back the next day. 
 
    He stopped at the spring, washed his face and hands, dusted his pants and shirt. He tried to see his face in the calm water clearly. The wavering image looked the same as always. He had decided, whatever it took, he was going back to school. Maybe if he took his pocket knife, he could keep the boys away. But he had to see if any of the girls were there, if Alma came back. 
 
    The next morning, Gabe hid in the woods and waited. Her brothers had run on ahead to play with the other boys. Alma stood on the path, the sun shining on her, made her long hair glimmer like a ribbon of honey down her back. She must have spent a lot of time combing it, for it reached her waist in a smooth sheet. Gabe emerged from the trees, hoping she would turn around so he could see her face. He must have made some sound. 
 
    Moving like a startled deer, she had turned, eyes wide, and then froze on the path. Gabe stared at the prettiest face he had ever seen. Her skin was tanned from working outside, her hair gold in spots, brown in others. In her heart shaped face, he stared at her light blue eyes and smiled. Shyly, she smiled back at him. Silently, he moved closer. When she reached out to touch him, he caught his breath. 
 
    Shyly she pushed his hair back from his face, then reached out to strip a honeysuckle vine and used it to tie back his hair for him. “Keep the boys from calling you a girl,” she’d said. 
 
    Then she had giggled and reached toward him again. He had moved his head out of reach. “Hold still, silly. Guess it mightn’t work if you have a flower in your hair.” 
 
    He had laughed too. She was unbelievable. Brave, and sweet, and beautiful. Without hesitating, he took the blossom from her, pulled the stem and held it out for her to sip the nectar. 
 
    When she touched his hand, he felt his whole body quiver. He had never felt so shaken. He knew it then, the same as he felt it on seeing her today. He loved this wild, sweet girl. He had always known she was the one he would marry. Impulsively, he had leaned down and kissed her quickly, the honeysuckle scent between them. 
 
    They had run like crazy as the teacher rang the bell. If anyone saw them, no one teased him. The second day, there were only two girls in school. The next week, there was only Alma. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER SIX 
 
      
 
    His mother stumbled as the storm broke. Gabe was closer and scooped her up, urging his father quickly over the creek at the bottom of the ravine and up the other side. He held the lamp high as Mama complained that he should set her down. He bounced her higher in his arms so that she grabbed tightly to his neck. Confidently, he headed toward a sheltering slab of granite to the right of the trail. 
 
    He’d used this shelter before. Papa had taught him every step of these trails had been trod thousands of times by the Indians. Every trail they followed had been made by deer and animals before them. All led to shelter, water, or food, sometimes all three. At the end of a day’s travel, if one looked, there was usually an overhang, crevice or cave that a man could use for cover. Papa was panting behind him and as soon as Gabe deposited his mother under the jutting rock, he abandoned them both to run and find brush and kindling for a fire before it became soaked. 
 
    He brought a load, then went back to cut brush to use to make a bed for Mama under the ledge. Using some of the oil from the lamp, Papa was able to start the fire. No one talked. All were tired and frightened. Only after Papa had checked his mother’s leg and made sure it was nothing more than a scraped shin and bruised knee, did Gabe squeeze into the narrow space out of the rain. 
 
    He asked, and Papa shared the bottle of wine he had uncorked at the wedding. Relieved Mama hadn’t broken or turned anything, the three relaxed, watching the fire gust from the wild storm outside. All passed around the bottle. “Are you glad we came? Saw you dancing with that girl,” Papa wiped the mouth of the bottle before passing it. 
 
    “Alma,” Gabe looked back over his shoulder, trying to see their faces. “What did you think of her?” 
 
    “Good dancer, a little thin,” Papa answered. 
 
    “She was good to her mother,” Mama said, “like you are to me, Gabe.” 
 
    At the mouth of the opening, all three were startled by a pair of glowing red eyes. The men shouted and the woman screeched until it disappeared. It was the bear or panther whose den they’d taken. Gabe offered to stand guard while they slept. 
 
    Papa stared at him, took another swallow of wine and left the half empty bottle with Gabe. No one had a blanket, but it wasn’t long before the couple on the springy brush pile were snoring. 
 
      
 
    <><><> 
 
      
 
    Gabe’s mind was still on Alma anyway. Remembering how quickly she would raise her hand when the teacher asked a question. When she didn’t get the answer right, the teacher would call on Gabe. After more incidents of teasing, Miz Dovie moved the shy, dark skinned boy closer to her desk. He would have refused, but it allowed him to sit across from Alma. 
 
    He never complained to the teacher, but somehow she knew. At the end of class, she would always send Gabe on an errand. Maybe it was to empty the ashes or to sweep the porch. It gave him a chance to slip away as soon as the chore was finished. He would wave at the teacher and Alma would giggle, then he would dart away. As he ran, he would hear the bell being rung, usually by Alma. The boys would run after him, calling names and throwing rocks, but they didn’t catch him. 
 
    In the mornings, it was easy to wait out the bullies who schemed and stood watch on the trail. Sometimes he would shinny up a tree, other days he would run around from the back of the church and enter before them. It meant he never had another time alone with Alma, but he settled for seeing and hearing her at school. Besides, he liked learning. 
 
    Shep told his parents about the name-calling and the threats. All three told Gabe he should quit. He had shaken his head and refused. When his Mama had asked him why, he had told her he liked to learn and tried to show her some of the words he was learning. She had shaken her head and he hadn’t tried again. 
 
    Papa had been smarter. He kept digging until Gabe told him about Alma. That was the first time Papa had explained about their people, about Gabe’s duty to marry his own kind. It was a conversation he would have many times. Each time he would tell whoever was scolding him that he was going to marry Alma Daniel. 
 
    When Gabe heard a growl from outside the cave, he threw a burning branch toward the red eyes, and then built up the fire. The rain was still steady, but the storm seemed to have moved on. He stretched out between the fire and his sleeping parents. When someone’s hand flopped against his back, he leaned closer, felt the hand move and settle on his shoulder. It was going to be hard to leave them. His parents were young and healthy and hadn’t asked him to stay. They had Shep and Shep’s wife Bailley in a cabin to the right of their own. She was already due to have their first child. Gabe hoped he would still be here. He wanted to at least get a look at his niece or nephew. 
 
    Shep’s wife was a Melungeon. At least her people were listed as other than white on the tax roster. Unlike the Bridgers, her family had curly black hair and wide noses. It didn’t make sense how people who all looked so different could be grouped together. He knew a lot of it was due to the slavery laws. Already there was a lot of argument in the newspapers about whether it was right or wrong to own slaves. Registering as Melungeons meant none of the original settlers could ever be mistaken for escaped Negroes and returned to slavery. They were free people, and could prove it by the graveyard in the next county, that they had lived here as free people for many, many generations. His sister-in-law’s people were buried in the next county. 
 
      
 
    One of Papa’s arguments against Gabe leaving was that he would run the risk of being called a Negro, or worse, captured and enslaved. He wouldn’t be home surrounded by his people, where he could prove he was a free man. 
 
    Gabe had ignored the argument. His skin wasn’t all that dark, maybe olive, not brown. No one could mistake his features for black. Shep had pointed out he might be mistaken for an Indian. They got shot on sight a lot too. Gabe had no argument for that. He knew his Papa looked more like an Indian than any black man. But then, he’d never seen anyone who was Portuguese. 
 
      
 
    <><><> 
 
      
 
    The growl was closer. Gabe opened his eyes and raised his rifle, holding it ready to fire. The warm fire, the sweet wine, and the steady rain had made him forget and doze. This time he threw a handful of rock dust toward the eyes and heard the animal snort and crash down the hill in the brush. At least, he knew the animal was a black bear. 
 
    Rubbing his face with his dusty hand, he sat upright. For a minute he stared at the dying coals, then rushed to build the fire back up. Satisfied, he moved to sit closer to the opening, away from the heat. Reaching out a hand, he brought back a wet palm to wash his face and neck to cool it off. Then he managed to catch enough water to sip. It took several times, but eventually he had enough to chase away the effects of the heat and the wine. 
 
    Determined to stay more alert, he turned his mind from his fears and back to his sweet memories of Alma. He remembered the return to school in the spring, after taking the winter off. He had been worried about whether he would remember how to read and write. Knew he didn’t remember all the spelling words or geography lessons. 
 
    He never worried about the math. Miz Dovie wasn’t good at math, but she told her students there were four kinds, addition, subtraction, multiplication, and division. They would learn the first, addition. Gabe and Alma had to beg to get her to move beyond simple addition. Gabe remembered how she had asked the preacher to come in to teach a lesson on subtraction. He had hoped the man would return to teach the mysteries of the other two. 
 
    The next year, when he heard Alma crying and running down the lane, her Pa shouting and swearing after her, he had stepped out to grab her in his arms. If her family or some of the other boys had seen him, they might have killed him or made him wish he were dead. All he could think about was helping her to stop crying. 
 
    He couldn’t think what to say. Finally, she started yelling. “I love school. I want to learn. They don’t care. Pa is coming after me. Oh Gabe, I’ll never finish the second reader.” 
 
    Then he shook her and got her to be quiet. They could both hear her Pa shouting as he ran down the path. Finally, Gabe thought what to say. “Run back to him, so he won’t whip you so hard. I’ll come after school every time I can. I’ll teach you everything I learn.” 
 
    “You promise?” She’d asked, grabbing his hand, staring into his eyes. 
 
    He crossed his heart, then shoved her back up the path. When he turned around a couple of the older boys were there. 
 
    “Where are the Daniels? We heard voices.” 
 
    Gabe felt more annoyed than frightened. Without Eb and Ned to egg them on, he hoped he could handle the other boys. 
 
    “They dropped out, won’t be coming anymore.” 
 
    From up the trail, he heard Alma’s high voice, heard the loud, angry voice of her Pa. While the other boys stood in the lane listening, he swerved around them and ran toward the school bell. Even if he wanted to quit school now, he couldn’t. He had promised her he would teach her all he learned. 
 
    That spring and summer had been the sweetest in his life. He didn’t have time to go hunting with Pa and Shep. His Mama was always scolding him for running off when she needed his help, but he never explained or apologized. 
 
    When the fire died down, the rain also seemed to stop. Even though he doubted the animal would return, Gabe stood and stretched before moving to the side of the rock to whittle through the base of a white oak sapling. By the time his parents stirred, he had whittled and shaped a strong walking stick with the fork of the first tree branch as a brace for Ma’s hand. 
 
      
 
    <><><> 
 
      
 
    Hungry, they hurried from the shelter and made good time on the last two hours of their trek home. Papa tended to feeding the stock, Mama got busy stirring up some food for them. Gabe looked around the sloping mountain, noting each row of grape vines, already showing fruit. If people weren’t all so eager to set rules for other people’s lives, he could have been happily married to Alma, with a cabin to the left of his parent’s. He knew his grandparents were buried in the churchyard down below, along with two uncles and three of his aunts. There were even graves holding his brother and sister who died of smallpox back in ‘25. 
 
    He was grateful that Papa hadn’t badgered him about Alma on the trek home. He hadn’t asked her yet, that was what had to happen next. But they knew, they had always known. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER SEVEN 
 
      
 
    Alma bounced the baby in her arms, knelt down to wrap an arm around the fussing toddler. “You’ll come back to visit soon, won’t you, Darlene?” 
 
    The little girl sucked on her fingers noisily and Alma gave her a kiss on the cheek. Corinne sighed, handed her bundle to Oakey who looked like he would hand it back but Corinne reached out for the baby, and he didn’t. Alma stood, hugging her sister first, before surrendering the newborn. She felt the same tears threatening to fill her eyes as she saw in the little girl as she picked her up. The toddler started kicking and screaming, “I don’t want to go,” and Corinne barked, “Take her Oakey, fore she gets Sis’s dress muddier.” 
 
    It seemed only days since she had cared for these two women, from the time of their birth until they ran off with these tall, bearded men. Now they were women, one with children of her own. She doubted Nadine would be far behind Corinne in bringing her own into the world. Alma wrapped her arms around her own waist as she watched the noisy group tramp across the muddy ground, avoiding the pit that the men had left open last night. 
 
    She would ask Pa, but knew she would probably have to fill it in herself if she didn’t want someone falling in it late at night. She held all the emotions in until she saw them disappear into the woods, then she sank to the rough planks of the steps and bawled. She brought her apron up to hide her face and rocked and moaned until the worst of the ache was gone. In two weeks, she would be nineteen. She took, deep, ragged breaths, raised her skirt and used the hem of her petticoat for a hankie again and blew. 
 
    She needed to quit caterwauling and get into cleaning up again, before Pa and her brothers roused and came bellyaching for a meal. She knew she should change out all the linens, and sweep out the place. She’d have time if Ma kept sleeping.  
 
      
 
    <><><> 
 
      
 
    Instead, Alma only changed the sheets on her own bed, after checking for lice or bed bugs. She just smoothed out the covers on the other two. There was plenty of time to wait to wash them. 
 
    A week or two, and pa and the boys would be toting the bed and Nadine’s chest to her as they climbed the next ridge for the cabin raising. The thought of the girls with their own shining floors and warm log walls made her gorge rise again, but she refused to weep any more. They were welcome to them, she would never have been happy with such sorry men for husbands. 
 
    For an instant she saw dark eyes full of mystery and love and made a hiccupping sob. Gabe, was he going to come again, at least for one last kiss goodbye? She wanted to go with him, but as she stepped quietly into the house and peeked at her mother, she sighed again. 
 
    Ma had slipped back into her deep sleep as soon as she had half the bowl of warm mush in her belly. No, she could never leave Ma alone here, not helpless as she was, and with three worthless men to wait on. Then there was Pa. If she weren’t here, he was liable to bring the widow woman into his bed. She couldn’t leave Ma to endure that, never. 
 
      
 
    <><><> 
 
      
 
    It was afternoon, before the men in the family came in demanding food. Alma fed them, asked Pa to fill in the pit, so she could do the wash in the usual place. She also asked her brothers to bring their dirty clothes and bedding out if they wanted it dry before sunset. Eb was the one who made a face and scratched at his clothes. “Tomorrow.” 
 
    After they left, Alma saw to Ma. Worried she was still asleep, she wet her dry lips with a little water. Like a bird from its nest, her tongue emerged and Alma gave her a little more. Satisfied that she was alive, just exhausted, Alma left her sleeping. 
 
    Outside, Alma tucked the hem of her skirt in her waistband and set to work filling in the cooking pit. First she removed the charred wood and coals and used them to put the ashes and water over to boil. Once she had the lye working, she took the shovel from under the porch and used it to fill in the pit with the pile of wet dirt beside it. It took almost an hour, but the work helped her stretch out the aches from all the chores the day before. 
 
    Since the men hadn’t brought any laundry, she figured to use some of the lard and her barrel of ashes to make a batch of soap. She was stirring the lye and fat in the old pot over the fire when Ma called to her. Alma tended her, then urged her out into the sunshine. While she sat in the rocker in the yard, Alma worked to strain the liquid, then returned it to the fire to boil down. 
 
    Ma spoke. “You’d hear me?” 
 
    Alma looked over, surprised. She had finished patting down the ground and had her bucket of lard heating while the lye cooled down. She looked at Ma, shook her head. She couldn’t stop stirring and the woman’s voice was so faint, she wondered if she’d heard anything. “Ma, I need a few minutes. I got to be cautious while I get this done.” 
 
    Ma nodded, sighed. 
 
    Alma tried to guess at what she was fretting about. “I made sure the lye was hot enough, it ate the soft part of the feather.” 
 
    Ma nodded, tightened her mouth in satisfaction. 
 
    An hour later, Alma ladled a little of the mixture into her bowl of water. It only left a yellow paste in the bottom and she stirred the pot harder. A chicken started across the yard and she yelled “Shoo, lest you want to walk around already plucked.” The bird fluttered away with loud clucks and Alma laughed, turned to see Ma smiling. 
 
    Only when she’d sprinkled salt to help it harden did she move the pot off the fire. She stopped to wash her hands, then worried when a pair of hounds appeared. “I swan, I don’t know how a body is supposed to get it done with all the vexation of critters butting in.” She tossed dirt clods at the hounds until they howled and moved back under the house. 
 
    She brushed the dirt from her hands on the dirty skirt and shook her head. “Ma, I don’t know, are you needing the outhouse again?” 
 
    Ma shook her head, closed her eyes in resignation as Alma went back to wash her hands a third time. 
 
    Alma scooted the rocker closer to the steps and sat down beside the chair to guard the pot of hot soap. 
 
    Ma’s hand on her hair felt heavenly and for a moment Alma wondered why God picked the good people to die first. It was wicked to think, but she could spare Pa and even her brothers, but her whole heart ached at the thought of trying to do without Ma. When Ma leaned her head so her cool cheek was against Alma’s hot forehead, Alma made a choking sound. 
 
    “Don’t fret girl, don’t fret,” Ma whispered. 
 
    Alma turned to look into her mother’s pale blue eyes. “I love you Ma.” 
 
    Ma sighed and then muttered. “You’d hear me the other night. Don’t wanta die carrying secrets.” 
 
    “Ma, you’re not goin’ to …,” but she swallowed the words at the look in Ma’s face. 
 
    “Another man, before Pa,” Ma swallowed and Alma reached for the dipper and bucket of water. Only after both had quenched their thirst, did Ma try to continue. 
 
    “Afraid, listened to my folks. Don’t be scared.” The old woman shuddered and Alma wondered if she was going to have another sick spell. 
 
    “Follow your heart.” 
 
    Alma sat, heard her own heart pound in the sudden silence. 
 
    “Are you telling me to go with Gabe?” Alma asked and then looked up to see Pa staring down at them. 
 
    “Ain’t you gonna put no supper on the table, Sis?” 
 
    Alma felt a chill run through her at the look of fear in Ma’s face. How long had Pa been standing there, listening? Was Ma sane or talking crazy like she did sometimes? 
 
    “There’s food in the springhouse from last night, lots to eat already cooked.” When the man continued to stand there over them both, she knew he had at least heard the last sentence. He’d heard Ma tell her it was okay to run off with Gabe. With Ma so sick, surely he wouldn’t do anything to her for saying it. But what would he do to Alma? “I’ve been making soap, Pa. Got it almost done.” 
 
    He grunted. “Go on, finish up. I’ll carry Flossie Lynn inside, won’t I Ma?” 
 
    Again, Alma saw her Ma shudder, but felt the brush of her hand against her arm. “Go on, finish up. Go on,” Ma said, then groaned in pain as Pa pulled her upright from the chair too quickly. He kicked the rocker away and with his big arm around her waist, hoisted Ma and dragged her toward the door. Alma bit her tongue at the sound of the old woman’s gasp as she struggled to get her legs to work beneath her. 
 
      
 
    <><><> 
 
      
 
    Brushing tears from her eyes, Alma made quick work of pouring the thickened mixture into the long wooden box, even though it was still hot. With care, she carried it into the kitchen, listened, but heard no sounds from the sitting room. Saying a prayer and trembling, she rested the box of liquid soap against the kitchen table. She left it a minute to go into the room and arrange things before carrying it into the darkened bedroom. Using the milking stool, holding the full box over her head, she stepped up on it. She shook as the stool wiggled. Carefully, she worked it on top of the tall cedar wardrobe, pushing the two hat boxes and a thick powder of dust off as she maneuvered it into place. So much for Nadine’s housekeeping skills. 
 
    It would take the soap a week or two to cure enough to cut into blocks for laundry or bathing, but it should last the rest of the year. 
 
    Rushing, she raced to the springhouse two trips, then called to Pa after the last one. 
 
    As soon as she served him what he picked out, she turned toward Ma’s room. 
 
    Pa’s big hand caught and squeezed her arm as she tried to rush past. “You follow that darkie, you ain’t going to ever step foot in my house again.” 
 
    “Reckon he’d have to ask me, fore I could do that.” As soon as he released her, she raced to check on Ma. 
 
      
 
    <><><> 
 
      
 
    Ma was asleep. 
 
    Alma rubbed at her own arm, felt the tender place where Pa had squeezed it too hard. She knew it was too soon, but by morn there would be dark blue marks showing his hand print. 
 
    Gently, careful not to wake her, Alma lifted the covers back. Pa had laid her down, still dressed. Her shoes had dragged and picked up some of the mud. Alma didn’t bother complaining about the dirt on the clean sheets, just did her best to brush it away. 
 
    She slipped one buckle loose and worried Ma’s foot out of the shoe. Like a whipped dog, Ma whined as Alma removed her swollen foot from the tight leather. Her ankles were ballooned out over the top of the shoe like a pair of wooly socks. Alma managed the other shoe, but not without the same moans. 
 
    The dropsy was a sign, the doctor had said, that her heart was failing. Nothing could be done, once the dropsy became bad. Making a bolster of Ma’s winter coat, she propped up one foot, and then the other, so the fluid could drain a little and ease the swelling while she slept. 
 
    It was all the commotion and the setting up for the wedding that had made it worse. But, some things had to be borne. Ma wouldn’t have missed the wedding. Alma let out her own sigh. She was glad it had been a good one. Plenty of good food and music. A person sure needed good memories and happy times to survive the rest. 
 
    Fussing about the room, she noticed the wild flowers she had picked, took off the faded blooms and replaced the water in the jar. She felt a wave of guilt. If she had listened to Ma first, the woman could have been back in bed while Alma worked outside. Maybe the swelling wouldn’t be as bad. Pa wouldn’t have been there to listen. 
 
    Alma loosened the drawstrings at Ma’s waist for the skirt and slip beneath. Then unbuttoned her sleeves and the front of the flowered shirt. Ma leaned her head back, gave another gasp of pain, and let her breath out in a long ragged sigh. 
 
    Alma would have to wait until she woke to worry her out of the clothes and into her gown. 
 
    Bracing herself, taking a deep breath, she thought about the way Pa had lifted Ma. She leaned across her body and moved the cloth aside to look. There were dark marks already in the soft flesh that spread there. No longer plump and firm like her sisters’ bodies, Ma’s stomach was still big but soft, loose, and saggy. Pa must have given it a punishing twist as he drug her into the house. She hadn’t heard her scream out though. 
 
    Alma looked at Ma’s face, used both hands to ease her mouth open. There was no blood on her teeth, no cut tongue or lips. Ma must have fainted at the first pain. 
 
    Alma closed her eyes in silent prayer. She would stay here for now. With any luck, Pa and her brothers would sit up drinking after they finished all the food they wanted. 
 
    But she heard a floorboard squeak and caught her breath. She heard Pa breathing and hung her head. “Please God, let Eb and Ned come in for supper.” 
 
    It was a coward’s prayer, but she didn’t want to face Pa alone. She’d only done that once, the day she ran off to school. Then, she’d had Ma to help protect her. Even her brothers had begged Pa to stop with the belt. Today, what had the man heard, what was he planning? 
 
    Composing herself, she sat down in the rocker, picked up the Bible and began to read from Psalms as though Ma were awake and listening. “The Lord is my Shepherd…” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER EIGHT 
 
      
 
    Gabe woke from the dream, the visions still alive in the room. Ever since the church wedding where Alma’s sister married Oakey Payne, he had witnessed the horror. Then, he thought it was just a reaction to Eb and Ned’s threats. 
 
    Mama was the one in the family with the second sight. She claimed it was a gift from her gypsy side. Mama’s third eye let her tell the sex of any child or animal before it was born. Papa was careful what he asked her. A man didn’t always want to know when there would be a bad crop or that the goats were going to lose a kid to a mountain cat or bear. Especially since nothing he ever did changed the outcome. 
 
    She always hemmed and hawed, never giving over bad news unless pressed for the truth. Gabe had never known her to predict wrong. It was her visions and sharing her fears with Papa, that made him not go back to Alma after the third kiss. Ever since the day of Corinne’s wedding, the dream had been there. 
 
    Mama was already in the kitchen when he emerged, dressed for the day. Yesterday he had helped Papa repair the trellises for the grapes. Today, he would help Shep finish the little room he had added for the baby. Mama looked at him, her eyes dark with sympathy. She carried over a cup of hot coffee, moved the pitcher of fresh goat milk closer. 
 
    “Two eggs and hominy grits enough?” 
 
    Gabe nodded. He was surprised at how the familiar smells and sight of his Mama making his breakfast moved him. As soon as tomorrow, he could be gone, never to see his home or family again. It made him want to prolong this moment, to clear his throat and share what he was feeling. 
 
    Mama set the plate down before him. When he didn’t move, she looked around. Found the little blue dish with its precious grains of salt. When he still didn’t reach for it, she added the brown crock still half-full of wild honey. Gabe extended a hand, caught her before she brought more food to him. Hated to, but raised his face to her, knew she would see the tears glistening in his eyes. 
 
    She gave a half laugh, half sob and folded him into her arms, pressing him close to her breasts. For a minute they just hugged. Behind them, Papa cleared his throat and they both turned toward him. He made the same choking bark and wrapped them into a three-way hug. 
 
    Minutes later, Papa was passing around his big blue handkerchief and each made use of it. “Papa, you want the same?” Mama asked. 
 
    He nodded and held out an arm. She laughed and leaned in to kiss him on top of the head. “Enough.” 
 
    In minutes, they were all seated, all sharing the meal. Papa looked up and asked, “So where’s the bread?” 
 
    Mama shot out of her seat and returned with a half-loaf of dark brown bread left from the night before. Once Papa had torn and passed a thick hunk of the buckwheat loaf to each, they went back to eating, dipping the sweet bread into the egg yolks. Shy people, each would sneak a look at their neighbor, smile and look back at their plate. The air was warm from the heated stove and all the emotion. 
 
    Finally, Papa leaned back and began to fiddle with his pipe. He reached behind him, handed Gabe a new corncob pipe and a stained leather bag. Both knew Gabe never smoked. He looked at the gift, felt the dry, rough edges of the pipe bowl, and began to tamp the loose damp tobacco into it. 
 
    Mama held a lighted brand out for Papa, “Like this,” he said and Gabe watched him sucking on the pipe stem made from a dried reed. Gabe tried, but it took a long time to get his bowl of tobacco to catch. Finally, they could all see glowing lines at the top of the tobacco. 
 
    Papa said, “Take a deep draw, then hold the smoke.” Again, he demonstrated. Obediently Gabe copied his actions and a moment later, erupted into violent coughing. Shep entered the kitchen in time to pound his brother on the back and wave his hands at the cloud of smoke. 
 
    Mama passed him spring water and as Gabe took a careful sip, Papa rose chuckling and waved a towel to clear the smoke out of the open kitchen window. The sunlight that slid in now the oilskins were back was liquid and green from the canopy of tall trees surrounding the cabin. 
 
    “Good morning, son,” Mama said. “Hope you’ve et.” 
 
    Shep stood smiling down at Gabe, whose eyes were now red and streaming. “Don’t ask, Mama. You know how ornery Bailley gets these days. Sure, there ain’t anything? My stomach’s growling like a badger.” 
 
    Mama loaded a plate with the rest of the grits, added a strong smelling chunk of goat cheese and the rest of the brown bread. Shep looked disappointed, but quickly spooned honey over the hominy cereal and dug in. She filled her own cup with the rest of the coffee and set it and the fresh goat milk in front of him. After a minute, he took a breath and grinned at Gabe. “Takes a while to catch on, but won’t be long before you need a warm pipe to relax.” 
 
    Gabe looked doubtful, but Papa was nodding in agreement. “Worth mastering.” Carefully, Gabe brought the pipe back up, took a small draw and then exhaled it. He looked over to see Shep still nodding and grinning. Gabe repeated the experiment, then leaned back, feeling swimmy headed like he’d drunk a skin full of wine. Both men laughed. 
 
    Shep took a big bite of cheese, then dunked his bread in honey and stuffed it into his mouth. Gabe raised a hand to his own mouth, staggered out the door. It took a minute, but by leaning over and taking a long, deep breath, he was able to stop the gagging sensation. He leaned back against the porch rail and listened. 
 
    “Well, did he ask that skinny old maid to marry?” Shep asked. 
 
    “I thought she was nice,” Mama protested. “I didn’t think she was that skinny.” 
 
    “Pretty girl, but she’s not Melunge,” Papa said. 
 
    Gabe wanted to rush in, defend Alma to them. Instead, he listened, trying to understand how they felt about her. 
 
    “Did he have the dream?” Papa and Shep asked together. 
 
    Mama sighed, “We both did.” 
 
      
 
    <><><> 
 
      
 
    Gabe walked the yard, trying to regain control. The dogs were down near the creek, splashing about and barking at the fish. He’d seen the biggest one catch a trout once, figured it was him who was making the racket. The nanny goat Mama had milked was still tied to the end of the porch and she bleated at Gabe in complaint. He walked over to pet the small head, holding the horns to tilt her head so he could stare into the yellow eyes with their strange long pupil. 
 
    Whoever drew the images of Satan, must have raised goats. All the pictures Gabe had seen of demons always had billy-goat eyes, horns, and a little goatee. The nanny bleated and a pair of white and tan kids appeared, leaping onto the porch and then off onto the stump and back up beside her. Gabe released her and petted the cute babies who were happy to hop over each other at his touch. He imagined sharing the moment with Alma. 
 
    Tortured by the thought of her, he took a moment to wash his hands and clean the goat smell away. The billy was penned up, but the nanny carried his strong scent. He had only added the milk to his coffee, but wondered if the milk had a raunchy smell and taste. 
 
    Gabe walked in, knew by how quickly the three grew silent, that they had still been talking about him and Alma. He picked up a glass, filled it with goat milk and set it beside Shep. Gabe smiled at him, and Shep took a deep drink. 
 
    “When you finish eating, figured we could get the new room done,” Gabe said. 
 
    Shep wrinkled his nose, belched, then nodded. 
 
    Gabe waited, looked across at his Mama. “Didn’t you tell me that the dreams were just a warning? We cannot change our fate.” 
 
    “Visions are warnings, but you’ve seen the end. How can you marry her and tempt fate?” Papa said. “There are thousands of good women out there, only a few the right kind.” 
 
    “Heard the preacher say, our days are numbered, and God has counted every hair on our head. Reckon that means our fates are sealed when we’re born.” 
 
    “No, I don’t hold with that,” Papa said. “I reckon he’s sending us the warnings for a purpose. Maybe his plan is for you to not wed, or to pick some other girl.” 
 
    Shep took another long drink, shook his head and held the glass out to his mother. “Think this might have turned?” 
 
    “Can’t, I just milked her this morning, jest fore Gabe woke.” 
 
    She held the glass under her nose, took a sniff and sneezed. “Papa, thought you said you had that billy penned.” 
 
    Papa took the glass and took a sip. Shook his head and passed it back to Shep. “Did, but goats are hard to pen.” 
 
    Gabe and Shep were still arguing. “Don’t see why you care, you’ve got a wife, reckon I can pick my own.” 
 
    Shep took the glass as Papa set it down, took another long swallow and swore. 
 
    “I’ll hear none of that in my house,” Mama said and both men rose and walked out, Gabe turning sideways as they went through the narrow door at the same time. 
 
    “Marriage ain’t no rose garden, even without omens. You ought to stay single and free, if’n your dream is to go west to find gold,” Shep said. 
 
    “I believe she loves me enough to go west with me,” Gabe said. They could hear their parents arguing in the kitchen behind them. Both froze as they heard Bailley’s loud bellow for Shep. 
 
    “I still say you’re teched for wanting to get hitched,” Shep added. 
 
      
 
    <><><> 
 
      
 
    Both men were sanding the newly planed floor, the green split logs close set left little room for the dust. Gabe rose from his knees, leaving the large rock on its spread out bucket of sand idle for a minute. He stepped into the kitchen and returned with Bailley’s whisk broom, making quick work of sweeping the thick pile of wood dust out the door and then out across the kitchen door sill. When he came back, he handed Shep a dipper of cool water, wiped a wet hand across his own sweaty face. The dark hair clung about his shoulders and neck and he noticed Shep’s shorter hair for the first time today. 
 
    “Mama cut your hair again?” 
 
    Shep looked embarrassed, but shook his head. “Bailley did it.” 
 
    The brothers grinned at each other. Gabe bent and ran a hand across the boards that were sanded. “It’s working.” 
 
    Shep held out a hand and Gabe tugged him to his feet. Gabe stood, rubbing his knees through his pants. “Papa said it would, but wasn’t sure. Takes more than one pass though, to get it done, and you’ve got to watch the grain.” 
 
    Shep’s eyes grew wide at a sudden scream. While he reached out for the wall to lean against, Gabe took off in a hobbling run to the main house to fetch Mama. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER NINE 
 
      
 
    Alma faced Pa, served her brothers food. Even though they’d slept most of the day away, they were as hungry as though they had been the ones to fill in the fire pit. None of them commented on the work she’d done, let alone thanked her. Pa was giving her the evil eye, but Alma stood out of reach behind her brothers, ate a nice chunk of the stringy pork and a helping of beans and mashed potatoes. All of it would have been better warm, but it was her first time to eat and it tasted extra good. She had salted each dish, since she’d cooked for company. The savory food made her thirsty. 
 
    She slipped out the back door and drew a fresh bucket of water to fill the clay pitcher and rushed back inside. She poured herself a tall glass of the clear water, offered it to each of the men. Pa chuffed at her, asked Eb to pass the jug. 
 
    Harley Boggs, a fellow church-goer had passed last winter. Gossip said he’d died from the drink. After the death, she and Ma had both fussed and warned until Pa threatened to slap either one that said another word against his moonshine. Alma didn’t back down, told him what Doc had said, about Harley’s liver being pickled as hard as a horse’s hoof from corn-liquor. 
 
    Pa’s argument was Harley had died because he didn’t know how to make liquor. Claimed the fool had poisoned himself instead of his customers. 
 
    Alma had quit arguing. She hoped to prevent Pa from reciting the fine family tradition of moonshining but it didn’t. He liked to rail that the Daniels had been making fine whiskey in Scotland and were the first to bring the recipe to America. If the government, after chasing the British out to get rid of taxation, hadn’t put the first damn tax on whiskey, the Daniels would still be living in Virginia, instead of the mountains of Tennessee. If it was a good enough trade for all her ancestors, there was nothing to be ashamed of in making good whiskey, even if it was called moonshine by the ignorant part of the world. 
 
    Alma waited until they carried the jug outside to rest, watch the sunset, and commiserate. She put the rest of the food away and washed dishes, called at them from the kitchen. “I’m worried about Ma. She’ll need someone to sit up with her from now on.” 
 
    “So sit up with her,” Pa barked. 
 
    Alma wiped down the table and checked the soap. The top had healed over, a good sign. She used her dirty apron to finish dusting the top of the wardrobe, managed to fit both hat boxes beside the big box of soap. She had dampened the dirty dishtowel and was about to wipe down the floor where all the dust flew down when Ma moaned. Alma scuffed the towel about with her foot, getting the worst of it up as she rushed to tend Ma. 
 
      
 
    <><><> 
 
      
 
    After Alma stood to tend Ma in the middle of the night, she stretched, extending each leg until she felt the muscles and their strings tighten. Held a minute, and then changed legs. Then she used the wide board at the top of the door to hang from, groaned until she felt her shoulders and back pull taut like a bow, and hung there for a good minute before dropping down. It was the shovel work that had her stove up, that and the second night of sleeping in the chair. She braced her hands inside the door frame and pushed as hard as she could until her arms quivered. Paddling out a kettle of soap hadn’t done her any favors. 
 
    Rubbing her arms and legs, she looked around, made sure Ma was back asleep. It could just be that the cabin was cold. Spring, the world stirring and making new life, but in the mountains on a damp night, one could feel mighty cold. She’d not had to make a fire to cook on since noon of Nadine’s wedding day. 
 
    Taking her time to work quietly, she started a fire in the kitchen stove, then carried wood and the last chunks of charcoal into the small potbellied stove in the corner beside Ma’s bed. She smelled smoke as soon as she stuck a brand to the pine splinters she’d laid in for kindling. Quickly she adjusted the flue, so there wouldn’t be anything to wake her mother. Gently she closed the cast-iron door and turned its loose handle. 
 
    Despite her moving about, she hadn’t heard any noise from Pa’s room other than his loud snoring. She’d asked, but he nor her brothers had offered to spell her in tending Ma. Well, they were men, and looking after the sick and helpless was woman’s work. Always had been, and always would be. She wanted coffee, but the smell of it was sure to wake Pa and maybe even the boys. She settled for setting a tin cup of water atop the little stove beside the bed, sprinkled some sassafras root into it. 
 
    Probably felt chilled because she hadn’t taken any blood thinners this year. Ma would have dosed them all with sassafras and chamomile by May, if she hadn’t been so sick. Pa hadn’t talked about it yet, but she figured he and the boys would be planting corn soon. As she smelled the sweet fragrance, she carefully pushed the wood shavings out of the way and sipped her tea. Finished, she added more water to the cup and set it back on to heat. 
 
    Relaxed and tired again, she took a minute to check Ma’s ankles and removed the old coat. It was warm. With her feet tucked, Alma slid into the heavy wool coat and rested her head against the mattress. As soft as an angel’s wing, she felt the brush of Ma’s fingers in her hair. 
 
    She tilted her head back and whispered. “I made you a cup of warm sassafras.” 
 
    Ma smiled and blinked. Alma cradled her head with one arm as she held the warm concoction near to her, using one finger to hold the shavings in the back of the cup while Ma sipped. For a minute, both women exchanged a smile at the reversal of roles. It hadn’t been that long ago, when Ma had fed her the sweet tea the same way. 
 
    When she let her head back on the pillow, Ma whispered. “Best get to packing girl. Pa ain’t through yet. When the time comes, you need to be ready to get.” 
 
    As her mother relaxed back into sleep, Alma stood, the heavy coat a perfect fit. Ma figured Gabe would come for her. Alma closed her eyes. The first time all night she’d allowed herself to think of him. She whirled into the warm room, the black wool cloak billowing around her. Would he come? 
 
    Well, if he did, she couldn’t leave Ma. She knew she couldn’t, but suddenly she had the same premonition Ma had. She wouldn’t have a choice. Pa had been stewing on it all day, she’d seen it in his eyes. If he threw her out of the house, he probably wouldn’t let her take anything. 
 
    Suddenly, Alma felt full of energy. It came with her righteous anger. She’d been housekeeper, cook, and nursemaid to every one of them for the last half-dozen years. Oh, Ma had been able to supervise and teach, but she hadn’t been able to do the work for a long time. 
 
    Alma crept into her own room, made a small pile of things, then closed the door and took a rushed sponge bath. Clean, she dressed quickly in fresh clothes, from the skin out. She looked around, then went back to the sitting room. There was nothing there to pack it in. The only valise the family owned was a small leather one in her parent’s bedroom, where Pa lay snoring. Alma searched and found the empty tater sack, shook it out good off the edge of the porch and rushed to load it with her clothes, mirror and comb. When she carried it into the sitting room, Ma’s pale eyes were on her. 
 
    She motioned with two fingers and Alma crept closer. “Take the sewing and mending things, my doctoring kit, and the Bible.” 
 
    Alma started to argue, and they both heard the sound when Pa’s feet hit the bedroom floor. Alma spread the cloak over Ma’s legs, pushed her poke under the bed, careful not to bump the chamber pot. Holding her breath, she closed her eyes and laid her head on the side of the mattress the way it had been minutes before. She felt again the soft touch of her mother’s hand. Ma didn’t try to hold her breath, just relaxed as though in deep sleep and Alma heard her soft snore. 
 
    Behind her, the warped door to the setting room was pushed back. She held still as possible, even as she heard his steps growing closer. For a minute, she knew if he grabbed her she would scream, like when they played the game of ghosts as children. All would hide, and the one who was the ghost would stagger around, moaning and looking for them. When he got close enough, the ghost always put his hands around your neck and went Whar, whoa, who-a-a-a-ah. No matter who was caught, you screamed bloody murder or they wouldn’t let you loose. 
 
    In the still room, she heard who-hoo-ho-oo and jumped up out of reach. Pa put a hand to his chest and jumped back as well. All she could see were the whites of his eyes. Slowly he turned and walked outside. No longer afraid of him, Alma followed out onto the porch. They both stared in horror. There in the big walnut tree was the ghost. A giant horned owl calling mournfully. 
 
    “Been just two calls,” Alma whispered. 
 
    Pa answered loudly, “Yep.” 
 
    At the voices, the big bird extended his long neck, his eyes glowing orange. Without a sound, the huge wings flapped and he lifted out of sight. 
 
    Alma sighed, and Pa laughed nervously. As Pa disappeared in the dark toward the outhouse, Alma went back into the sitting room and added Ma’s needle case, the small wooden box holding her herbs, and the Bible. “Take the best knife, and Pap’s shooting rig,” Ma gasped as she half-set up. Alma rushed to the kitchen, grabbed the eight inch knife she favored for paring. Heart pounding, she ran into her parent’s room. It only took a moment to find her grandfather’s old ball and powder long rifle. She lifted the horn, pouch, and ancient gun out of Ma’s wardrobe, rearranged things and closed it quietly. 
 
    Outside, she heard the hounds stir and Pa yell at them to stay down. The last litter were more than half-grown and Pa was training them to be coon dogs. 
 
    As she entered the sitting room, she tugged until she’d forced the draggy door closed. At least if Pa came in again, it would give the women more time to get settled. 
 
    Even as she sat still, everything ready, her feet wouldn’t stop tapping. Everyone in the mountains knew what an owl’s calling three times over your roof in the dead of night meant. Someone in this house was going to die. 
 
    Folding her hands, she repeated what she’d told Pa. “It only hooted twice.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER TEN 
 
      
 
    Papa moved the lantern to the doorway, leaned down against the flat river rock and rubbed it back and forth over the fine grit from the river bed, then he groaned and pushed up into a crouch in the corner. Gabe was left working, going over the half of the room that Shep had abandoned. He couldn’t help but wonder how much longer it would take. Mama and Bailley had been grunting and moaning throughout the day.  
 
    With the light coming through the new, empty window frame, the floor had gleamed and the fine dust motes danced over their sweating bodies. All three worked shirtless, caught in the small space and the hard work to shut out the women’s voices. 
 
    But now it was dark and the woman in the back room had begun to scream with each push. He hoped they wouldn’t have to pull the child, the way Papa had to pull the last mule. The little Jack had been wedged feet first against the birth door and Papa had to reach in and turn the little animal, then grab the tiny front hooves to pull him out. To keep from thinking about it, Gabe put his back into sanding the floor. Papa was resting, sitting on his heels in the corner. Shep was in the kitchen, as he’d been since dark, pacing and biting his knuckles. 
 
    Suddenly, Gabe and Papa smiled at each other. Shep looked like he was going to faint, as they all heard the sound of a baby, then it’s full-out, angry cry. All three men roared and struggled toward the door. They circled tightly in a hug, slapping backs. Shep shivered, and the other two laughed as they wiped down with a piece of toweling and pulled back into their shirts. 
 
    Mama yelled from the back room. “It’s a boy.” 
 
    The laughter and yelling began again as they danced around the small kitchen table. 
 
    Mama emerged from the back room, her apron and hands red with blood. Shep crashed backward as he fell into a chair. Mama shook her head. 
 
    “I ain’t got time to tend you too. Got to clean up this here baby and his Mama, so they can have their first dinner together,” she laughed as she looked at the two men on the floor. 
 
    Papa leaned over Shep, fanning his unbuttoned shirt at him. Gabe rushed to do as Mama directed. He held the dish pan and half filled it with spring water, then added some of the boiling water from the stove until she said stop. 
 
    The baby she had rolled in her apron, was as large as a weanling pig. She set him in the dishpan and took Gabe’s hand to hold and support his head. As soon as she set him in the warm water, he stopped crying. Gabe watched in awe as she gently rubbed the white gunk and blood from his face and the folds of his body. Standing there, staring at his nephew, he was amazed when the baby opened his dark eyes and looked up at him. 
 
    Papa hollered as Shep moaned. “He’s coming round Mama, can we come see him?” 
 
    Mama laughed, lifted a little foot and rubbed between his tiny toes. “Come on then, he’s something to see.” 
 
    She rinsed her hands, took out a clean towel and wrapped the baby as she pulled him out of the water. 
 
    “Set Shep down Papa, so the chair can’t tilt away this time. He can hold his boy while I go see to Bailley. She worked mighty hard.” 
 
    Mama handed Gabe the pan. Take care of this son and make another like you did to bathe the baby. Tap on the door when you’ve got it ready. Mama rushed back to Bailley, who was crying softly in the empty room. 
 
    After Gabe handed Mama the clean water, he turned to join the two men fussing over the new baby. The child was beautiful, his head covered with tight black curls. His button nose was a little wide, his face already changing from bright red to rosy pink. The taunts of the boys on that first day of school came back to him as he stared at his nephew. A Melungeon, a darkie. 
 
      
 
    <><><> 
 
      
 
    The men were sharing the wineskin, passing it around while making toasts to the baby and his new Papa. When Mama called to him, Shep rose unsteadily. Papa showed him how to hold his new son as he walked leerily back to his bedroom to see Bailley. 
 
    Exhausted from the strain of the day, Gabe managed to stand and return to look into the small room, Shep and Papa had added to the front of the house. Waiting, he tried but couldn’t help wondering what Shep felt tonight, holding his own son, staring at the woman he loved who had given the boy to him. 
 
    Suddenly his eyes were full of Alma, as she had looked in the moonlight near the gentle spray from the waterfall. Now full grown, she was so beautiful, she took his breath away. Her face was larger but still as winsome and elfin as when he first saw her. With her enormous blue eyes and honey colored hair he had been unable to resist cupping her soft cheek, bending to taste her sweet lips. When he touched her, he had to pull her tighter and tighter against him, until he felt her body lean and melt into him. Did he remember it right? Was she as hungry for him, as he was for her? 
 
    Papa cleared his throat and Gabe shook the dream away. He used the whisk broom to clear the soft, thick layer of wood dust. When his Papa returned, he held the lantern and they both examined the floor. Papa agreed with Gabe, it was good enough. 
 
    “I never sanded a floor this smooth in my house. You boys seemed to grow up without too many splinters.” 
 
    Gabe nodded, and together they removed the heavy flat stones and swept up the sand, adding it all to one bucket. Despite his fatigue, Gabe wanted it all done before he left. From what Mama had been telling the young couple, their sleeping, resting days were over. As he heard the baby cry, he decided tomorrow would be his day to leave. 
 
    In the light of the moon, a giant owl swept past, his flight silent. Gabe swayed as he followed its flight. “Maybe we should spend the night?” Gabe whispered, “That was a hoot owl.” 
 
    Papa shook his head. “Nope, we’re next door. We can come running across to peek in whenever any of us stirs or makes a trip outside. Grandmama won’t leave until she’s satisfied they’re all three good.” 
 
    “Name, wonder what they are going to name the boy?” Gabe asked. 
 
    Mama appeared at the door, as though conjured by his question. “Joseph Gabriel Bridger, After his young Grandpapa Joseph, and his traveling Uncle Gabe. 
 
    Grinning, the three walked arm in arm across the damp grass, all three savoring their new titles. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER ELEVEN 
 
      
 
    Alma woke at Ma’s heavy breathing. After she helped her sit up to relieve herself, she rearranged her in the bed with the pillows bolstering her head higher. Nervously, she picked up the tote as she carried out the pot. She hid the tote in the hollow tree beside the path on the other end of the yard, and then rushed to take care to empty herself and the nasty pot. On the way back, she stopped by the spring to clean the old chipped bowl. 
 
    As Alma walked back to the house, Pa leaped off of the porch in front of her. “Where have you been, out coupling with that darkie again?” 
 
    “Are you crazy? I was cleaning the chamber pot.” Alma answered with a laugh. 
 
    “If he’s here, I’ll snap him in half with my bare hands.” 
 
    When she started to speak again, he knocked the bowl from her hands and slapped her down to the ground. The porcelain split against a rock and Alma screamed. 
 
    The young hound leapt from under the house barking crazily, jumping at Pa’s hands waving in the air. Pa tried to kick the animal and Alma scurried out of reach. Even though it wasn’t loaded, she thought if she reached her tote and the rifle, she could try to frighten Pa with it. 
 
    Alma’s screams, and Pa’s shouts as the hound snapped at him and ripped his pant leg, brought both her brothers, Eb and Ned, running to intervene. 
 
    Eb was the one to gather Alma up from the ground and push her behind him. Ned managed to grab the snapping dog and pull him off Pa. Pa’s angry words continued to accuse her of sinning. 
 
    “Probably lied about my sweet girl. I shouldn’t have listened to your lies about Nadine and Dougie.” 
 
    Eb looked down at Alma and she stared up at him, wished the sun were up enough to chase the misty gray air away. “He’s blind drunk, Eb. I was just cleaning Ma’s chamber pot when he attacked me. Look, he shattered it.” 
 
    Ned grunted, held the young dog who was snarling at Pa again. 
 
    “Hold that worthless hound, I’m going to cut his throat,” Pa growled back. 
 
    Alma squatted and clapped her hands and Ned released the dog to run over to sit beside her. 
 
    “See, she sicced him on me,” Pa said. “Sis and your Ma are in cahoots. I heard Ma tell the girl to run off with the Melungeon, if she loves him.” 
 
    Alma rose, as though nothing he said mattered. “I didn’t sic the dog, but I should have. If that’s all you think of me, after all I’ve done for you and this family, then I’m glad to be gone. But I’m not leaving Ma alone in this house with you. You’ve hurt her and me for the last time. I can’t leave a helpless woman for you to manhandle and betray.” 
 
    “Are you planning to leave with Gabe?” Ned asked, as though some of her words were sinking in. “You love him?” 
 
    Alma stared at the tall bearded man who was still no smarter than he had been at ten. “I do love him, Ned. But, he hasn’t asked me to go with him. Yes, if he comes, if he asks, then I will go. I’m tired of being treated like a slave around here, to see to everybody else’s needs. Corinne and Nadine are married and gone. You and Eb may find wives of your own someday. Pa’s already planning to remarry before Ma’s body grows cold.” 
 
    Pa looked startled, squinted at her. “Who told you that?” 
 
    Before Alma could answer there was a throbbing call as a big bird settled on the chimney. “who-hoo-ho-oo.” 
 
    She didn’t bother screaming, but broke loose from Eb’s protective hands. Even as she turned toward the porch the bird called again. Heart in throat, she stopped as all of them turned at the same time. 
 
    Standing in the door in her old gown and cap, Ma held out a waving arm. “Let her go, Pa,” she said in a quavery voice that was echoed in the forlorn notes of the hoot owl. Alma reached for her, screaming in horror as Ma collapsed face first onto the porch. 
 
      
 
    <><><> 
 
      
 
    It was mid-morning before they were ready to take the casket down the mountain. Alma washed and prepared her mother’s body, wiping her tears away with each tender step. While Pa and the boys planed planks and nailed together her casket, Alma had washed the body with soap and vinegar. Then she tied a string beneath her jaw and around her head to keep her mouth closed before she combed and dressed her hair. She had lowered her eyelids and weighted them with coins so they would stay closed until the body set. 
 
    Ma had her Sunday clothes ready and pressed, hanging in the cedar wardrobe. Other than the wedding, she had spent most of her time in her gowns the past year. Hating the need to do it, Alma followed all the instructions Ma had taught her for the neighbor’s burial, as soon as she had her dressed. 
 
    She bound her feet together at the ankles, crossed Ma’s arms across her chest in a prayerful pose and passed one strand of twine around her. She bit her lip when she remembered laughing at Ma’s instructions for the neighbor. “Are they burying her or trussing her up for baking?” She’d asked Ma. Since the funeral had been in summer, Alma learned why the precautions were necessary. 
 
    When she finished the preparations, she took her only clean blouse and skirt and changed again, wishing the dark blouse were black or that she had some way to dye it. The men would all have their church coats of black at least. 
 
    Spring, they didn’t have to rush, but Alma knew it was for the best. Ma had been ready to go, if only to release her daughter. She had the body ready before Pa and her brothers finished their work on the casket. 
 
    Alma looked around the house and wanted to cry at the thought of leaving it. As mean as Pa could be, she knew she would miss him and her brothers. If she followed Gabe to California, she would never see any of them again. Not know how her nieces grew up, what her sister’s other children would be. She was the only one in the family who could read or write. There would be no letters. 
 
    Taking one of the washed flour sacks that she used for dish towels she made another bag and looked for small things to take with her. On the lower shelf of the Bible table that stood near the door, she found a valentine that she’d made for Ma during that first happy year when she went to school. It had made Ma cry ‘happy tears’ she told Alma when she wanted to cry too. 
 
    There was a photo of the family when they were all together at the fair and a fancy stranger had sold Pa a Daguerreotype for a quart of shine. Pa had knocked it off the dresser one night when he was quarrelsome, accusing Ma of wasting his money, and his liquor, on all her silly foolishness. In the picture, Alma was six and she held Eb and Ned’s hands, they looked such little boys. Ma held Nadine and Corinne on her lap, Nadine asleep and Corinne bawling. Ma had cried hard, like it was her heart not the frame that was broken, until Pa threatened to burn it if she didn’t hush-up. Ma had stopped, and kept the photograph hidden under her Bible. 
 
    Well, Gabe hadn’t come. Alma figured to take her tote and things along and ask to stay at the preacher’s house until she could find work. She could cook, clean, and mind youngins for someone in town. Even if she did the work for room and board, she’d not sleep under this roof again. 
 
    She heard the death bell ring. It was long and just one knell, like the preacher had promised Ned he would do when her brother took down the sorrowful news. By the time they reached the church around noon, all those who could, would have come down for the words and the burying. The women would bring their cooking to share, folks always did. For a minute, Alma felt a pang. Ma had wanted a viewing for the neighbors in the house. 
 
    Alma rung her hands. It wouldn’t do, not if she was to be buried in the church grave. If Ma’d wanted to be buried behind the barn where the babies’ graves were, then it would make sense to have the calling and viewing at home. 
 
    Alma stared out toward the barn where she heard the men swearing and hammering. She took the chance and ran to the hollow tree and fetched her clothes and such to the bedroom, added the other little things. She hoped to hide them in the casket so Pa wouldn’t take them away. She had the men’s clothes laid out in the two back rooms, ready for them to get ready for the funeral. 
 
    Alma ran out to the facilities again, rushed back to pump spring water for washing up the house before she left. At the spring, she saw the bright glint of the shattered porcelain. Chin set, she fetched fresh water, filled the washbowls, but didn’t make another trip. Instead of cleaning, she plopped down at the table to wait. 
 
      
 
    <><><> 
 
      
 
    Hands folded, she bent her head in prayer. Her thoughts were racing even as she tightened her fingers beneath her chin. She’d need to borrow Ma’s poke bonnet. Her own was pink-flowered, Ma’s was black. But as she closed her eyes in a tight squint, she prayed soft and fast, “Sweet Jesus, let Gabe hear the bell or get the word as the news is hollered from cabin to cabin. Let me at least see his face one more time, Amen.” 
 
    The boys carried the rough wooden box and set it on the porch, just where the hog had been laid the evening Nadine married. Alma shaded her eyes as she looked to the next ridge, but there was no sign of the Paynes. 
 
    “They might not have heard,” she whispered. “They might not know their precious Ma is gone.” 
 
    Pa looked annoyed, but surprised her when he sent Eb to holler the news to them. Suddenly Alma felt hot and ill. In the mountains, the bell spoke the news, but everyone knew to holler to their next neighbor, to make sure they knew what had happened. They’d all been too busy to do their duty and pass on the word. What if no one showed up? What if Ma’s children and grandchildren didn’t come to her burying? 
 
    Alma was pacing back and forth along the porch, her little leather shoes slapping on the rough boards. One thought was throbbing in her head. Maybe Gabe wouldn’t have heard either. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER TWELVE 
 
      
 
    “Sit down Sis. Look, here comes Eb,” Pa said, not as harshly as usual. 
 
    Eb’s face was bright and he was panting. “They heard the tolling. Corinne told Dougie it was her Ma. They’s still getting ready, but going to leave for the church, headin’ down the hollow, not coming by here. Said for us not to wait on ‘em.” 
 
    Alma took a deep breath, went inside and poured water for all of them. She passed it around, then collected the glasses as they handed them back to her. “Ma’s ready, be careful when you lift her to support her head and feet. I can rearrange her in the coffin while you all get your hands and faces washed and slip into your church coats and hats. There’s water, soap and towels laid out in both rooms.” 
 
    “You going to mend my trousers, where that worthless hound ripped ‘em?” 
 
    “You’ll need to wear your church pair, they’s laid out for you.” 
 
    She backed off the porch to allow room for Eb and Ned to carry out Ma and lay her in the unpadded box. “Ma looks good, Sis,” Eb said. 
 
    Ned sniffed, looked away, coughed to hide a choking sob. Alma felt her tears flood across her cheeks as well and Eb turned to pat her shoulder and made the same sound. The three hugged. 
 
    “Hell’s bells,” Pa swore. “She’s been dying every day for six years. Ever since the bad fever took the babies and she got down with it too. Lost her as a wife then,” he shouted, staring at Alma hard enough, she drew in her breath and stared at him in horror. 
 
    “She never left your bed until you betrayed her with Harley Boggs’ wife.” 
 
    “His widow,” Pa said, some of his bluster dampened. 
 
    “No, Pa, she wasn’t then,” Eb said and the three watched Pa thunder off and heard him slam the bedroom door. 
 
    “Better tread careful, Sis. Pa’s as pissed off as I’ve ever seen him.” 
 
    “Did he kill that hound?” she asked. 
 
    Eb shook his head. “We told him we couldn’t find it, or he would of, sure ‘nough.” He looked at her, shook his head. “You can’t blame him for that, a man can’t feed a hound that’ll rip his best pants and bite him.” 
 
    Ned nodded, “You sure can’t.” 
 
    Alma sighed, “You’d best hurry and clean up.” 
 
    As the tall men started toward the door, Alma looked at her mother’s body in the hard, cold box. “Wait just a second, I’ll need your help. Lift Ma up out of there again.” 
 
    Ned looked confused and Alma yelled as she ran toward the setting room. “I’m going to get a quilt and pillow for Ma.” 
 
    She took the good quilt and the best pillow from the bed. As her brothers lifted Ma’s body one more time, Alma tucked the quilt into the box, positioned the pillow for her head. Gently the boys lowered her in the box. Eb surprised Alma when he bent and kissed Ma’s cold face. As he rose, Ned leaned forward and did the same. 
 
    Alma knew she was crying again. Crouching there, staring at her mother, she sprang up quickly as she heard Pa swearing. She grabbed a towel, and dried her face and blew in it as she heard him accusing her of putting Ned’s overalls in his room. “They’re yours Pa. Just leave the sides unhooked and let out the galluses a little. The coat will hide any openings.” 
 
    He continued to swear as she slipped into the bedroom, drug the tote of belongings out and rushed to put them in the coffin. She fluffed Ma’s full skirt to cover it. Then lifted and set the wooden top sideways over her. As soon as Pa rushed out of the back room, blustering and complaining about how he couldn’t wear such a getup, Alma rushed past and pulled down Ma’s hat box. She discarded it on the floor, as she pulled the black gabardine bonnet out and blew on it, as though dust had somehow crept into the tight round box. 
 
    “Sis, this ain’t going to work. Can’t you see that!” 
 
    Alma stared up at the tall man, his beard still damp from combing and his hair wet and slicked back. He was the only man she had ever known as a father. Hard though he was, she felt a tug on her heart and realized she would miss him. Gently she whispered. “Sit down Pa, you know I can’t reach you.” 
 
    He sat, and Alma noticed his eyes were red and his nose damp. She handed him the towel as he bent his head for just a moment, then snorted and blew his nose. 
 
    “Hunch your shoulders,” she ordered. “It’s too tight for me to unhook the slide.” As he tried, she worked and forced one clasp undone, then pulled and worked the much washed denim until it was full length. She fastened it and managed the second buckle slide quicker. She moved her arms away for him to have room to rise. “Go on, stand up and I’ll undo the sides.” 
 
    He shook his head, stared at her. “I got them. I’m sorry, Sis.” 
 
    “I know Pa,” but he reached out to hug her and she cried for the third time that morning. Both had their faces blotted and noses wiped by the time her brothers emerged. 
 
    Alma stared at her brothers, took a moment to fuss with each, smoothing their shirt fronts, and straightening the wide lapels of their long black coats. Satisfied all three were ready, she lifted Ma’s old stiff bonnet and forced it over the tight bun of her hair. 
 
    “Eb, you get the barrow. Ned, you fetch the hammer and pegs,” Pa said. 
 
      
 
    She and Pa were arguing when Ned returned. “Course, you shouldn’t seal it. Just tap one at the top, and one on the side. She might sit up alive,” Alma said. 
 
    “Reckon folks have,” Pa said. All shuddered. 
 
    The sorry hound appeared at the edge of the yard, whining. Pa ordered, “Ned, go fetch my gun. 
 
    Alma protested, having just won the argument to keep access to her personals in the casket. “Wait, Pa. I want the dog. I’m not coming back after we bury Ma. A woman alone in town needs a dog that will protect her.” 
 
    Ten minutes later they were still arguing as Eb brought the wheel barrow. Alma saw four jugs of whiskey were already in it. 
 
    “There’s always drinking after a funeral, Pa said,” Eb explained before she could protest. 
 
      
 
    <><><> 
 
      
 
    While Alma and Pa were arguing, Ned managed to slip a rope around the foolish hound. As he handed his sister the rope, Alma stepped off of the porch, her heart sinking. There coming over the hill and into their yard was Gabe Bridger. 
 
    Pa hollered at Eb again. “Hurry with that gun, this yard is filling up with varmints that need shooting.” Alma stared at Eb and he stood in place. Her heart was pounding so hard, her gaze ran up and down the man leading the big white mule behind him. Frozen, she pushed her bonnet back. Aware that her eyes were tearing up again. 
 
    “Guess I’ll have to get the dang gun myself,” Pa said. 
 
    “I heard the funeral bell,” Gabe spoke up. 
 
    “The other Bridgers were deaf, I reckon.” 
 
    “Bailley had her baby. A boy, strong and healthy. Mama and Papa stayed to look after ‘em, ‘cause it only came last night.” 
 
    “Makes you an Uncle, don’t it. Eb and me’s uncles too,” Ned said. 
 
    “You always bring your mule to a funeral,” Pa said. 
 
    Gabe stared at Alma, his eyes taking in the black bonnet, the mark on her cheek, the tears in her eyes. “I’ve come to talk to Alma, I’m leaving.” 
 
    “Leaving, leaving for where?” Eb asked. 
 
    “California, ain’t you heard the news? They’ve struck gold there,” Gabe said. 
 
    Alma reddened at his stare, told Eb. “Best load Ma into that barrow. Be late for her funeral if we don’t get a leggin’ it.” 
 
    Pa was staring at Gabe, taking in the way he and Alma were looking at each other. “Good riddance. The rest of the Melungeons going too?” 
 
    “Just me.” Gabe turned to stare up at the tall man on the porch. “I need to talk to Alma.” 
 
    Even if Pa had been on the same ground, he was more than a foot taller than the slim young man. All the Daniels men were tall and broad. The girls were all short like Ma had been, although the younger girls were well padded like Pa. Alma though, was as slender and straight as a poplar shoot. 
 
    Alma spoke to him for the first time, lowering her voice and tilting her head so her face was hidden under the big bonnet brim. “We’re headed to town to bury my mother.” 
 
    “I’ll walk with you, if your Pa don’t mind.” 
 
    “I do mind. Here, walk on t’other side from her.” 
 
    Gabe looked disappointed, but moved to the other side of the mule. Alma tugged on the rope on the sorry hound. He dug in his feet and whined. Eb stepped up and gave him a kick in the rear and the dog jumped, howling in surprise. Alma dropped a hand down, tugged at the loop to loosen it and then clicked her tongue as she held her hand out for him to sniff and lick. When she straightened, the dog followed behind, brushing against her skirt as she kept an eye on Pa in front of her and Gabe on the other side. 
 
    “What’s all that you’ve got on that mule? You toting sticks to California?” 
 
    “Grape stock, in case I don’t strike gold. Papa wanted me to have a way to earn a living.” 
 
    “Looks dead. You want grape vines, we’ve got plenty of muscadines along this trail.” 
 
    “Thank you, kindly. But Papa rooted and prepared these special for the trip, not sure if I just dig some vines if they’ll make it.” 
 
    “Go on, take ‘em. We got more than we need. Only ones ever liked them were Ma and Alma,” Pa said. 
 
    Gabe looked up at the big man as his voice broke. He dared to look at Alma, but she snuffled and looked away. His throat felt suddenly dry, and he wondered if he could do it, ask her. Her Pa gave him a cutting look and Gabe stumbled. 
 
    Frightened, he stiffened and looked over the bundle on the mule, catching her darting glance and grabbing the reins to halt the mule again. 
 
    “I came to ask Alma…” He swallowed and Ned on one side of the rough wheelbarrow gave Eb a sly look. 
 
    “Speak up, boy. What does a sprout like you have to ask a grown woman about? Got a house, got land, got a way of keeping a woman? Think a Melungeon is good enough for one of my daughters?” Pa’s voice grew louder with every question. 
 
    “Hey Pa, there’s them grape vines. We goin’ to stop and rest while he digs them, or not?” Eb said. 
 
    Pa stopped, stared at his son. He pretended to not see how dark Gabe’s face had turned or how Alma’s eyes were pleading with him to hush. 
 
    When Alma’s eyes looked all wet again, and he was afraid the boy would lose his nerve, Pa cleared his throat. 
 
    “Reckon, I said we’d stop. Be careful of your Ma there, boys.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER THIRTEEN 
 
      
 
    Eb held out a shovel and Gabe took it. He was more than surprised that the Daniels boys were being kind to him. Figured it must be because they just lost their Ma. 
 
    “There’s some here, and here,” Alma pointed. 
 
    Gabe held the borrowed shovel and followed her. If he’d hoped to have a private moment, he knew it was a foolish notion. Her Pa and brothers followed along, then hunkered in the shade watching them as Gabe struggled to dig the thick rope of vine free from the massive tree’s roots. He had to squat and use his pocket knife to cut the roots to the right length. 
 
    Alma was pulling on the thick vine where it had sent feathers into the tree, working to free the upper tendrils. Gabe stood beside her, said, “Don’t bother, I’ve got it.” Again he used his blade to slip under the vine and cut it to about two feet. Repeated it with the other sections of vine. 
 
    “Will it grow, cut like that?” Alma asked. 
 
    Gabe shrugged. “Pa trimmed some vines back in January, when I told him I was leaving, he dug and pruned the roots too. He said they need to travel bare-rooted and asked me to wait to meet Shep’s child. These have been in the springhouse for months.” 
 
    He laid the first plant down, moved to work on a second one. “Did you fall?” He whispered, as Alma moved with him, reaching up to work on the next vine. 
 
    Alma put a hand to her cheek and blushed. “Pa, he’d been drinkin’.” 
 
    “He get after you like that, often?” Gabe whispered as he dug and cut the roots to about twelve inches on the next vine. 
 
    Alma shook her head. “Naw, just got it in his head you and I had been meeting and trysting.” 
 
    Gabe stared at her in shock. 
 
    “Told him we hadn’t been, but if you came to ask, I was saying yes, and going with you.” Gabe stepped backward two steps. 
 
    Despite the big men sitting and watching, she reached out and took his hand. “I been praying that was what you came to say to me. Ain’t you going to talk?” 
 
    Gabe fell to his knees in front of her. Still holding her hand, he rubbed it with his, despite the earth and leaves still clinging to it. “You know your Pa is right, I ain’t old enough to come courtin’, and I’ve nothing to offer any woman to make her want to be my wife. Fact is, all I’ve got is that old mule and the little he’s toting.” 
 
    At the shadow that passed over her face, Gabe tightened his grip on her fingers. “But Almira Maeline Daniel, I’ve loved you since the first moment I saw your face. If you’d be fool enough to say yes...,” he sputtered. 
 
    Alma gave a firm tug on his hand and pulled him back on his feet. Brazenly she stepped closer so that she was looking up into his eyes. “I told Pa I was leaving today, never to return, now Ma has passed over. I’ve got nothing but my clothes and the little Ma give me to take away.” Tears stood in her eyes and Gabe smiled at her for the first time. 
 
    Alma was amazed at how straight and white his teeth looked in his shadowed face. This time, it was Gabe who was pulling her closer. He put his free hand on her face, ran it along her cheek and turned her mouth to his. With God, and Pa, and her brothers for witnesses, he kissed her with all his heart. 
 
    A roar came from Pa as he scrambled to his feet and her two brothers were whooping and jumping up and down. Quickly the couple broke apart, turned to face the noisy men. 
 
    “Hey now, this won’t do. You done passed the bounds of decency, you two. I knew it was going on. You lied to me, Sis. And what things did your Ma give you to take away. She didn’t own nothing that wasn’t mine.” 
 
    Instead of quaking in fear, Alma laughed. Gabe smiled too, rubbed his hand along his pant leg, and then brushed at the dirt smudging her cheek. Alma shook her head, her eyes bright and happy as she stared in amazement at her Pa grinning back at her. 
 
    “Where’d you put all this stuff you’re taking?” Pa asked again. 
 
    As though it wasn’t deceitful and cowardly, she pointed to the coffin. “I put my tote in there with Ma. It’s why I didn’t want it sealed. Was afraid Pa, you would take them away, and Ma wanted me to have them, told me to hide them from you, too.” 
 
    Pa was marching toward the tilted barrow, already tugging on the coffin lid. “You two been meeting, ain’t you. He’s done compromised you, ain’t that what they call it?” 
 
    “No,” Alma started to say and Gabe grabbed her arm, shushed her. 
 
    “It’s no good darlin’, your Pa’s done found us out.” 
 
    Alma looked at him and Pa shook his head, read the truth in Alma’s eyes, but raised the lid and yelled, “pull it all out of there.” 
 
    Her brothers moved to the other side and tilted the barrow to set even so she could pull her personals out. With the lid back down over the body. Alma handed the tote to her Pa. 
 
    All watched intently as he spilled out the contents on the coffin lid. Alma blushed, and grabbed her pantaloons, chemise and slip. Pa shook out her poke and handed the empty sack to her. She pushed her unmentionables back out of sight. Her brothers were grinning at each other and nickering, but Gabe pretended not to have seen them. 
 
    One by one, Pa handed things back to her. There were the comb and brush, both carved out of bone for some other woman long ago, and passed down from mother to daughter. He shook her change of clothes, the skirt old and stained, the blouse not much better. He stared at the old long rifle. Alma felt a moment’s fear. 
 
    “Ma wanted me to take it, it was her Pap’s.” 
 
    “Blow your hand off, if’n you was to use it,” he passed the gun, horn, and small bag of shot over to her. Gabe took it. 
 
    The small kitchen knife he turned over and over in his hand. “Bought this from the general store, when I saw how much Flossie admired it, best one in the house.” 
 
    “Ma told me to take it.” 
 
    He handed her the small cloth bag with needles and thread. “See why you wouldn’t mend my britches,” he glared at her and Alma blushed guiltily. 
 
    Then he held the small wooden box, opened it and sniffed at the strong scent of herbs and spices. He held it a long time, passed it over without any comment. Alma expected him to complain that she didn’t have Ma’s knowledge of herbs and nursing, or that he and the boys might be needing it more than her. Maybe he knew she had learned it all. She wished he’d look her way, instead of just staring at the few things that were left. 
 
    Next, he lifted the old Bible, the leather cover scarred and cracked, the gold lettering of King James Authorized Version worn away and shadowed. Alma felt her knees shake. Ma had never been able to read a word of it, but whenever she was sad or hurt, she would sit and turn the pages. For the first time, Alma wondered if anyone in her family had ever read a word of it besides her. How did they get the money to buy such an expensive book? Who had owned it first? Why didn’t she know more about Ma’s people? 
 
    Pa sniffed, didn’t open it, let out a deep breath. “Take the damn thing, you won’t be back to read it, no way.” 
 
    The last thing was the folded over flour sack. His hand shook as he opened it a little, drew out the brown photo, the frame and glass gone. The little folded red heart. He choked and pushed them over to her, tears in his eyes. 
 
    For a minute, Alma was afraid he would throw both away and stomp on them, instead, he just left them lying there and turned away to cough and spit. 
 
    Alma held herself apart, remembered the hard slap this morning. Pa’s attack had shocked her more than it hurt. But it had decided her on leaving. He’d meant to embarrass them, forcing Gabe to speak to her with all of them listening. This man would do nothing but forget his tears as soon as Ma was in the ground. He and her brothers planned to drain a jug together, probably be too drunk to walk home. That meant he’d stay at that red-headed witch’s place. 
 
    Her hand shook as she worked the two little objects into the middle of the Bible, then tucked it into the sack and folded it over. She lifted her poke up and added the last items to it and turned to hand it to Gabe. “Can you put this somewhere to stay dry, darlin’?” 
 
    It was the word he had used to address her. It felt rich and loaded with meaning and she smiled as she surrendered her possessions to him and he nodded. Gabe took a few minutes to return the shovel to the boys, gather the pruned vines with their bright, heart shaped leaves. “Reckon we’re ready,” Gabe said. 
 
    “No, I want that lid nailed down,” Pa barked. 
 
    Alma couldn’t look at him, but motioned to the boys. She took the two copper coins and held them in her hand toward Pa. Said to the others, “The windows to her soul are sealed.” 
 
    Pa cleared his throat, reached out and wrapped his big hand around hers, then shook it. She looked up and saw him pocket the coins. 
 
    The three witnesses looked at each other, aware of the terrible tension. 
 
    “Does it make sense to you, for that mule to go down the mountain, and us havin’ to pull and watch this heavy barrow?” Eb asked. 
 
    Gabe looked at the big man who had tortured and beaten him more than once. Saw something in his eyes that wasn’t contempt or hate. “Right, let’s see if Amos will tolerate it. He’s more than strong enough. Maybe if you pull some more of those vines down, we can lash the poles to his pack.” 
 
      
 
    <><><> 
 
      
 
    Pa led the way, Alma and Gabe led the mule, and the brothers walked behind them, holding onto the back of the wheelbarrow to keep it from bumping the mule. No-one wanted Amos to kick and disturb Ma or spill the moonshine. 
 
    Alma felt bruised, her heart confused at what to feel. Gabe moved like a shadow beside her. She wondered if Pa hadn’t forced it, would he ever have spoken up. What would she have done if he hadn’t come, hadn’t asked? 
 
    Alma stared ahead at the wide back of Pa, clearing the path for them. It was hard, but she knew she would have managed. She would have asked the preacher and his wife for shelter until she found a place and work. She could have done fine without a man. But she stared across at the slim young one beside her, again noticed the dark sweep of lashes hiding his mysterious black eyes, and felt her heart soar. She wouldn’t have to go it alone. She had been asked. She wasn’t the oldest maid on the mountain. She sighed, letting her lips curve into a satisfied smile. 
 
    For whatever Gabe’s intentions, as soon as Ma was buried, she knew Pa would borrow a shotgun from somebody, so she could have a proper wedding. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER FOURTEEN 
 
      
 
    When they finally descended the last steep slope of the path, Alma saw the small congregation were already gathered. A lot of folks had come for Ma. It made Alma feel relieved, since Ma always fretted when too few showed up for a funeral. She worried that the person being buried would feel unimportant. Alma had argued with her that the person would have no way to know, but Ma believed folks hovered over their loved ones, until their bodies were under the ground. 
 
    The community had come because they remembered Ma when she was well, when she carried her doctoring box from house to house, helping tend the sick. Since she’d been down, folks had to come up the mountain to ask for help. Ma would tell Alma what to do, and she would brew the tea, or dispense the rub or tonic. Pa would be wrong if he doubted her, she did know most of Ma’s healing remedies. He and the boys would never have used her doctoring box, nor her sisters. 
 
    Alma hunted her sisters, but felt unsure what to say. She didn’t want to take attention from Ma. Nadine ran up first and shyly shoved something into her hands. “I rinsed it out, it ain’t real dry, but thought this would be a good time to return it to you. Don’t really fit me, and know Ma made it for you.” 
 
    Alma took the damp bundle, afraid to look at it. Corinne stared at the mule and Gabe, her mouth open. “Is that who I think it is?” 
 
    Darlene’s little girl’s eyes widened and she shoved her fingers into her mouth, like she always did just before she started whining. Alma tried to smile down at the child, but Darlene emitted a high-pitched scream. 
 
    Pa had no problem with what to say. “Boys, tote your Ma inside, Gabe you give them a hand. Corinne, hush that gal up. That there is Alma’s bespoken man.” 
 
    Oakey leaned down to sweep the frightened girl into his arms, glaring at the long-haired man disappearing inside the church. Alma dropped her sister’s arms and turned to follow the boys up the church steps, glad for the pretext of making sure they handled the coffin right. 
 
    As she climbed the steps, she heard several voices all at once, but she could tell none of the responses were favorable. Before disappearing inside, she heard Pa above all the others. “Might not have been right for a young girl, but Alma’s a woman grown. Sides, we all know she ain’t got many choices.” 
 
    Alma let the door slam behind her, and rushed forward toward the raised stage, stopping the men before they set the casket down. “Wait.” 
 
    She bent to lift one of the plank benches and Gabe, looked at Eb. “You have this?” Eb smirked in answer. 
 
    Gabe rushed to where Alma was trying to pick up the heavy bench and took the other end. Straining, they managed to set it in place so the boys could lower the casket on it. Alma knew her face was bright red, it always colored up when she was flustered. Hopefully the young men would all believe it was from her lifting. Her brothers nodded at them and then walked back out, standing to brace the doors open as Pa hushed the crowd. 
 
    Gabe was staring at Alma closely. For once, she appreciated how quiet he tended to be. She looked around, then walked to the next bench in the long row and sat down next to the discarded dress. Gabe extended a hand to cover hers. 
 
    His hand looked dark and manly against her white fist. He ran a long finger over her knuckles and she let out a sigh, looked up and was caught by the dark eyes that seemed to drink her in. “I’d forgotten how beautiful you are, little warrior woman.” 
 
    For the first time today, her heart thudded into place. Alma felt Ma hovering, smiling down. 
 
      
 
    <><><> 
 
      
 
    “That’s her,” Alma’s sisters said. She tore her gaze from Gabe and half-smiled at her sisters. The girls came to her, ignoring Gabe. He rose to give Nadine a place to sit, Corinne sat on the other side of her. Used to being displaced, Gabe moved into the shadows as others began to file in. 
 
    Alma caught each girl by the hand, looked behind her, wondering what Corinne had done with the baby and toddler. Both seemed upset, yet neither seemed bereft. Alma had felt lost since the time Ma told her to pack her treasures. Both had known this time she wasn’t getting well, the end was near. It hurt that she couldn’t sing or dance around in excitement now that Gabe had finally come, had declared himself to her. But she felt as though her heart and mind were swathed in cotton. 
 
    “He ain’t no mistake? Cause you’re grieving Ma?” Corinne asked. 
 
    Nadine looked behind her, but couldn’t spot Gabe. Nadine and Corinne were both curious, neither could believe she was getting married too. “Hush, Ma sent him. She knew he’s the one I’ve always loved. Let’s take this time to remember her.” 
 
    “Well, I can’t believe Pa is going to permit it,” Nadine said, in a voice that carried. Alma felt the familiar urge to slap her sister and carefully tucked her hand under her thigh. Her anger was clear in her eyes and Nadine lowered her head, her mouth pursed. 
 
    The little brown church with its square bell tower, filled quickly. The service was short. Alma was not surprised when Pa and the preacher pried open the lid, left it resting behind the bench. She rose first, fussing with Ma’s dress, making sure she was still settled in the wooden box after all the jostling and moving. It was a good thing the boys had measured her against a board before building the casket. There was little room for her to shift, especially with the quilt and pillow beneath her. 
 
    Alma composed herself and stood beside Pa as one by one, people began to file past to view Ma one last time. Although she had been at a dozen funerals before, she had never realized how much it meant for people to have a chance to say goodbye. She accepted the hands, the prayers, the kind words. Like Pa, she kept her eyes on the person talking, never looking down at Ma. 
 
    Ma might be hovering over them in the church, and her soul was no longer in the cold body there. Still, Alma was afraid if she looked, she might disgrace herself by crying, and Ma wouldn’t like that. 
 
    The preacher and his wife, Miz Dovie, were the first to file past. Her sisters and their husbands were at the end of the line. When Alma saw them rise, arrange and jostle the children into place, she noticed their in-laws hadn’t made this trip. If they were like Pa and Ma, they were probably still recovering from the lost time two days ago, tending the farm and their aches from hiking so far. 
 
    Alma had heard Gabe explain to her Pa why his family wasn’t present. Although she had tried to compose and focus her thoughts on Ma, thoughts of her wedding were intruding. If they had come, they would be here when they wed. Suddenly, as Corinne bent to kiss Ma’s cold face, Alma felt her heart lurch. Only her brothers were standing at the end of the line. Gabe was missing. 
 
      
 
    <><><> 
 
      
 
    She felt numb, afraid to look at her own family for fear of crying. As Eb and Ned filed past the coffin they moved around to stand beside her and Pa. Alma felt her breath catch as they bent to raise the lid. Gabe hadn’t passed, he wasn’t here, what would people say. 
 
    Just as they positioned the lid, someone in front of the casket coughed. Standing in front of her was a slim, handsome man, his heavy black hair pulled back from his dark face, the bulk of it tied back. Alma felt her emotions flood forth. Gabe stared into her eyes and handed her a big handful of flowering shrubs and honeysuckle. She smiled as she took the tangle of green branches, noted the dogwood blossoms and tried to neaten the arrangement before laying them inside beneath Ma’s folded hands. She knew her own eyes were wet. 
 
    Although most of the honeysuckle blooms were closed, enough were open that the light scent helped to mask the dank smell of death. Eb and Ned held the lid as she laid the wild flowers inside the box, bent to kiss Ma’s cold cheek one last time. As soon as she stepped back, the boys carefully sealed the casket again. Alma moved away from Pa and accepted Gabe’s arm, her heart strumming and head held high as he led her back to the bench to sit at the end. 
 
    She didn’t dare to turn to look at him, knew she would embarrass them both if she gushed out what she was feeling. Instead, she sat straight, proudly leaning against his shoulder as she crushed his hand in both hers. 
 
    Pa and her brothers filled the end of the rough pew, as the preacher asked the congregation to bow their heads for a moment of prayer for the dear departed church member, Flossie Lynn Daniel. Finally, Alma relaxed enough to take a breath. With everyone else looking down, she dared to raise her head and stare at the man beside her. Her heart did a double tap as she smiled. He had done it. He’d tied his hair back with honeysuckle vine. Overcome, she pulled her hand free to cover her mouth and hold her shout of delight. Gabe raised his head, stared at her, his dark eyes shining. To remind her, he tilted his head down and closed his eyes. Alma did the same. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER FIFTEEN 
 
      
 
    “Everyone can’t spend the night,” Nadine whined. “If you’re going to wed, do it so we can be here for it.” 
 
    Alma felt her emotions tumble again. It was what she wanted, but what about Gabe, wouldn’t he want his people here. When she looked around, she saw he had vanished again. She would have asked Pa what he wanted her to do, but he and her brothers were gone as well. As she looked for them, Corinne said. “They’re fixing the grave, then taking a break to eat a bite. We’re going to join them. You okay?” 
 
    Miz Dovie stared at Alma, taking in her worried expression. She walked over and held her arms open. Alma stepped into the sanctuary. “I am so happy to hear the news about you and Gabe. I know this is a hard time, but marrying such a sweet boy will prove a Godsend for you.” 
 
    “Ma told me the same, the day before she died. I was fretting, but she told me if he comes, to follow him. She knew he was in my heart.” Alma stepped back and stared into the kind face. 
 
    This woman was the first person to tell her how smart and clever she was. After she told Ma what the teacher had said, Ma had always called Alma, her clever girl. “Come with me, we’ll get you in your dress. 
 
    Alma followed her gladly. Nadine ran after her, pushing the worn dress into her hands. Alma almost dropped it. 
 
    Her sisters turned off to join the other women who were arranging make-shift tables and carrying out vittles. Alma followed the preacher’s wife to the nice white house behind the church and stared wistfully at the new building that had been raised across from it for the new school. 
 
    Miz Dovie looked too. “Nice isn’t it, having a proper school. The town is paying for a proper school Marm too, a young unmarried woman.” 
 
    “She can’t hold a candle to you as a teacher,” Alma said. 
 
    Miz Dovie smiled and held the door open to the bedroom. Alma was surprised to see clothes discarded on the floor in the corner. She had expected her house to be as perfect as her teacher. When Alma unrolled the dress, both sighed. Everywhere the dress had touched, there was a fine streak of dirt. “It’s alright, I figured after I had to cut it to fit Nadine, I’d never get to wear it.” The words were brave, but the woman read the truth in her face. 
 
    “Just give me time. I can rinse it and then press it dry for you. Come on in to the kitchen with me. Have you had anything to eat?” 
 
    Alma shook her head, “I don’t want to be a bother to you, Miz Dovie.” 
 
    “Nonsense, sit.” In minutes she had spooned out soup beans and sliced a piece of cornbread to hand Alma. While Alma ate, she made quick work of rinsing the pale dress, wringing it out while the iron heated on the top of the stove. 
 
      
 
    <><><> 
 
      
 
    Alma sat, fidgeting, trying to pull together the front of the dress where it now gaped open, revealing the thin wing bones of her chest. In minutes, the teacher was parting her long hair into six sections, handing three for Alma to keep separated as she worked with three to start the pattern of the complicated braiding. “It broke my heart, you know, when your Pa made you quit coming to school.” 
 
    Alma tried to see over her shoulder, to tell if she was speaking truth. As she finished the first braid, the woman took the front three strands and worked the second braid. “I never had another girl who lasted more than a month or two, none of them were as hungry to learn as you.” She finished the second braid and then reclaimed the first strand and began to coil the two into an intricate pile on top of her head. 
 
    As soon as she finished the pinning, she said. “Sit, I’ll bring the mirror, don’t move.” 
 
    “I learned enough to read the Bible. Ma had an old copy of the good book from some of her people,” Alma called, then lowered her voice as the woman reappeared. “It was a comfort to us all, reading the good book.” 
 
    “I’m sure it was,” she held a framed mirror in front of her and told Alma. “Go on, stand up and have a look. You have such beautiful long hair, I’ve always wanted to comb and braid it for you.” 
 
    Alma blushed as she stood, rubbing her hands up and down her arms over the full sleeves. “I know I don’t have the where-with-all to fill the top, not like Nadine did. Been so long since Ma and I stitched it up. Figured I’d never get to wear it.” 
 
    “Gabe is a shy one, isn’t he?” Miz Dovie blew out a breath. “You are beautiful Almira, just lovely. Stop fussing.” 
 
    She smiled and gave her a quick hug. “Run on, they’ll be waiting in the church by now, wondering what happened to you.” 
 
    Alma started to protest. “Go on, I’m coming. I have to get my dulcimer and bring your things. Hurry.” 
 
      
 
    <><><> 
 
      
 
    Alma stared around, expecting to see folks still setting to eat, but the people and the food were all gone. She felt a sudden fear, standing alone. When the three tall shapes emerged into the clearing, she jumped. “Pa, Ned, Eb. Did I miss it? Have you buried Ma?” 
 
    Pa dusted his hands on his overalls and held out his arm to her. “Wouldn’t do that with you not there, Sis, you ought to know better than that.” 
 
    “Boys, run and catch that wild Indian Sis has taken a fancy to. Make sure he don’t bolt, fore I have to fetch my shotgun.” 
 
    Alma smelled his whiskey breath, took in his big red face and noted how he’d washed and curried his beard and mop of hair. Shaking, she didn’t bother to look to her brothers, knew they would be liquored like Pa and just as buttoned up. Knowing all was as it should be, she let Pa escort her into the church. 
 
      
 
    <><><> 
 
      
 
    Inside, she was surprised to see the preacher and Gabe standing at the front of the church waiting on her. Miz Dovie was sitting and playing the dulcimer and singing “The Church in the Wildwood.” 
 
    The next minutes were a blur until Pa placed her hand in Gabe’s and clasped both before coughing and going to sit beside her sisters. All the time the preacher was speaking, Alma was looking toward the ceiling, waiting for some sign. She took comfort in knowing that Ma had believed the soul would hover until the body was buried. Pa had told her he had waited. When Gabe shook her hands, Alma looked forward, realized it was her turn to say the words. “I do, I surely do.” 
 
    She dared to look toward Gabe and smiled as his gaze seemed to caress her, when the preacher turned to ask him, it was Alma who had to shake his hand to get him to speak his “I Do.” 
 
    Miz Dovie played a tune as they kissed, “God Moves in Mysterious Ways.” 
 
    Alma laughed and knew she was crying at the same time as her sisters rushed to hug and kiss her. There wouldn’t be a feast, or dancing, but none of that mattered. Now she was ready to go to the graveyard, clinging to her new husband. She was now Almira Maeline Bridger, an old maid no longer. 
 
      
 
    <><><> 
 
      
 
    Gabe pulled the vine from his hair, handed it to Alma. Uncertain, she dropped it on the mound of soft dirt. When she looked to him, his face and eyes were hidden from her. This man was her husband and she knew nothing about him. What if he had changed from the sweet boy she knew and loved years ago? She stared across at her Pa, then looked at Corinne and Nadine who were already saying goodbye to Pa and her brothers. It must be hard, the long hike again so soon, but Ma would be glad they had come to kiss her bye. Alma would always be grateful that Nadine had brought the dress and wanted her to rush to wed so they could be present. Today she would leave here and never see them again. Would they miss her at all? 
 
    Pa’s loud voice surprised her. He was asking her sisters to come back home, to take care of the house and him and the boys. Each refused, as Alma expected they would. As though insulted, both motioned and their husbands led them back toward the path home. 
 
    Pa stared across at Alma and Gabe. “What about you Sis? There’s plenty of room under my roof, even for a Melungeon.” 
 
    Alma didn’t bother to look, knew by how Gabe stiffened that he was insulted. Instead, she reached out to loop her arm in her husband’s. 
 
    From the edge of the clearing, Alma saw the woman running past her sisters. Nadine started to yell, but Corinne stopped her. Alma caught the heavy scent of perfume as the red-haired woman stopped with her toes near the edge of the grave. Alma felt the hair rise on her neck. In disgust she jerked on Gabe’s arm and headed back to the church. 
 
    It was hard not to feel sick to her stomach. Ma wasn’t even cold in her grave. She was glad Ma had urged her to pack all her things. At the church, she turned to stare at Gabe. Frustrated, she reached up with both hands and brushed his hair back from his eyes. Black as night, they would still show her the truth. 
 
    “Are you sorry for marrying me?” she demanded. 
 
    “Every day of our lives are fated,” he answered. “I’ve always loved you, Alma. What about you? You’re the one asking?” 
 
    Why had she asked? “I had to follow my heart, or never know a day of joy.” 
 
    It wasn’t what she should have said, but the truth was all she would ever have to give him. As he gripped her wrists, he tugged and she was in his arms, kissing him with her heart and soul. 
 
    A voice behind her startled them apart. Blushing red, Alma stared at the smiling woman. “I packed a few more things, something for your supper and the trip.” 
 
    “I can’t take nothing extra, Miz Dovie. We be going way to the other end of the country. Can’t never pay you back.” 
 
    “Nonsense, you’re the children I always wished to have. Please. The new school Marm refuses to use the McGuffeys, and I hate to see them thrown out or burned to start a fire. Please accept them.” 
 
    “Of course, Miz Dovie. We’re most appreciative,” Gabe said with a bow and Alma remembered to drop a curtsey. The preacher’s wife opened her arms and pulled both of the embarrassed young people in for a kiss. “You're welcome to stay the night, we’ve room in the attic.” 
 
    Both blushed even deeper and Miz Dovie blushed as well. Her husband called from the porch, “Dovie, are you planning to fix supper.” 
 
    “Of course,” she called. “God bless and keep you safe,” she whispered as she released them. 
 
     


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER SIXTEEN 
 
      
 
    Alma was shocked by Gabe’s easy acceptance of the gift, but knew a wife should never contradict her husband. Just the thought of the words sent a shiver of delight through her. She looked at him shyly, looked around to see if anyone else was watching them. Some family she had, none had hung around to goodbye her proper. Even Pa and the boys had rushed on to the general store. 
 
    Alma waited, standing well out of reach of the big mule’s heels. It brayed and stomped, but Gabe petted Amos and quickly had the new sack of books and clothes tied to the pack saddle. 
 
    “It was nice of her, fixing us a bite to eat. Reckon you’re plumb starved. Miz Dovie fed me over to her house.” 
 
    “I ate, Mama packed plenty.” The goat cheese, bread, and winter apple had been all his stomach could take as he waited amid the hostile strangers for his bride on this strange day. He’d worried, because he had no ring to slip on her finger, no marriage jewel to pin to her breast. He stared at the slim young woman as she chattered happily along beside him. If the lack had made her annoyed with him, she didn’t act it. They were at the end of the street when a big voice hollered at them to wait. Gabe stiffened. What did her blasted Pa want now? 
 
      
 
    <><><> 
 
      
 
    Alma and her Pa were still arguing. Each of the boys held a tote sack full of goods and Alma was yelling. “No, Pa, I ain’t letting you salve your conscience by gifting me all this to tote. I’ve worked hard, taking Ma’s place in raising the girls and tending the house and you three. I don’t intend to leave owing you an obligation.” 
 
    Pa tried to force money into her hand, and she flung it back at him. 
 
    “No, Pa. I don’t expect nothing from you, especially if it was bought with whiskey money.” 
 
    “You hush up, Sis, and take it. We worked and earned this, and as your Pa, I got the right to gift my gal if’n I want to.” 
 
    Gabe looked at the mule who seemed to look at him in agreement. But maybe telling his bride and her Pa they were the stubbornness mules he’d ever met, wasn’t the way to begin. 
 
    “Alma, stop arguing.” He reached out and took the one heavy tote from Eb, the other long sack from Ned. 
 
    Alma bit her tongue. Not five minutes ago, she was reminding herself a wife obeyed her husband. She couldn’t help it, if her jaw jutted out and her teeth clenched. She leaned back on her hip and drug her toe in the dirt in a big circle, the gesture as clear as though she’d been a big cat, twitching her tail. 
 
    Pa and her brothers stood there. All three red-faced and waiting. 
 
    Alma reminded herself why she was mad. Hadn’t she seen her Pa consorting with the town whore at her Ma’s grave? It was all she could do not to shout what Ma had told her. She just wasn’t sure she’d heard right. Telling a man he wasn’t your Pa might hurt him. Mean as he was, she didn’t want to hurt Pa any more than he’d been hurt today. 
 
    “Thank you, sir,” Gabe said. He looked over the rising pile on the mule and just stared at her. 
 
    Pa looked uncomfortable in his tight overalls and Alma regretted refusing to mend his britches when he’d asked. As though remembering them and how they got torn conjured him, the half-grown hound came loping from the empty church yard to join her. 
 
    Alma bent her neck. For a minute she wished she didn’t have her hair all worked up into a wedding crown. She’d of like to have hidden behind the curtain of it, the way Gabe hid behind his. Finally, she unbuttoned her lips enough for the words to come out. “Thank you, Pa, boys. I just never had to take so much in one day.” 
 
    She looked up, her pale eyes staring into their three pairs of blue eyes. There, she’d thanked them, but they’d have all the walk home to figure out what she meant by it. “You best keep that money to buy grub for yourself. There’s a spate of meat to home, but Nadine and I ran through most all of the flour and every one of the taters and beans.” 
 
    Pa looked ready to argue, then turned to Gabe. “Here son, you got my gal. Best take her dowry too.” 
 
    “Dowry,” Alma protested. “You never offered Corinne or Nadine no dowry.” 
 
    Gabe held out his hand. 
 
    “I was going to give you all I got for the whiskey, Alma, but you done talked yourself out of some of it,” he said with a flourish as he dropped three bright gold coins into Gabe’s hands. “Corinne and Nadine is my girls, but they didn’t earn no purse, way I see it. Reckon what they never know, ain’t going to bother them none.” 
 
    He looked at Gabe, “Them’s special pieces they told me in the store. Quarter dollars pressed with some of that California gold you’re after, Mister. Each worth five dollars.” 
 
    Gabe closed his hand over them and Pa gave him a big slap on the back. Gabe jostled into the mule, but he held onto the money. 
 
    “Now Sis, twould mean a lot to me, if you’d let me kiss the bride.” 
 
    Alma nodded, her eyes misting and her body vibrating from holding so stiff as he leaned forward to kiss her on the cheek. Eb looked a question at her and she nodded, let her arms close around him as he bent to kiss her forehead, Ned waited so he wouldn’t have to touch his brother, then did the same. Eighteen years, and it was the first time Pa had kissed her. Alma knew if she let go, she’d be a bawling. 
 
    Pa looked confused, flipped the coin from hand to hand. “I’d planned to send you on your way with two jugs of squeezin’s, but twas afraid you might spill it out for spite. Eb figured we’d better sell it and give you the money.” 
 
    Alma burst loose, rushing over to throw her arms around to pull Pa down for a real hug and a kiss on the cheek. When he raised up, she knew she wasn’t the only one near tears. “I’m right sorry Pa, ‘bout not mending your britches this morning.” 
 
    He pulled his bandanna, took a big wipe and honked. “Don’t worry, Widder Boggs is jogging home with us to take care of it, and staying to tend house for us.” 
 
    “Ma ain’t even cold, and you’re taking that dyed-hair woman into her house, probably into her bed.” 
 
    When he didn’t deny it, she stomped about the yard, quoting Bible verses and making dire predictions about his eternal soul. 
 
    Gabe pocketed the coins, managed not to laugh as his sweet little bride lit into her Pa about respect for his wife. Half dragging at her, while tugging the lead to the mule, he tried to move her away from the big laughing man. The big footed hound was hopping and barking as well with the bearded man kicking to keep him away. 
 
    “Settle down,” Gabe ordered, not surprised when she shot him a look of venom instead. 
 
    As they walked, her arms folded around her chest, her head held high, and eyes glistening he heard the old man call. “Tain’t no disrespect. I’ll have but one wife, and that’s your Ma. It’s a business arrangement, Alma, strictly business.” 
 
    When the hound jumped at her, Alma dropped a hand to hold him down, then fondled his ears and reprimanded him. “Business,” she snorted, “The Devil’s monkey business.” 
 
      
 
    <><><> 
 
      
 
    The air was fresh and full of promise as they walked along, the trees leafed in soft shades of green. It was too early, but she stared up to the top of the tall, straight poplars. 
 
    Gabe walked along, looking mainly at Alma. When they’d left Kyles Ford, she’d been spitting mad. He couldn’t blame her. How could such a smart, beautiful girl come from the Daniels? He would feel the same if Papa disrespected Mama, then he shook his head. Papa would never look at another woman if Mama should die first. He knew it as sure as he knew he would never love any other than this sweet girl. 
 
    “If you’re looking for the yellow blossoms, it’s too early.” 
 
    Alma shrugged, “I know, but I like to look. Makes me dizzy sometimes, especially if the breeze sets them dancing.” 
 
    Gabe laughed, “Knew the bees were checking, but they have the excuse of collecting the wildwood honey.” 
 
    Alma stared at him, loving the sound of his voice, the laughter curving his lips. She pinched herself, just to make sure today wasn’t a dream. Ma was gone. She thought the words would bring her feet back to earth, but they didn’t. She had felt her all morning, helping her find the right words, make the right choices. Now, Ma’s work was done. She’d never feel sad or blue, helpless or trapped again. She knew Ma was free, floating overhead on her way to heaven. 
 
    Gabe stepped closer to her, held out a hand and she extended her own into his. The hound nosed her arm, then turned to run ahead of them down the trail. As Alma stared at him, smiling, she felt a strange thrill as she peered into his dark eyes and saw a new hunger there. 
 
    Frightened, she stepped back as the dog ran yapping back toward them and the mule brayed. Gabe calmed the animals and moved them into the woods beside the path as Alma followed. As soon as they were out of sight, she stood and waited. 
 
    Gabe had one hand over the nostrils of the mule, his other hand guided Alma’s palm to cover and keep closed the hound’s mouth. She wondered why they were hiding, then listed the dangers, Indians, bears, wolves, mountain lions, and ne’er do wells. But standing this close to her new husband, she felt strangely safe. 
 
    A tired man emerged with two young boys following behind him, the curved handles of a plow hooked over his back as he led a harnessed mule along. The bigger of two boys held a tote of seeds. The younger boy was the only one who seemed to have any bounce left. 
 
    Alma couldn’t believe they were already planting their corn. Pa and the boys hadn’t plowed an acre of their place. She almost spoke, but Gabe leaned forward and she sucked in and held her breath as his lips touched the long column of her neck. A delicious shiver shot from the spot down through the core of her body just as quick as a flint spark could leap to dry grass. 
 
    She moved her head, capturing his face in the curve, but released him just as quickly. She needed to see him, but all she saw was the long sweep of his dark lashes hiding the secrets in his eyes. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER SEVENTEEN 
 
      
 
    Alma wondered how many miles she’d walked today, staring at the handsome man beside her. If Gabe were wearied, he didn’t walk like it. She knew they were trying to reach Greasy Rock before nightfall, and felt surprised when Gabe turned off the trail beside a noisy creek. He looped Amos’ reins to a tree, then turned to take her hand. 
 
    Alma told the hound to stay as she followed. They slipped down an overgrown bank and landed beside a little sheltered area beside the creek. “Thought you might like to wash up a little, while I make up our bed and start a fire.” 
 
    “What about you?” she asked, suddenly confused. 
 
    “I’ll come back down when you’re back in camp. That way we’ll both have a little privacy.” 
 
    Alma looked around, saw the rock slide that cut this part of the creek off from sight of the rapid water ahead. She was suddenly aware of Gabe and their wedding night to come. 
 
    She nodded without looking at him. He stepped back and grabbed a sumac bush to use to scramble up the bank. 
 
      
 
    <><><> 
 
      
 
    Later, Alma used her discarded underwear and slip to dry herself before wiggling back into the thin wedding dress. She knew Gabe would wonder what was taking her so long, but after she’d relieved herself in the bushes, she had taken advantage of the sun-warmed water in its natural basin to take a real bath. She loved washing under the spring back home, but this felt heavenly to sink into the water and wash all over. 
 
    It would have been better to let down her hair and clean it too, but she had no soap with her and knew she’d never get it tidy enough to walk back to camp and Gabe. She’d used soap weed to scrub with, although it didn’t cut the dirt like lye soap, it did leave her feeling slippery clean. 
 
    Wiggling and pulling the dress down as best she could, she slipped into her shoes and made her way up the bank the way Gabe had shown her. 
 
    When she reached the top, she stared around in amazement. Gabe had bent the trees together, forming a woven archway over the beaten down shrubs where he’d set the mule’s pack. 
 
    He’d started a small fire and Alma sniffed appreciatively. He’d also made coffee. She’d worried he might bark at her for taking so long, instead it took her a minute to even see where he was. He was bending a tree near the opening, and working its branches into the others on the trees he’d already bent and woven together. It almost closed up the little area inside. 
 
    She stood, the setting sun behind her and froze at the sharp intake of his breath. Clutching the ball of damp garments to her, she felt embarrassed. “I forgot to take anything to put back on. Water was just too inviting not to take a dip in.” She moved to press her legs closed, raised a hand to hold the gaping top together. 
 
    Gabe just grinned and shook his head. He lifted the bedroll from the mule’s pack. “See if you can figure out a place to sleep while I clean up too.” 
 
    He handed it to her as though if he touched her, he might get burned, then ran with a whoop down the bank. 
 
    Strangely disappointed, Alma walked carefully around the small fire and leaned into the little hideaway. It made her think of a bird’s nest as she turned about and tried to see everything without touching it. There were four sacks with their supplies, already moved against squashed bushes toward the back. When she lifted one tote, the shrub it anchored sprang back up. It was one of the ones from Pa. 
 
    Eagerly, she carried the tote back out into the fading light. Took stock of all he’d bought her. Flour, sugar, salt, beans, salt pork, tinned biscuits, coffee, and more. Once again, she felt the strange pleasure in knowing Pa had wanted to gift her a marriage token. He’d never said a word, but maybe he had appreciated all the work she did for them. The second tote held more of the same. 
 
    She returned them, walking the full bushes down and weighting each in turn. She decided these two looked the springiest and had the thinnest branches. No sense getting poked and jabbed all night, at least not by a bush. Alma’s heart began to race at the thought. 
 
    Before her nerves could work against her, she shook out the bedroll over top of them. Grateful that his Mama had made it up with a nice blanket and one of her better quilts. She’d even slipped the pillow inside a quilted cover. For the first time, Alma realized she’d not brought anything along to sleep on or under. She’d have to hope Gabe would share his bedroll. Once again, her cheeks flamed. 
 
    She picked up a leather tote and heard the clink of bottles. Something his Papa had probably packed. What had Pa said, he’d planned to give her two full jugs of liquor. Outside the hollow, maybe folks wouldn’t understand, but here, everyone knew liquor was money. In their own way, both men had given their children as much as they could. 
 
    Finally, she found the sack their teacher had filled for them. Carrying it outside, so she wouldn’t miss anything, she settled by the campfire and opened it with care. The first thing she removed, was nearly half of a ten-layer stack cake. It was more prized than any other cake on the mountain. Alma leaned down to inhale the rich aroma. Ten layers were baked in small pans and left to cool until enough were ready. Then the filling, made from soaked dried apples stewed to perfection, was smeared evenly between each layer. 
 
    If that weren’t enough, to be perfect, the cake had to set in the pie cabinet for at least three days, until all the wonder and flavor of the apples could soak through each layer. Alma had tried to make one a couple of times. The problem at their house was people stealing pinches or bites, or with the boys, taking whole layers of the bread part. Then no one could ever wait the full three days to cut and eat the cake. 
 
    Miz Dovie was famous for the cakes. This one was a little crushed on one side from being lashed to the mule’s cradle all day, but as she took a pinch of it, Alma swallowed in delight. She looked up and almost choked. 
 
    Standing on the other side of the fire, looking down at her, stood Gabe. Like her, he must have forgotten to take down his change of clothes. All he wore were his black pants and soft leather shoes. Unlike her, he dropped his damp things beside her and spread his arms, inviting her to take a look. He had brushed back his long black hair. She noticed it stayed there, wet and glistening on his shoulders. Not sure when she’d get another chance, she took her fill of looking at him. As delicious as the teacher’s cake had looked, he was more so. 
 
    Alma saw the bulge of muscle and sinew in his raised arms, the wide triangle of his chest tapering to his narrow waist and disappearing into his skin-tight pants. He looked sculpted. Her throat had gone dry, but she managed to croak out her question. “Gabe, what does your Mama use to make them thar britches? They look like another skin.” 
 
    His laugh rumbled over her and Alma realized she had never heard anything more stirring. He sank down on his knees beside her, his naked arm wrapping around her to pull her close. When all the breath was gone from her, he kissed her with his laughing mouth. 
 
    Alma clung to him, her hand gliding over the skin on his back, moving to trace the hard lines that were etched on his stomach and covering his ribs. She leaned back, enough so she could see his face, moaned and rubbed against the hard planes of his chest and felt her breasts harden beneath the thin muslin of her dress. 
 
    A bobcat cried from the edge of the river and Gabe suddenly tensed. Alma sagged against the strong arm supporting her, inhaled the scent of his fresh washed skin. Gabe moaned as well. 
 
    “Best eat first, tomorrow will be another long day,” he said it as he sat on the rough grass across from her. Suddenly Alma felt abandoned. She wanted to call him back to her, but the cat cried again and the mule brayed. Their hound dog whined in turn and she wondered why on earth she’d asked Pa for such a worthless animal. 
 
    Turning serious like her husband, she rummaged in the bag, pulling out thick bread, cold ham, and two bruised pears. She offered each to Gabe as she drew it out, pleased to see he had his knife ready and quickly sliced bread and ham and passed a sandwich back to her. He shook his head at the pears. 
 
    “Is that everything?” 
 
    Alma reached in, felt the hard backs of the thin little school books. She drew them out, one after another, felt the rough fabric covering them. “Everything but the books and my old clothes, oh, and the cake.” 
 
    It surprised her, how fluidly he moved, handing her his own sandwich as he disappeared inside the little green hut. In minutes he returned carrying a wooden bowl and a tin cup. He held them up, and when she pointed to the bowl, poured coffee for them both. 
 
    Without talking, they both ate, tearing big chunks of bread and meat like they hadn’t eaten in days. In between bites, Alma found herself studying him, the way his skin seemed molten as it reflected the firelight. The shape and size of him, so perfect in every way. 
 
    Ten minutes later, they were sharing a thin slice of the magical cake. Alma wasn’t aware he had moved until he held up the slice of cake to her face. Obediently she leaned forward to take a bite. She watched, hypnotized as he bent to take his own bite, his strong white teeth grazing the edge of her fingers where she held the cake. Alma swallowed, felt a tremble pass through her. She took a bite and was shocked when he leaned forward to nibble at the corner of her mouth, claiming a cake crumb. 
 
    The night was still warm but she shivered anyway. He lowered his face, took a larger bite, his tongue touching her hand. Alma couldn’t think, could barely breathe as she swallowed noisily. When she bent to take one last bite, she met his mouth there on the open palm of her hand. Like him, she let her tongue play over the surface, tasting the rich cinnamon in the tart, sweet apples. When he leaned to kiss her this time, she opened her mouth to him, sharing the last magical sweetness of the cake. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER EIGHTEEN 
 
      
 
    Gabe lifted and carried Alma inside, moved so the campfire light illuminated the interior. Alma tightened her arms around his neck, pressed her face into his throat. He knelt where she had laid out the bedroll and released her on the springy pile. She giggled nervously and half sat on the bundle. 
 
    “I guess I’d better go back for the food and books,” she said. 
 
    Gabe didn’t answer her, turned instead to his own leather sack and rummaged until he found a small crockery lamp and lifted the cap to carry out and light the wick. He returned the lamp to Alma and said softly. “So you can see to undress and get settled.” 
 
    Outside, she heard him shifting and storing everything, then stared in surprise as he scattered and covered the fire. He stood in the doorway after setting her clothes down inside and worried the last slender tree into position. The young hound whined at the door, but Gabe pushed him away. From the sound of it, the dog settled down where they had been sitting out in front. 
 
    Alma sat in the tiny pool of light. She sniffed, the aroma of the crushed green leaves mingled with the strong scent of the coffee left in the pot. “Your Mama sure packed well for you, a lamp and coffee pot, and everything.” 
 
    Gabe grunted and sank to his knees beside her. Alma inhaled as the light slid over his features, turning his skin to gold everywhere it was reflected. 
 
    “Aren’t you ready for bed?” he asked. 
 
    Alma shivered, tried not to look at his naked chest but couldn’t stop her eyes from roaming. “I thought we might read one of the new stories first.” 
 
    His lips curved a little and Alma was shocked when he turned his back to her. She tried not to, but she had to raise the lamp so she could see his back and the way his black pants were stretched over his bottom. 
 
    “I packed a little each night, as I thought of things that would be light for Amos to carry, but that would be useful.” 
 
    He had turned back around and Alma lowered the lamp to her lap and tried to swallow. 
 
    “You’re lucky, Miz Dovie made you such a good gift. They’ll come in handy, when you’re bored.” 
 
    “I don’t reckon I’ll have time to get bored, not with walking across all this new country,” she said. 
 
    “No, I reckon you won’t.” 
 
    He sat down, his body so near to her on top of the bedroll, that she could feel the heat from his skin. She started to move away and he reached out to take her wrist and lift the little lamp higher. 
 
    “There, that should work.” He opened the book, and like they had done as children, each held one side to keep the book open. Alma glanced at it, but couldn’t see the words, the little image of the boy with his obedient sheep and cows. All she could see was the way Gabe’s Adam’s apple bobbed as his rich voice filled the small space. He seemed aware of her, even as he read about the older brother scattering the nuts to baskets, and turning the little boy’s white pebble sheep into jack rocks. 
 
    He closed the book, left it in her hand as he leaned over and set the lamp in a clear space beside the blankets. 
 
    “Wife, are you afraid to go to bed with me?” 
 
    Alma stared at him, the dark eyes shadowed by his thick curved lashes. She felt her lips curve as she shook her head. “Not now, not after the reading. I’m not as good, but I ken read the good book, if you want.” 
 
    Gabe raised his arms and leaned back as he yawned. “Maybe tomorrow. Stand up Darlin’, let me help you out of your things.” 
 
    Even though minutes ago, the request would have terrified her, Alma rose quickly now. Held her arms high as Gabe pulled the dress up slowly. Alma closed her own eyes, let him look where he wanted. When he tossed her dress beside the other clothes she swallowed and lowered her arms to circle his neck. Her hands made circles on the warm skin of his arms and shoulders. 
 
    “How ken you feel so warm, when I’m all a shiver?” 
 
    Gabe leaned closer, ran his own hand down along her arm, then up again and over her shoulder. When he pressed on her waist, she moved closer, excited by the silky brush of his skin against her bare breasts. Like a cat, she curved against him, rubbing her breasts into his hard chest and moaning in delight. 
 
    Gabe groaned as he lowered her quickly to the bedroll again, never losing contact as he stretched forward to blow out the light. 
 
    “Oh, but I was wanting to look at you in…” but his hand was moving freely, touching her until she lost her breath and surrendered to kissing him wherever her lips could reach. 
 
    Grunting, he caught her head, turned her face to his and devoured her lips. When her hand skimmed his waist and slipped under the waistband to cup his hip, he half rose to tug off the mysterious pants. Alma tried to touch and stroke him where he had touched her, but he captured her hands and held them over her head with one of his. She arched upward like a bow against him and would have protested, but he stopped her writhing and whispered. “Relax, wild girl, hold still.” 
 
    Heart pounding, breath held, she crumpled beneath him and waited. Gabe ran his hand down along her arm as he released her captured hands. His lips following everywhere his hands touched. Alma tried to stay calm, let her hands rest on his shoulders as he continued to touch and kiss her in the sweetest way. When he parted her legs and touched her, she jerked upward again. 
 
    Her eyes opened in shock at the little bite of pain, but Gabe was kissing her, coaxing her again and she forgot it as though it was no more than a bee sting. He was trying to be slow and gentle but she felt frantic. As though shinnying up a tree she raised her legs to wrap around his hips. Gabe moaned in pleasure and thrust deeply inside her. Alma moaned as well. Completed, they lay together on their scattered bedding. 
 
    He tried to speak, collapsed against her. Alma turned, her hand brushing the damp hair back from his face. All the talk from her sisters, what she had seen of their animals, even her brothers’ low talk of poles and holes, had not prepared her for this. It was minutes before they were recovered enough to straighten their blankets and curl into each other, as tightly wrapped as the limbs of the trees overhead. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER NINETEEN 
 
      
 
    Alma woke to the light filtering like green gold over their entwined bodies. She stared down at where his dark hand lay over her pale breast. She turned to see his face and smiled to see his eyes open, staring at her with their shared secret. This time the love making was slow, tender, and sweet. 
 
    Afterward, he helped her to dress, then she rolled the blankets, while he caught the mule and loaded the pack-saddle on Amos. After he tended the animals, she handed him a bundle, her wedding dress folded around the precious books and other clothes. 
 
    He reached up to free the trees that had made their room and Alma stopped him. “Can’t we leave it, I like thinking it’s there waiting on us to return. Like the bower in that poem about Camelot.” 
 
    “You remember that?” He asked in awe. “Miz Dovie said she probably shouldn’t read it to us, ‘The Lady of Shalott.’” 
 
    “Course I remember, and she said a bower was a room outside, like a nest a bird builds. Like this.” 
 
    “My father’s people call it a Wigwam. If we don’t free the trees, they might die.” 
 
    Alma sighed, and began to release the trees on the other side of him. “Your Papa is part Indian? I thought he was part gypsy?” 
 
    “Part Cherokee, from one of his grandparents. But we’ve visited with his people before. They know a lot about the woods that is useful.” 
 
    Alma stole looks his way as she freed her side, remembering how Pa had told her brothers to go catch her wild Indian. 
 
    “My pants are made from deerskin, beaten and scraped, then stained with walnut husks. My Gramp’s wife made them as a gift for me, but showed me how to make them.” 
 
    “Ain’t she your grandmother?” 
 
    Gabe stood beside her, freed the last sapling and shook it. “My great-grandmother was a white captive from Virginia. My Indian great-grandfather saw her washing clothes and decided to take her home to be his wife. He kept her for a year, but she was so sad, after their baby was born all she did was cry. He took her back to her people, but kept his son. Their child is my grandfather and has always lived with the Cherokee as an Indian.” 
 
    “Then how did he become your Grandpappy?” 
 
    “Wife with too many questions, we need to walk. I want to be past Sneedville before the town folk are up.” 
 
    Alma stuck out her jaw in protest, but Gabe leaned in and kissed her. As he tugged at the last tote in her hands, she held on to it. “Might have to do it walking, but I still reckon to break our fast.” 
 
    As he tugged the reins on the mule, Alma passed food, the same as they’d eaten the night before. This time they ate walking. Instead of cake, they ate the springhouse fruit. The bruised pears were so ripe, the juice ran down their chins. Alma could almost suck the fruit from the core. 
 
      
 
    <><><> 
 
      
 
    People were stirring, Gabe had been right to hurry her. They gave the couple some long hard looks so Alma held her head up, and looked straight ahead. She was glad she’d changed out of the pale wedding dress. Even so, some of their looks made her wonder if they knew what they’d been doing the night before. Finally, they had skirted the last farm and headed northwest. She hated asking since he wasn’t talking, but she figured he was walking them toward the Gap. All roads led through Cumberland Gap, at least that’s what Pa always claimed. 
 
    They had been walking for over two hours. Alma’s legs were burning and she needed to stop and find a bush. She rushed to pass the mule so she could get Gabe’s attention. 
 
    When he heard her breathing hard, Gabe pulled Amos to a stop and the hound collapsed on the path. Alma stared at him, pointed toward the brush along the ridge. Gabe scanned it, then surprised her when he stepped back and pulled his rifle from the pack. 
 
    Alma gasped in fear, but as she rounded the mule to hide, it let lose its water and she had to stop on the other side of the animal and squat. At least the grass was tall as the mule’s hocks so she was hidden. When Gabe fired, she jumped so quickly she almost fell backward. Amos was startled too, and she put a hand on his rump and said “whoa.” 
 
    Gabe took off through the field, the grass slapping against his legs. Alma raised a hand to shield her eyes to see what he’d shot. She stepped up to take the reins at the mule’s head, patting his black speckled neck to keep him calm. 
 
    Gabe walked out, a young deer draped over his shoulders. Gabe grinned at her as he gutted the animal, and let the excited dog feed. Quickly he skinned it, cutting the hide around the hooves and head, but peeling loose the rest. Alma watched in fascination as he separated the animal in half, leaving the head and neck on one side. He kicked the hound away long enough to retrieve the intestines. 
 
    She would have asked a question, but it was plain what he was about as he turned to the first big tree and climbed from limb to limb until it was out of reach from the ground to hang the half carcass. 
 
    When he was back beside her, Alma said. “Nobody would have known you took it all, it was a wild animal and free?” She asked him, waited while he secured the hide-wrapped smaller half across the bottom of the pack where it could bleed without messing up their stores. 
 
    “More meat than we can eat. I just wanted the skin. I’ll show you how to work the hide when we make camp.” 
 
    “What if no one finds it, ‘fore the meat spoils?’” 
 
    He shook his head at her, as though she were foolish. “They heard the shot, they’ll be looking.” 
 
    He looked a question at her and she blushed and started walking off, the mule following behind her as Gabe remained behind until the dog finished eating. By the time she reached the small stream, both had caught up. 
 
    She stood in the sun dappled light under a willow’s branches and smiled back at him. Gabe and the dog splashed into the water beside her. 
 
    “Are you planning to cook that deer?” 
 
    “He’ll keep until supper time,” Gabe said. 
 
    “Reckon we’ve walked ten miles or so, this morning alone.” 
 
    “More like seven or eight.” 
 
    “We’ll be at the Cumberland Gap before you know it.” 
 
    “If we walk all day today, all day tomorrow, might make it Wednesday morning.” 
 
    Alma started to complain, then recalled Nadine’s annoying whining all the time. She didn’t want Gabe to feel toward her what she did for Nadine, when the girl would do nothing but complain. 
 
    “I’ll try to keep up for you, long’s my feet do the same. Don’t know if you’ll be happy when my legs are ground to a stump, which they might be, time we walk to California.” 
 
    “Thinking on it. Figure if we eat a bite, nap a little in the shade here, we might be able to get a good stretch walked, before nightfall.” 
 
    Alma smiled and moved into his arms. “Is napping, what you’ve been thinking on?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER TWENTY 
 
      
 
    It was Wednesday, just after they stopped at noon to eat, before they walked through Harrogate, a town split by the main road through the gap. Alma stood, twisting the kinks from her back as she looked from one side of the road to another. She was aware of how Gabe suddenly looked nervous and she instinctively moved closer to him. Sensing it too, the hound backed and sat on her feet. 
 
    She couldn’t see a lot of people, like when they walked through the last town. Here the buildings were all wooden, mostly two-storied. Nearest where they stood, she finally noticed a man standing in a doorway. He was staring right hard at them, especially at Gabe. 
 
    She twisted her long brown braid of hair over her shoulder and fiddled with the feathered end of it. This morning, she had tried to ask it in a laughing way, but she’d offered to braid Gabe’s hair. It led to their first fight when he didn’t answer, just stared hard at her. 
 
    In defense, she’d said, “I noticed your papa wore his pulled back. Your older brother wore his all cropped off.” 
 
    At the coldness in his dark eyes, she faltered, then raised her head again. “Might be cooler for you, in this sun.” 
 
    “Are you afraid to be seen with me, because it makes me look like an Indian?” he growled. 
 
    Alma’s heart was pounding in her chest. She hadn’t meant to insult him, only keep him from having to fight sometime along the trail. He was a man, as stubborn as his mule, but she daren’t point it out. She remembered when they were just children and he had let her pull his hair back with the honeysuckle vine. She wished she’d found some of the sweet vine before she asked. 
 
    “I’m not ashamed of you. But why do you wear it that way? You’re not an Injun. From what you told me, your grandfather was half, which makes your papa a fourth, and you only an eighth. Why do you want to be different, if it means trouble and fighting?” 
 
    “I know what I am. I’m a Melungeon, and I’m not going to hide it.” 
 
    Before he left her side, he turned to whisper. “Are you asking, or are you going to do like Bailley? She cut Shep’s off while he slept.” 
 
    At the hurt in his voice, she felt her eyes grow moist. Before she could reach out to touch him, he had started walking on the trail. 
 
      
 
    <><><> 
 
      
 
    Now what she feared, was about to happen. The man stepping off the porch toward them looked like trouble. Why had Gabe been so contrary, when just pulling back his hair could have meant avoiding all this? 
 
    “Girl, this Injun giving you trouble?” The man asked belligerently. From the smell and sway of him, Alma could tell he’d been drinking his lunch. She noticed other people were coming out on their porches to see what he was hollering about. 
 
    “No, sir,” Alma answered despite the grim look on Gabe’s face. Drunk or not, the man was about twice his size. “He’s my husband, sir, and we’re just passing through.” 
 
    “Husband,” the man shouted. He made a noise that was a pretend laugh, but everyone knew he didn’t find it funny. “Now I know, no decent white woman would ever stoop to marry no Injun. So that must mean…,” before he could finish the sentence, Gabe stepped out from her and she noticed that he now held his rifle. She saw him raise the gun and looked around for help. The drunk had a hand on his hip and Alma had no intention of being a widow three days after her wedding. 
 
    “If you weren’t so drunk, mister, you could see he’s whiter than you are. I’ve got a license, if you’re doubting my word.” 
 
    “Alma, be quiet,” Gabe ordered. She stared at him, then at the drunk and threw up her hands. As though she walked between cocked guns every day, she chirped at the mule and pushed the little hound to his feet. For a moment she wondered if she yelled ‘sic him,’ if the dog would tear into the drunk the way he had Pa. 
 
    Another voice challenged her from the middle of the street. “Get back inside Samuel, before I let this man plug you.” Alma stared at the new man, noticed that he wore a suit and dress hat, and it wasn’t even Sunday. Where she had stopped, the mule was still between the men. 
 
    “Ma’am, why don’t you people just follow me over to the courthouse? I’d like to look at that marriage license. I surely would.” 
 
      
 
    <><><> 
 
      
 
    Alma didn’t speak, just led Amos over to tie up and left the dog at the rail. “Sit boy, watch him,” she said, as though the dog could understand. He raised his head, ears back, and big brown eyes shining as though he understood every word. 
 
    She stood and waited, holding her breath as Gabe walked backward after them, never taking his eyes off the tall drunk. Peeved, if they were alone, she might have scolded her new husband like her brothers and sisters when they misbehaved. It took all her concentration to keep her mouth closed and focus on finding the pack containing her Bible. When she found it, she didn’t open it to search for the paper, just clutched the scarred and cracked cover to her chest as she walked up the steps and into the room where the important man held the door open for her. 
 
    As she passed by, she noticed the man had his suit coat open and she could see a cross over holster with a big black gun resting on his good sized stomach. She knew the curse words, had heard Pa and her brothers use them plenty of times, but she swallowed the hard thoughts and walked over to sit down in front of his desk. 
 
    Gabe didn’t speak either, just gave the man the evil eye as he strutted past, his long gun crossed over his folded arms. She heard the hound earn his supper as he snarled and snapped outside and the important man closed the door firmly and turned a key. 
 
    Gabe walked forward, sat beside Alma without speaking or looking at her. As angry as he’d been this morning, lord knew what state he’d be in tonight. Angry at the thought that he might blame her for what just happened, she stuck her chin forward and clutched her Bible tighter. 
 
    The man made a big deal of opening a ledger on his desk, grunted and pulled out his pistol and laid it beside the book as he dipped a pen in his ink bottle. 
 
    “Names?” 
 
    Gabe took a minute, but when Alma remained quiet, he answered. “Gabriel Bridger and Almira Maeline Bridger, from Hancock County.” 
 
    “Hancock County? Only ones from there that visit here often are Daniels. Man has two boys, Eb and Ned.” 
 
    “Daniel is my maiden name. My Pa is Davis. Eb and Ned are my brothers.” 
 
    “Pardon me doubting your word, but you don’t look anything like Davis or his boys. Seen his oldest daughter, Cory.” 
 
    “Corinne. My younger sister married Oakey Payne, also of Hancock County. My baby sister, Nadine, married Dougie Payne a week ago.” 
 
    “She married her sister’s brother-in-law?” 
 
    Alma blushed and nodded. 
 
    He nodded, his hands resting on his paunch like he was judging every word they said. “Believe I met them, but you don’t look like Corinne Payne either. She’s a plump, bosomy woman, got your dad’s ginger coloring. All of them favor I’d say, but you, you don’t favor them at all.” 
 
    Alma’s mouth felt dry. She swallowed so she could get the words out. “I take after Ma. She was Flossie Lynn Collins, but she passed last weekend.” 
 
    “She just passed. Well, I’m sorry to hear that. I know some Collinses, down at Jamestown. You do look more like a Collins than a Daniel.” 
 
    Alma set her teeth, tried to keep her eyes lowered, but she was too angry. Pa had always warned the others when Alma’s eyes are sparkin’, you better lay low. Alma turned to look at Gabe. 
 
    “We’ve no reason to lie about our names. You can ask anyone from Hancock County, we both were born and raised there. Most of the town was at our wedding.” 
 
    The man raised his eyebrows. “Kyles Ford.” 
 
    Alma whirled and gave him full glare. 
 
    He laughed. “Well, I wouldn’t exactly call that a town. Course if I wanted to ruin a good horse riding over that many hills and ridges, I reckon I would go ask some of those folks you claim to know. But right now, you people are speaking to me, Judge Clay Arthur of Claiborne County, and I’d watch your damn attitude before you end up in jail. Because no matter what folks will tolerate in Hancock County, we don’t allow our white women to marry Indians or colored men, here. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE 
 
      
 
    The judge’s voice rose with every word, and Alma realized it was because the dog was barking louder and louder. “Well, at least in Hancock County, strangers aren’t kept prisoner for walking through town, while their belongings are stolen,” Alma said. 
 
    Gabe turned his head to look out the curtained window. The small hound was leaping and snarling outside. The Judge gave Alma a cold look, then rose and walked over to unlock the door. He trained his pistol on the big drunk. “Step away from there, Samuel, before I do this whole town a favor and part your hair permanently.” 
 
    “Call off that mutt,” the drunk demanded. 
 
    Alma walked to the door and hollered. “You best leave our stuff alone, ‘fore we sic him on you.” 
 
    At her voice, the young dog whimpered and sat still at Amos’ feet. The mule looked over his shoulder, gave a warning kick, and then brayed as though laughing as the big man backed away. 
 
    “Alma,” Gabe said, and she felt ashamed. She’d done forgotten her place and spoken out of turn. She started back, then immediately raised her head in defiance, before sitting down. Gabe almost smiled. 
 
    Quietly, but clearly, he spoke to the judge. “If you leave the door open, we can keep watch on our things.” 
 
    The judge stared at the couple, surprised at the contrast in manners. Whatever else was going on, he was convinced no one had taken this young woman anywhere against her will. 
 
    Alma opened her Bible and took out the signed document the Preacher had writ out for her. She handed it to the Judge as he sat down. He continued to wave his hand until she reluctantly released the Bible. He opened it to the center, read the family list, the dates of marriages and births. Finally, he folded the document and closed the Bible on it. 
 
    “I would never have believed Davis Daniel would allow his daughter to marry an Indian, but your papers are in order,” the judge said. 
 
    Alma stood up and reached over to take her Bible back. “Pa didn’t. Gabe is a Melungeon, not an Indian.” 
 
    “One of the mystery people, an ‘other.’ You one of them Portuguese fortune teller ones, boy, or one of Moorish descent?” 
 
    “My people were settled here before you white people ever filed through that gap. My Mama claims gypsy blood, my Papa, some Cherokee.” 
 
    “Gypsy blood? Folks can tell fortunes and has second sight?” 
 
    Gabe nodded, still angry. 
 
    The Judge rose too, leaned over his desk to point at Gabe’s hair. “Well, if you have second sight, you should have known what waited for a man wearing his hair, Indian style.” 
 
    “I knew, but I am not a coward.” 
 
    “Coward,” the judge laughed. “If those men drug your woman into that saloon,” he saw Alma’s face pale. He changed his next words, “to dance with, not a man in this community would have done anything to help her. Might of drug you in to watch, or maybe for a dance, too.” 
 
    Gabe reached over to clutch Alma’s hand. 
 
    “I suggest you cut it to a decent length. Without that hair, with your manners, you could pass for white” 
 
    Even though she was expecting it, Gabe’s tirade was so loud and harsh she hunched down in her seat and clutched her Bible a little closer. 
 
    “Well, I’m not ashamed of my Indian or my Gypsy heritage. White men don’t apologize because their half German, half Scotch, or what have you. To deny I’m a Melungeon would mean I’m ashamed of all my kin folk, living and dead. I’m not, I’m proud of them. They are honest, hardworking, even pay their taxes – which is more than some white people do.” 
 
    Alma noticed when he looked her way, and just let her head drop a little. Pa said America was built on the idea of not paying taxes and he wasn’t changing countries or letting the country change him. Nobody had ever come around foolish enough to collect any either. 
 
    The Judge let him talk, heard it all, shook his head and waved them out the door. “No sense arguing with a fool. But if you intend to cross this country all the way to California, dragging a young woman with you, you better keep your powder dry, and a loaded gun to hand. 
 
    He followed them to the door. “Ma’am, if I was you, I’d head back home to my family, and let this fool go on his way alone.” 
 
    Alma broke loose from Gabe’s arm, the Bible still clutched in her hands. “Mister, if you have a wife or daughters, I pity them. Because if they don’t love you enough to follow you to the ends of the earth, they don’t feel nothing for you at all.” 
 
    Gabe held his arm up and beckoned her. Alma stepped down into its shelter and with the mule and the excited hound, they headed north through the Cumberland Gap. 
 
      
 
    <><><> 
 
      
 
    She tried not to look, but she felt her head turning to make sure the drunk Samuel or someone worse wasn’t following. Then when they cleared the first group of buildings, there was another group of buildings waiting up ahead. Her nerves were so jumpy, the little hound mirrored them by barking randomly at everything he didn’t recognize. All in all, it took a while, and the whole town was watching and standing at their door or window by the time they left. Alma felt the hairs bristling on her neck, felt sure someone would follow them. 
 
    Confused, she looked to Gabe, who had shifted his arm under hers so they walked in step. He held his gun in his other hand the whole time. She was right, he had been muttering as they walked. When she heard the word, ‘Amen,’ her breath came out in a whoosh. 
 
    She saw his eyes, all white rimmed and wide. She repeated the words of the only psalm she could remember, raising her voice louder than his to repeat the words, “the Lord is my shepherd.” Never had the words felt truer or more worth repeating. 
 
    “Yea, though I walk in the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil,” Gabe said, and Alma joined “for thou art with me. Thy rod and thy staff, they comfort me,” they said the verses of the twenty-third psalm, then repeated them as they walked. 
 
    Alma stopped looking around, but felt her heart easing as their voices grew louder. The path had narrowed and they had left the town behind and the wide dirt road. Ahead, they could see the mountains split by one narrow gap. 
 
    She was breathless as the path steepened and their walk didn’t slow. She was aware of Gabe turning them toward the left, although another wider path seemed to veer to the right. Up ahead, he slowed and halted their mule and turned to point below. They were standing on a wide rock high above the valley. 
 
    Alma stared down at the hateful town, but now there were no faces, just rolling green fields. She could see no stream or river, only the ribbon of road they had climbed and felt tears in her eyes. 
 
    Gabe turned her into his arms and his lips brushed her forehead. For several minutes they just stood there shaking, wrapped in each other’s arms. When he released her, his voice still shook with emotion. “I should have listened, I know. If you want to tell me, you told…” she stopped the words with her kiss. His lips were hot against her own. Breathless, she leaned away. 
 
    “I don’t reckon I’ve ever been so scairt before,” she whispered. “When you were yelling at that important man with his big loaded gun beside him, I thought I might faint. You were so wonderful, Gabe.” 
 
    “I thought I was right, until he said what might happen to you,” Gabe said, squatting down in front of her, facing the valley. “Do what you want? Cut it if you want to.” 
 
    Alma felt the rich, heavy silk of his hair in her hands, bent to kiss the top of his scalp. She put the good book away and took out her comb. In minutes, she had it pulled back and braided into a single queue in the back. 
 
    “No, I thought you were just being stubborn, but I understand now, why you wear it long. If you cut it, it would be like saying you’re ashamed of the man you are, of the people who loved each other, despite their differences. No man or woman should force you to do that. Certainly not me. I’m proud of you Gabe, proud to be Miz Bridger. Braided is enough.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO 
 
      
 
    They were both still wary, keeping an eye on their back trail. For once, they talked as they walked and Alma liked the noise they made. Two or three times, the hound took off on a track, and they had to call him back. 
 
    “Would be a lot easier to call that red boned hound, if he had a name,” Gabe said. 
 
    Alma nodded. “You’re right, what do you think suits him.” 
 
    “Terror,” comes to mind. 
 
    Alma laughed for the first time today. She clapped her hands, and the half-grown red, brown dog came leaping out of the brush beside her. She laughed even more as it jumped into her arms, like some little trick doggy. She petted it, let it lick at her chin, before pushing him down. “Naw, he comes from a long line of coon hounds, even if he is red and untrainable now. Pa wanted to kill him last week, when he ripped his pants.” 
 
    Gabe stared at her, asking the obvious question with a look of ‘if he wanted to kill the animal, why it wasn’t dead.’ 
 
    “Ned and Eb helped save him, knew he was only defending me.” This time her face reddened and she looked ashamed to continue. 
 
    Softly Gabe asked, “When he gave you that bruise on the cheek?” 
 
    She blushed even darker and the tall pup leaned against her legs, and growled softly, as though Gabe were now the threat. Alma gave a barking laugh and scolded the hound. The animal stood on the trail, his brows wrinkled and his brown eyes studying them both. 
 
    “Pa was tight, and a little confused. He asked if I’d been out with you, when I’d only been tending to Ma’s needs.” 
 
    “And the dog kept him away,” Gabe asked. 
 
    Alma nodded, petting the dog by pulling his long ears forward to his nose. “He’ll be a brave dog and good hunter when he’s grown. Needs a good hound dog name.” 
 
    “Blossom?” Gabe asked and the dog made a funny whine in his throat and Alma laughed again. “Fred?” Alma shook her head, “John, Boomer, Wowser.” 
 
    “That’s it, Boomer, see how his ears go up, he likes that too. He’s loud now, so when he’s grown he should have a deep, booming voice.” 
 
    “Sure, Blossom …” Gabe teased, but stopped as the dog turned, his neck hair raised, and growled. Gabe guided the mule off the trail back into the bushes the dog had just jumped out of, pressing Alma behind him as he raised his gun. Alma patted Amos, caught Boomer’s lower jaw to hush him and pulled her own gun out of the pack. 
 
    All the ease was gone, and she was hearing the judge’s voice and the word he should have said instead of dance. 
 
      
 
    <><><> 
 
      
 
    The riders came up the trail, whipping their foaming horses. Alma’s heart jumped into her throat as she recognized the big man in front. As though they knew they were watching, the first two pulled up to wait for the two following. 
 
    Sensing the danger, both animals stood quietly, the couple beside them alert and ready. Two more men rode up. 
 
    “I know this trail,” Samuel said, arguing with the smaller man beside him. “If they took this fork, there’s nowhere to get off it until they reach Middlesboro. On foot, we’re going to catch ‘em. You told us what the Judge said, ain’t nobody going to care if we have a little fun with an Injun lover.” 
 
    “Should’ve caught up by now. We’re running horses, and they were walking afoot. I’m believing they went the other way,” the heavier rider said. 
 
    The tallest man of the two following said, “I’ve been thinking about what Joe told us. The Judge let them go, so that means they’re kin to Davis Daniel. We drink with Ned and Eb. If anyone was to let slip what we did to their sister, those three wouldn’t stop until we’re dead.” 
 
    “Won’t be nobody knows, but us, and none of us would tell,” Samuel argued. 
 
    All three stared at him and the small man beside him backed his horse up with the other two. Samuel swore. He looked up the trail and sniffed. “Damn, they’re so close I can smell them. Are you going to let a damn Indian look down on us and walk out of our town with a white woman?” 
 
    “They showed the judge proof they were married,” Joe said. “There’s plenty of women back to town.” 
 
    Samuel swore and yelled, “More fun for me. Hold your skirts up gals, as you ride back down the mountain.” He jerked his horse around and spurred it hard. 
 
    The men on the trail hesitated. The tallest turned to face down the pass, waited for the others to follow him. The two held their horses that were dancing to be off again. “T’aint right. You follow that fool if you want to, I’m going home.” 
 
    This time he did, walking his horse slowly back down the trail. Swearing, Joe and the heavy man beside him rode up the trail slowly, after Samuel. 
 
      
 
    <><><> 
 
      
 
    Alma stood beside her husband, shaking with something besides fright. It was all she could do not to fire her gun at the men riding up the mountain pass. When she let out her breath, she turned to see Gabe, his eyes almost glowed with hatred beside her. She knew if she felt it that strongly, he was feeling it more. 
 
    Unsure, but needing to calm herself, she moved forward against him, forcing him to lower his rifle to hold her. He tugged her braid, tipping her face up to his. The kiss was hard and quick, and he pushed himself free of her and stepped around the mule. When she started to follow, he barked. “Stay. Hold the animals here, and wait.” 
 
    Alma would have argued, felt the words, pushing at the back of her teeth to get out. But there was something cold and frightening about the man before her, something in him she had not seen before. Boomer sank down on his haunches, his bony butt against her foot. The mule’s hip was in her face and Gabe took a minute to take the reins and tie Amos to the tree. He looked down at the pup, and Alma held him while Gabe slipped a noose over the dog’s head, and tied him there too. 
 
    “Stay,” he whispered, his lips close to her ear. “I’ll be back for you. Sit down and wait.” 
 
    Like the hound, she crouched down beside the tree, resting on her heels. For the first time she looked behind them. Three feet below the little shelf where they hid, the mountain dropped off below them for hundreds of feet. Alma turned around, sat on the ground beside the hound, her back braced against the rough bark of the hickory tree over them. She welcomed the warmth of the dog pressed against her, even the mule as he dropped his head to nose her hair. Once again, she prayed. 
 
      
 
    <><><> 
 
      
 
    Gabe felt his blood streaming, his heart pounding. For a minute, he had thought only how satisfying it would be to shoot one of these animals. All his life he had been taunted and tormented by men like these, cowards who talked bravely, but could only prove their manhood by belittling others. For a moment he tried to imagine what it was like for an Indian or black man, to try to survive among them. His mind would not let him. If it was this hard for a man of mixed blood, what they had to endure was unimaginable. 
 
    He only knew he could not let them harm Alma. With that thought, he ran forward, listening and watching for any sign of the three men ahead of him. The trail was rising higher as he climbed the Cumberland Mountain, aware of how much the land was like home. He’d meant to talk to Alma about the town below. Harrogate to the white settlers, Shawanee to the Indians, but they had both been too emotional to talk. They were blundering through a land with so much to see, but they had no time to be tourists. 
 
    Now he would have to hide to keep her safe. All the things the judge had said came roaring back to him as he ran breathlessly upward, his legs stinging from the effort. Maybe he should have turned right, taken the trail toward Virginia and then turned back to their home in Tennessee. He had no right to drag a woman with him on such a journey. 
 
    As he stopped to take a deep breath, his heart ached at the thought of leaving her. He shook his head, smiled to himself. As though she would ever let him. He was grateful that she had obeyed and stayed when he asked. He had no idea what he was going to do, but he needed her out of harm’s way. All he knew was that he had to confront them. 
 
    Maybe even had to kill them. 
 
      
 
    <><><> 
 
      
 
    As he sucked in another deep breath, he raised his head in horror. There, standing on the trail, was one of the men he had been pursuing. While the short man had his hand full and his weapon resting against a tree, Gabe charged. 
 
    Gabe struck the man mid-forehead as he yelled while scrambling to close his pants. The fat man dropped like a stone onto the path near a pile of fresh horse dung. 
 
    Gabe looked, but could see neither of the other two riders. Taking the opportunity, he patted the unconscious man’s saddle bag, checked his saddle. All he found useful was a short braided whip. The lathered horse was still wheezing and standing with dropped reins. He pulled his knife and removed the horse’s halter, watching as it wandered off, up the mountain trail. He tied the man’s feet with one rein, bound his hands with the other. 
 
    As much as he would like to leave the man this way, he knew it would be dark before long. A helpless man could fall prey to bear or mountain lion. He looked at the tree to his right and was trying to figure out how to get the man raised from the trail, when the rider-less horse came thundering down the trail. 
 
    Gabe rolled the body over to the tree, and hid behind it himself, as the animal looked unsure what to do, smelling his downed rider. Gabe heard men behind the animal shouting, and the horse shied away from the noise. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE 
 
      
 
    Samuel pulled up his horse and Joe rode past, then turned his horse and moved back to join him. “What, don’t you want to catch the horse, find Hank?” 
 
    “Hush, I heard something?” 
 
    “Heard something, you think he’s here somewhere?” 
 
    Joe looked terrified and jerked his horse around, until he spotted the fat body. “Hey, there’s Hank.” 
 
    He vaulted to the ground, ran to the body as his horse moved between him and Samuel. In that instant, Gabe swung his rifle like a club and Joe crashed to the ground. Gabe pulled the man closer, squatted behind the tree with his knee on the man’s chest. Holding the rifle ready again, he felt with two fingers on his neck, relieved to feel a pulse. He could hear Samuel complaining, shouting warnings and trying to collect the reins of the horse before it ran off. 
 
    Gabe used those precious seconds to drag old Hank below the road so his body was invisible. He heard Samuel discharge his gun, knew he only had minutes. Gathering himself, he sprinted from cover and leaped up to rip the gun away. With the fired weapon in his hand and his own loaded gun raised he growled out. “Get off that horse, now.” 
 
    “Hey, mister, you wouldn’t shoot an unarmed man would you? We ain’t looking for trouble with no white man, we’re just chasing an Injun and his whore.” 
 
    Gabe grabbed the drunk’s knee, yanked his foot out of the stirrup and tugged. The big man dropped onto the road, but reached out with both hands to trip Gabe. Like a mountain goat jumping from a rock, Gabe leapt upward out of reach, then came down with both feet on the big man’s arm. 
 
    The man screamed in pain, made the mistake of lashing out with his other arm. Gabe slammed the man’s gun stock into his hand, then tossed the empty rifle as far as he could throw it. Samuel landed a hard kick against Gabe’s leg, despite his screaming and scrambling to get out of the Melungeon’s reach. 
 
    Gabe lowered the barrel of his rifle, held it ready to fire. He could feel the rage bubbling through him, the urge to fire the gun was overwhelming. 
 
    “I’m the man you wanted to beat, you stinking bully. That’s my wife you were planning to rape.” 
 
    Samuel was whining, trying to work himself back to the horse and the pistol he carried in his saddlebag. As the slobbering coward, half rose, grabbing at the horse, Gabe slammed the rifle stock against the man’s knee. 
 
    “Stop it, damn you, stop it.” I didn’t know you was a white man. 
 
    Gabe used the rifle again, using the butt end to slam his shoulder. The man’s scream sent a thrill through him. He wondered what Alma would think if she saw him doing this. 
 
      
 
    <><><> 
 
      
 
    Straining, Alma thought she could hear what might be voices, none sounded like Gabe. Minutes later, the tall man from the second group rode past, back down the mountain. 
 
    In the sudden silence, her head throbbed from the strain and the fear. 
 
    Into the empty day, there was a gun shot and she stood up, dizzy with fear. Her first thought was to run to Gabe, but he had warned her to sit still until he came for her. She gripped the tree, groaned, trying to obey. 
 
    A winded horse came down the trail, staggering as though blind. The mule snickered to him and the horse stopped, wheezing in the middle of the road. Alma wondered what it meant. Had Gabe shot one of the terrible men following them? Had he shot this horse? She talked softly, reaching out to the frightened animal. When he was close, she grabbed for the bridle, shocked to find the reins weren’t there. 
 
    The animal had soapy lather over his chest and flanks. She didn’t touch him, but looked closely for any sign of wounds. Satisfied, he was just exhausted, she hushed the animals. Again, she could hear voices, this time, knew it was Gabe. 
 
    Her first impulse was to mount the horse and ride up the road to see. She heard a man scream, shivered, then minutes later heard him scream again. Instead of running, she remained still, waiting. Finally, she patted the tired horse on the rump and sent him on his way down the slope. Holding her breath, straining to listen, she stood with a hand on each of their animals, praying. 
 
      
 
    <><><> 
 
      
 
    Gabe looked at the three men, all now bound and moaning. He clapped his hands, whistled, and then shouted Boomer. 
 
    When Boomer started leaping and barking, Alma pinned him against the tree until she could slip him free of the rope. As soon as he was untied, he bounded up the path and the mule brayed in protest at being left behind. Alma managed to release the mule, but didn’t have a chance to lead him. She had to run, to keep up with the two animals. 
 
    When she arrived, Gabe was looking around for vines or something to use for rope. She stared at the three, noticed the knots forming on the forehead of one man, on the side of the head of the other. 
 
    Gabe ordered the hound to stay and the dog folded flat as though he had always been trained to obey, his eyes never leaving the drunk. It was Samuel, who had tried to get into their packs. When any man moved, Boomer gave a deep throaty growl. 
 
    Breathless, she turned to stare at Gabe. Only when she’d scanned every inch and seen nothing wrong, did she push the mule away and rush into his arms. “Thank God, you’re all right.” 
 
    He ignored the men watching as he kissed his young wife, and held her close. “We’ve got to hurry. I was going to hang them from the tree, but there’s not time, or a rope.” 
 
    “Ma’am, you’ve got to save us from this crazy man,” the fat man begged, then moaned. 
 
    “Sir, you’re lucky he caught you after what you had planned for us. What kind of men are you, that decent people can’t walk through your town without you wanting to attack and rape them?” 
 
    At the use of the word, all four men stared at her, unable to talk. Finally, the big drunk spoke, “You call this lucky?” 
 
    “If it had been me, I would have shot every one of you. Then, then…” she stuttered, trying to come up with something worse. “Well, you know what’s done with boy pigs so the boar won’t kill and eat them. That’s what should be done to the lot of you.” 
 
    Gabe wrapped a strong arm around Alma, struggling to keep back a smile. “Come along, darling girl, we’ll leave ‘em tied to ponder.” He stared at the three. “If you, or any of your friends come after us, I’ll do what she said, and more.” 
 
    Alma stared at the tall horse by the tree, the other nibbling at leaves beside the trail. She looked a question at Gabe. 
 
    “No, I’m not giving them an excuse to come after us. Besides, unlike these low life, scummy animals, we’re not thieves.” He stared at the three men as he called each name down on their ears like a curse. “You better hope you have somebody who cares enough to come up after you, before the bears and cats smell the stench of you.” Only the fat one shuddered. 
 
    Holding her beneath his arm like a protecting wing, he started up the trail, the reins draped over the mule’s pack, the rifle still in his hand. Alma looked back at the hound, still crouched and growling. “Come away, Boomer.” 
 
    The dog rose to his feet, but instead of following, he advanced toward the biggest of the three man, leaned in until his muzzle was in the drunk’s face. He stood there, barking and snarling until Gabe gave a whistle and the hound turned and bounded after them. 
 
    Only when they were around a bend in the road, did Alma look up at Gabe. “What was all that about?” 
 
    “Like you, I think he was just telling them what he’d do if they showed up again.” 
 
    Alma laughed, knelt to wrap her arms around the confused hound. She gave him a quick kiss on the top of his head and said, “Good boy. Next time I’ll let you ‘sic’ ‘em.’” 
 
    He spun on the trail, but Gabe whistled him back beside them. The dog shook his head at the mixed signals. “Not now,” Alma said and the happy dog darted ahead of them, looking for rabbits, but ready for trouble. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR 
 
      
 
    They continued to climb upward, Gabe, much slower than before the fight. Already late, but he was determined that they get over the mountain by dark. Alma walked beside him, taking the gun to carry. When his limp worsened, she demanded a break. “Please Gabe, we haven’t eaten since noon and my stomach’s cleaved to my backbone.” 
 
    They’d finished the teacher’s grub except a last slice of the wedding cake. They ate the last bread his Mama had made, hard and crusty, but it had traveled well and with the strong and tangy goat cheese filled them up good. Alma stared at Gabe, noticed his pallor. She excused herself to find a bush, left him with the gun, and took the axe along for protection. She returned with a makeshift crutch. 
 
    “Sorry, but it was in my way. Figured I might as well shorten it to make a walkin’ stick for you.” 
 
    Gabe stared at her, took the gift without complaint. “I’ve got Ma’s doctorin’ box, if you’d let me see where you’re hurt, I might kin help.” 
 
    “I’m all right, just bruised.” 
 
    She didn’t move to give him room to rise, just stood staring back at him. “Soon won’t have enough light to see it.” 
 
    Gabe nodded, used his hands to raise up enough to slide the deerskin pants down. Alma wished he’d been standing in bright daylight. She squatted beside him on the road and said. “Go on, stand on it.” 
 
    Gabe grunted, but managed to get to his feet with his britches dropped. Alma ran her hands up and down his muscled legs, feeling and testing until he groaned. She leaned closer and put her face against the hurt, felt the heat from the swelling and mercilessly ran her hand along the inside of his leg first, ignoring the velvet brush of his manhood against the back of her hand, moving with expert fingers to make sure the knot was just bruised muscle, not a broken bone or torn skin. 
 
    Satisfied, she surprised them both by tugging his pants back up and squeezing his bottom as she pulled them over his hips. In a husky voice, she said, “I reckon its fierce bruised, but if you’re mule enough to walk on it, we’d best get moving.” 
 
    In minutes they were at the peak, Gabe and Alma both panting. “Think we’ve hit the downgrade,” Gabe said. 
 
    Alma held the mule for a minute. “Listen.” 
 
    Both stood and in the fading light they heard the commotion a mile down the trail. A trick of the mountain, high above the trees, the sound seemed to waft up from the forest toward them. It was the commotion of men and horses. Alma felt a breathless moment of relief, stared at Gabe, but couldn’t make out his feelings in the fading light. At least the miscreants had been rescued, not eaten by wild animals. 
 
    “You think they’ll come after us,” she whispered. He shushed her, listened as though he could make out words instead of just commotion. “Move,” he said. 
 
    With urgency they moved down slope, Alma aware by his breathing, when Gabe put his foot down wrong, when he was safe. The hound moved in the darkness ahead, his voice low as he gave woofs every so often. Alma felt glad Pa had spared the pup and let her have him. He was worth his feed. 
 
    Half-way down the first grade, the mule brayed. Alma reached for his halter, but the animal turned and carried her along as he moved off the trail. Even in the dark and wearing his pack, the animal was sure-footed. Gabe grabbed Amos’ tail as he turned and managed to hang on and keep his feet somehow as the animal led them down the soft embankment. 
 
    When Alma heard the hound splash through the water ahead of them, she could have kissed the long eared critter. A minute later the mule was standing in water, and she released his halter and turned to look for Gabe. 
 
    Her husband had collapsed against the first boulder. Alma whispered his name, felt his hands reach out for her. “God willing, the moon won’t shine,” he said. 
 
      
 
    <><><> 
 
      
 
    Frightened, they clung together, knowing if all the men came after them they were doomed. When an hour passed, and no one came. They relaxed. 
 
    “I best get that pack off Amos,” Alma said, “fore he decides to roll around and break it.” 
 
    Gabe grunted, but rose to stand beside her. She felt annoyed, but knew better than to tell a man what to do. Together they removed the pack and halter from the mule, Piled them beside the rock. She noticed Gabe sagged back against his boulder. 
 
    “I could use a cold sip of that spring, might even let you finish your wedding cake,” Gabe said. 
 
    Alma took the water skins from the pack and quickly rinsed and filled both. She handed him one, drank deeply from the other. Then she took out the cake and divided the last piece along the layers, giving Gabe the top half. No stars shone in the cloudy sky and the night air on the mountain was chilly. Even so, Alma grew warm eating the cake, wondered if Gabe was remembering their first slice, too. 
 
    “T’ain’t no grove of saplings for a bower here,” she said. 
 
    Gabe rose, used the crutch to pass her, careful of the grit and uneven rocks on the way to the stream as he walked toward it. “Come, help me out of my pants and shoes. Since we’re here, I might as well soak this leg.” 
 
    “Might help,” she agreed. “It was plumb hot and angry.” 
 
    She came forward willingly, removing his pants, kneeling to remove his shoes. The scent of his sex filled her nostrils where she knelt and she had an urge to lean forward and kiss him. But Gabe kept firm hands on her shoulders so she couldn’t move closer. Ashamed of her baser nature, she sat back on her heels. 
 
    Even though she couldn’t see him, she knew he was as aroused as she was. Then she heard him gasp as he moved forward and sank into the water. Remembering the cold creek water when she’d gathered cress for Ma, she turned and rushed back to untie the bedroll and find a dry, flat place to unroll it. She carried the rifle and powder horn and put both down to hand beside the bedroll. Just because the danger from the men was gone for the night, didn’t mean there weren’t other dangerous animals to worry about. 
 
    She heard Gabe’s teeth chattering and rushed forward, almost tripping on his clothes. She gathered them, carried them back and set them on top of the pack. Then took her time as she walked out to fetch her frozen husband. 
 
    Once to his feet and back on the creek bank, she draped his arm over her shoulder, handed him the crutch to make their way back to the bedroll, allowing time for his cold bare feet to cover the rocky ground. When they reached it, she removed her skirt and used it to brush and dry his legs and feet. Then shook the skirt out and draped it over the mule pack while Gabe shivered beside her, waiting. She was careful to help him sit down on the open quilt, and settle, before she joined him. 
 
    Once stretched out, she rolled him toward her, as she pulled the quilt and blanket around them. This time there was pain as well as pleasure in the duty of warming his firm hips with her hands. She opened her legs, pressed his shriveled men parts between her warm thighs and pressed her face against his. Murmuring and kissing him until his quivering stopped. 
 
    She could feel him relaxing as he warmed against her. She moved her hands to push his damp shirt up and over his head, then moved her own blouse up out of the way so her warm flesh was pressed against his cold chest. He shivered and moaned, but she knew it was pain and pleasure working through him too. 
 
    She was half-asleep when she felt him, pressing against her, entering her firm, but still fiery cold. Her body clenched around him tighter than she could remember and she made a strange cat cry in the back of her throat. She returned her hands to his hips, kept him still against her while she did all the work by just squeezing and releasing him. When the delight claimed her, he smiled at her scream, and then cried out too. 
 
      
 
    <><><> 
 
      
 
    Alma woke to a blanket of mist. She felt for Gabe, but he wasn’t there. She sat up and sniffed. In minutes, she was dressed and walking over to where he squatted by a fire, coffee boiling and fish frying. 
 
    She pushed at her hair, annoyed that it had come unbraided during the night. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to sleep. I was afraid bears or big cats might come down to drink and think we were breakfast. I laid out the rifle and horn by the blankets.” 
 
    “Well, I guess we’re lucky they didn’t.” She could see it, that knowing smile of his. She blushed. 
 
    “Well, you missed the black bear and the herd of deer. He took down a yearling in one swipe and dragged it off, so we don’t have to worry about him. You missed the rest of the herd, flying over us as they scattered.” 
 
    “Don’t tease,” she said. “Do you want bread?” 
 
    He shrugged and nodded and she went through the sacks until she had the meal and lard, stirred it with creek water. She fried hoecakes as soon as he took out the brown trout putting one side in each of their bowls. 
 
    “You must be feeling better. That cold water worked a cure.” 
 
    When he answered in his husky voice, Alma almost choked on the bite of fish she’d stolen. Embarrassed to look up, she turned the bread. Only when she fried the last of the dough did she dare, her cheeks still bright red as he grinned warmly at her. 
 
    She was shocked at how hungry his bright white teeth made her. Boomer came up whining, and she flipped him a bite of the hot, greasy bread. She took Gabe’s empty bowl and carried both to the creek, washing the dangerous fish bones downstream and scrubbing the oily bowls with creek grit. 
 
    She tried, but she couldn’t keep from looking at him as he packed the mule who had feasted on the high green grass all night. Boomer bounded around the field, his ears and tail in constant motion as he sniffed and hunted for rabbits. He caught a startled field mouse, let it go, then snapped it up again. With the taste of blood in his mouth, he ate it in a single bite. 
 
    In high spirits they started back up the bank to the trail. Almost to the top, Gabe slid and Alma heard his groan of pain as he fell on the bruised leg. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE 
 
      
 
    The ecstatic joy they felt leaving the stream vanished. After Alma helped Gabe to the road, she had to go back to get the crutch that he had abandoned and fell herself, ripping her skirt as she scrambled to her feet. Then it started to rain. 
 
    Before noon, riders approached them from the direction they were walking. Alma felt washed with fear, tasting the fish from breakfast as she stared at them. Although both she and Gabe had their hair pulled back, the braids were unraveling. “I wish we had hats,” she whispered. 
 
    Gabe grunted in answer. The two men slowed as they approached, studying the pair and their pack animal. Gabe was near to the dog and ordered the barking hound to ‘sit.’ Boomer sat, a growl vibrating deep in his throat. 
 
    The older man studied them, clearly seeing their muddy clothes and that Gabe was relying on the makeshift crutch. “Wet day for traveling,” he said. “Looks like you folks have had a mishap.” 
 
    Alma faded back further, until her hand was lying on the pack. Gabe cleared his throat, and she looked up to make eye contact with him. She relaxed, for the first time all day. 
 
    “Slid when we misjudged a slope first thing this morning. I was helping my wife to climb back to the trail, but the ground gave way under us.” 
 
    “You’re still a good piece from town and a doctor. There is Ma Stevens up ahead on the right, if you’ve turned or broken anything.” 
 
    He studied the tired couple and the light load on the mule. “We can help you cut a travois to drag that pack behind if you want. That way you could ride for a while. Ma’s place is still a few miles up the road.” 
 
    “Thanks, we’d appreciate the help. We were just planning to stop for a bite. Don’t have much, but happy to share.” 
 
    The old man patted his round stomach and the young man laughed. “We just eat a day’s worth of tucker up at Ma’s place. Ya’ll sit and rest while we get those saplings cut.” 
 
    Alma lifted Gabe’s tote down, and one of the water skins, as he hobbled over to sit on a fallen log. 
 
    “I should of thought of that,” she said, sitting down beside him. 
 
    “Been too focused on making time and getting away from trouble to do any thinking.” 
 
    “Do you think you’re worse hurt?” she asked. 
 
    He shrugged, studying her. “Well, I don’t think you should treat me again, not with company here.” 
 
    Alma blushed and he wrapped an arm around her. She held the poke open for him to look in. “Couple of hoecakes left and that hard-rind-cheese.” 
 
    He accepted the flat cornbread and a piece of cheese she broke off. Pushed the leather bag holding his pistol down on the ground by his foot. 
 
    She didn’t want to complain about his mama’s cooking, since she’d never had goats or made cheese. But she would be glad when the strong smelling stuff was finished. 
 
    She hoped if these men weren’t angels, but mercenaries, that the pistol would fire after a week with such strong fumes. 
 
    They were trading the water skin, when they heard the pair walking back. “Reckon you better hold your mule while we try it, mister …” 
 
    Gabe rose and hobbled back beside the head of the mule. “Gabe Bridger, my Mizzus, Alma, and our mule, Amos.” He nodded to Alma, noticed she’d closed the water skin and now held it and the poke with his things in her arms. “And your names?” 
 
    “Reverend Paul Clinch, from Trinity Baptist,” he said as he extended a hand, then waved to the younger man “And this is my son, Paul Clinch, II.” 
 
    The son waited until he’d drug the woven green wood platform behind the mule and dropped it to reach out and shake. 
 
    “We really appreciate your help,” Gabe said. 
 
    The older man answered, “Nonsense, it’s a blessing for us, having a chance to play good Samaritans on such a day.” 
 
    “Pa, maybe it would be easier for Mr. Bridger to ride back here, wouldn’t have to get up and down from such a tall mule.” 
 
    “Your choice, sir, but we’re in a hurry to get to a revival, down to Harrogate.” 
 
    Alma looked where the younger man had slid the pole under the front edge of the pack on her side, and the older man had done the same on the other side. “You’re sure that’s secure, I don’t reckon his leg needs another fall.” 
 
    “No, ma’am, I reckon not. It’s threaded inside the girth strap. That mule’s kind of gassy. Pack might have shifted when he let out some air.” 
 
    “We camped by a mountain brook, a lot of high grass around. Guess he over et,” she said. 
 
    “Mules will do that,” the young man said, grinning down at Alma. 
 
    “You’ve done enough, and we thank you,” Gabe said. He felt irritated beyond reckoning, at how friendly the younger Clinch was talking to Alma. 
 
    “Go with the Lord’s blessing, then,” the preacher said. 
 
    “Good-day to you, ma’am,” the younger man said, doffing his hat to bow to Alma. He put it back on to nod to Gabe, “Mr. Bridger.” 
 
      
 
    <><><> 
 
      
 
    Gabe remained standing, even after the good Samaritans disappeared up the trail. 
 
    Alma still stood, holding his poke and the water skin. When he didn’t move, she leaned in closer to loop the strap of the water bag over the cradle of the pack, and started to do the same with the leather bag. Gabe took it from her and removed the pistol. He checked the load and powder, then stuffed it in his waistband, handing her back the poke to tie on. He checked the travois, confirming as she had that each of the poles was secure. 
 
    Alma wondered what had brought about the change in him. He had seemed to trust and welcome the help from the men when they first arrived. Now, he acted as though they were Samuel and some of his ne’er-do-well friends. 
 
    “They said there’s a woman knows doctorin’, a Ma Stevens, that kin look at your leg.” 
 
    “Heard ‘em. Think we’ll do better to turn off this trail. I’ve got a better place to get it seen to.” 
 
    She set her hands on her hips and stared at him. “You don’t trust a preacher and his boy?” 
 
    “Don’t believe he’s a preacher or the other was his son.” 
 
    “You going to use this drag they tied on?” 
 
    “Might, at that.” Impulsively, he leaned in and kissed his arguing wife. “Keep a sharp eye, the turn-off is beside a big rock on your right side.” 
 
    Gingerly he eased himself onto the travois, checking his pistol and laying the crutch beside him. He called the dog. Boomer still stood in the road, his hackles raised, gave a single woof and trotted over to him. As though they understood each other, Gabe gave the hound orders and he barked in reply. Gabe watched the dog move to stand behind the travois and then hollered to Alma. 
 
    “You going to stand there all day, woman. We need to hurry.” 
 
      
 
    <><><> 
 
      
 
    Vexed with curiosity and peeved at Gabe for not talking to her, she stopped the mule a mile up the trail beside a big rock. She stepped back to ask Gabe, saw he was asleep. More curious than ever, she walked over to the rock and tried to find some way that it moved or made a gate. Boomer barked, and Gabe sat upright on the travois. He yelled at Alma, and she ran to help him get off the thing. 
 
    Again, he kissed her and to her surprise moved quickly to the trees growing up against the rock. In minutes he was tugging Amos forward off the road and calling Boomer to heel. “Alma,” he jerked a limb down. “Run, brush our tracks, then brush your prints and get back here.” 
 
    She saw in his face there was no time for questions or arguing. As quick as she could, she raced to the top, dusting out the drag marks that had already obscured most of Amos’ tracks. Only Boomer’s marks where he walked, whirled on the trail, and walked forward again needed to be swept. She worked as fast as she could, her heart hammering with excitement until she reached the secret turn off and rushed through into Gabe’s arms. 
 
    “Stay close,” he whispered. “Help keep the animals quiet.” 
 
    She was bursting with excitement and Boomer looked ready to tear back up the trail. She caught him up to her, securing his mouth with one hand and walking him forward upright on two legs with a scolding voice. When she was beside the mule, she raised a hand to cover his nostrils as they walked past. 
 
    Gabe hooked the gate closed, hobbled over and walked along with one arm over the mule’s neck, the crutch bracing his hurt leg. 
 
    When they were well along the new trail. Alma looked at her husband’s dark eyes. Had she once dreamed of his face and loved the mystery in his gaze. Now all she wanted were answers. 
 
    From a distance, she heard the voices of angry men. She could tell they were arguing, but could not make out what they were saying. Trying to keep both animals quiet had her heart pounding. Boomer slipped from her grip and Gabe snapped his fingers. The dog ran under the mule to jump on Gabe. She heard a loud whoosh, knew the animal must have pushed against Gabe’s bad leg. The dog knew it too, since he stilled and hung his head, ashamed. 
 
      
 
    <><><> 
 
      
 
    Despite the noise behind the curtain of living trees, Alma felt as though the silence was a weight, pressing down against her. She wanted answers, needed Gabe to explain what just happened and where they were. She knew he didn’t trust the preacher and his son, didn’t think he was a preacher. But how did he know that, what had warned him to take this strange trail and where were they headed now? 
 
    Wasn’t it too late for her to start worrying about where this mysterious Melungeon was going? She had promised in front of God and everyone to go where he led, and she knew she would. She just wanted him to explain everything to her. It wasn’t too much to ask. 
 
    Even when they heard the riders move off, Gabe stood silent. The mule shook his head, irritated by the pressure on his neck and the confinement. Alma dropped her arm to move around beside Gabe. She lifted his arm from Amos’ neck and put it around her own, whispering as she did so. “Where you lead, I will follow, but now would be a good time…” he interrupted the words with his kiss. 
 
    Keeping her hushed, he leaned heavily against her. After a few minutes, she knew why the mule had tried to shake him off. She was short and thin, and Gabe only a head taller and nearly as slim. Yet his weight was solid muscle. She had to keep her head down to see the path, make sure the footing was safe so neither of them tripped. 
 
    A few hundred yards down the trail, he stopped her, pointed to the back of the travois with his crutch. Once again, she helped him to get settled, watched as his eyes closed as soon as he stretched out. “Stay on this trail, we’re going to Pa’s people for help,” he said with a yawn. 
 
    Annoyed beyond patience, she stared at him and suddenly relaxed. Somehow, most of his braid had worked out and his hair spread about him like a halo. She saw the dark shadows under his eyes, had felt the heat in his lips and the exhaustion that weighted them both down. 
 
    She looked ahead along the clear path leading downward. All she had to do was follow it and she would find a village of his people. The only Indian she had ever seen had been a drunken man near the road leading out of town. She knew they came sometimes for liquor, probably not the stuff Pa made, but some rotgut like Boggs brewed. 
 
    She wanted to be afraid and ask him the million questions that were buzzing around her head, but she knew he needed to sleep, probably wouldn’t answer anyway. Well, whatever they were like, she would know soon. 
 
    Determined, Alma called the hound to heel and held onto the reins of the mule. She might be full of fear, but the animals approached this new trail with confidence. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX 
 
      
 
    When Alma entered the glade, she wasn’t surprised to have dogs rush forward, barking at her. Boomer kept his head and tail down, submitted to the excited animals sniffing him from nose to tail. In minutes the barking stopped, and the dogs were replaced by curious children. As they walked on, Alma ignored the people to stare at the town. She was surprised to notice two cabins, about the size of Corinne’s new home. The only difference she could see was that their roofs were made of poles, covered with hides or mats. 
 
    She had expected to see wigwams. There was one mud coated building that could have begun as a woven house, but she wasn’t sure. The rest were rectangular cabins, made of logs and brush, topped with woven grass mats or hides. 
 
    The mule halted, and Alma looked up to see an angry Indian girl firmly planted in front of her. She was a lot like Alma in size and shape, but where Alma was fair and blue-eyed, the beautiful girl in front of her was brown, with long black hair and doe-brown eyes. From the way she glared at her, Alma wondered who this girl was to Gabe. 
 
    A man moved up to pull the angry girl aside, scolding her in their language. Alma guessed by his age that he was her father. 
 
    Suddenly Boomer was jumping and barking and Alma turned around to see two Indians were lifting and carrying a groaning Gabe. She dropped the reins of the tired mule and tried to follow him, but the girl was in her way again. Furious, Alma pushed her aside and ran after Gabe. Suddenly, Alma felt her head jerked back as the girl grabbed her hair. 
 
    Furious, she swept out with her leg and knocked the girl’s feet from under her. She grabbed and jerked her hair free and stepped back, ready to fight if she had to. 
 
    “You better not try that. I’ve got to go with my husband. But I’ll whup the tar out of you first, if you grab me again.” 
 
    The girl stayed on the ground, gaping at her in surprise. Alma looked, but couldn’t see where they had taken Gabe. Upset, she looked around for the mule and dog. “Boomer,” she hollered, “find Gabe.” 
 
    From the crowd of children, the red dog darted out and headed toward the first cabin they had passed. Alma glared at the Indian holding the reins to her mule and grabbed the other side of his halter, and clucked, “Come on, Amos.” 
 
    The man smiled, but didn’t give up the reins, just turned and led the mule toward the building. Before they reached it, she heard Gabe scream and left the mule to race into the cabin. 
 
      
 
    <><><> 
 
      
 
    A row of broad backs faced her, some bare, some in buckskin. Alma swallowed. According to Pa, the only good Indian was a dead one. He always held that the world was a better place since General Jackson ordered all the Indians out of the states when he was elected. She knew all but a few were supposed to be gone, and those lived up in the Smoky Mountains. 
 
    They had just spent the last two days, running ahead of men who wanted to rob, beat, and rape them. Those had been white men. How could she trust these men with redskins? 
 
    Terrified, afraid to touch them, she waited. Gabe yelled again, and Boomer pushed through between the legs of an Indian and over to lick on Gabe’s face. The man he ran under moved aside just a little and Alma burst through the wall of men as well. 
 
    A very old Indian was examining the naked man on the floor. Alma tried not to stare, but she had never seen him naked before. There was a fine sheen of perspiration all over his body. The Indian she had displaced grunted in disapproval, but Alma knelt on the edge of the pallet and lifted Gabe’s hand to lay over his privates, then sat there. One of the Indians tittered behind her. 
 
    She blushed, but didn’t move away, just reached out to put her hand on his chest, relieved to feel his normal heart beat. She used her other arm to pull the over-sized dog away from Gabe’s face. She could feel the old Indian scowling at her, but she was determined to sit there. She saw the wrinkled hands moving on Gabe’s thigh, squeezing the swollen red leg. Gabe didn’t scream this time, but the muscles in his face moved into a grimace before relaxing. 
 
    At the old Indian’s grunt, she lifted her hand from his chest, sat there and struggled not to cry. “Is it broken? It wasn’t yesterday, after the fight. He fought three big men, all at once. Knocked out two and beat the worst one up bad. That was the one who kicked his leg, a drunk named Samuel.” 
 
    The old Indian grunted something to the old woman behind him. She rose and hurried out. Alma noticed at least the wall of men moved for her. When the old man started chanting, she knew she would bawl if she just looked at Gabe. “He fell on it again this morning, and I knew it hurt him. But he said it was fine and walked on it until noon. That’s when a couple men stopped and helped us by making the drag behind for the mule. Gabe didn’t trust them though, that’s why he decided to come here.” 
 
    The Indian seemed to be too busy chanting to hear what she said. But when she stopped, he stopped, and asked, in perfect English, “Who were the men he didn’t trust?” 
 
    Surprised by the question, it took a moment for Alma to continue. “Reverend Paul Clinch and a man he said was his son, who had the same name. Gabe didn’t believe that was their real names. He didn’t explain why, just didn’t trust them. She looked at Boomer, “You didn’t either, did you, boy?” 
 
    The hound whined as though in answer. The Indians laughed at the dog and the old woman entered, carrying a bowl full of wet mud. 
 
    Alma watched the old man break up some dried, purple flowers over the mud, chanting some words. The Indian woman waited, then began to mix the flowers in with the mud. When the man grunted again, the old woman spread the mixture over Gabe’s leg and smoothed it out. Only when she had added all the mixture, did the Indian grunt for her to stop. 
 
    “Your poultice looks like a good one. I like red clay in mine as well. Don’t know for sure what flower you added? Was it cone flower?” 
 
    The Indian gave an answer that didn’t sound anything like “cone flower” but when he finished, he added in English, “draw out hurt. Not broken.” 
 
    “Thank God,” Alma said, letting out her breath and touching Gabe’s side to feel how hot he had grown. “Don’t know why he’s a fevered. Didn’t seem to break his skin or nothin’? Last night he soaked in the creek and it seemed to ease the hurt pretty good.” 
 
    She looked over at the old woman across from her. “If I had water and a rag, I could sponge him cool.” 
 
    The woman looked at her with no emotion. Her black eyes were buried in wrinkles, her mouth folded inward so her nose seemed twice as long as it should be. She looked to the Indian healer and he spoke a lot of gibberish to her. Alma watched her rise and walk out without answering. 
 
    “Bridger’s ge ya, stay,” the Indian said, pointing at Alma as he rose, and then motioned to the other men. Without a sound, they left them alone. 
 
    Alma sagged down to where she could rest her face against Gabe’s, making a humming noise as she pressed closer. His hand had slipped back to the mat and she caught it in hers, bringing his fingers up to her lips to kiss before replacing it over his middle. 
 
    Behind her, she heard the old woman giggle as she set down a clay bowl full of water and a scrap of flannel shirting. She was still laughing as she walked out and Alma blushed again. 
 
    She looked at the hound, who cocked his head at her and whined. “Havin’ his pecker flappin’ out in the open don’t seem to embarrass anyone but me, but I think Gabe wouldn’t like it either, if he weren’t passed out.” The dog gave a small bark. “Go on then, but keep an eye on our things.” 
 
    She dipped the rag, raised it up and squeezed a little water between his lips. As Gabe swallowed, she used her hand to cup more and brought it to his mouth to drink. “You’re right, they’re going to take good care of you.” Then she cupped another handful of water, stealing a good swallow to quench her own thirst. 
 
    For the next hour, she wiped and whispered to him, taking the chance to examine things she had wondered about before, as she bathed him. He might not be white stone, but he was beautiful and perfect, like one of those statues she had seen in a history book at school. Only he had all his arms and legs and he was her wedded husband. 
 
    She dipped the rag into the cool water yet again, but this time when she dribbled it on him, he shivered. Afraid for him, Alma looked around, and spotted a cover made out of small animal pelts sewn together. After moving the bowl aside, she spread the skin over them both and lay beside him. She couldn’t help but remember the way she had warmed him the night before, but daren’t try it here. It made her fall to sleep with a smile 
 
      
 
    <><><> 
 
      
 
    Alma woke, uneasy, and sat up quickly, uncovering Gabe at the same time. She glimpsed a swish of black hair, leaving through the open door. It took a minute for her to remember where she was and why. Half asleep, she leaned close to Gabe’s face, felt relieved at his even breath on her lips. When she touched his skin, he was warm, not hot. 
 
    Unable to resist, she got up and walked around to peek at his hurt leg. The mud had dried to a rock hard crust, but when she compared the shape of the leg with his good one, she could see it looked a little less swollen. 
 
    Needing to go, she looked around for what the Indians used at night. Deciding they probably went outside, she paced around the small cabin, trying not to disturb Gabe. 
 
    Once again, she had a feeling that someone was watching them. When she saw the old woman, she actually felt pleased. The woman had a tray of food and Alma’s stomach growled in appreciation. She was bouncing from one foot to the other, wondering how to ask the woman without the right words when the old woman grinned and took her hand. 
 
    Instead of an outhouse, there was a log near a slope, but it worked. At least there was a screened area the women used, a different one for the men. 
 
    When she reached the cabin she told the woman thank-you and hurried inside, only to stop short in surprise. The pretty girl who had tried to stand between her and Gabe was sitting beside her husband, with the bowl of food in her hands. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN 
 
      
 
    Gabe was awake, ready for his own trip outside. Alma rushed to stop him from rising without his britches on. She was upset with the girl, who seemed intent on staying to have a look. 
 
    Gabe introduced them, but Alma was still angry, and ignored what he said and refused to look at the girl as she hunted for Gabe’s clothes. Riled past patience, she had to go out to ask the old woman for them. When she finally got the woman to understand, by pantomiming pulling on pants and pointing toward the cabin, the old woman grunted. As the Indian walked off, Alma wondered if she should wait here for the clothes, or go back to Gabe. When she heard the girl and Gabe laughing, she raced back to the cabin. 
 
    Alma stood on the porch, and stared frantically between them. Both had long black hair, though Gabe’s only reached his shoulders, the pretty Indian’s swished way down her back. They both had dark eyes, although Gabe’s were hooded by his high forehead, and his features didn’t look like these Indians at all. Her beautiful reddish brown skin was darker than Gabe’s by several shades. Honestly, if he didn’t want to make such a deal of having mixed blood, no one would notice. When he had explained it to her on the trail, it had made sense. But for a minute, she wished he only wanted to be white. 
 
    When the pair behind her spoke, Alma jumped, moving from the darkness into the soft firelight of the cabin. The old woman had different clothes, and held them up so Alma could see they were a little bigger than Gabe’s. She stood his walking stick against the wall behind him. 
 
    The old Indian who had tended Gabe before, examined his leg and grunted in approval. Though Alma was ready, he grunted and the old woman shooed her and the girl out while he helped Gabe dress. As the two men walked out into the darkness, she heard a dog howl, knew it was Boomer. Alma and the girl stared at each other as the old woman fussed about them. When the woman turned to leave, she held the empty bowl. The girl had fed Gabe while Alma was gone. She could almost cry, she was so tired and hungry. The pretty girl smiled at her, a smug look that sent her blood boiling. 
 
    Alma had to hold her arms crossed and fingers clasped on her elbows, to keep from flying at the woman and clawing at her eyes. She was relieved when the men returned. She tried to catch Gabe’s gaze, but he was watching his step and moving slowly. Whatever was hurt in his leg, didn’t seem ready to be walked on yet. When they left in the morning, if he didn’t want to ride on the drag, she could set their pack there and help him onto Amos’ back. A mule wasn’t as broad or comfortable to ride as a horse, but Amos was better than most. 
 
    The Indian said something to Gabe and he spoke to Alma and Sparrow. Alma stared at the girl, but both did as he said. This time when they stepped outside, Alma stood between Gabe and the girl while the Indian helped him out of the borrowed pants. Trying to be sociable but not feeling it, Alma said, “Sparrow is a pretty name, a little brown bird?” 
 
    “What means, Alma?” 
 
    Alma bit the inside of her mouth. The girl had made it sound like a curse word. So she knew English too. It made Alma wonder if the old woman understood her words as well. 
 
    “Almira Maeline is my given name. Alma for short. Almira means woman much admired. Maeline means leader.” The girl laughed, and Alma felt her chin jut and her eyes spark. 
 
    The Indian said something, and the girl turned with a swish to go fetch it. Though he was half naked, Alma came into the room and moved to Gabe’s other side as the Indian helped him to sit. The man pointed at his leg and said, “Clean.” She hurried to get the bowl and a rag and worked to clear away the mud pack they had put on hours before. As Alma worked, her stomach growled loudly and both men smiled at her. 
 
    The girl came back, repeating what she had been told. When she started to sit down beside Gabe where Alma had been moments before, Alma rose upright on her knees and all but yelled. The Indian told the girl another order, and glaring at Alma, the girl left. 
 
      
 
    <><><> 
 
      
 
    Alma had just finished cleaning his leg when the old woman returned with another bowl of mud. Alma rose and went to claim her spot just as the girl returned. Smiling, the young girl held out a bowl of food to her. Alma wanted to throw it back at her, but bowed her head and said, thank you, instead. She held it a moment longer, leaned in to sniff. More than likely, little Sparrow had spat in the dish for her. 
 
    “Go on, eat,” Gabe said. 
 
    There was no spoon or fork. As though thinking of something in the pack summoned him, Boomer ran into the room. When he nuzzled up against her, Alma took a scoop off the top of the food and held her fingers out to the hound. 
 
    He licked them and Sparrow looked down. Well, if it was spit, it must have tasted good. Alma pushed the hound away and used her other hand to finish off the food. It was delicious. Something made with cornmeal and beans with some boiled meat. She smiled for the first time since waking up here. “Delicious, thank you,” she said as she let the hound lick her dirty fingers and then the bowl. 
 
    The girl grunted. 
 
    Gabe stared from his wife to the Indian girl, then looked harder at Alma. Her hair was tangled and uncombed, her dress still muddy and torn. For a moment he scowled. In contrast, the young Indian girl sat poised, her hair combed into a shiny black ribbon over her shoulders. 
 
    As Gabe talked to the man and woman, Alma felt excluded. It was hard to tell in the musical words, but from his glance, she felt he was disappointed in her. 
 
    Alma watched his eyes pass from her to the girl and then back at her before turning to the man he was talking to. Boomer whined and nuzzled under her arm, reached up to lick her chin. The dog’s sympathy made her feel like bawling. To hold back the tears, she pushed Boomer away. 
 
    Scolding him sharply, she said, “What are you doing in here, hound? Go out, you’re supposed to be guarding our pack.” The hound dropped his head and tucked his tail as he left. The Indian rose and followed the dog, calling for one of the other men around the fire outside. In minutes, the man carried the pack inside and set it in the corner. Both Indians gave her a hard, disappointed look as they left, the women following behind them. Alma thought she saw the young girl smirk at her as she left. 
 
    Shaken, Alma called after them with more “Thanks.” But no one would look back or slow down. They seemed angry. Would they come back in the night to scalp her? 
 
    Alma turned to look at Gabe, who was staring at her, his face a black scowl. 
 
    “How could you insult my family?” 
 
      
 
    <><><> 
 
      
 
    Alma’s eyes grew bigger. This was the first time Gabe had been angry with her. No, he had been angry when the preacher and his son helped them. Angry because she talked to the man’s son. Her Pa would have railed and sworn at her, but Gabe just turned his back on her in disgust. Then, when she’d wanted to braid his hair, he had been furious. 
 
    “What did I do?” Alma whined. Suddenly she felt a pain in her chest, she had never thought to feel again. Gabe had told her he loved her, had married her. Was he sorry and through with her, now? 
 
    Without turning around, Gabe said, “You know.” 
 
    “No, I don’t,” Alma tried to say the lie. But the faces of the people who had sat in the room smiling and talking earlier, each came back to her. Sparrow’s grunts and lowered head. The old man’s darkened face, his jumping up and running to call for her things. The old woman, turning her face away from her. Even poor Boomer, who’d only tried to comfort her, dragging out of the cabin. She had been thoughtless, and cruel, and insulting. 
 
    He sat up, stared at her, the borrowed shirt hiding his beautiful body from her. He saw in her face as she reviewed each thing he’d seen, but he listed them anyway. “You acted afraid of them. You said their food wasn’t good enough to eat. You accused them of being thieves.” 
 
    Alma stood, wide legged with her hands on her hips. “I never said no such thing.” 
 
    “Oh, what were you saying when you smelled and fed your food to the dog before you would taste it? You ate it like you’d never eaten anything with your hands before, like they were animals, not to offer you a fork or spoon. Then you let a dog, wash your fingers and dish. You yelled at the dog to guard our things. What was that, if not saying you expected them to steal from us?” 
 
    Her face grew redder, her eyes scrunched and her lips trembled, but he didn’t stop. “My God, Alma, what didn’t you do to insult them? They gave us their cabin, their bed to sleep in so we’d feel safe. Doctored my leg. Now they have to worry that their hiding place will be discovered. That men looking for us, might find where their camp is, might kill them, or worse, chase them down the trail of tears to Oklahoma territory like all the other Indians. All because they wanted to help us.” 
 
    “Look at you. Dirty, your hair uncombed, your dress still torn. The way you treated Little Sparrow, like she was a dyed-hair woman. I’ve known her since she was a little girl, and she has always been nothing but a kind friend. You’re just like your Pa and brothers. Only they would have been honest and insulted them, not smiled and whimpered, ‘Thanks Yous’ after each insult.” 
 
    He lowered his voice, “You made me ashamed of you.” 
 
    The last words did it, the tears came, and she reached for him whispering “I’m sorry, I’m sorry,” but he turned his back on her and waved his hand to motion her back. 
 
    “Go on, check your totes, make sure your dowry is all there,” he growled, then pretended to fall asleep. 
 
      
 
    <><><> 
 
      
 
    Alma had asked him to yell at her, hadn’t she? Trying hard, she could hold back the blubbering, but the tears continued to fall, leaving salty trails that leaked into her open mouth. She did as he told her, moved to their pack and took down each tote in turn. Until now, she hadn’t inventoried the gifts from Pa and her brothers. To do so, made her miss them more. Was he right, that the way they would have yelled insults of ‘dirty Injun, thieving red skins, devil heathens’ would have been more honest? 
 
    She wiped at her nose with her skirt tail, then dropped it in disgust. How had she let herself get this nasty, and not even noticed? She reached up, felt the urge to run her nails through her scalp to stop the sudden itching. 
 
    When she found her poke with her clothes inside, she lifted them, determined to do something besides cry. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT 
 
      
 
    Alma sat on the bank of the river, the moonlight reflecting off the calm surface a comfort to her. She had dried off with the dirty clothes, quickly pulled on her other clean change. It had taken a lot of work to get the tangles combed out of her hair, but now it lay down her back as smooth as she could make it. 
 
    Beside her, hung on some low branches of a bush, were the clothes she’d washed out. Her wedding day things and the torn and dirty ones from their hurried trek over Cumberland Mountain. 
 
    In the silent night, it was hard to believe forty to fifty other people were sleeping by dying campfires. There were nearly as many horses as people in this village and now they were grazing on the lush meadow with a herd of deer. For a minute, she thought she made out Amos, moving with the Indian herd. 
 
    She still felt the lump in her throat, the one that threatened more tears. But she hadn’t been raised to be a cry baby. Ma and Pa had taught her better than that. If Gabe had changed his mind and wanted that little Indian for a wife, then he would just have to get over the notion. This hillbilly bride wasn’t moving over for anyone. 
 
    All right, she knew the girl wasn’t a tramp like the Widow Boggs. But she knew more than Gabe if he thought she was some innocent girl who only wanted to renew their friendship. She’d set him straight about that, when his leg healed, and they were back on the trail. 
 
    Even if he’d been ready to walk, she wasn’t ready to leave. She could argue all day that she was raised to hate and distrust Indians, even though she’d never dealt with them before. That didn’t cut any soap with her and she knew it wouldn’t with Gabe. Somehow she had to apologize to these people, make up for the way she had behaved. Decided, she gathered her damp things and the rest of her poke and went back to the cabin. 
 
      
 
    <><><> 
 
      
 
    The cabin was cooler than when she had left, all of the fire dead now. She’d hoped Gabe would be sitting up, worrying about her. Apparently, he had been glad to see her go. Alma raised her hand to her heart at the thought, then shook herself. No more, she’d promised herself no more self-pity. She was his wife, and although she didn’t know much about other people, she’d known he was pleased with her until tonight. If he loved her, like he claimed, he would have to forgive her. 
 
    The hurt was still there, squeezing her heart down to dust and leaving an empty sore place. When she wedded this man, she’d left all the people she knew, all the family she had. If he grew tired of her and left, she would be all alone in the world. Alma almost laughed out loud. She knew she could survive on her own if she had to, but it didn’t matter, she wouldn’t want to survive without Gabe. 
 
    She stared at him, blinked her eyes to press the tears back inside. Alma set her tote down, picked up the little oil lamp where it rested beside the things she had sorted earlier. After lighting it, she pulled out Ma’s old Bible and sank cross-legged on the floor to read. She’d heard and seen the preacher do this, had done it for Ma a dozen times. He’d told them to trust the Lord and the good book to have the answer. She let it fall open and began to read where her finger pointed. 
 
    “The righteous cry, and the Lord heareth, and delivereth them out of all their troubles. The Lord nigh unto them that are of a broken heart; and saveth such as be of a contrite spirit. Many the afflictions of the righteous: but the Lord delivereth him out of them all. He keepeth all his bones: not one of them is broken.” 
 
    The Lord even knew about Gabe’s leg. She trembled as she closed the book. 
 
    “Alma,” she heard his voice and jumped. 
 
    She looked across the room and watched him raise the cover for her. “Come to bed, my wild girl.” 
 
    Clasping her hands in prayer, she blew out the lamp and ran across to slip into his warm embrace. Tonight it was enough just to share his warmth. 
 
      
 
    <><><> 
 
      
 
    Wake, warm and rested. Gabe was staring at her in wonder, running his hands through her fine, silky hair. 
 
    “Guess it’s all a tangle, but I washed and combed it out good last night. Guess I should have braided it.” 
 
    “Go get your comb, I’ll help you,” Gabe said. He opened the covers, but Alma grabbed for them. 
 
    “Where’d my clothes go? I can’t run around naked.” 
 
    His teeth were all she could see in the dark. “Go on, no one can see you.” 
 
    As she started out of bed, he slapped her bottom, the sound loud. It didn’t sting, but she grumbled as she dashed to the pile of things, found her poke and pulled out the comb. When she made it back, he wouldn’t let her under the covers. 
 
    “No, just stand there for a minute.” 
 
    “Gabe Bridger, what’s wrong with you? You’ve seen all I’ve got. I’m freezing.” 
 
    “Please, just turn around for me.” 
 
    His voice had deepened, and Alma surprised them both when she lifted her hair off her shoulders and turned for him, very slowly. 
 
      
 
    <><><> 
 
      
 
    It was dawn, they could hear the voices of people stirring, smell the drift of smoke as they uncovered embers and started their morning fires. Alma finished explaining, why she had been so upset the night before. It had been hard, telling him how jealous she was of Sparrow. 
 
    “It made me forget how to talk to your people. I’m not that good at talking to strangers.” 
 
    Gabe said, “You had no trouble talking nicely to the strangers on the trail, the fake preacher and his son.” 
 
    “I know, they seemed friendly. Boomer didn’t trust them though, since he growled so much. But you seemed to accept their story at the beginning, then changed your mind.” 
 
    “They were thieves.” He stared at her, admiring her pretty blue eyes, the tangled hair that still needed combed and braided. “I admit, I felt like you do about Sparrow.” 
 
    Alma laughed, sitting up, she pushed her own hair back where the ends had mingled with his. “You were jealous, I wondered, but why did you say they were thieves?” She used the comb quickly. Turned so her back was to him. “Go ahead, you said you were going to braid it.” 
 
    He sat up, lifted the length of her shining hair, marveling at the lightness of it. 
 
    She looked at him over her shoulder to scold. “No more play, people may walk in any time now.” Quickly he divided her hair and began to braid as he talked. 
 
    “In the fall, we harvest grapes, and press them to make wine. Papa ages it, then takes some down to the store. What he can’t sell at home, he packs and takes to trade. Papa makes the trip each spring with the wine on Amos’ back. We always waited, so his people would be here, and we could visit with them several days.” 
 
    He finished the braid, continuing to talk as he turned and let her comb out his thick hair and braid it. “Louisville is a big betting and drinking town and pays the best price for it. On one of our trips, we passed by a cabin and the family invited us in for supper. They seemed kind.” Alma stood and searched for a loose dark hair, ended up using one of her own to secure his braid. 
 
    She turned, quickly pulling into the clothes they had shed last night. Gabe was able to dress himself without her assistance, merely using his arms to support himself as he tugged the pants on, then held his body up with one hand while he finished pulling them straight. 
 
    “Go on, finish the story. They were nice to you and gave you shelter for the night, but you called them thieves.” 
 
    Gabe pushed his head through the top of the fringed buckskin shirt while he talked. “I dreamed that night of this family. I had a vision of them killing a group of travelers, they begged to join them for dinner.” 
 
    She squatted, caught his hands to keep her balance as she stared into his eyes, breathless to hear the rest. 
 
    “I woke Papa and warned him what I had seen. Papa didn’t laugh at me or tell me it was just a dream. We got up and left in the middle of the night. Glad to escape with our goods and our lives.” 
 
    “Didn’t you wonder, if it was real or a dream?” He didn’t blink and she wondered how many other visions he’d had. 
 
    “No, there were tales of people who started up the mountain, but never came down. I always believed it was because they took supper with these people who pretended to be friends, so they could murder and rob them.” 
 
    Alma nodded, then stood up and moved over to start their fire. “What did that have to do with the preacher?” 
 
    “You remember how he told us to stop at the house two miles up the road. That a kind woman, Ma …” 
 
    “Ma Stevens, she knew some doctorin’, and they’d eaten their fill there.” 
 
    Alma nodded, waited. 
 
    “That’s the same house. They were pretending to be good Samaritans to lure us to that house, to be killed or worse, and robbed.” 
 
    Alma shuddered, her eyes locked with his. “But why not just kill us there. You were hurt, and they weren’t afraid of me.” 
 
    “Because Boomer and I saw through their lies. I had my gun ready. They figured they’d wait, join up with the Stevens woman and get us in our sleep. For all we know, they could be Stevenses, I didn’t believe he was Paul Clinch. I never passed any Trinity Baptist Church, anywhere I’ve been.” 
 
      
 
    <><><> 
 
      
 
    Alma made coffee while Gabe made his way to the bushes. Apparently all the exercise last night had helped, not hurt his leg. She fried bacon and was browning hoecakes in the fat when he returned, laughing and talking with the man who carried the pack in for them the night before. Her first thought, was that she was glad she had repacked the totes to help clear the floor in the small room. Her next thought was guilt, for not having changed her mind about Indians after all. She had been raised to believe they were thieves, and it was hard to change. 
 
    “Welcome, come and join us for breakfast,” she offered. 
 
    He pulled a fish off the string and held it out to her, expecting her to act skittish. 
 
    Instead, Alma reached out, hooking the catch under the gills and holding it up to admire. “My, what a beautiful trout. Thank you.” 
 
    Confused, embarrassed that Gabe might think she was trying to be rude again, she turned with the fish and found her knife, the one Pa had told her he’d bought for Ma. 
 
    The Indian didn’t stay, but took off to share his good luck with others. Alma took the fish out to the porch, gutted it and began to scrape the sides as Boomer came up to wolf down the guts she’d thrown. She pushed the dog away when he tried to lick the silvery scales. 
 
    Inside, she coated the fish with meal and laid it in the skillet, cut just enough to lay flat. She’d never been a fan of eating the head, but she’d remembered that was the way Gabe cooked it for her two mornings ago. 
 
    Finally, she looked up to see what he was thinking. When she saw admiration in his eyes, she relaxed and grinned. She was eager for his family to come this morning, ready to apologize and feed them. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE 
 
      
 
    When no one came, Alma hid her disappointment as she wrapped the leftovers in the oiled linen and stored them away. With Gabe’s help, she was able to lift the pack up in the rafters, out of reach of the hound or other varmints. Alma was surprised to still not be ready to leave. 
 
    Gabe seemed much better, but she knew another day’s rest would only help. The real reason was she couldn’t leave things the way they stood between Gabe’s people and her. If they weren’t going to come calling on her, she would have to go to them. 
 
    She left him stretched out, napping in the light breeze coming into the cabin. She noticed the roof had an opening in the cover. It was over the firestone and worked like a chimney for the smoke to go out, and helped to draw fresh air in through the open door. 
 
    No wonder he was tired. She couldn’t remember a time when he’d talked so much. While she mended her torn skirt, Gabe had answered all her questions and shared information about the reasons the Indians came here. Although they owned their own lands through government treaties in the Smokies, they had always traveled to harvest and gather the materials they needed to survive through the mountain winters. They couldn’t see any reason to change that, although now they had to move through the shadows and keep hidden from the white settlers. 
 
      
 
    <><><> 
 
      
 
    While he slept, she lifted the bowl and muddy cloth she had bathed his leg with the night before. Taking them to wash out would give her a good excuse to pass through the little village alone. As she walked, she couldn’t help but stare at the people who were already busy. Some of the women were processing meat, others were scraping hides, or making bread. They had divided into little groups of three or four, and were happily talking and laughing while they worked. 
 
    According to Gabe, Indians came here twice a year. Once in the spring to these lower slopes and meadows to harvest berries and meat to make their pemmican, a foodstuff they used anytime game was scarce back home. The women worked hides and made new garments, dying porcupine quills and using store beads to decorate the new clothes and moccasins. They also made new bowls and jars from the red clay. 
 
    The men made arrows from the thickets of young trees covering the slopes here. The women were given the rest of the tree to weave their baskets. The men also chipped new arrowheads from flints they collected as they traveled. They fletched the ends with feathers of eagles or hawks. 
 
    Alma had learned the meat they had eaten with the cornbread and bean dish was porcupine. She hoped she would get a chance to eat wild turkey before they left, but had no desire to eat a hawk. Now she was eager to see all of these things. 
 
    She knew Little Sparrow, but not the name for the old woman or man who had helped Gabe the first day when they arrived. Since she couldn’t ask for them by name, she felt justified in walking around and looking. As she walked, she smiled and studied the women, accepted a hug from a little girl who ran up at her warm smile. 
 
    Alma saw one of the young men return and drop a second deer to the group who were cutting the last one into little strips. When the bowl was full, they would rise and hang the meat to dry. No one waved or greeted her. After a few minutes of her standing there, they continued to talk and work, ignoring her. 
 
    She knew she was being shunned so those in their cabin must have shared her bad behavior. But Alma was eager to see everything. Gabe had told her there was a lot people could learn from the Indians and she was going to learn it. 
 
      
 
    <><><> 
 
      
 
    Finally, she saw the little Indian woman who had spread mud on Gabe’s leg. Without being invited, she sat down among the small circle of women with her. She worried the woman would ask her to leave. Alma held out the clean bowl and cloth and said, “Thank you. May I help you?” She pointed to the white leather that the women were working on. “I’ve got a green hide and I need to learn to work it into something useful.” 
 
    She was aware of the women glancing from one to the other, none raising their eyes to her. Finally, the old woman shifted the piece in front of her and handed Alma a heavy rock with a blunt edge on one side. She mimed hitting the leather with the little piece of rock. 
 
    Alma wished she had watched longer. The material was already soft and smooth and she ran a hand hesitantly along the surface. “It’s so beautiful, I might ruin it.” 
 
    The old woman blew out a disgusted breath, then took the leather back and made a dozen little pounds, each close to the last one. Then she moved the leather just a little and repeated the process. Alma held out her hands. 
 
    This time she noticed there was a flat rock underneath the hide. Taking her time, making sure she held the rock the way the old woman had, Alma began where the woman had stopped. She beat the leather with the rock held upright in her fist. It jarred her hand, but after a minute, the motion felt automatic and simple and the leather moved like a sheet before her. The old woman nodded in approval and Alma passed the task to the woman to her right and rose to run back to the cabin. 
 
    Gabe rose as she rushed in, looking around. “What’s going on, where’d you go?” 
 
    Alma was jumping to where they had wedged the pack underneath the make-shift ceiling. “They’re showing me how to work leather. I,” she gathered herself and jumped higher and tugged the deer skin out in triumph. “I’m going to work this up and make something.” 
 
    Gabe laughed at her enthusiasm. “Good, I’m going for a bath and soak while you’re gone.” 
 
    “Do you need my help?” Alma asked, already feeling guilty for ignoring him. 
 
    He leaned on the walking stick and reached forward as she leaned in and kissed him. “No, go have fun.” 
 
      
 
    <><><> 
 
      
 
    Alma ran back and stopped, her excitement disappearing. Little Sparrow sat where she had minutes ago, talking and laughing with the other women. For a minute, Alma wanted to turn back to find Gabe. But she needed to get this over with and so she hurried forward and smiled at the women who had let her sit with them earlier. 
 
    “I brought this hide, Gabe killed and skinned a little deer to get this for me and I’d like to work it like you have this pretty piece,” she said as she held out the smelly hide. She and Gabe had dusted it with wood ashes and rolled it up tight. The second night, Gabe had showed her how to scrape some of the loose bits of fat and told her as it rotted, they would scrape more. 
 
    Sparrow wrinkled her nose and the women giggled. Alma felt foolish, but the old woman said something and the giggling stopped. She checked the smelly skin, handed Alma a long flat stone. 
 
    Sparrow pointed over to a distant rock. Obediently, Alma carried the hide over. She spread it out on the rock and was relieved when the old woman joined her and showed her where and how to scrape it. 
 
    When she finished, she was pleased with her own work, but as she straightened and looked, the women had moved on to another task. She smelled her hands and wrinkled her own nose. Leaving the scraped hide there she turned toward the creek to wash her hands and the scraper. Alma rubbed her hands up and down her arms, then set aside the scraper to listen. She used the grit in the bottom of the brook to rub her arms and hands, taking them out to rub against the grass and then rubbing them again. She pulled some of the fat leaved plants beside the stream and used the soap leaves to rub and wash her skin again. 
 
    She had knelt and buried her arms in the cold water for a last rinse when she heard a musical sound. Her skin prickled, she knew that laugh. 
 
    Shaking her arms dry as she walked, she rushed to the little pool where she had bathed the night before. Heart pounding, she stood behind a fat willow tree listening. 
 
    Gabe was shouting something in Indian, then he shouted in English, “No, don’t come in here.” Alma was terrified to look, but she parted the dragging branches enough to see. 
 
    Gabe was submerged in the water, his walking stick on the bank. Standing with nothing on, was a giggling Sparrow. At his loud shout, she stopped where she was standing, both feet in the water. Alma could hear the voices of men talking in Cherokee. She wondered what they would do to Gabe, if they found the two naked in the same water hole. Back home, it would have meant a shotgun wedding, but Gabe was already married. 
 
    Sparrow must have figured out the same thing for she dressed quickly, hopping, trying to put her wet and muddy feet into her moccasins as people came running from the village. 
 
    Alma stepped out from her hiding place, laughed as the girl backed up and sat in the mud. Picking up the walking stick, Alma merely circled the small pool and extended it to Gabe. 
 
    The gratitude in his eyes was reward enough. She didn’t have to say, “I told you so.” 
 
    By the time Gabe was out of the water to the bank, Sparrow had righted herself and disappeared. Alma stood calmly holding out a steadying hand as Gabe pulled up on shore. Three suspicious men had appeared and stepped forward to help him the rest of the way, as Alma walked back to pick up and return the scraper. 
 
      
 
    <><><> 
 
      
 
    The Indians threw a party the night before they were leaving. The meal was roast turkey and baked squash. Gabe shared two bottles of wine, talked about the gold they were going to find out west. There was just a sip each, but it was shared among the men with reverence. Afterward, Gabe made them a present of the empty bottles, something that delighted them as much as the wine. 
 
    “This gold is a bad thing. I had a brother, whose people moved to Georgia. When gold was found there, he and his family were no longer welcome. I think this gold is what made the General President send our people into the wilderness. Many, many died on that trail. Gold, is a bad thing. Do not go Bridger. Bring your white woman and live with us on the mountain. We were not part of them, but we live with the Oconaluftee Cherokee of North Carolina, and our homes are still the Smokies. There is room for many in our lodges, now we are so few,” Gabe’s great uncle, the man who had tended him, said. 
 
    Alma didn’t speak or give advice, but she knew she could be happy living like an Indian. No wonder Gabe was so proud of that small part of his heritage. In the three days here, she had learned a lot that was useful. Her favorite was drying and grinding acorns for flour to make a tasty bread. She had always been told the nuts were only good for hog feed. 
 
    But that night, she had trouble falling asleep thinking about all the danger the old Indian had warned about. He talked long into the night, telling Gabe how to cross the Shoals at Louisville and follow the trail marked by Indian bones across the rolling land to a place called Cape Girardeau. A famous meeting place for trappers and Indians, with many roads from there. If he followed the path of his kinsmen along the trail of tears, there would be much for him to see and learn and to use, that these travelers of sorrow would have left behind. The man’s voice and words remained in her head. “It is not a journey I will take. We last few live free and wild, and as long as we remain hidden from the white men, we are Cherokee.” 
 
    Before, she had been so excited to be with Gabe, nothing else mattered. Would they find a place, raise a cabin, plant his grapes, or was he only planning to go west for the gold, hoping to return rich forever? They hadn’t talked about any of this. Each day they were traveling farther from the mountains and hills of home, was it already too late to ask for answers? 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER THIRTY 
 
      
 
    In the pre-dawn light, Gabe sat on Amos’ back. The hound moved around the mule, walking underneath it until the animal brayed and did a half-kick. Their pack was fastened on the dray the Samaritans had made for them. It now held a package of pemmican that his great Uncle had made. The mixture of pulverized meat, dried berries, and fat would be good when the hunting didn’t go well. Alma had accepted, but only when they took a gift in return of one of the two horns of sugar Pa had bought her. 
 
    As they slipped out onto the trail in the early morning light, she said. “I could live like that, if you don’t want to go. It’s not that different from the way we lived at home,” Alma looked back at the thin walled cabin. 
 
    Gabe felt the same premonition that haunted him, the dream of his and Alma’s fate. “My heart is with you. Our future is in the west. But if you want to turn back to live with your people or stay...” 
 
    Alma stared at him, wondered what he could or would add. “Where you go, I go,” she said. Looking forward, she walked fast to keep up. Whatever waited for them, she had given her fate into his hands. She would not look back. 
 
      
 
    <><><> 
 
      
 
    For her, fear of the unknown was giving way to hope. She loved that each day, they had each other, alone. Their love was growing like a vine, twining their hearts closer and closer, richer and sweeter. 
 
    At night, Gabe taught her more lessons from Miz Dovie’s books. One day she realized she’d already learned most of the words and the rest were put-togethers of those. Like reading the Bible to Ma, the words you knew, let you make sense of the rest. During the day, they discussed the possibility of farming and planting the grapes. “There’s bound to be lots of likely spots like where we’re walking through. Most of the land is wild. I reckon we could just settle down,” Alma said. 
 
    Gabe almost told her about his troubling dream. She knew something seemed to haunt him. Worried that it might still be leaving his home and family behind. 
 
    She had been afraid she would miss her people, but didn’t. For now, she felt free for the first time in years. Whatever Gabe had expected in a wife, she hoped he was pleased with her. For a moment she remembered their one fight, prayed there wouldn’t be another. 
 
    As they traveled closer to the big town, they took longer at the end of day in avoiding other people. Once they saw two men, mounted on horses that looked like the two who had made the travois to help them. Alma had to wonder if Gabe had misjudged the men, but she didn’t want to argue. If he saw the two, he didn’t say anything either. 
 
    It took four days. Gabe rode the first. Then he took turns with her, each riding an hour or two while the other walked. Both were hard in their own way, but by changing positions, they seemed easier. They talked about everything they liked. He would read a story from the book and she would try to read it back to him. Sometimes she wasn’t sure whether she was reading, or reciting from the memory of the way the words had sounded from his mouth. 
 
      
 
    <><><> 
 
      
 
    The third night was her favorite. Gabe woke her in the middle of the night. She yawned sleepily, then looked where he pointed. In the middle of the glade, a pair of foxes was mating, both yipping musically as they leaped over each other, then turned in the air, standing on hind legs and touching front black paws like they were dancing the Virginia reel. Alma laughed and Boomer woke. He started barking, rose to chase the thick red and white brush of their disappearing tails. 
 
    Gabe stared at her, held out his hand. Carefully they rose and walked into the center of the clearing. In the moonlight, she could see primroses, each blossom like drops of gold. She wondered if she were still dreaming. He stiffly bent from the waist to bow to her. Alma sank into a deep curtsy. As she rose, he raised her hands in the air above her head, their palms touching. Slowly, favoring the leg, which was healed, but still tender, they danced. First to one side and then back, before moving into each other’s arms and twirling around. 
 
    Breathless, they paused. In the distance they heard Boomer’s young breaking bay and the laughing yip of the male fox. This time when they went back to bed, they remained entwined. 
 
      
 
    <><><> 
 
      
 
    The last night they bedded down in a likely thicket, but had trouble sleeping as they could see the glow from the lights of the big town. Louisville was long and hovered above the river. 
 
    In the morning, Gabe mounted, then extended his hand to her. Alma prepared her skirt, then let him pull her up behind him. She hugged his waist tightly, but noticed he stiffened and Amos brayed in protest. Relaxing apart from him, they both rode sitting stiffly on the mule’s bare back. Only occasionally did she need to reach out to touch his shoulder to keep her balance. 
 
    As they rode closer that morning, Alma noticed a place across the river where water thundered over a wall of rock in a frightening cascade. The day before, they had seen where the river had narrowed and had ribbons of dirt and rock across the length of it. They had been able to catch fish easily for their dinner. She was eager to see what the river looked like in town. 
 
    “Are we going to get down and walk in any of the buildings?” she asked. 
 
    “No. Have you forgotten about Harrogate? There are a lot more men, and more of them are dangerous than they were in that small town. Louisville is famous for three things.” 
 
    She waited, but had to nudge him to get him to tell her about them. 
 
    “People coming from the farmlands north unload everything here in Kentucky before the Ohio falls. So it’s famous for shipping goods to the south. It has fine horses to sell, probably the finest.” 
 
    “Go on, what’s the third thing?” 
 
    “Selling slaves. Stay alert and don’t get down from that mule until I tell you to.” 
 
    Frightened, but curious just the same, Alma looked around for these mysterious slave people. She knew they were black, but had never seen any. 
 
      
 
    <><><> 
 
      
 
    As they reached the main street, the river below the town was bluer and slower moving. They followed the bustle of farm wagons and carts turning off from the main street and heading for the river. Alma had Ma’s black bonnet on to hide her face. It let her look all around, but made her feel invisible to others. One team with four big draft horses was turning a gigantic wagon to back up to the river. As they watched, Alma realized it was carrying a huge load on top. 
 
    Gabe rode past it and over to a building. Alma stared out at a towering white ship closer to shore with a wide series of boards extending into the building. People in fancy clothes were standing in line, waiting to walk on after the boat was loaded. For a moment she wished they could travel on the big white boat with its lacy railings and huge paddle wheel at the back, but knew it was a foolish wish. She might have more than her sisters, but rich in the mountains was poor in a place like this. Everyone knew that. Out in the water was another tiny boat with a pole in the middle and a wrapped sail, rocking idly. 
 
    Her eyes grew big when she saw a man walking down from the big white boat, his arms empty. He looked black like wood that had already burned. 
 
    She poked Gabe each time she noticed something. When she pointed at the man he caught her hand and whispered, “Don’t point, I see them.” Alma saw that nearly all the men who were working were slaves, almost all of those standing impatiently waiting were white. 
 
    Staring at the man, Gabe realized he didn’t look that different than Bailley, or for that matter, his new nephew. When she asked what kind of boat they were filling up, he answered, “Riverboat.” For the pretty little boat, “sailboat, probably waiting for a tow into the main current, maybe all the way to New Orleans.” 
 
    He was reading old newspapers that had been plastered to the side of the building. She could hear a lot of noise from inside the place and guessed it was a party house like the widow Boggs’. The thought of the widow made her think of Pa and her brothers. It was strange how much longer it took to call up feelings of missing them, the farther away they traveled. 
 
    She noticed all the other traffic seemed content to stop what they were doing to watch the monstrous outfit maneuver and back toward the muddy flats of the river. There were all kinds of strange rectangular boats along the edge of the water, and she decided the wagon had another of the contraptions. They finally got the wagon turned to where they could roll the wheels down into the river and pull the boat off. There was a cheer when it floated free of the flat wagon bed. 
 
    “Got it in. What are you reading?” she asked. 
 
    “This article with a letter from President Polk about the gold at Sutter’s Mill. He’s reminding people all lands of California are America’s land, after the Treaty of Guadeloupe Hidalgo ended the war with Mexico.” 
 
    He sounded out the two foreign words, but they still didn’t make sense to her ears. “That’s a mighty old newspaper. We beat them in Texas when we were just kids.” 
 
    “Dated December 5, 1848. I ain’t reading it all to you. It says this ‘President, James K. Polk, confirmed to Congress, that gold had been discovered in California.’ The paper says we’ve done got America from coast to coast since Polk made England back down and concede the Oregon Territory to the 49th Parallel. Though he made war on Mexico, they’ve yielded too. That treaty, and I’m not reading its name again, ended the Mexican-American War. Texans had the Republic of Texas. We annexed Texas, and now he got a piece of Mexico’s country, New Mexico, and the place where all the gold is, California.” 
 
    “They give out land in Texas after that Alamo fight. I can remember Pa talking to Ma about it. He wanted to go get the free land. She didn’t want to go since we had good land.” 
 
    Gabe half turned to look at her. “It don’t say nothing about homesteading the land. Another article in there tells how a man picked up $40 worth of gold from a stream in one day. You stake a claim to the land when you find gold there, and that makes the land yours.” 
 
    “Well, Pa didn’t go to Texas,” Alma said. 
 
    Gabe smiled and ordered. “Ease back, I’m getting down. I’m going to see about taking a boat ride down this river. You can stay here, or ride down there. But you can’t get off the mule or say nothing.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE 
 
      
 
    Alma realized she should have stayed hidden behind the building. Now she might have to bite her tongue in two to keep quiet. Gabe had asked each man, including the ones with the big boat that had just been launched, about riding down river to Cairo with them. Only one had said yes, if they paid five each to ride. Alma knew they still had all three of her dowry coins, but Gabe laughed at the man and moved on. 
 
    They were in front of a big flat boat near the paddlewheel river boat. Insects swarmed up and the mule’s tail lashed her as he tried to swish them away. Alma liked the look of this boat. It was already sitting pretty heavy in the water and there were squealing pigs and chickens crated and stacked in the back of the boat while the front of it was covered with a little house. Two men were on the flat roof of the little house, each holding long oars, with flat boards nailed on to help push against the water. 
 
    Alma could hear the men, both swearing, and she looked away. Above her, she heard a woman’s voice say to another fancy woman. “Look at that. How quaint? Look at that little mountain woman and her Injun, trying to book passage on a Broadhorn.” 
 
    “My word,” the man beside her said. “I think the young fellow wants to take their mule along.” When she heard the three laughing above them, she pushed her bonnet back and stared up at them. At least they had enough sense to quit cackling. Alma kicked Amos in the side and walked him forward in the mud. 
 
    “You look ready to leave,” Gabe was saying. 
 
    “Would be, if my worthless brother had shown up with my nephew like he promised. Well, do you want to ride or not? If we can get pushed off, we’re leaving.” 
 
    He turned to swear at the man beside him who was still arguing that they wait. Alma leaned down and whispered to Gabe. “They’s short-handed. Mayhap we could work our ride out.” 
 
    Gabe slapped at a fly and then said. “That price includes our mule and belongings?” 
 
    The man spat into the water. “Just to Cairo, you say? Well, reckon it can. Two dollars apiece, one dollar for the mule.” 
 
    Alma’s heart sank, when the other man answered for him. He’d said something about Gabe sharing his woman, and they’d let them ride for free. Alma looked up toward the paddle-wheeler, expecting to hear the fancy folk laughing big at that one. Her face turned red and her eyes sparked at the insult. 
 
    Alma could tell both men were staring at her and she pulled her bonnet back up over her hair and tugged at the waist where she had tucked the ends of her skirt. She knew it didn’t take much for men to get the wrong idea about a gal, especially if she let them glimpse her ankles or arms. She had never had gloves to wear, but her shirt was buttoned at the neck and the wrists. Gabe was swearing now, but the boatmen were both looking at her, the one in charge spat a fat stream of tobacco juice into the water. She could have sworn a fish jumped for it. 
 
    Gabe was getting into a lather, and Alma did what he had told her not to do, and spoke up. “I can cook, and work. But I ain’t no dyed-haired woman, and if’n he don’t shoot you, I will if you try anything of the kind. My husband’s real strong and a good worker too. He asked you plain, mister. Can we work for our ride?” 
 
    The one in charge said something curt to the one who’d made the suggestion and the man stopped. “Ma’am,” he took his hat off. “I apologize to you, ma’am. Didn’t realize he was your husband. Question is, do you have the five dollars, if we don’t think your work is worth that high a pay?” 
 
    Gabe pulled out one of the precious coins and flipped it up and caught it. A lot of eyes caught the shiny new gold piece. 
 
    “Get on board then. If you can board your mule, we can haul him, too.” 
 
    Gabe looked at the gap between the high back of the boat and the shore. “You got boarding planks?” 
 
      
 
    <><><> 
 
      
 
    Boomer ran up the planks as soon as they were positioned, but Amos didn’t want to go. Gabe unfastened the travois with its pack and drug it up and on board. The boat shifted as he walked back and if his leg weren’t healed, he would have tumbled into the thick brown water behind the boat. He tried to lead the mule on board, but Amos almost reared and dumped Alma. Gabe calmed him, tied a scarf over the animal’s eyes and held the nervous animal while he helped Alma to dismount. 
 
    He took the mule by the halter and pulled him forward, talking in a reassuring voice. Boomer leaped on top of the little boat’s roof and barked encouragement. The mule looked like he would upset the boardwalk and plunge into the water as he pounded his hoofs on the hollow sounding boards. Alma stepped forward and put her hands on his rump and pushed, crooning as well. Gabe’s eyes flashed with fear for her, but he walked ahead and working together, they had him loaded in minutes. 
 
    Gabe was hauling up the boards while the men on the roof clapped. “Slick as I ever seed one loaded.” Alma had moved out of the way, but as soon as she could, she maneuvered the quivering animal so his hocks were against the timbers of the boat and his nose would bump the boat house if he raised his head. She left him wedged that way and blindfolded while she went about working their belongings up under the eaves of the boathouse roof. 
 
    She looked a question and the boat captain said. “Captain Jones to you Miz?” 
 
    “Miz Bridger to you,” she said with a curtsy to his bow. “Can I give him some of this hay?” 
 
    “Sure can, Miz. There’s a bucket by the fire barrel to pull water from the river for us and all the animals. I wouldn’t get any, until we’re plumb clear of town.” 
 
    Gabe dropped the last plank on top with the others and extended a hand, “Gabriel Bridger, Gabe to my friends. He snapped his fingers and Boomer leapt down on the other side of Alma.” 
 
    The man who’d insulted her was named Steve and he apologized as he freed and wound the hawser on board. It was a thick, heavy rope that rolled around a reel anchored to the roof of the funny boat house. 
 
    Even over the smell of the animals, Alma could tell the wood of the boat was green. She wondered if it had been hauled in the same as the other boat on their arrival. 
 
    There wasn’t time for all her questions. It took all Gabe and Steve’s strength on one of the big ‘oars or horns’ and the Captain on the other one to get the boat pushed off from the sticky bottom of the loading dock. As the heavily laden boat moved into the open water, Alma noticed water seeped between the top of the bottom two boards. She took a moment to bend her head in prayer while the Captain steered with the long aft pole and both men worked the long sweeps to get the 16’ wide boat righted into the channel. She wasn’t sure, but guessed it was over three times as long as its width. 
 
      
 
    <><><> 
 
      
 
    Alma left the bucket alone and pulled a sheaf of hay for Amos while she stroked his stiff neck. He was making noises and she knew none of them were happy ones, but when Boomer reached up to lick the mule’s nose, Amos kicked at the back boards in panic. Figuring he was in a stall, he stood still, his ears working around to take in all the strange noises and his nostrils flared to identify all the smells. 
 
    She was glad they were floating smoothly down the channel in the middle of the faster current when the big riverboat blew its whistle back in town. Amos whipped his head and would have reared, but there was no room in the tight space and Alma hung from his halter to keep him from trying it. 
 
    By the time Gabe was able to come back to check on them, Alma had found a place to tie the mule’s reins and had slipped a pair of hobbles on him from twine she pulled from the bale of hay. She was already looking about, trying to figure out how and what she was going to cook for the three men. 
 
      
 
    <><><> 
 
      
 
    There was a tall barrel with a metal grate across the top. Inside the bottom there was a foot or more of sand. On top went the wood and coal for the fire. As soon as she’d watered the animals and spread fresh straw beneath the mule and her own feet, she went to work cooking dinner. She put on a pot of dried beans and a pan of cornbread. As they started down the river, the men had to be alert, pulling the sweeps against the water by walking down the length of the roof, then turning and repeating the process. Soon the river was broad enough and current fast enough that they laid the sweeps down. The boat moved steadily with the current. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO 
 
      
 
    Gabe came down to see her and patted the mule. Amos had quit grumbling when the blindfold came off. Now he held his head up, his chin on the edge of the roof. “Thinks he’s on a sight-seeing tour.” 
 
    Alma smiled, “It is beautiful. I never imagined riding down a big river like this. I’ve floated sticks down the creek, guess if an ant rode the stick, this is what he’d feel like.” 
 
    “Kind of. Captain Jones says we should make fifty to sixty miles today. Water’s flowing good and there’s not that much traffic.” 
 
    “How long ‘til we get to this here, Cairo?” 
 
    “Cairo, Illinois. I don’t know,” he looked up and asked the boatman who was listening anyway. 
 
    Alma was glad they hadn’t tried to whisper, wouldn’t have done any good. 
 
    “Three days, maybe more. Sometimes there’s shallows and sandbars. You run aground, you can be there for a week, lest somebody comes by and pulls you off. Ain’t had a lot of Indian trouble, but that’s part of the reason for the cabin. Choctaws used to shoot at us pretty fierce. Try to wreck us and steal our cargo.” 
 
    “They’ve all been moved west,” Steve said. 
 
    “Yep, but with the downturn, lot of river pirates to watch out for. One reason I took you on, said you had a rifle. You any good with it.” 
 
    “Hit what I aim to,” Gabe said. 
 
    Alma looked at him, knew he wasn’t boasting, from the deer he’d shot for her. “Pa taught me, and I’ve got my own gun. I can shoot if there need be,” she said. 
 
    The Captain snorted and Gabe looked over her head in exasperation. Alma closed her eyes, remembered too late Ma’s advice. A woman wanted to get along in the world, she should keep her mouth closed when men are talking. 
 
    Ma had never followed her own advice, unless Pa and the boys were drinking. Alma had never had reason to until the morning Pa hit her. She stared down and stirred the beans. She couldn’t do it, after a minute or so she raised her head and spoke to Gabe. “Don’t have nothing but these beans and bread. Bread’s near done, beans won’t be ready until supper time. Wish I had some meat to fry up with it.” 
 
    Gabe flashed her a look and she didn’t need him to tell her not to share their bacon or pemmican. She shook her head at him once, then added. “Fish would be nice.” 
 
    The two river men laughed. “You can drop a line, but you ain’t never going to get a bite. Only times to catch fish is early morning ‘fore we push off, or late day, when the sun’s nearly set,” the captain said. 
 
    Steve added, “Course you can’t stand it then, bugs bite you so bad.” 
 
    “We’ve salt pork and some winter apples, might could use a little of it. Reckon one of you needs to man the steering oar while I get it.” He looked between Steve and Gabe. 
 
    “If you show me where you store it, I can get it next time,” Alma said. 
 
    The man gave her a fishy look as Gabe climbed up on top of the flat roof. “How do I do this?” Gabe asked. 
 
    Steve walked over and pointed. “I don’t know, just keep it turned enough the boat kind of stays in the middle of the channel. You ain’t really paddling with it or nothing, just kind of steering.” 
 
    “It’s a rudder, damn it,” the Captain said. He opened the door reluctantly and Alma inhaled the sweet fragrance. She bent her head to peek inside and saw hogshead barrels that smelled like tobacco, saw large bag after bag of flour and meal. The low cabin seemed to go on forever and behind the sacks were more barrels and things. Near the door were small barrels full of fruit, carefully packed in sawdust. She figured the man’s wife would have sent it along at the last moment, having the children fetch it from the springhouse. Apples were treasures back home too. For a minute she remembered her wedding pears. 
 
    “Here,” the man spoke gruffly and Alma opened her arms to take the short slab of bacon. 
 
    She moved aside to leave him room to exit and almost stepped on Boomer. “Why’d you build it a little taller, so’s you could stand up in it?” Alma asked, but then watched the man angrily spill the apples toward her before shoving his hat back on. She caught most, scrambled to pick up the last two. 
 
    Unlike Gabe, he walked over and used the side of the boat to make a step up to climb back on top. 
 
    Steve rolled his eyes and laughed. “See, she don’t know nothing about boats, but she noticed the same thing I told you.” 
 
    The Captain looked like he had a sore tooth, but he took the rudder from Gabe, and both men moved out of his way. “Look out there, will you, Mister know it all. You see them flatboats on the water. How high are their cabins?” 
 
    “Yeah, but look at that there, River Queen. How high’s her cabins?” As he said it, the big paddleboat seemed to steam up behind them from nowhere. Alma moved into Gabe, who had dropped down beside her. The boat blew its steam whistle and Amos rolled his eyes back and brayed loudly in protest while Boomer leaped to the top of the flat roof and began to bark in long, low woofs. 
 
    People on the upper deck of the big boat hooted and called down to them. As the boat passed, water lapped up against the sides of their flatboat and some even splashed in. Alma could understand why the Captain had been so quick to close and lock the door. His cargo either represented his work for the year, or more likely, that of several different families. 
 
    A flatboat that had left Louisville just ahead of them had no cabin at all. Its sides were lower and there was a little raised roof over a small part of the loaded boat. It looked half the size of their craft, and as the River Queen passed it, the men on top swore. Alma stared in amazement as one of the black men on top of the roof fell off on the other side of the boat into the water. The same people who had laughed at her in port, now laughed, as men rushed to extend the sweep for the man splashing in the water to grab hold. He splashed and gasped, then finally grabbed the oar. 
 
      
 
    <><><> 
 
      
 
    Angry, resenting the fancy women even more, Alma rooted around in their pack. She found her other skillet and sliced five short, thick pieces of bacon into the pan and lowered the rack. As soon as it rendered some fat, she drizzled the grease on the pan of cornbread, turned the bacon and scooted it closer together. She cut the apples up to fry without peeling them. She was hungry and ready to eat. They’d only eaten cold bread because they were in such a rush to reach town. 
 
    Alma opened and stirred the pot of beans, saw they were as she expected, hard and dry. She added a little water. Then holding the skillet with the bean lid to hold back the bacon and apples, she poured off the last of the grease to season their supper. 
 
    She set the rack back higher, and moved the cornbread onto the flat roof. When Steve started to reach for it, she smacked his hand with her spoon. “Let me get something to eat with.” She raised her spoon again and all three men backed out of reach. 
 
    Boomer yawned and growled at the same time. In a minute, Alma was cutting half the circle of bread into four big slices. She gave the Captain two slices of bacon, the rest one each, and divided the apples evenly into the dishes. The two boatmen got her bowls, she put their own food in the two cups. 
 
    She flipped the bread, set it back on top of the barrel with the empty skillet covering it. Then she looked coyly at Gabe. He lifted her up to sit on the edge of the roof with the other two men and ordered the hound down. 
 
    When Gabe scrambled up beside her, she looked at the men who were waiting patiently. She bowed her head, whispered, “Thank you God for your bounty, and please protect us on our perilous journey.” She raised her head, pushing back her bonnet to feel the breeze on her heated face. “Go on, use your knives or fingers,” she said as she took a bite of her bread. 
 
    Minutes later, it was the Captain who handed the rudder to Steve and stepped down to pass the dipper of water. Alma drained it and handed it back. Gabe smiled at her, amazed at how pretty she looked with her blue eyes shining and her smile appearing between every bite. It was good, and he noticed the men were enjoying it too. It looked like the Captain had finished his already, which was why he probably had jumped down. 
 
    After everyone had washed down the food, the Captain asked. “Reckon we could eat more bread now?” 
 
    Alma looked as though she were pondering a deep question then nodded. “Of course,” she looked ready to jump down but the Captain said. “Let me.” 
 
      
 
    <><><> 
 
      
 
    Alma sat swinging her legs, her arms braced as she leaned back to look at the blue sky, the rich green of the trees at the edge of the water. “Now I know why that Queen Cleopatra liked her barge so much,” she called to Gabe. 
 
    All three men were standing and working their long oars as the river seemed to narrow around a bend and they had to work to keep the wide boat in the deeper part of the channel. 
 
    Someone on the boat following theirs gave a loud whoop and Gabe looked around, then saw the men on this boat and the other were staring at Alma. “Get down,” he yelled, “And put your bonnet on before you blister.” 
 
    All the ease was gone, and Alma pushed off from the cabin roof, and stretched to land without disturbing any of the animals or the cook barrel. Blushing, she pulled her bonnet on, righted her clothes and moved over beside the fire to stir her beans. As the river had widened, the boat that had whooped moved to pass them, with four men working two sets of sweeps, they brought the longer boat up beside theirs and hollered to the men on top. “You running a gunboat, there, Captain Jones?” 
 
    The Captain blustered and got the same fishy look as he’d given her. “Certainly not. Hauling a nice married couple as passengers, and you men take off your hats to the young lady.” 
 
    Alma kept her head bowed, not daring to look up to see if the men did as the captain ordered. She was grateful for the wide brim of the dark bonnet as she blushed furiously. For the first time she felt afraid. Other than the rich, unapproachable women on the paddle wheeler, she was the only woman she had seen today on the river. It took all her nerve not to move to her pack to look for her gun. 
 
    “Guess we’ll need to look sharp before we tie up tonight,” the Captain muttered. “There are a lot of shifty sorts on the river. We usually tie up to buy a meal where everyone else stops. If it’s a full moon, boats often just tie up in the middle of the river, share a little music, cards, and a jug.” 
 
    “Oh Captain,” Steve whined. 
 
    “Well, three days of caution won’t do us any harm.” 
 
    He said it with such force the other boatman had to nod his head. “No sir, a little caution is a good thing.” 
 
    Finally, the other boat passed them. The Captain swore and Alma fought for control. She tried to figure what she’d done, that was so terrible. She’d only leaned back and relaxed for a minute. 
 
    The two workers laid down their oars, Steve sat down at the front of the boat, watched the men who were having fun move on ahead to pass the boat that nearly swamped. 
 
    Gabe dropped down quietly from the roof beside her. Alma could tell the minute he was there and she raised her head and moved into his arms. Wordlessly, he held her, his hands gripping her elbows to keep her from raising her arms to hold and kiss him. Finally, he crouched, backing them against the locked door where they were hidden from the men above by the short eave on the roof. Greedily, Alma raised her lips to him for his kiss. 
 
    “Mister, you’re needed up here, now,” rang out the Captain’s voice. 
 
    Alma tried her best to smile into his dark eyes and nodded. Gabe bumped into her hat brim as he dipped to give her a short, soft kiss. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE 
 
      
 
    Alma used the bucket and washed the few dishes, then gave the dirty water to the animals, talking to them and making sure they had food. “It must feel terrible to be caged in that narrow space,” she crooned. She petted Amos, who stood docilely looking at the roof of the boat. 
 
    Overhead, the blue sky was obscured as the trees seemed to lean in from both sides as the river narrowed. She stepped back so she could see Gabe. He was beautiful, leaning against the long oar, every muscle flexed. Passing over her head was the pole to the rudder or steering oar. The Captain looked grim and swore at each of the other men. 
 
    Alma moved under the sleepy mule’s neck and used the side of the boat to raise up. She didn’t dare climb up on the roof again, apparently that was some unforgivable sin for a woman. But she wondered why the great excitement. The big paddle boat had made it through, so obviously they could and would. 
 
    In another minute, the boat moved around a lazy curve in the river, and up ahead, she could see strips of land in the outside curve of the river as they passed through, steering toward the faster water near the cliff towering over them. 
 
    As soon as the river straightened, it was clear they were moving smoothly down the main channel. Alma heard the Captain sigh and order the two men to relax. “River will be good for the next fifty miles now.” Ahead, Alma could actually see the big steamboat, not nearly as far ahead as expected. The long flatboat that had hooted at her were not far behind it. Navigating the river bends must have slowed both of them down. 
 
    She slipped back into her own little cage with the animals, when she heard loud yells from behind their boat. Turning, she saw them, the black men on the flatboat the River Queen had almost swamped. Even as she watched, their boat ran too close to the outside curve and the edge hit the sand. Gabe walked down the roof of the cabin and sat with his legs dangling on either side of her. 
 
    They watched as the flatboat grated along the sand, turning as though dangling by one corner. Instead of using their momentum to push off, the men were too busy yelling and quarreling with each other. In another minute, the boat swung firmly onto the sand. 
 
    “Idiots, you’d think they’d never been on a river before,” the Captain said. 
 
    “Everybody has a first time,” Steve complained. 
 
    Gabe nodded, asked, “Will they be able to get off of there?” 
 
    Captain rubbed his chin, noticed how Alma had taken hold of Gabe’s dangling legs, made a face, and she released them. 
 
    He shook his head, pulled out his pipe and tobacco with his arm looped over the rudder. “Maybe yes, maybe no. Maybe the next boat will plow into them? Could if they aren’t paying any better attention or don’t know this river. Probably, have to pay someone to pull them off the bar, that is, if the river pirates don’t find them come dark.” 
 
    “Can’t we help them?” Alma asked. 
 
    Captain shook his head, pointed with the stem of his unlit pipe. “Too far now for the rope. We go with the current, as I told your husband. It goes down to New Orleans and we float along with it. Now that newfangled paddle thing, that can go up the river, but I don’t think they saw this little boat or would help if they had. What do you think?” He laughed and Alma knew he was right. 
 
      
 
    <><><> 
 
      
 
    Alma woke, feeling stiff and itchy. She stretched, pushing aside Boomer who had snuck up to nestle under her arm where she sat on the hay bales at the rear of the boat. 
 
    The light on the river had changed, it now gave a golden glow to the brown green water. Alma hurried, aware of where she was and the supper she was supposed to have ready. The beans smelled cooked, not scorched, and she felt relieved, noticing the fire had died out in the barrel. She swatted at a mosquito, and stirred up another pan of cornbread. 
 
    She had it and the beans warming over the new fire when she looked around. She cried out in horror. It was the Captain who looked down at her, after warning the men to stay alert and keep the sweeps moving. “One of the chickens is dead,” she explained. 
 
    “Because you fell asleep.” 
 
    Alma pushed her hair back from her face, fumbled for the string of her bonnet. “I think the hog underneath it got hold of its foot.” She moved forward as she talked, moved the crate over it aside and carefully opened the top of the slatted box to pull out the dead one while the others fluttered about, trying to escape. 
 
    She held it up by the neck, saw all three men stare. Bloody feathers showed where the other chickens had attacked the dead bird. “See, the hog ate its leg off, and it bled to death.” 
 
    The Captain shook his head. “I didn’t want to take live animals. I told those men this wouldn’t work. A month, six weeks. They will all die along the way. But would they listen, no. Sell them as you travel, use them to pay your expenses, they said. Stupid.” 
 
    While he complained, Alma was busy cutting off the other foot to toss to Boomer. Expertly she stretched out the bird and ripped feathers off in a cloud that followed the boat. She opened it enough to gut, tossed all but the heart and liver to the excited hound. 
 
    She dangled her prize over the side of the boat to rinse, lifted it out and cut off the head before laying it on the now hot grate of the barrel. 
 
    She checked the other chicken coops, reversed the one with the broken bottom slat. Maybe that was the reason the hog got to it, or maybe the smart pig broke the slat to get to the bird. Hogs were mean animals, but all she’d ever known, were smarter than most men. 
 
      
 
    <><><> 
 
      
 
    Later, they rounded another bend. She saw lanterns glowing and one or two flatboats tied up. “Is this one of the places you were going to sell them?” She asked. 
 
    “You cooked again, don’t need to stop,” he said. 
 
    “Bet if you do, you could sell most of the chickens,” she fanned and wafted the smell of roasting chicken back over the boat. 
 
    He yelled at Steve. “Set down your sweep, come throw a rope to this first boat.” He pulled on the rudder and the big boat started to ease toward shore. “Hey, Captain Pierce, is that you?” 
 
    An old man yelled, “Who wants to know?” 
 
    “Captain Jones. Catch our tow line.” He turned to yell at his own boatmen. “You there Gabe, come man Steve’s sweep, keep us from crashing into them.” 
 
    By the time their boat reached the first one, their Captains had the two lined up, side by side. 
 
    It was Gabe, who ran back to lift the first two crates of chickens onto the cabin roof. 
 
    Alma was right. Gabe had her stay out of sight, while the Captain hollered. “Anybody want something better to eat than salt pork or fish tonight?” 
 
    The man who owned the hovel at this cove came roaring out. “Ain’t nobody allowed to sell here, but me.” 
 
    “Fine, then,” Captain Jones said. “I’ve got twenty-five fine laying hens for sale. You buy them from me, then sell them to whoever comes by or keep them for eggs and fry them up yourself.” 
 
    “Hold it up there, Gabe.” Alma pressed the wooden spoon into his hand and Gabe lifted the roasted bird into the air. 
 
    “I sell ham here, not chicken.” 
 
    “Damn well, we all know, that’s why it’s called Dogham’s Bar, ain’t it? Got some fine hogs for sale too,” Captain Jones said. 
 
    The big bearded man laughed. “Why buy them, my neighbors raise plenty for me? They let them run free, when come onto my place, I’m going to cook them for the boatmen, right?” 
 
    “Right,” Captain Pierce said. “How much for that cooked chicken, Jones?” 
 
    “That one is my supper, if you please. Sure, this fine fellow can cook you up one bigger than it,” Captain Jones said. 
 
    Gabe turned and put the bird back on the fire. 
 
    A few minutes later, Gabe and Steve pushed the boat off and the Captain took back the rope as the men on Pierce’s boat shoved them off. 
 
    “Not staying with us tonight, Captain?” 
 
    “Got a more private place picked out, if you don’t mind,” he hollered and yelled at Steve. As it was late, and the light was fading on the water, the men did a little cordeling out of the cove. They passed the rope around big trees that had been left along the shore so one could throw a rope around it, and then reel it up to pull the boat along. 
 
    Once out of the cove, they used the long sweeps to move on down the river, using lanterns setting on the front of the cabin roof to light their way. Finally, the Captain saw the place in a wide part of the channel he wanted and they tied up for the night. 
 
    Alma passed out the food in the dark, this time supplying spoons to the boatmen and keeping the forks for Gabe and herself. They ate by lantern light. 
 
    “I didn’t trust those men. In the daylight, they would respect your missus. At night, all oiled up, one can’t be sure. But…” 
 
    “Thank you, Captain,” Gabe said, “But?” 
 
    “But, river’s a right dangerous place at night. They ain’t supposed to be any, but there’s still Indians in these parts. Plenty of ne’r-do-wells too. Best if your mizzus stays out of sight, like you had her do back at Dogham’s.” 
 
    “All right,” Gabe said. “But?” 
 
    “Would appreciate knowing what you’re doing, dragging a pretty young girl out here in the wilderness? Where you going?” 
 
    Gabe was silent and Alma wondered if he would bother to answer at all. “I’m headed to San Francisco. We’re going after the gold.” 
 
    The old boatmen whooped and hollered, and Steve shouted, “Golly.” 
 
    Alma could see Gabe stiffen in anger and hoped he wouldn’t try to fight both of these men. She knew he could knock them off the boat into the water easily enough. But she didn’t want him to do something wrong like that, or to be hurt again. With more anger than she meant, she snapped. “He ain’t dragging me anywhere. He’s my husband, and wherever he wants to go, I’m a following.” 
 
    Gabe rose, standing over them. Alma knew he would be as angry with her as with the two men. 
 
    “You don’t want people finding this boat, would be better not to mouth off so loud,” Gabe whispered. 
 
    Both men grew silent. Then the Captain rose, glaring down at the younger man. “Figure we’ll each stand guard three or four hours. Let us all get our eight hours of sleep. We can shove off at daylight.” 
 
    “Fine, I’ll take first watch,” Gabe said. 
 
    The Captain shrugged, “Stay on top, but lay low. If you want, you can pull a couple of bales of the hay up here to hide behind. Steve can sleep on the deck down below. Your missus can bed down in the cabin or up here on top.” 
 
    Alma looked at her husband and shivered. She didn’t trust these men any more than the men they’d seen on the river. “I’ll get our bedroll,” she said. 
 
    The Captain sputtered, and Steve whispered “Golly.” In a few minutes, Alma had spread out the bedroll near the front of the boat away from the animals and other men. Gabe arranged the bales and sat on one across from her. They both could hear the noise as the men maneuvered around the animals to figure out where to sleep. 
 
    Alma whispered, “I hope the Captain doesn’t decide to eat the rest of the pan of bread again. I’ll run out of meal if he eats this hearty all the time.” 
 
    All she heard for an answer was the croak of frogs on the river bank and the occasional sound of a fish breaking the surface of the river. 
 
    She stared at her husband’s profile, little blacker than the night around them. He sank down to the cabin roof, squatting on his heels to rest. She wondered if he was as tired as she was, realized he would be more so. He’d had to walk and push against the current for long periods of time in the hot sun. 
 
    She tried not to be hurt that he hadn’t answered her and to think of other things. He’d just reminded the others that they had to be quiet if they wanted to remain hidden, hadn’t he. 
 
    At least the Captain didn’t expect them to row like slaves on a galley ship. Today it had been easy to recall the story, one of the first their teacher had shared. The one thing she had loved best about school, had been the wonderful stories Miz Dovie read at the end of the day. 
 
     


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR 
 
      
 
    Gabe watched Alma drift off to sleep. The fact that she did irritated him almost as much as her speaking out earlier. He would never have expected Davis Daniel, of letting his daughter speak out like this. He smiled and shook his head, relaxing for the first time tonight. Hadn’t her courage and strong opinionated comments been the thing that drew him to her that first day at school. She had seemed so fearless, so sure that her ideas were the right ones. 
 
    He remembered the Captain’s expression both times she spoke up today. But then, the captain had been happy to obey her common sense suggestion about the chickens. Thanks to Alma, the man was six dollars richer and his stomach was full of roasted chicken. Although Gabe thought she should be quiet, he had felt pride at her words, wherever he chose to go, she would follow. The words throbbed inside his heart. 
 
    Gabe listened carefully, reassured by the ordinary sounds of the night. Restlessly, he began to walk along the perimeter of the cabin roof, stopping to examine the shoreline beside them, the tree they were tied to. At the end there was nothing, just a pale moon rising over the water. 
 
    When the moon was directly overhead. He dropped down and tapped Steve on the shoulder. Then he jostled him until the man woke enough to stumble up onto the deck to take over. 
 
    Gabe had a choice, he could take Steve’s vacant place beside the mule or go back on top and sleep beside his wife. He followed the other man and lifted one of the hay bales and carried it back to the rear of the boat while the other man watched him. Then understanding, the man sat down. 
 
    Gabe walked to their bedroll and lay down beside her. Alma’s eyes opened and she stared at him, then raised the blanket to make room for him. He knew the other man was watching, but didn’t care as he scooted in next to her warm body. He felt her hand tug at the tail of his shirt and caught her fingers. She smiled, “Don’t be silly. I just want to rub your back.” 
 
    He released her hand, tried not to moan with pleasure as she started making warm circles on his cold skin. In minutes, he felt his eyes drooping. Alma pressed closer to him, sighing as she nuzzled against his face, but continued to rub and knead the hard muscles in his back until he relaxed into sleep. 
 
      
 
    <><><> 
 
      
 
    Alma woke, suddenly aware that Gabe had left her. She rolled over and raised her head. The moon was now hidden by clouds and the trees overhead, in the dark she listened for movement. At the other end of the roof deck, she heard loud snores from the other boatman. Then she heard again the sound that had awakened her. One of the pigs was squealing. Without hesitating, she grabbed the long sweeping oar from its fork and swept it down hard below the front deck. 
 
    There was a loud thud and a groan. She heard someone or something hit the water. Steve woke at the noise, yelling, “Hey, who goes there?” 
 
    Gabe yelled, “Get down, Alma.” 
 
    Steve was the first to crash down onto the deck, hanging onto his bale of hay. Alma held onto the long pole as she flattened herself on the deck. Gabe fired at a shadow running along the shore and they all heard a man scream. 
 
    At the shot, the sleeping Captain roused and came rushing out of his cabin, a pistol in his hand. 
 
      
 
    <><><> 
 
      
 
    When the smoke cleared, Gabe was the one to drop over the side of the flatboat and splash ashore. He yelled as he drug a half-grown boy out of the water, sputtering but alive. When he reached the place where the man was shot, he felt the leaves and came up with blood on his fingers. 
 
    “Dead?” the Captain called. 
 
    “The first one’s alive, will just have a knot on his head. Second one was hit, but is still running. Do you want me to go after him?” 
 
    “No, leave them both. What did they take?” 
 
    Gabe checked the pockets on the boy, pulled out the other cone of sugar from their packs and one of The McGuffey Readers. Running back toward him was one of the smelly young hogs that belonged on board. Without hesitation, Gabe used the butt of his gun on the curious pig and slung it over his shoulder. The angry Captain took the legs of the pig to swing back aboard and Gabe again splashed through the water, to grab the side of the flatboat. 
 
    “Are you okay, darling?” 
 
    “Yeah, take these.” He passed her his gun and the stolen items. “Afraid these got wet.” 
 
    As he handed her the heavy cone of hard brown sugar, and a wet copy of the reader he heard her moan. Heard her start to fuss, then stop. “Least he had good taste. You’re all wet too?” 
 
    He pulled up beside her, “Want your kiss now?” He teased, expecting her to pull back. Instead, she leaned in to give him a noisy kiss. 
 
      
 
    <><><> 
 
      
 
    Five minutes later, Gabe was sitting on the remaining hay bales, waiting for his coffee to brew. Alma was going through her belongings, working up to a good tirade. The Captain was on deck berating Steve for falling asleep. 
 
    She stopped long enough to holler up at him. “Aren’t you afraid the man may come back with his friends and his guns?” 
 
    Alma handed Gabe his other pair of pants, only holding them out of reach a minute, to tease him. Another woman would have been screaming and in tears. His wife was just busy, too excited to consider going back to bed. The Captain yelled and Gabe scrambled topside, tugging his pants on as he went. 
 
      
 
    <><><> 
 
      
 
    There were no trees visible for using the ropes again, so the men had to work the sweeps in the dark out onto the empty river. By the time they had the boat moving along downstream, a light misty rain started to fall. 
 
    Alma had collected and saved three eggs from the chickens before they were sold, but it was too wet for cooking. She stored them carefully in a bundle of straw at the top of her tote. 
 
    She served the men hot coffee and cold cornbread where they stood working the boat in the dark. Carefully, she rolled her bed and carried it back downstairs. The sugar cone she wrapped in the oiled linen and placed it in her tote, The wet book she laid open on the bale of hay and pulled out the oiled ground cloth to huddle under to sip her coffee in its bowl and nibble her piece of the coarse cold cornbread, while she read the soggy pages. 
 
    When their boat crashed against a submerged log, it was Captain Jones’ swearing that distracted her. It was Gabe, who had to climb over the side to bounce on the log until it released the flatboat. 
 
    Alma hollered to keep the Captain from pushing clear until Gabe was back on board. “I swear, I think he expected to make you swim for it.” 
 
    Gabe came on board, and pulled her into his arms. “It’s all right. We’re safe and it’s going to be all right.” 
 
    “I could have killed someone tonight. A young boy so desperate he stole sugar and a book. What kind of people are we, Gabe?” 
 
    “I shot his Pa or brother. The man could be dead. For a half-grown pig? Alma, we’ll have to do worse on this trip. We have to do whatever it takes to survive. Do you understand?” 
 
    “Like you fighting those three men, and leaving them tied up in the night?” 
 
    Gabe laughed. “Right, whatever it takes. I will protect you.” 
 
    Alma clung to him and whispered. “I want to keep you safe too, my beloved.” 
 
    Captain Jones bellowed. “Stop the mush and get on this oar, Bridger.” 
 
      
 
    <><><> 
 
      
 
    The rain had disappeared with the coming of a heavy morning fog, and the Captain dropped anchor again in a small cove. “I ain’t taking no chances of being run down by one of them steam engine monsters. Seen a flatboat crushed by one once. Knocked the rail loose on the paddle-wheeler, but sank the flatboat and killed everybody on it.” 
 
    “I’ve plenty of beans cooked, and it will be quick enough to fry some hoecakes to go with them. But I really fancy some fish to go with it,” Alma interrupted. 
 
    Soon, they had three lines in the water, and when Alma had stoked the fire and put more coffee to boil and the beans on to warm, she dropped a line in as well. She jerked out a nice fat little fish, with bright yellow and red marks. Laughing, she called, “Well, I’ve got mine. If you boys catch one, I’ll cook it for you to eat.” 
 
    Gabe caught a bluegill, the same size as Alma’s, and then a couple of small bass. Alma cooked them all while teasing the boatmen, but Gabe shared his with the cranky men. 
 
    Alma was asking Gabe again about their trip and he was explaining the map his Uncle gave him that paralleled the Trail of Tears. 
 
    The Captain interrupted them. “Think you’re crazy, if it was me and I had a sweet young wife like that, I’d make sure I found a large wagon train to ride along with. Go through St. Louis or Independence.” 
 
    “If we had riverboat fare, we might do that, but even if we had the money and traveled up the river to St. Louis, we don’t have a wagon or horses to travel with, or any fee to join a wagon train. On foot, the path I’ve chosen is better,” Gabe said. 
 
    “You already told us flatboats only go down river. It’s too far to walk,” Alma said. 
 
    “Not from Cairo, just walk up to Independence, forget that Cape Girardeau. Trappers, buffalo hunters, and worse will be there, plus hundreds of pissed-off Indians. No mister, go straight through to Independence, maybe even take a circle around it and join wagons on the other side. You don’t know how crazy men can get out here, without a decent woman. Only ones out west are traveling with neighbors and family or working out of a house or boat. Men are ready to pay plenty for a woman to smile at, and cook for them.” 
 
    Gabe stared across at Alma. Again, she was sitting without her bonnet, resting cross-legged on the roof as she picked the fish from the tiny bones before throwing the skeleton overboard, out of reach of the hound. 
 
    After giving a rather unladylike burp, she said excuse me and descended to do her clean up. She had fed Boomer warmed cornmeal mush mixed with fat and fried until it had a crust on both sides, but was still soft in the middle. The Captain complained they fed their dog better than most folks fed their kids. 
 
    “Boomer is doing all right, but Amos needs to take a walk. If there’s time and you’ll let me unload him,” she said. 
 
    A river boat passed gracefully by, people waving at the group picnicking on top of the boat. “No, ma’am, there’s no time for that kind of nonsense,” the Captain said. “You’re not on a sightseeing tour. You’ll be expecting pay, so let’s just get back on the river and down to Cairo so you and your special animals can be on your way.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE 
 
      
 
    Gabe led the mule onto the hay bales and stepped him up onto the roof of the cabin while Captain Jones just stared at them and sputtered. Alma wondered what he thought of a man who didn’t speak, didn’t argue, but just did? If he had any sense of decency in him, he would have realized they had just saved him from robbery, maybe worse. They had passed one burned out flat boat yesterday and there was the boat they had watched get stuck on the sand bar. It was sure to be robbed if not wrecked, according to Captain Jones. 
 
    Then she changed her way of thinking. The man had just said they would be expecting to be paid. He had admitted the food was good. The Captain needed them, more than they did him. If he threw them off, they could make their way west by following this and other rivers they met. It would take four or five days to cover the same ground as they were doing in one on the boat, but at least they would have some privacy. That had been their original plan anyway. 
 
    “That man at Dogham openly bragged about stealing hogs, and the other boatmen laughed. Maybe it was him that tried to rob you last night,” she said. 
 
    Gabe tied the sweeps to the pack-frame and walked the mule down to the end of the boat. With the sweeps raised out of the water, he backed him, and repeated the steps. The captain stood at the helm, steering the boat, staring straight ahead. Alma stood with her hands on her hips, trying not to grin at her clever husband. Steve had descended to the rear of the boat where she stood. 
 
    “That’s pretty slick, but how long will that mule do it without rearing or trying to jump off into the river?” Steve asked. 
 
    “As long as Gabe tells him to. Did you come to help me change out the straw?” 
 
    “They ain’t nothing to change it with. Guess you didn’t notice, but there’s a little gap a foot up on the water line. When there’s rapids, or another boat passes, it kind of slops water up and washes over the deck. That’s all they get till we reach New Orleans. Only get dirty again, anyhow.” 
 
    She looked at the poor hogs, two big sows and three half-grown pigs. It was hard to tell which one the pirates had tried to steal the night before. “What do you think the hogs will do, if I let them out to run around?” 
 
    The amused man turned from watching Gabe and the mule. “No telling. Founder trying to eat all the hay. Rip up your pack and belongings, turn over the cooking barrel, maybe catch the boat on fire. Maybe try to get up on the roof with the mule, break the cabin roof all down. Or jump over the sides.” He looked up at the man steering the boat. “What do you think, Captain?” 
 
    The Captain swore, and Alma moved over to sit on the bales of hay and watch the river passing by. In minutes, they were sweeping past the flatboat that had passed them in the cove. 
 
    When they almost caught up with the steamboat, the Captain yelled out. Steve ran on top to help, taking his long pole back while Gabe unharnessed Amos and handed the mule’s lead back to Alma. She was afraid to tug him forward, unsure like the pigs, what a mule loose in a small boat would do. Gabe put his sweep down and stepped onto the hay bales first. Amos hesitated only a moment before following. When he was back in place, Gabe looked down at his anxious wife. 
 
    “Satisfied?” 
 
    She smiled up at him, again wishing they had some privacy. They’d only exchanged a single kiss the day before. Alma wished she could ignore the boatmen and the passengers at the rear of the riverboat who might be watching. She wanted to reach up and at least give him the swift kiss he had given her the day before. 
 
    He dropped a finger down the bridge of her nose and chucked her under the chin to let her know he felt the same. 
 
    Last night, Gabe had told her he planned to take his Uncle’s advice and follow the Indian trails across to Indian Territory, then take the Mormon trail on to Sacramento. Had the Captain talked him out of it? 
 
      
 
    <><><> 
 
      
 
    She turned to face out onto the broad river, noticed a buzzard walking a tree branch and more flying overhead. She took a deep breath and looked for better signs. A pair of ducks swam alongside the shore and she whispered, ‘Amen’. Two more days to store memories of floating down the river on her barge. Only, she bet Cleopatra didn’t have to slop the hogs and cook for a bunch of hungry men. For a minute, she tried to imagine herself in a black wig and shiny headdress, with a whip in one hand and men running to do her chores, even cook for her. When she laughed, the three men on top of the cabin roof shook their heads, but laughed too. 
 
      
 
    <><><> 
 
      
 
    It was before noon on the fourth day when Captain Jones took the flatboat across the river. A mile before the wide crossing, he had steered into the last cove and Alma had served the meal to the men. Like at home, it was beans, fatback, and corn pone. But if they minded the repeat in fare, no-one complained. 
 
    There had been no more pirates, nor any Indian arrows. If she had to tell the truth, it had become boring. Now the Tennessee had joined the Ohio River, the bed had been wider, the shallows fewer. If there were other boats in the channel, there was room for all of them to pass without tooting or yelling. 
 
    Last night, the Captain and Steve had taken the skiff out from the cove to the middle of the channel where four or five flatboats were tied together. In the night air, she and Gabe could hear a pretty good fiddler and a darkie singing in a deep, rumbly voice about the river. 
 
    She and Gabe had remained on board, surrounded their bedroll with four hay bales and made the most of their first private moment. 
 
    Gabe had teased her about what the marauders would think if they found them coupling. She had laughed and tucked her skirt up and dared him to resist. Fortunately, he hadn’t. When she would have cried out, he swallowed the sounds and held her still until her passion shattered. 
 
    Afterward, holding her to him, he teased her again, this time about being his little vixen. 
 
    Remembering the foxes, she had sighed and asked him to listen. On the soft river air, the music from the flatboats filled the night. She rose and held her hands out to him. He pushed the hay bales back toward the back of the boat, moved their bedroll toward the front. Then they had danced, feeling safe and happy. Tomorrow they would be alone, 
 
      
 
    <><><> 
 
      
 
    The Captain had asked one of the riverboats to take a line and give him a boost across the river, but none had been willing. 
 
    “Reckon that mule has more sense than you do,” the Captain said, then extended his hand. “Never struck a fairer deal or had better hands. Lord knows what we’ll find at this hell hole.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Cairo, Little Egypt, a flat, squalid place full of flies and free darkies. Now with the buffalo hunters and all these straggling Indians about, well, it’s not the kind of place you want to be after dark. Why, a man is afraid to even get drunk there, it’s that bad,” the Captain said. 
 
    “You can let us out here. We can swim across,” Gabe said. 
 
    The Captain then warned them that the Mississippi might not seem that big to them, but to trust him, they didn’t want to mess around with the big river. Cairo was at the tail of the Ohio River where it entered the big Muddy. With luck, the crossing would be easy. He stared at Gabe, then at Alma, and back to Gabe. 
 
    “Still determined to follow that Indian track?” he asked Gabe. 
 
    “We’ll trek to Cape Girardeau and on across Missouri thru Springfield onto the Old Wire Road. Where it joins the Mormon Trail, we’ll try to tag along with the wagon trains.” 
 
    “Well, we’ll stay and make sure you get out of town safe. We need to find a couple of men to help us go on down to Louisiana. Don’t mind the river work, but I’m frightened by rolling prairies and that empty land.” 
 
    “That was before the gold rush. Bound to be hundreds of other men and women making the trip,” Gabe argued. 
 
    “I know one of the store owners, if he’s still there. Give us time to hear about the news. Things may have improved,” the Captain agreed. 
 
      
 
    <><><> 
 
      
 
    It was back-breaking work, crossing the river and its swift current. Only after they drifted down several miles were they close enough to shore on the other side to work their way back up to Cairo. 
 
    The town was surrounded by a levee, with an open gap for the flatboats and riverboats to enter. Steve remained behind to guard the flatboat. The mudflat was wetter than in Louisville. This time as they tracked across, both became mud-splattered and Alma’s dress hem became caked with the fine, brown soil. They led the mule with the pack on his back and both walked quietly behind the Captain. He hurried to a store that stood on the mud flats, not that different from the one they’d seen in Louisville. 
 
      
 
    <><><> 
 
      
 
    Gabe left Alma with the gun in her hand to guard the mule, with Boomer at her feet. After looking around and seeing no one but freed slaves working around the dock, he walked into the store to listen to the one eyed old boatman running the place. The Captain’s friend was sending his son to get two men, the owner recommended for Captain Jones to hire. He squinted his one good eye at Gabe. “Truth is, I’d warn you not to try to cross Indian Territory. Full of wild Indians and white desperadoes.” 
 
    Captain Jones couldn’t stay quiet, “He’s taking his wife along.” 
 
    “Good Gawd, I hope she’s dirt ugly.” 
 
    The Captain shook his head. The owner reached under the counter and pulled out a dirty sheet of paper. Gabe studied it upside down. 
 
    “This is a pretty good map, drawn by one of Daniel Boone’s grandsons. He was a tall, good looking man, but not much of a talker,” the squinter said. The man poured a drink for his friend the Captain. 
 
    Gabe leaned over the counter and stared at the detailed drawing. “Have you got paper and ink so I can make a copy?” 
 
    “Two cents,” after he was paid, he leaned over the drawing and pointed, “See, it turns northwest toward Independence. Can take a cart or party of men easily. Best way to go if you’re planning to pick up the Mormon trail west. 
 
    Gabe heard Boomer barking and lowered his gun from his shoulder, still listening to the store owner. 
 
    “Skirt the Indian Territory, and avoid the major trails. It’s all bandits. Important in this country to join up with a small group traveling in the same direction.” 
 
    “Any groups leaving here?” 
 
    “There was a group of buffalo hunters went out about two days ago, looking for more skins. If you’re traveling light, should catch up to ‘em in a day or two with fast riding. There’s two British men, and a couple of Canadian mongrels, part Indian, hell part everything. The British men had fine mustaches and were drinkers of brandy. You and your Mizzus should be safe with them. Be a lot easier if she were ugly.” 
 
    Captain Jones tried one more time. “I can take you down to New Orleans with us. Let you ride back with us and keep the varmints from robbing us on the way home. Don’t know why you think you have to go west. You never did explain it to me.” 
 
    Gabe stared at both men. “Haven’t you heard the new President’s speech? He called it our Manifest Destiny.” 
 
    Gabe finished the drawing of the map he was sketching and blew on the paper, as he dropped the pen back into the ink. The two men started laughing and Gabe slapped the original map, thanked both, and left. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX 
 
      
 
    Alma stood beside the mule, with Boomer sitting beside her, growling whenever he saw any motion that might present a threat. The few men working in the muggy area did not seem interested in them. Alma used the shield of her bonnet to study the men who sloshed about from a building, to a single long riverboat, loading and unloading cargo. Most were as brown as the mud around them. 
 
    On the edge of the town, there were teepees with men and women lounging out in front of their leather covered tents Alma could only peek at them, for unlike the black men, the Indians seemed aware of every time she turned her head in their direction. 
 
    Suddenly, Boomer was on his feet, barking loudly. Alma shifted her gun so she could use it as a weapon. Three white men were staring down at her and she felt as though the skin on her back had tightened. She didn’t recognize one of them, but two of the men she had seen on the Cumberland Mountain trail. 
 
    Boomer was barking as loud as he could and she tried to shush him. The younger man, took his hat off and bowed to her from the saddle. “Well, what a nice surprise. Pleasure to meet up again, Mizzus Bridger.” 
 
    Alma held the gun in her left hand, stared at the man without saying a word. She relaxed just a little and nodded her head at him. Looked down at the enraged dog and spoke sharply, “Heel, Boomer.” 
 
    The hound obeyed, but there was still a throaty growl in his throat. 
 
    When Gabe walked through the door of the store to stand on the boardwalk, Alma breathed and lowered her gun further. He stared at the three men and snapped his finger. Boomer hushed, but every muscle in his body tensed. Alma raised the gun again. 
 
    “Come a long way, Reverend. Someone holding a revival around here?” Gabe asked. 
 
    “Matter of fact, I’ve come as a missionary, me and my son Paul. We’re carrying Bibles to the savages. Bringing the word of God to the heathens.” 
 
    His son interrupted. “See, you’ve healed from your mishap, Mister Bridger. Guess Ma Stevens did the trick.” 
 
    Gabe didn’t answer, and Alma almost spoke up. But she remembered how angry her talking to these men, had made him before, and stood quietly, staring at them. 
 
    Into the long stretch of silence, Gabe said. “Didn’t have need to. Thanks to you good Samaritans, we’ve been getting along fine.” 
 
    “Still heading to the gold fields. Shorter route to sail around Cape Horn.” 
 
    “Made other plans. Good-day, gentlemen.” He answered them pleasantly enough, but Alma noticed he kept his gun handy and knew the three men noticed too. The third man hadn’t introduced himself or spoken, but she knew instantly she didn’t like him. He reminded her of the man who had kicked Gabe in the scuffle on the trail. Samuel, or something. 
 
      
 
    <><><> 
 
      
 
    As they walked out of town, leading the mule and following the hound who kept darting ahead and then running back, she held her questions until they reached a snakelike mound around the mud flats and Gabe led them across. 
 
    They were now on a flat plain covered by tall grass. Alma quickly scrambled after him, surprised to see the river on either side of them for a while. “Gabe, do you know where we’re going?” 
 
    When he didn’t answer, she felt her jaw set. “Hold up, I need a minute.” 
 
    He stood, the mule’s reins lightly in his hand as she stopped and looked for a place in the tall grass to squat. Gabe whispered urgently, “Hurry, there’s cover up ahead.” 
 
    She raced forward to him. “It’d be a lot easier if I were a man.” 
 
    Gabe smiled for the first time since the night they danced on the boat. “Might not have brung you along, if you were.” 
 
    “I mean this full skirt and petticoat. If I had britches, I likely could out walk you.” 
 
    “Quiet, hurry,” he whispered. 
 
    Aware of his sense of urgency, she tugged her skirt free of the briar grass that caught at it and she rushed as quickly as she could. 
 
      
 
    <><><> 
 
      
 
    Ahead she noticed a strange looking mound. “Reckon these folks miss hills so much they build their own?” 
 
    Gabe led the mule closer to the river, still ignoring her. Walking in sight of the big river beside them made her hush. She looked, but saw no boats traveling up or down it at first. A mile later, Amos started to snort and Gabe slowed for a minute. Alma clutched her side, hating the burning stitch she felt there from walking so fast. 
 
    When Gabe sat on the smooth path running along the cliff, she plopped down beside him. 
 
      
 
    <><><> 
 
      
 
    “You saw how flat and low Cairo is. See the Mississippi river, and on the other side, the Ohio we came down. Without those man-made walls, they call Levees, the people and town would be swept away anytime there was a big enough rain. 
 
    “The State Missouri, I thought we were in Illinois?” 
 
    He pulled out the stained piece of paper, explained what he knew of the crudely drawn map. Pointed to the place where they were resting, the big hill to the right marked “Indian Burial Mound,” the river to the right labeled Missouri. He used his finger to point in a straight line to Cape Girardeau. 
 
    “We are here, the bottom tip of Missouri. If we stayed beside it, we would end up at St. Louis. A few hundred miles out of our way.” 
 
    “The mound behind us is different, not a levee. It contains many hundreds of buried Indians. 
 
    They both heard the paddle-wheeler from way down the river. What was most surprising, the thing was pulling at least three flatboats behind it. “Look at that. Can you beat that? Captain Jones asked for just a little lift and swing about and they refused him. I can’t believe that.” 
 
    “They probably paid. Captain just asked for a favor. You know he offered to take us to New Orleans, let us walk back with him and Steve to guard against robbers. I told him thanks, but…” 
 
    “But you have plans. I can understand Gabe, you’re not wanting to share them with the likes of the Reverend and his son, but would it hurt you to let me know?” Alma asked, giving him the best pleading look she could muster. 
 
    “I planned to go to that town, but the store owner and captain talked me out of taking you there. I figure the fake preacher will ask what we told them, and they will rush to Cape Girardeau to catch us. Still, the store owner said there were some buffalo hunters ahead that we should be safe with. I want to hurry and catch up with them. 
 
      
 
    He reached out, chucked her chin and surprised her when he pulled her onto his lap. “I don’t think I’ll ever see California or find the gold. But that’s why I have to try. I figure if I do that, there’s nothing in the world you and I can’t do.” 
 
    The way he said the words, the way his eyes grew darker and more mysterious, Alma quivered. It was enough to make her blood freeze. When she kissed him, she felt his words burn into the center of her. 
 
      
 
    <><><> 
 
      
 
    The next time they stopped for a break to let the mule rest, they ate. While seated, Alma studied her skirt, where it had picked up stickers and burrs from the tall grasses. This time when she complained, Gabe handed her his other pair of pants. “Go on. We’ll attract less attention as two men. Anyway, it can only make it safer for you.” 
 
    The moment he handed her the pants, she stood and began to wiggle out of the muddy skirt and slip, kicking free of them and standing there in her slippers and ragged pantaloons. “What about my hair?” 
 
    Gabe watched as she lifted the long braid over her shoulder, then raised her arm to hold it into the air. He smiled. Backlit by the evening sun, her shirt was unbuttoned from the waist down, revealing more than she realized. Grinning Gabe walked up and turned her around, taking the braid and winding it for her, to pin in place with a clean twig. 
 
    Before she could turn around, he pressed forward, forcing her against the side of the mule and making his needs clear. She teased and pushed against him with her hips and in a swift movement he entered her. 
 
    Shuddering with pleasure, Alma closed her eyes until he finally finished his thrusting and gasped in release. She echoed his sigh, leaned back against him and opened her eyes. Instead of blue sky, she saw a pair of eyes staring at her from the woods, grinning. When she cried out, “Gabe,” he released her. 
 
    As she spun around, she pulled him closer and whispered. “There was someone there, watching us.” 
 
    “Hurry up, get your pants on, grab your gun,” he said before disappearing. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN 
 
      
 
    Alma stood frozen in fear despite the hot blood still pounding through her veins. When she heard Boomer whine, she rushed to pull on the strange leather pants that one of the Indians had given Gabe at their camp. Then she rolled and stored the petticoat and skirt as she took out her rifle. Still shaking, she checked to make sure the gun was ready to fire. And waited. 
 
    She looked toward the river when she heard a big splash, thought she saw the flash of silver from the fish that had jumped out. It meant the bugs were now over the water and ready to light and the fish was just too eager to wait. If they were still on the boat, she would be rushing to finish the meal to serve the men as they slid into some spot to tie up for the night. 
 
    Before, when they had been walking to Louisville, it was the time of day when they looked for fresh water and a place to camp for the night. No matter how many reassuring images she called to mind, she was still imagining the men on the mudflats in Cairo. What if the man staring at her had been one of them? 
 
    She reviewed their faces in her mind one more time. It wasn’t the preacher and his son. She was sure of that. She tried to recall the third man. Now, as she pictured him, she realized he was too old and too short to have been the man Samuel. He wasn’t the one who had hurt Gabe on the mountain road. But she bet he was just as mean. 
 
    She recalled the dark eyes, the wide silly grin in a dark face. No, the man wasn’t white who had been watching them, though she wasn’t sure, she thought he might be an Indian. One of the many fugitive Indians that had fallen to the wayside as the others marched on that long trail west? Maybe even one who had always lived here? What would he be called, an Illini Indian or a Missouri Indian? 
 
    All the silly questions and thoughts didn’t help. Inside her head banged the words Gabe had told her about his feelings of being doomed. What he had said made no sense. If anything happened to him, she would never want to live anyway, she would be doomed, too. 
 
    Her jitteriness made the mule fidget and walk away and the hound moan. Irritated with herself, she began pacing along the path from one edge of the cliff to the next. Her fear was heightened by the sense of being alone, although they weren’t alone during their strange lovemaking. How could they both have forgotten so quickly that they were rushing to hide from whoever might be following them? This time they had coupled like animals. She had seen the hounds and the pigs, neither seemed to care if anyone could see them when their lustful urges came over them. 
 
    Wasn’t that one of the flaws in the women in her family? Ma had told her that Pa wasn’t the man who fathered her. That meant Ma had jumped right into fooling around, as soon as she was of age, like Corinne and Nadine. Alma had always told herself that she was different than the other Daniels. Truth was, she was probably the most lustful of them all. All Gabe had to do was rub up against her and she was ready for him. 
 
    God had seen her sinful nature and now the man she loved more than life itself was gone. Could she ever forgive herself if he didn’t come back? 
 
    Alma strangled her fears, stopped the interior rant. He had told her to get dressed and stay ready. Okay, she had done that. He was coming back, she had to believe that. His silly notions had nothing to do with reality. She wanted and needed him to come back and he would. Falling to her knees on the trail, Alma began to pray. When she stood up, she caught the reins to the mule and summoned Boomer to heel. Without waiting, she hurried forward along the trail, looking for a place to camp that would be easy to defend. 
 
      
 
    <><><> 
 
      
 
    An hour later, she sat in the makeshift lean-to she had built with branches and saplings off the trail. It wasn’t a bower or a travois as good as the one the Samaritans had made, but it would work as both. She had been afraid to make a fire, but she had found and cut some young poke greens and if Gabe thought a fire would be okay, she would make wilted greens to go with the dried venison in their pack. 
 
    Amos was hobbled, but she’d let him forage among the tender undergrowth and on the bright grass along the trail. Without his pack or bridle, he should be able to dodge out of sight. She honestly thought he was smarter than most people and as much as they had needed for him to be quiet and secretive of late, she knew he was as wary as any of them. 
 
    Boomer though, was hopeless. He wanted to run and call, but she kept him tied to the big oak tree while she set up the lean-to and opened out their bedroll. When Gabe came home, he would find everything in order. 
 
    When she heard the mule bray, she grabbed the rifle and moved from the shelter to stand ready beside the tree. If it wasn’t Gabe, anyone else would be in for a load of trouble. 
 
    “Alma?” 
 
    She heard the soft call, waited until he repeated it and then burst from her hiding place and into his arms. Without the moon, she couldn’t see if he was all right. Both still had their guns and she tugged him back into her shelter. Once inside, they both stacked the rifles against the tree, ready to grab, and used their hands to make sure the other was safe and sound. 
 
    Boomer was moaning and pushing between them. Even Amos had come up and was trying to nose his way into the shelter. 
 
    Alma laughed, still holding his beloved face cupped between her hands. He cuffed the dog aside gently, ordered him to sit and then reached to thump the mule on the chest and push him back out. Alma kissed his face, both cheeks and his nose and chin before finding his lips. As he held her, she immediately pushed him back so she could try to see and hear him. “You’ve been gone so long. I’ve been…” 
 
    He kissed her back. “I’m fine. Let’s sit and I’ll talk.” 
 
    Gabe agreed not to chance the fire, “Although hot coffee and wilted greens would be wonderful. Maybe in the morning, when the fog rolls in.” 
 
    Alma couldn’t get her fill of looking at and touching him to make sure he was really there. She managed to offer him a piece of the jerky and a drink, wished she had a scrap of bread or a piece of fruit to go with it. 
 
    As he ate, he talked. “It was an Indian watching us. I had to be careful in following him, since I could tell he wasn’t Cherokee. I’m not sure what tribe he belongs to, but there was a band of nearly forty riding through. I don’t think they were any of the Illinewek tribes.” 
 
    Alma tried to say the word and Gabe smiled. “They weren’t local. They had loaded ponies and travois carrying all their goods. Think they were a spring hunting party, looking for a place to set up to fish and hunt.” 
 
    When Gabe asked for more meat, Alma realized she hadn’t eaten and took one. For a few moments they were both silent. 
 
    “Were you afraid?” she asked. 
 
    He looked at her, didn’t need to ask her the same question. “Yes. I tried, but couldn’t catch the brave you saw. I was afraid he would tell others and bring them back to attack us.” 
 
    Alma was glad it was dark, she knew her face was red as she asked her strangled question. “Why didn’t he shoot us, when we, when we were…?” 
 
    She saw the flash of his white teeth and burned brighter. Of course he wasn’t embarrassed by it. Men were like that, but the lie burned her throat. Hadn’t she admitted to herself that she was like that too? 
 
    “It’s taboo, forbidden, to kill animals when they are mating. You displease the Great Spirit, for he wants his creatures to mate and multiply. To do so would kill the animals, their future children, and would keep the hunter from ever killing another of that kind.” 
 
    “We’re not animals, even though…” her voice ended in a squeak. 
 
    “No,” Gabe took a drink from the water skin, then corked it and set it aside. He slid his belt with its pistol and knife off and laid it beside the bed. Without opening out the covers, he lay down. “Sleep, early start tomorrow.” 
 
    He moaned as he stretched out and Alma looked about the small space. Her back was pressed up against the lean-to. Sighing, she had nothing to put away, no excuse. As quietly as possible she stretched out so she was lying beside him, with her back to him. When Gabe rolled so that his body was cradling hers, she relaxed. 
 
    “It’s not a sin, Alma. God made us for each other, to give pleasure to the one we love.” 
 
    “I know God wants us to mate and reproduce, it’s the pleasure in it that’s a sin. That’s what the preacher said in service.” 
 
    “No, he said, taking pleasure outside marriage was a sin.” 
 
    “Oh,” she said, but she knew that wasn’t what Ma had said after Corrine turned up caught. 
 
    “A wise man, Plato, once said, the God’s were jealous of men, split him in half. That’s why people roam until they find their other half. It is in loving, that we become a whole person again.” 
 
    “Who’s Plato?” 
 
    “A wise Greek in one of Miz Dovie’s books,” this time when he yawned, Alma yawned too. 
 
    “I wish I were as schooled as you. Pa and Ma didn’t see no sense in it.” 
 
    “You’ll make sure our son learns everything. Our wealth is in our experiences and what we know, not in what we own.” 
 
    “Should I stay up, to keep guard.” 
 
    He shook his head, nuzzled her neck until she giggled. But she didn’t have to worry, he was asleep without any intent for sin or pleasure. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT 
 
      
 
    Alma woke to the smell of coffee boiling and bacon frying. She stirred up bread, then left Gabe to fry it while she slipped down to the river, then refilled the water bags. She gave Amos the poke that now looked too shriveled, but the mule snorted and refused to eat it. Alma quickly added the fresh picked mess to the hot grease. Wished she still had an egg to turn it into polk sallet. 
 
    They made quick work of the breakfast and she wrapped the leftover meat and bread to eat on the trail. She stirred some mush and added it to the liquid in the skillet and set it down for Boomer. He sniffed and snorted at it, but refused to eat. 
 
    Alma returned it to the fire to bake while Gabe strengthened the dray and loaded everything. Alma added the warm skillet to the load, complaining about the picky animals. 
 
    “Poke is poisonous to animals. We had a goat die from it once, but it ate the tops and berries,” Gabe answered. 
 
    “I know those are poisonous, but these are the tender shoots. You and I ate ‘em. They was good.” 
 
    “They tasted good to us, so we ate them. Dogs never eat anything green unless they’re sick.” He smiled at her and added, “You’re sure wanting to talk this morning.” 
 
    That rankled, and even though it was still dark, they took to the trail in silence. It was wrapped in gray mist steaming up from the river, like all the ghosts of the dead who ever drowned in its waters were floating away. Gabe was walking beside her so she didn’t worry. 
 
    Alma might have been afraid, but Amos never put a foot wrong on the trail and she was riding on his back with their belongings dragging along behind. Boomer raced ahead, following his nose. When she heard a bird squawk she called his name but when he finally trotted back, all that was left was the blood on his mouth and a couple of feathers stuck to his head. 
 
    “Least you could do was to offer to share with us. I reckon I fed you enough times, ain’t I?” Alma complained. 
 
    In a flash he was gone. 
 
    Suddenly the sun rose from the misty grayness like a big round fire and Alma called out to Gabe. “You remember that saying at school, about red skies in the morning? Is this’n a good omen or a sign of rain?” 
 
    When he didn’t answer, Alma stared all around in terror. In the fog, she had felt safe, just knowing he was there beside her. That Boomer was forging ahead and would bark if there was danger. All this time, she had been riding the old white mule without any sense that they were high above the river and that to their right, the trees had thinned to disappearing. What she saw on the plains below brought her heart to her throat. 
 
      
 
    <><><> 
 
      
 
    Alma dismounted, frantically looking for any sign of her husband or the bothersome hound. Quickly she moved Amos to the only clump of trees that might hide him from those below. But if they had already seen them, they would be swarming up the hill soon. 
 
    Alma took a deep breath, looked around for something to crouch behind. When she found nothing, she did what she would have done at home. Using the back of the tied mule, she scrambled up into the top of one of the trees. It was slim and shook as she worked upward. Finally, she rested the rifle on the nearest crotch of limbs and waited. 
 
    Below, she saw a forest of teepees set up on the flat land. In the center of them, she saw a covered wagon that looked like the one they had seen back in Cairo. 
 
    Was it possible Gabe had been wrong, that Paul Clinch and Paul Jr. were both missionaries? For some reason, Alma didn’t think so. She noticed that the rise they were on, was just an old game trail that lead down in a few feet to parallel the plain. No matter what they did, they could not pass the Indian encampment without being spotted. 
 
    She sighed, disappointed at not seeing Gabe or Boomer. 
 
      
 
    <><><> 
 
      
 
    When something shook her tree, Alma almost screamed. She gripped her rifle and tried to aim down the trunk. Gabe whispered, “Come down, now.” 
 
    Faster than a squirrel, she backed down, dropping into his arms when she was close enough. He held out dirt and began to rub down the mule. She copied him and in minutes the white coat was hidden under brown mud. 
 
    He moved the pack onto the animal and lashed it down with the leather drop sheet covering everything. He stared at her a moment and rubbed her face as he had the mule. Alma sputtered, hating the feel of the cool mud, but returned the favor by rubbing him. 
 
    Running they each held onto the mule, Gabe tugged the reins as they passed the campground and splashed through the water toward the disreputable town located on the inside curve of the river. Alma realized they were passing through Cape Girardeau. 
 
    Besides Indians, she saw wagons loaded with smelly buffalo hides. Scattered about were a few canvas tents, but only after they were through the town did Gabe explain that those were the tents of the buffalo hunters. He spat after he said their name. 
 
    “What, why are you so angry?” 
 
    “It’s part of the government’s latest plan. They’ve forced all the Indians out West, and kept the good lands in the East for their own use. Now, they are pushing them out around here.” When she looked confused, he added. “They gave each tribe a reservation, lands they were guaranteed to have for all time. Now they want that land as well.” 
 
    Alma stared around, afraid she might see the big buffalos, some wild Indians, or the despicable buffalo hunters. 
 
    “I don’t understand. There are millions of buffalos. If everyone gets a buffalo robe for their buggy, there will still be millions.” 
 
    “They are killing them by the thousands every day. Taking the hide and the hump of fat on the back and maybe their tongue. They leave the meat to rot. The Indians rely on those animals to survive. They use every part of the animal, hoof to tail. It’s being done to starve the Indians onto the reservations.” 
 
    Alma would have argued more, but a big shaggy beast rose up from the shallows near the river and said “Hello.” 
 
      
 
    <><><> 
 
      
 
    The couple stopped arguing and stared. The big man laughed as he straightened and discarded the buffalo robe. “Had breakfast?” he called. 
 
    Alma didn’t answer, and Gabe shrugged. 
 
    “Come on then, join me and my chap for crumpets and tea.” 
 
    “You talk funny,” Alma said. 
 
    The man laughed again and Alma smiled too. They had run so hard that she realized she could probably eat again. 
 
    “British, you know. I’m on a hunting trip with my friend Charley.” 
 
    He directed them to his camp, which was one of those big white canvas tents, with flaps and folding furniture sitting about. 
 
    “You know it’s not like that at all. They will have to increase the prices for hides a lot more to make anyone besides the Indians see it as a worthwhile enterprise. But by crackie, it’s damn exciting to sit and face down one of the big bulls on a charge. They are unstoppable unless you hit them in the right spot.” 
 
    “Oh, what’s the right spot?” 
 
    “You’re a cheeky little bugger, aren’t you lad?” 
 
    Alma almost corrected the man and Gabe gave her a look. 
 
    The British man took note of the glance and then laughed. “Well, Charley and I are a might close too, I say. Here he is with the food.” 
 
    Alma bit her tongue, surprised that the funny man had thought she was a boy. But when she glanced down and saw Gabe’s britches on her legs, she thought it might be better to let it ride. 
 
    Charley stood still, looked between the two and rolled his eye like he had something in it. “Now, now, Gaylord. Mustn’t make our guests uncomfortable. I’m sorry, but we have only canned milk for the tea, no lemon at all. One lump or two?” 
 
    Gabe answered for her, “We’d both like two. No cream.” 
 
    Alma jutted her chin. “I’d like two and some cream, thank you.” 
 
    Crumpets turned out to be fat, airy flapjacks, served with a tart plum jam instead of syrup. Alma was handed a napkin for her lap and then the tea, in a pretty china cup and saucer. She took a sip of the sweet muddy liquid. Decided it wasn’t bad at all. “Just the way, I like it,” she said, which made Gabe almost snort his tea. 
 
    Then she almost made the mistake of eating the crumpet with her muddy hand. When she saw all the dirt, she remembered smearing it on her face and looked at Gabe for confirmation. He was sitting with the tea cup balanced on one knee, the saucer with the sweet cake on the other, staring between them. Only the whites of his eyes shone in his muddy face. 
 
    Alma laughed at the way he looked, and the two British men laughed too. Gabe swore, then laughed too. 
 
      
 
    <><><> 
 
      
 
    After the funny, but delicious breakfast, Gaylord offered to let them each shoot at a buffalo. Alma jumped up and down, but turned to look at Gabe to do her pleading. 
 
    He rolled his eyes at her. “We have a lot of miles to travel today, but thank you.” 
 
    “Gabe’s right, we don’t believe in killing for sport. Ain’t got no way to carry that much meat on the trail.” 
 
    “You could tarry a few days,” Charley said, “while we smoke it.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Gabe said, “But we really must be going.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, didn’t catch your chaps’ names? I’m Gaylord Hardy, and this is my companion Charley Smythe.” 
 
    Gabe extended his hand to shake with Gaylord. “Gabe Bridger, and this is my,” he waved a hand at Alma, “my cousin Dan Bridger.” 
 
    Alma made a face at him. “I prefer Daniel. He’s really Gabriel.” 
 
    “God’s angels, how sweet,” said Gaylord. 
 
    Once again Alma giggled. She wondered if all British were so silly. “We’re headed to the gold fields in California,” Alma said, even though the question hadn’t been asked. 
 
    “Sorry about our appearance,” Gabe said. “Dan has been getting burned up by the sun, and when I put the mud on him this morning, he returned the favor.” 
 
    Gaylord exchanged a look with Charley. “I say, wait a minute, I have just the thing.” 
 
    Gabe started to protest, gave up and whistled for Boomer. 
 
    As they stared, Boomer came running across the field, a large bird with sweeping yellow tail feathers in his mouth. 
 
    He stopped and dropped it at Alma’s feet. “Good boy,” Alma said, giving him a rub and patting his tummy. 
 
    “Lovely pheasant there. Look at this Charley.” 
 
    “Yes, it certainly is. Here you go young sir, not as good as those wide brimmed sombreros, but it should shield your nose.” 
 
    He held out the hat and would have put it on her mussed hair, but Gabe took it from him with a smile, and jammed it down. 
 
      
 
    Alma made a face at all three. She could tell from Gabe’s eyes that he thought it ridiculous. She reached up with her dirty hand and started to take it off. “No fellows, I can’t be accepting such a generous gift.” 
 
    “Really, Daniel, please do. It’s too small for me and absolutely drowns Charley,” the big man said. 
 
    Alma started to lift it off, saying, “Show me.” 
 
    “Take it, Dan,” Gabe snapped. 
 
    Alma stuck out her tongue and her eyes sparked at him. “Well, what have we got good enough to trade?” 
 
    Gabe bent and picked up the still warm pheasant. “Hope you will accept, it’s not nearly as nice as that white hat, but we’d be grateful if you’d accept.” Boomer was working his jaw, making an attempt at talking. Gabe bent and petted the big head while Alma bent and wallowed the big hound, pulling his silky ears and smiling up at the two hunters. “See, he’s right proud for you to have it, too.” 
 
    Laughing, they all shook good-bye, even Boomer. 
 
    Alma would have offered them her pone of baked mush, but Gabe was in too big of a hurry. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE 
 
      
 
    They were still arguing an hour later when they stopped by a creek and Alma bent to wash the grime from her face, setting the accursed hat down beside the stream. 
 
    “Tain’t right to accept such a present when you got nothing worthy to trade. Sides, they’d just fed us, we could have paid that bird in return.” 
 
    Gabe jammed the hat down and pulled her from the river by the collar. “They thought you were a boy, the damn fops. With the hat on, you might be able to fool a regular man.” 
 
    Alma stood still, just taking in his eyes. They were angry and frightened, and hungry. She smiled, “If you weren’t so dirty, I might kiss you for that.” 
 
    He lifted the hat up and this time she was very careful to settle it, pushing the twig held bun from the back of her head to the top under the crown.” 
 
    She walked over to wait by Amos, leaned against his dirty coat. She watched her young husband, bending to wash his face and hands in the creek. The way the leather pants cradled his bottom was indecent. Blushing, she wondered if they were as betraying on her. 
 
    Humming, she walked the big mule away from the water. The sound of something running toward them, brought Gabe crashing into her, pressing her to the ground beneath his body. 
 
    Gabe raised his head enough to watch a herd of elk sweep by, swerving when they heard the dog and saw the mule. 
 
    Alma lay still, the breath slammed from her body, her only thought, how much she loved this man. 
 
      
 
    <><><> 
 
      
 
    A week later, they had still not met or talked to another soul. Gabe had marked their way on the map and calculated the miles as about three hundred and fifty. He figured they would cover at least three miles an hour, no more than four. It meant they needed to walk every hour they could to reach the city in two weeks. 
 
    Their path over the swells of prairie were from high knolls, or tree-line to tree-line, not over the main road. Alma amused herself by talking to the mule or Boomer, for Gabe was usually far ahead, scouting. She would offer them tea and crumpets, but neither seemed interested. When she tried to pretend with Gabe, he seemed offended. 
 
    “I thought they were nice folks. They gave me my hat.” 
 
    He smiled at her, despite his annoyance. “Didn’t you know what they were?” 
 
    “British. I know, they aren’t Americans and Pa wouldn’t like ‘em at all, he’d call ‘em sissy fellows. But they fixed us that lovely breakfast and served it to us like we were royalty, and us with mud on our faces.” 
 
    Bridger leaned forward over the fire to kiss her. “They were lovers, and they wanted us to stay and play,” Gabe said. 
 
    Alma sat back in shock, her eyes enormous in the camp light. “How is that even possible?” 
 
      
 
    <><><> 
 
      
 
    A week later, they saw a wagon on the main trail from their high ground. Alma wondered who was in it, if maybe it was a family. It seemed a long time since she had talked to a woman. After their argument about the Britishers, Alma had gone back to imagining talking to Ma or her sisters. She couldn’t do it much, or she would tear up with homesickness. 
 
    The only thing that helped was imagining the widow woman settled into the house with Pa. Maybe the boys had moved into the main house again, too. Now that Gabe had explained what he’d learned about people and their depravities, nothing would surprise her. She just hoped Pa had gotten his favorite britches mended. 
 
    There was plenty to keep her busy. If they saw signs of Indians or other travelers, he wouldn’t let her risk a fire. That meant when she had one, she had to make enough food so they could eat at other meals. If he shot game, she might have to do like the Indians, slice it into thin layers and hang it over the fire to smoke and cook all night. Every day there was walking from dawn to dusk. She had always been thin and fit, but now she was hard and firm everywhere. 
 
    She liked the prairie, it seemed to roll like a sheet billowing in the wind. There were little animals, that would rush out of holes in the ground and yip at them as they walked by. Boomer loved to bark back, but no matter how he tried, the little fellows would pop back in their holes too quick for him to catch them. 
 
    There were big gray rabbits. Gabe and Boomer were both good at catching them. Unlike a squirrel which would move around and up a tree to keep out of sight, the big long-eared rabbits would run in a zigging path and then just freeze, right in front of you. They were somewhat like the brown rabbits back home, just not as tasty. 
 
    It wasn’t all bad. She had found a lot of new foods to eat, plus berries, wild carrots, and onions. Boomer had brought in a quail one day and after she praised him really well. He went and caught a second, so they both had one to eat that night. 
 
    When they stopped at water, Gabe liked to bathe and had taught her to swim. Afterward, they would hide in the tall grass and make love naked, even if it was daytime. It was something they sure couldn’t do if they were around other people. 
 
    Alma wanted to argue they should take the easier way, but she had seen the fear in his eyes for her that day, and didn’t say a word in complaint. 
 
      
 
    <><><> 
 
      
 
    From Gabe’s map, they were still a week away from Independence, Missouri. 
 
    The rain came like a boiling wall of clouds that turned the sky from day to night. Alma screamed and Gabe came running, taking her into his arms. Together, dragging the reins to Amos and with Boomer covering his ears and trying to bury his head, they made it from the flat plain to the lee-side of another knoll. In minutes they were soaked and then the sky began to pelt them with small rocks of ice. The sleet left marks where it stung them and they could only kneel together and pray for it to stop. 
 
    When the rain ended, Alma was still shaking. Gabe quickly found a dry screened spot and set up the lean-to. He hobbled and released the mule and ordered Boomer to guard him. 
 
    Calmly, he helped Alma undress and slip under the covers. Slowly, deliberately he found each red mark on her skin and kissed her there. When she stopped shaking, he removed his own clothes and held out his arm. The back of it and his shoulder had been stung a hundred times while he tried to shield her. She stared up at him, her eyes full of love as she began to slowly, carefully kiss all his stings. 
 
      
 
    <><><> 
 
      
 
    They woke early, and hungry. When Gabe called the animals, Boomer returned first. He had a bloody ear and flank. Alma fussed over him, treated his wounds with alum. It was in Ma’s jars of cures, even though she usually used it to make pickles. It stung, but made the wound stop bleeding. She hoped it would keep the bites from filling with pus and getting swollen. Whatever animal he had tangled with, was bigger and meaner than the nearly grown hound. 
 
    She scolded and petted him in alternating words. Gabe was still searching for Amos. She looked up in delight when Gabe led the white mule into camp, even more so when she saw the small black mare that followed. Then she felt only confused. This new animal was saddled. 
 
      
 
    <><><> 
 
      
 
    Gabe rode on Amos, with the travois carrying the pack saddle, all their goods, and one sorry hound. When the dog tried to lick the wound, he tasted the alum. His tongue lolled and he wiped a paw across his nose. 
 
    Alma laughed. “Serves you right. I told you to leave it alone.” 
 
    “What did you put on it?” 
 
    “Alum. It’ll make you pucker something fierce, but Ma said it could help stop bleeding. What do you think he tangled with?” 
 
    Alma clucked and the small mare stepped up beside him. It might not be their horse, but it would be mighty nice to ride for a while, until they found the owner. 
 
    “Probably a wolf. If it’d been a bear, he wouldn’t have come back.” 
 
    As they crested the knoll of land, a cloud of buzzards circled the air, making her certain that they wouldn’t be returning the horse anytime soon. 
 
    Gabe ordered her to stay there and wait, but Alma pulled her rifle and checked the load instead. “You just wait up on me. Reckon this is where Boomer got hurt, fighting to save this horse?” 
 
    Gabe did the same, pulled his rifle and checked his powder. Then they rode in, scattering the wolves. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER FORTY 
 
      
 
    Alma was terrified, heard Boomer barking and Amos sawing out a loud hee-haw. Amazingly, another animal came out of the woods. This was another mule, with only the pack saddle on. She looked to her left and saw the pack. The wolves had been so busy eating the dead, they hadn’t bothered with the pack yet. 
 
    Alma finally forced herself to look at the dead. There looked to be two bodies, though they had been ripped and torn apart. Gabe was walking around, checking the remains of their shredded clothes. She watched him remove a letter from the pocket of a coat, a purse from the other side. On the second man, the bottom half was more intact and he retrieved a pocket watch and a leather pocket purse from it as well. 
 
    Despite the horror, Alma dismounted and moved to the abandoned pack. She noticed tools first and called out to Gabe. “Looks like they were going to prospect for gold too.” She held up a short handled shovel and a flat circular pan. Gabe took the shovel and walked over to a grassy spot to begin digging. When Alma came forward, she took a turn while he tried reading the letter and going through the purses for information. “The dark haired one was Amos Frye, this is a copy of a letter from his brother, about striking gold near the Yuba River. He’s carrying over a hundred dollars.” 
 
    “Where was he coming from?” Alma asked, pushing her hat back with one hand as she leaned on the shovel. 
 
    “Dahlonega, Georgia, it was a gold rush town twenty years ago. Bet it’s the one Uncle told us about.” 
 
    They heard a lone wolf howl and Alma started digging faster. When the hole looked big enough for both men, she stepped out of the grave. “It ain’t no six feet down, but those wolves will likely dig ‘em up anyway.” 
 
    Gabe grunted as he tugged the remains of the first man forward. Alma ran to pick up the hat, but hesitated to toss it in as Gabe went to grab the other body. “You going to throw that in?” 
 
    She turned the black hat around in her hands. “Nope, figure folks will wonder why I’ve got a hat and you don’t.” 
 
    He grunted as he added the last remains. Pointed to the arrows sticking out of the bodies. “Notice anything?” 
 
    “They was killed by Indians.” 
 
    He lifted the shovel and started heaving dirt back in. “Go over there, see if you can lift one of those rocks.” 
 
    Alma walked over, tried two before finding a rock she could roll forward. A second wolf began to howl and the mules started braying. Alma had tied all three animals to the same dead log and noticed they weren’t jumpy enough yet to move it. She went back for another, paused as she grunted against it and asked. “You going to say what you noticed?” 
 
    He pressed the soil down, rolled the first boulder over them and took over moving the one she was straining against. “Sit down, rest, while I tell you.” 
 
    She sat down beside the log and the animals seemed to calm, although Boomer was still whining. 
 
    He pushed the second rock in place, went for a third. “They had bullet holes and arrows.” 
 
    He moved the last into place and sat down to lean against it. “I don’t figure it was Indians. They might have left their wallets, but they would have taken the tools and food. But mainly, they wouldn’t have left the animals.” 
 
    He carried the shovel and picked up the gold pan she had shown him, shoved both into the pack and quickly secured it to the frame of the other mule’s pack saddle. 
 
    He looked at the dead horse, beckoned her to join him. Together they freed the rolled on saddle. The saddle tree wiggled and Gabe shook his head. “Better than riding bareback.” He stared at her sour face, “You ready to go?” 
 
    Alma shook her head, handed him the black hat and rummaged in her tote for the good book. She stood beside the grave, tried to find the right words, settled for a verse in Romans. 
 
    Amos was not happy, but finally let Gabe saddle him. Gabe rearranged the cinching for the dray and said, “Hurry, them wolves are getting closer.” 
 
    She began with a line the preacher had spoken at Ma’s funeral. “He whose head is in heaven need not fear to put his feet into the grave.” 
 
    “Done?” Gabe asked. 
 
    Alma took the reins of the mare he handed her and said. “Just got to read a verse.” At the threatening howls her hands shook but she read it out clearly. “For whether we live, we live unto the Lord; and whether we die, we die unto the Lord: whether we live therefore, or die, we are the Lord's, Amen.” 
 
    She jammed the book into the tote on Amos’ back, made sure it was fastened before vaulting up on the good little mare. 
 
    As they tore out of the valley the wolf pack came racing in, snarling and snapping. 
 
    Boomer growled and barked at them until a big black one started to run after their horses. Gabe had his gun ready and they both hollered. But their hound made a sorry sound in his throat and the wolf turned back. 
 
    Alma laughed and Gabe stared at her in amazement. Her cheeks were pink, her wide-brimmed hat hung from its strap around her neck and her hair was falling down, fluttering in the breeze. 
 
      
 
    <><><> 
 
      
 
    He pulled the mules up when they were a-mile away. Let the animals blow for a minute. Alma wasn’t surprised when he pulled her out of the saddle and over behind a half grown shrub. 
 
    Afterward, while she clung to him tightly, she asked. “When you read his letter, you sounded like you knew about that town and its gold,” she said. 
 
    He rolled away, pulled up his pants while she did the same. As she sat up, he turned her around and took his time finger-combing her hair and braiding it. “That gold strike was what sent the Cherokees and Creeks from their homes and lands. It put them all on the trail toward reservation land out west.” When he had it secure and under her hat again, he stood up and pulled her to her feet. 
 
    Alma motioned with one finger for him to turn. She did the same for him, winding his small bun and tucking the end before setting the black hat on him. 
 
    Quickly they mounted up. “What are we going to do next?” she asked. 
 
    “Ride until dark, we’ll talk more when we’re closer to town. Stay alert.” 
 
    He smiled again, looking at her sleepy face and feeling proud for putting it there. 
 
    “What?” she asked. 
 
    “I love you, Alma.” 
 
    She wanted to turn back into his arms, but she couldn’t even ride beside him on the path with the long travois behind the mule, as she dropped back to follow him, he turned his head to keep looking at her. 
 
    Alma pushed tears away from her eyes. “Silly, I know that. Watch where you’re going.” 
 
    She swallowed hard. She should have said what was in her heart too. She loved him more than breathing. As soon as the trail opened, she would say it. 
 
      
 
    <><><> 
 
      
 
    The path remained narrow and when Gabe pulled his mount to a halt, she caught her breath. They were near a big clump of trees and Gabe turned his mule in first. Alma rode the mare into the woods and pulled the strange mule in behind her. Her surprise grew as he continued to ride carefully through the brush and trees until they could see the other side of the hummock. 
 
    She pulled her rifle from the saddle and watched as Gabe passed her a revolver. His face was in shadow, but the dark part of his eyes seemed to float above the white. As she took the pistol in her hand, she whispered. “I love you, Gabe, I should have said it.” 
 
    He leaned across, and his saddle creaked under his motion as she leaned to meet him half way and kiss. 
 
    “Silly, I know that.” He leaned back and his smile seemed to glow in the dark. 
 
    Below, they watched the wagon they had first seen in Cairo. A small band of Indians was gathered around it. Each had painted faces and painted ponies. Alma wondered if Gabe was wrong when he said the dead men weren’t killed by Indians. As she watched, she saw the preacher pass out a rifle to a mounted brave who was passing him a rope tied bundle of hides. 
 
    She knew better than he did that they needed to remain silent. He didn’t have to tell her. She knew the next day they would report their fellow Tennesseans as gun runners. Now all they had to do was remain safe and get there. 
 
    It still seemed far away, but she could already see the edge of the bustling frontier town. On the other side of the hill, they heard noisy travelers and the sound of a whip being used to urge oxen forward. Alma couldn’t fight her excitement. 
 
    Tomorrow, God willing, they would make their report to whatever law, they could find in this raw town. Then she hoped they would move out on the trail in the company of a wagon train. If the Indians had guns too, the wagons would have to stay together to avoid being massacred. 
 
    Even as she thought it, she wondered why the Indians had left all the horses behind and not bothered to take the weapons from the dead men. Gabe had their brace of pistols. They had a horse and mule and all the tools they would need when they finally reached California. Then there was the small bag full of gold. White or red men, why would anyone kill two innocent travelers if their motive wasn’t robbery? 
 
    Alma felt a flush and pulled the water skin up to take a drink before passing it to Gabe. She hadn’t been sure before, but her monthly was over three weeks late. Unlike her little sisters, who seemed to have one period, and leap out into mating and getting pregnant, she had had a flow every month since thirteen. She wondered if the time to share her secret with Gabe was now. 
 
    When she looked up at him again, she realized the truth. “You know, don’t you, you’ve probably known for weeks.” 
 
    “Mama’s gypsy blood. I have visions.” 
 
    His smile was short-lived. It was as though a dark cloud passed over him. Alma’s voice cracked as she asked, “Don’t you want the baby? I know it’s not the best of times, us going to California and all.” 
 
    “The only thing that makes me happier than our son to be is loving you. You have to always believe that.” 
 
    At the sound of the wagon train, the Indians below scattered like the wolves had when they rode down among them. Instead of running, Preacher Paul, his pretend son, and the other man moved to join the wagon party. 
 
    Gabe moved back through the copse of trees and down and over another swell of the prairie. Alma was shocked when he drew up onto another knoll where they could watch the road. He helped her dismount. They let their animals graze while they lay down below a log, their guns at hand. Alma took out the food, and they shared the roast venison and corn cakes.  
 
    Every time she looked at Gabe she felt tears threaten to close her throat. He had talked about his dreams once before. She remembered how he had talked about changing his destiny by marrying her and going on this search for gold. He hadn’t shared the dark part, the part that made him look afraid. She didn’t have the courage to ask him. 
 
    When it was dusk, they moved out onto the main road. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER FORTY-ONE 
 
      
 
    They entered the town of Independence at daybreak. Instead of passing through to where the other people were camped, they rode slowly, reading signs on the closed buildings. 
 
    Alma wished they could linger a while and visit all the places. She had been in the store plenty of times at Kyles Ford. She kind of had a hankering for some pickles or canned peaches, and maybe a penny’s worth of candy. 
 
    The way she looked wistfully at the store and ran her tongue over her mouth made Gabe smile. He was definitely bringing her back to buy whatever she was hankering for. As they rode, he whispered to her. “We’ll report the bodies, the dead horse, turn in the one wallet with the man’s papers. I can’t see no sense in reporting the animals, mining gear, and money.” 
 
    He studied her and she nodded. “If the law here is like the law to home, they’ll just keep everything for themselves. I can live with that. But wasn’t that why we needed to tell them, cause the Indians didn’t steal anything?” 
 
    Gabe groaned, but then nodded. “Right, how about we give up both wallets, the horse and the saddles, but keep the mule and its pack. Wouldn’t be unusual for prospectors to have two mules and the mining gear.” 
 
    “And keep the poke with its coins,” she whispered. 
 
    Gabe nodded and they pulled up to tie in front of a plain fronted building that had a sign that read, Provost Marshal on the front. 
 
      
 
    <><><> 
 
      
 
    The town was still asleep, so Gabe was surprised when a man opened the office on his first knock. He wasn’t what they were expecting and Alma wondered if they’d found the right place. 
 
    “Morning, we’re looking for the law here in town,” Gabe said. 
 
    “Ain’t much, but I’m it, come on in. Have you broken your fast? I can offer you a cup of coffee and some porridge. That is, if you’ve got something to put it in.” 
 
    Alma rushed back out to fetch their cups and bowls. When Boomer whined, she petted him, but left him resting in the travois. She had treated his bites again last night, and luckily they weren’t infected. But whatever beating he had taken from the wolves, had taken the steam out of him, and he had been happy to sit and ride again this morning. 
 
    Inside, Alma found the men already seated at a big square table. Their host had set his papers and folders on the floor and Alma sat on the bench across from him beside Gabe. 
 
    “So you two are cousins? Don’t look that much alike. Was going to ask if you’re kin to Jim Bridger, up on the Green River in Wyoming, but can’t see you favor him either. He’s a ring-tailed tooter, Jim is. Toughest man I ever knew.” 
 
    Alma tried to talk by lowering her voice, was once again grateful for the hat. “Daniel Bridger,” she extended a hand. 
 
    “Marshal Ayers, your brother already gave me your name. Look pretty young to be on such a trail, both of you.” He poured coffee into their cups, but had no sugar or cream. “Now what’s this you’ve got to share?” 
 
    Alma looked to Gabe and he nodded at her. She settled while the Marshal added a glob of oats to both their bowls. Only after he’d passed his small jar of honey, did she hand Gabe his spoon and start talking. “Thank you for inviting us in like this. We’re on the way to the California gold fields.” 
 
    “Your brother done told me that. You eat then, Dan. I’ll listen to him instead of backtracking.” 
 
    Gabe swallowed his bite of food and began the story. He told how they had found two men, half eaten and had chased wolves away. Gabe pulled out the two leather folders, one with the letter from California. The Marshal motioned for him to not talk, while he looked through the two purses. Gabe had left the folding script money inside. While the man read, they ate. They were both enjoying their coffee, and Gabe asked permission to fill his pipe. 
 
    Alma sat quietly, wishing she hadn’t cleaned her plate so quickly. She took her time on the coffee, taking a tiny sip, then another. Both waited until Gabe had his pipe going, then the man asked. 
 
    “That’s all you found?” 
 
    “Got a mare outside, she’s what lead us to the bodies. Like I said, we chased the wolves off, then buried them.” 
 
    “Out on the main trail?” 
 
    Gabe shook his head. “No, sir, we came up from Cairo, taking a game trail that paralleled the traveled road. See, we just got the two mules and our mining gear, didn’t feel safe out in the open. Saw plenty of Indians along the way. Not used to them, and well, we’ve heard a lot of stories about Indians and trail thieves.” 
 
    “I’ve heard a few myself. Go on, you found the mare.” 
 
    “Not exactly, “Alma butted in. “Amos, one of our mules found her when he was grazing and when we called, she followed him into our camp.” 
 
    She looked a little guilty, but then talked. “Gets pretty hard, just walking and riding bareback on a mule. I thought she was a gift from God. I been riding her ever since.” 
 
    “What did you think Bridger? You think she was a gift from God?” 
 
    “No, sir, I figured we’d better try to find out where she came from. Losing your mount in this kind of country ain’t no joke.” 
 
    The Marshal lit a cigarette, took a long draw studying them both. He waved it in the air to motion Gabe to keep talking. 
 
    “Well, along the way, we found our hound, Boomer. He hadn’t come to our call, and he always does. He’d fought with the wolves I reckon, was a little chewed up.” 
 
    “He’s doing all right if you’d like to meet him,” Alma said. “He’s been riding in the travois the last two days.” 
 
    “Yeah, I’d like to take a look at your gear. So you’re saying these two men were killed by wolves.” 
 
    “No sir,” Gabe said, “they were shot dead. Funny thing though, they had bullet holes and arrows in their bodies, I’ve got one of the arrows in my saddle bag.” 
 
    “We dug graves and buried all the parts of them we could find,” Alma added with a shudder. “Prayed over and read the good book too, before we covered ‘em up and set rocks over them. But them wolves were howling and complaining at us the whole time. Can’t promise they didn’t dig what was left up and finish them. Of course they had the dead horse.” 
 
      
 
    <><><> 
 
      
 
    The Marshal stood on the porch beside his door. Alma stared at him. He didn’t look like a lawman in his fancy black suit and his funny hat. She didn’t see any guns on him either. She knew she was looking too skeptically at him, for he threw down his smoke and walked over to Amos. 
 
    The old white mule brayed and side-stepped from the stranger, but was hampered by the dray behind him. Boomer barked and the lawman walked cautiously behind the mule to stare down at the red hound with his tattered ear. 
 
    He stepped further back into the street when the other pack animal danced threateningly, but trailed a hand along the flank of the pretty little mare. 
 
    “This the Gift from God?” 
 
    Alma smiled. “I’m hoping so. We was of two minds about coming to report them fellows. I sure will hate to give her up.” He looked past the pack mule to the saddled animal, shaking its white head. 
 
    He stepped back up on the boardwalk, nodded at the saddle. “Pretty fancy rig for a mule.” 
 
    “Its tree is busted, but the leather is sure a lot easier to sit on than Amos’ bare back. We had to roll the dead horse off it to get it free.” 
 
    “S’pose you want to keep them, the mare and the saddle?” 
 
    “Sure do,” Alma said. Gabe motioned her to be quiet and Alma looked ashamed. 
 
    Gabe looked up and down the street, then asked the Marshal. “There’s more. Can we go inside?” 
 
      
 
    <><><> 
 
      
 
    Ten minutes later, he’d described all three times they’d seen the Tennessee preacher and the two men traveling with him. 
 
    “So you spoke with them when you landed in Cairo. They told you they were Missionaries traveling west and bringing the word of God to the heathens.” 
 
    Both nodded. 
 
    “Then you saw them as you left town with a group of about forty Indians camped along the main trail.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Alma answered. “They was in their wagon in the middle of camp like they were all friends.” 
 
    “So, they could have been there preaching?” 
 
    Alma snorted and Gabe added. “When we saw them not long after burying those two men, they were talking to a group of painted Indians, and we saw them hand one of the Indians a gun.” 
 
    “So if I arrest them, you’re willing to testify to what you saw in court?” 
 
    Gabe shook his head and backed toward the door, while Alma gathered their dirty dishes from the table and backed too. “No, sir, I’m sorry, I can’t do that. We stopped so you can check them out. If we’re right, they had several cases in the wagon in Cairo. The cases were labeled Bibles. We could see that. I think they are selling guns to the Indians, but you would have to be the one to find proof.” 
 
    “You think they killed the two travelers?” 
 
    “I sure do,” Alma said. 
 
    Gabe looked at her like she was crazy and she bowed her head. “We don’t know,” he held his arms out to his side, “Maybe him, maybe Indians he traded hides for guns with. I just think Indians would have taken the horse. Robbers would have taken their wallets. But we weren’t there when it happened and have no way to know.” 
 
    “You find anything else there that might help us identify the other man.” 
 
    Gabe nodded, reached a hand into his tight pants, pulled on the gold chain and carefully drug the watch out. “This was on him.” He colored guiltily as he handed it to the sharp-eyed older man who looked more like a banker than a lawman. 
 
    “Planning to keep it?” the Marshal asked. 
 
    Gabe looked away, didn’t answer. 
 
    The Marshal opened the back of the watch, read the inscription. “To my dear son, Henry. Love Mother.” 
 
    “I’ll mention the watch when I write to the kin of Mr. Amos Frye. They may know who the other man was, so we can contact his next of kin and return the watch. You have enough money to buy the horse, pay for the saddles?” 
 
    Gabe shook his head and Alma stared down at the ground. 
 
    “Well, guess that concludes our business.” The lawman stood, shook hands with Gabe, then with Alma. 
 
    Outside, Gabe started to remove the saddle from Amos, who protested and kicked out. Boomer barked in protest. The Marshal stepped down from the boardwalk, lifted the stirrup to roll back out of the way, checked for any name on the saddle from both sides, and put his hand on the pommel to wiggle it. They all heard the horn groan and creak. 
 
    He walked from the front area of the two animals, checked the mare’s saddle as well. Pulled the rifle from the sheath. Stared at the ancient Kentucky long rifle and smiled at Alma. 
 
    “It was Grandpap’s, but it still shoots,” she said. 
 
    He smiled and turned to slap Alma on the back. “Keep ‘em boys. Appreciate your sharing the news. Think you’re right about keeping off the main trail. There are a lot of people ready to take advantage of youngsters out here. Might ought to ride back home to your Mommas.” 
 
    Both mounted, color high. Gabe flashed a look at Alma that made her swallow hard, but she couldn’t help but think ugly thoughts. When she flashed a look at him, the man laughed. 
 
    Gabe backtracked and pulled up in front of the General Store that had caught Alma’s eyes. He warned her with his eyes to keep quiet. “Tell me what you want, and I’ll buy it. But I want you to sit on that pony and stay quiet while I go in.” 
 
    Alma checked the pistol at her waist and stared down at Gabe. “We left them tied up before, and it was all right.” 
 
    “You want anything or not? Out with it.” 
 
    “Peaches, a pickle, and some stick candy.” 
 
    “Are we out of any supplies?” 
 
    Alma shook her head. “Pa gifted us with plenty.” 
 
    Gabe nodded and disappeared. Ten minutes later they were riding out of town. Ignoring the looks of men loitering on the street, Alma took a stick of peppermint out of the bag and sucked on it. When they rode past the wagons still circled at the edge of town, she thought she saw the preacher’s son staring after her. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER FORTY-TWO 
 
      
 
    At noon they stopped by moving off the trail near a stream. “Be careful of the water,” Gabe said. 
 
    Alma stared at him, confused. It was hot and she let her hat fall back. The stream was just a trickle over the rocks, but it looked welcoming. 
 
    “Too many people on the trail. Water gets filthy, even when it looks clean. Man in the store was looking for something to treat his wife and child, and I heard the store owner telling him what the doctor had told others. The water can make you sick or kill you. So boil it, before you fill the canteen, before you drink it.” He could see her skeptical look and insisted. “Promise you will?” 
 
    She dipped a cloth into the cool water, used it to wash her face and neck. Rinsed it and passed it to Gabe. “Of course, I promise.” 
 
    They shared more venison and bread, then her eyes gleaming, she lifted out the precious tin can with its bright yellow label. Gabe took it, used his knife to jab the lid, then carefully cut around the top. He speared a peach, handing it out to her on his knife tip. Watched, taking as much delight in her eating the fruit as he could ever have had in eating one. 
 
    “Now you,” she insisted, her eyes glowing at the look in his. The day was hot, the grass around them suddenly looked yellow to her, like the peaches. All she could smell was the scent of the fruit and the rich smell of Gabe. 
 
    By the time they finished the fruit and shared the juice, drinking carefully from the can, they were desperate to make love. The sun was blistering and there was nowhere to hide. In the distance, they heard the rumble of one of the wagon trains passing, knew in minutes some traveler could turn off and find them. Slowly they kissed, enjoyed the sweet lingering fragrance of the peaches. As they stood, Gabe stomped the can and walked away. Alma almost bent to pick up the bright blue and yellow disc. 
 
    Mounted, they rode parallel to the stream until the sound of the wagons grew distant. Still, he kept going. At every little knoll, or sparse clump of prairie grass she searched for a reasonable spot, a reason to stop. 
 
    Later they passed the oxen pulled wagon train, already looking to camp for the night so the big animals could graze their fill before dark. Their horses called to theirs and when people waved, she and Gabe waved back. 
 
    The grass was still tall and swayed with the hot breezes. From a distance, if you squinted, it looked like pictures of the ocean she had seen in books. Finally, they came up to another wagon train, this time with mule and horse drawn wagons, starting to circle up. Alma searched for the preacher’s wagon, but couldn’t tell if it was there. 
 
    When she told Gabe she thought she saw the Tennesseans watching them as they left town, he nodded. “I saw the fake Reverend, when we were on the porch outside the Marshal’s office,” he said. 
 
    “Do you think the Marshal believed us? That he will check out their wagon.” 
 
    Gabe shook his head, “I don’t know. He didn’t look like that kind of lawman. Bet he will write someone though, maybe the army, warn them to be on the lookout for the three men.” 
 
    “It ain’t enough. With guns, the Indians can wipe out a wagon train, not just annoy them or rob them.” 
 
    He looked at the wagons as they moved past, staying on the main road. “We did what we’re supposed to do. We told the law and now he knows there’s a problem.” 
 
    Alma stopped the little mare, stared at her husband in disbelief. “Look at all these folks. They’ve no idea this man is out there. That the Indians are probably better armed than they are. Someone has to warn them.” 
 
    Gabe halted his horse, turned in a wide circle to face where they could see people building campfires. For the first time today, Boomer jumped down from his place on the dray. Alma studied the dog, to see if he limped. He favored his front leg, but seemed able to stand on it. He barked loudly and the couple, both smiled. As usual the hound wanted to voice his opinion. 
 
    “Okay, you get down and stay with the animals, I’ll ride over to talk to the wagon master. Ask them to send word back to the other wagon train. Will that make you happy?” 
 
    “Are we camping here then? Between these two big circles of people?” 
 
    Gabe laughed, “Go on, set up and start cooking.” 
 
      
 
    <><><> 
 
      
 
    The sky above looked like velvet with little glittery gems pinned everywhere. The moon was a mere slither. To keep Boomer from trying to climb in between them, Gabe took him over to the hobbled horses and staked him in the middle of their tethered lines. With so many people around, he felt safe. 
 
    When he returned to the bedroll, he wasn’t surprised that Alma had moved over to the inside to make room for him. She raised the blanket just enough to make him smile before shedding his boots and pants and joining her. Afterward, she wanted to talk, not sleep. 
 
    He groaned, but folded her in against him to listen. 
 
    “So, what happened? Tell the oxen train first? Did they listen?” 
 
    “Yeah. He warned me he’d heard the preacher give a sermon the night the trio joined the wagon train. Something about him didn’t ring true.” 
 
    “When the preacher asked the wagon master where they could trade their hides at in town, he told him he didn’t know. But when he asked how a missionary accumulated so many pelts, the preacher pretended not to hear him and walked off. Knew something was off for sure then. He said they talked it over among the group.” 
 
    “That was smart of them. They must have an extra sense, like you and Boomer.” 
 
    “Comparing me to your hound dog? He slapped her bare bottom, felt her press closer and giggle. 
 
    “Said they told him they didn’t think he’d fit in, having mules and them having oxen.” He caught her hands and held them, trying to see her face. “They do move at two different paces.” 
 
    “So, ifn’t they weren’t with his party, are they with the other one?” 
 
    “Getting to it. As I was riding up, I got a funny feeling. When I looked closely, I could see them set up outside the circle, just a little ahead of the wagon train.” 
 
    Alma felt a cold chill rush through her. “Did they see you riding in?” 
 
    “Must have.” 
 
    They were both silent for a minute, letting their minds process the new danger. When Gabe started talking again, Alma listened, but couldn’t hear any fear. 
 
    “Said the same things. I told him what the other wagon master said, about all the hides they were carrying.” 
 
    “And?” She pushed his face away, where he was nibbling at her ear. “Gabe, if they didn’t know about the hides, why did they push the Preacher’s wagon out?” 
 
    “The two younger men were drinking whiskey. Said something rude to one of the ladies in their party. All the men in the wagon train came as a group to push them out. He didn’t seem surprised to hear they were gun runners. Knew they weren’t men of God, not with kegs of whiskey with them. They told them to move out. They were arguing when I came up about what to do about them camping so close.” 
 
    She didn’t comment, just waited for him to continue. 
 
    “I advised them not to do anything foolish. If they weren’t gone the next day, they could chase them off.” 
 
    “I don’t know Gabe, what if they try to attack the wagons when everyone is asleep.” 
 
    “They were posting guards as I left them, they’ll be all right.” 
 
    But as Alma sleepily turned around and pushed her small rear up against him, he folded himself around her and prayed. 
 
      
 
    <><><> 
 
      
 
    During the night, the dream came with a dark rush. All the fear, terror, and pain felt like it would crush him. He could hear Alma crying, feel her hot tears on his chest. When she made her promise, he escaped to peace. 
 
    In the dark, Alma held her breath, pretended to be asleep. She felt his body grow tight, heard his moans of terror and could not stop shaking. It was the same as the night he was hurt on the trail. When he was lost in sleep or helpless, that’s when the night terrors would come. 
 
    Finally, the ragged breathing ended and he relaxed back into sleep. In the night, Alma heard a coyote howl, heard Boomer whine. She wondered if he was having a nightmare too, or just remembering his fight with the wolves. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER FORTY-THREE 
 
      
 
    They rode out before dawn, waving to the sentry on the wagon train. Gabe chose the high ground above the wagon trail, and when they had passed both the circled wagons and the camp of pretend missionaries they surveyed the horizon. 
 
    From here, they could glimpse on down the stony trail, see where it moved closer to the thin river and away from it. Several miles farther, they saw yet another circle of wagons. 
 
    Gabe pointed to the far bend of the river barely visible on the misty horizon and Alma gasped. There were dozens of teepees and bright colored dots that had to be the horses of the Indians. 
 
    “Is there any way to warn them of the danger?” she asked. 
 
    “Warn which ones, the whites or the Indians?” 
 
    “Whites? You mean our people, don’t you?” 
 
    He stared at her and she noticed for the first time that his hair was still loose around his shoulders. She shook her head and felt her own hair swish down her back. 
 
    Without asking permission she dismounted and walked over to find her comb and mirror in her tote. Took out meat and bread and ordered him to get down. 
 
    She handed him the food to divide, curried, parted, and braided his thick black hair. Only when it was firmly secured under his hat did she sit down and take some food of her on. 
 
    He scooted behind her, chewing a hard biscuit, pulling her long hair as he combed it, then combed it again. With it fanned out over her back, she knew it would reach below her hips if she stood. She felt incredibly pretty when he sat admiring it like now. 
 
    Trying to hide her emotion, she twisted her shoulders. “Hurry, if you don’t get it braided, all these other travelers will have taken over the road.” 
 
    Expertly he worked, braiding it into a single braid. Finally, he coiled it on top of her head and secured it, pulling a slender rod from his pocket. Alma reached for his hand. In it was a beautiful hair pin, carved from a slender antelope bone. At the top of it was a hummingbird. Heart pounding, she released his hand and felt him carefully thread the bone pin into her hair bun. 
 
    “It would be easier to pass as a man, if I just cut it off.” 
 
    His eyes reproached her and she blushed. When he pulled a second one from his pocket, she opened her hand, and he dropped it into her palm. He let her feel the perfect shape and admire the beauty of it in the soft morning light. This one had a carved honeysuckle blossom. “What a pretty bride’s gift,” she said. 
 
    Then she twisted around until their lips met, and their bodies made its own braid as they kissed. 
 
      
 
    <><><> 
 
      
 
    Boomer walked the first hour that morning, then jumped onto the dray and rode a while. When they stopped for lunch, he ate with them, showing more interest, but not enough to run and poke around for game. He was panting, but continued to walk when they got back on the road. They passed the distant wagon train just before noon, waving to a few people. As they took the river side of the trail, Gabe scanned the water for any sign of the Indian camp they had spotted that morning. At her insistence, he pulled up to wait and warn the wagon master about the possible gun runners following them. 
 
    As always, Alma kept an eye out for the Tennessee gun runners. She thought she might have spotted them talking to one of the men at the back of the train, but she and Gabe were moving too fast to make sure. 
 
    It was a day spent mostly in the saddle, although Alma was able to get her needed stops whenever she saw a likely bush. Once, Gabe dismounted to water the animals and the couple walked for an hour before mounting again. 
 
    Alma teased him about what he would do if the baby was a little girl, instead of the boy he foresaw. The words seemed to make him sad, not provoke him into laughter or argument and she quit, stepping up to slide her hand in his. Both held their reins, and rifle in the other. The change of walking, was a welcome relief for both of them. 
 
      
 
    <>><> 
 
      
 
    Dusk came abruptly. They were riding along the wagon trail, keeping an eye out for campfires and listening for the sound of wagons circling. Alma felt frightened by the sudden silence and Gabe yelled. “Let’s ride.” 
 
    As they rocketed forward, her hat blew off and she could feel her hair working loose. Not wanting to lose the precious pins, she held the reins in one hand, reached back and plucked out one pin, then the other. She shoved them into her shirt pocket and grabbed for the rifle. 
 
    “Grab your guns and get down.” 
 
    Even as he said it an arrow streaked overhead and landed in the pack of the black mule. Another flew past Alma’s ear as she scrambled down, dropping the gun, then picking it up as a blood-curdling yell and a body came riding toward her. Without hesitating, she raised the rifle, braced it and fired. 
 
    The body continued forward and flopped spread-eagled beside her. She heard more arrows, and raised the pistol. She knew she had to wait until this rider was closer, but her heart was threatening to burst from her chest. Finally, unable to hold her hand steady any longer, she fired. There was a scream and the horse and rider swerved around and past her. 
 
    Alma yelled, “Gabe.” Boomer was leaping and barking and she heard Gabe yell. “Reload, hurry.” 
 
    Alma swerved under the neck of the little mare who danced all around, trying to pull loose. Pulling her head down, she leaned on the animal’s neck as she grabbed her tote and pulled out her horn and shot pouch. Quickly she wrapped the reins on the pack of the fallen mule. She crouched down, using the animal as a shield as she stared, trying, but unable to see Gabe. Another Indian was riding at them, firing arrows where she had stood moments before. She saw Gabe raise up, heard his rifle sound in her ears, the smoke sting her eyes. Then she heard the thud of another body falling short of where they stood around the downed mule. 
 
    With her loaded rifle she yelled for Gabe. Amos moved out of the way with a loud hee-haw and Boomer whined somewhere to her right. Frantically Alma moved through the distance until she touched a body. As she felt, she found the feathered shank of an arrow. Crying, trying not to scream in case others were out there, she found Gabe’s face. All she could hear was a ragged breath, his moan of pain. 
 
    “Oh God, Oh dear God. Gabe…,” she was touching his chest, sticky with blood. Suddenly he gasped and she bent forward so her ear was against this mouth. “Wild Girl, don’t feel guilty. I had a choice. I would not have missed loving you for the longest life ever lived.” 
 
    She pressed against his chest to hold the blood back and heard the splash of her hand in his blood. 
 
    “No, no Gabe. You are my breath, my reason for living.” 
 
    “Our son, he is your reason…,” and she felt the warm burble of his blood splash against her cheek. 
 
      
 
    <>><> 
 
      
 
    The tears and sobs would not stop. No matter how she tugged at him, pressed against the wound and called to him, she knew he was gone. Cursing the darkness, the Indians, and the wild gypsy part of him, she fumbled for her tote which had fallen and spilled when she rummaged for powder and shot. Even through her tears, she went through the motions of loading his rifle and both pistols. 
 
    She heard a wolf howl in the night and all she could see and smell were the men they had found murdered and partially eaten. Forcing herself to wait for the tears, she found the little brown lamp, shoved the book and bible back into the tote with her comb and broken mirror. Somehow she managed to light the lamp. She saw the bodies of the two dead Indians, wondered if the third was on his way back with his friends. 
 
    Praying, she set the lamp by her beloved. Crying, sobbing she took his knife and freed his braid, then cut a long lock from the back of it. She coiled the hair around her fist, pushed it into the same shirt pocket with her lovely bride’s gift. Heart hollow, she lifted the broken glass, tried to see her own face. It was the cursed hair. If she’d cut it sooner, maybe the Indians wouldn’t have seen the long braid, known she was a woman, and followed them. 
 
    Not caring, knowing she had no choice now, she cut it at the back of her neck, sawing with the long knife, feeling it pull and burn and resist but finally separate from the braid within her hand. She wiped her eyes, looked around at the wreck. The mare was blowing and Amos had moved up against the little horse. Alma knew it would only get harder if she waited. 
 
    Death wasn’t a stranger to her. She had helped bury others, her little brothers and sister, her dear Ma. A sob tried to escape, but she forced it back. Using Amos’ strength, she tied him to the dead mule and pulled, then yelled halt. He stood there, eyes rolled but waiting. Finally, she managed to free the pack saddle and mining supplies. She left the animal where he had fallen, walked over and removed the broken saddle from Amos. She tied the mare and Amos to a stump beside the trail. 
 
    Then slowly, carefully, she studied how to proceed without straining herself too much. Gabe had reminded her what all the sacrifice was for, why he had insisted they come on this dangerous journey. It was all for their unborn son. She took the tools out of the miner’s pack, moved them to the side of the road. She managed the pack saddle first. It was awkward to lift but not that heavy. Amos sawed a little in complaint but he let her remove the travois and secure the new pack saddle. 
 
    Alma looked at Gabe, where he lay beside the lamp and hardened her heart to what was next. Fiercely she dug, making the hole as deep as she could in the hard soil. When she had made space, she drug his body over to the hole. Crying, hating to do it, she felt in his pockets, removed the heavy purse of gold from the would-be miners. Then from the other pocket the three shiny gold pieces from Pa. She was surprised to find a letter written to his parents in his breast pocket, and a fist full of small coins in the other. She took the pipe and tobacco pouch and stuck all of it into her own tote. 
 
    Leaning down, kissing him, she gently closed his dark eyes. She left the grave open while once again she searched her tote for the Bible. She couldn’t bear to read it. Instead, she repeated the service, remembered, and recited the verse she had read for the strangers. Felt her heart ache with the wrongness of it all. For a moment, all she wanted was to stretch out in the hole with him, cut the blue vein at her neck and let their blood flow together. 
 
    The pain in her heart was too much, death together would be so easy. Then she suddenly heard the soft swoosh of wings, felt his strong arms around her, his lips against the side of her neck. Sighing, accepting, she let the book in her hands fall open. With the sputtering light she read the verse from John: Beloved, let us love one another: for love is of God; and every one that loveth is born of God, and knoweth God. 
 
    She leaned back, felt his face against her own tear stained one. “Gabriel, thank you for coming back to me. Please don’t leave me, please…” 
 
    The wolf howled in the distance, another answered from the hill. She felt herself rising, found her feet, moved forward to strip away his gun belt and then secure it to her own slim hips. When she shoved both dragoon pistols in, she had to raise the belt and cut a new notch before she had it tight enough to stay up. Satisfied, she filled in the shallow grave. 
 
    She added the tools and folded tent to the miner’s pack. Refastened the dray with their belongings to the pack saddle and returned Pa’s rifle, horn and pouch to their pack on the dray. Amos hee-hawed, but didn’t kick or balk. In the scheme of things, she knew the animals were aware of the death as deeply as she was. 
 
    Holding the lamp high, she searched the side of the road for rocks but found none. On the other side, she found four she thought she could move. 
 
    An hour later, trembling, she blew out the lamp and turned the horse and mule forward. She would stay on the trail and walk slowly until she found a circle of wagons. Surely God would help her from that point forward. 
 
    Even though it did no good, she could not stop her tears. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER FORTY-FOUR 
 
      
 
    Over the howling of wolves, she was surprised to hear the pounding of horse’s hooves behind her. Terrified that it was more Indians, for a moment only, she thought, let them come. Then Gabe seemed there, reminding her of the reason she must fight and must live. She whipped the tired mare into a canter, afraid anything faster in the dark would harm her or Amos. 
 
    Finally, the pounding stopped and she slowed her own animals. In the dark, she could hear the heavy breathing of the horses, hoped it was only her own animals. With the trail dry, it had been easy to see where all the wagons had traveled before them and the horses followed the road, even after she fell asleep in the saddle. 
 
    Exhausted, just before dawn, with the sky slowly lightning, the road moved beside the river again. On the first big rise, Alma was not surprised to see the circle of wagons a few miles ahead, some already with morning fires started. 
 
    Too tired to sit upright any longer, too sad to cry, she slid off and let the horses walk over to the river and drink to their hearts content. In the gray light, she saw the blood on her hands, her clothes. Remembering, she raised a hand and felt blood dried upon her face. After taking out a change of clothes from Gabe’s bag, she undressed and slipped into the water. 
 
    Days ago when they swam together in the river, they had ended up making love. Alma swallowed and swayed with exhaustion. The water was warm and slipped over her weary muscles like a caress. She settled into the deepest hole she could find, made a thorough job of washing every inch and then soaping and rinsing her short hair with the slim bar of lye soap. For a second she recalled home, wondered if Pa or the dyed-hair woman had found and cut the new bars of soap. 
 
    Somehow she found the energy to get on her feet again. In surprise, she looked up to see two strange horses. As she started to scream, she covered her mouth with her hands. Both light colored animals had the colorful handprints and painted markings of Indian ponies. 
 
    One of the horses walked over to her, extended his sweat soaked neck. Alma patted the docile animal in wonder. Were these the “wild Indians,” who had chased her all night? Slowly, carefully she used some of the soap to wash away the animals frightening markings. As she finished the first, a gold colored stallion with light mane and tail took his place, nuzzling and nickering at her. Enchanted, naked, Alma used the last of the soap to bathe it as well. 
 
    On land, she quickly toweled with her dirty clothes, pulled into the clean ones and her worn out shoes. She rolled the old ones, careful to not spill their contents, and stowed them in her tote while she debated what to do next. Her arm was too weary even to comb her hair and she knew she couldn’t go on. Whether it was one mile or five, she would have to wait to catch up with the wagon train later that dy. 
 
    Alma unsaddled the mule and mare first, carefully hobbled them. Then she removed the woven fiber halters from the Indian horses and used them to hobble the new animals. Satisfied it was all she could do, she pulled out the bedroll. She spread it on the grassy shoulder of the trail, amid the grazing animals. Once inside, the warmth and smell of Gabe and their lovemaking from the night before surrounded her, and she cried herself to sleep. 
 
      
 
    <><><> 
 
      
 
    Luke Rogers remained mounted on his big bay horse, stared in amazement at the horses grazing beside the road, a man still asleep in the center of them. His animal snorted and the others answered, looked up at him before going back to grazing. The oldest, a white, flea-bitten mule, moved over and nuzzled the sleeping man. 
 
    Slowly, Alma sat up, her arms stretched over her head. As she brought them down, she saw the man studying her and scowled at him as she fumbled for the rifle that should have been beside her. Suddenly the horror of the day before returned and she drew her knees up in front of her and turned her neck so her head could rest on them. 
 
    When she regained control of her emotions, she raised her head again to stare at him. 
 
    Luke stared, startled by his protective feelings. The mule was still beside the young man, little more than a boy. The lad had to reach up to push the animal away when it kept lipping his tousled head. Grumpily the kid stood and moved slowly over to a pile of packs near him. Luke was amazed at how blue the kid’s eyes looked. 
 
    “That’s far enough, son,” Luke said. 
 
    Alma stiffened, remembered her disguise. She ran a hand through her hair, shocked by how short it seemed to be. Finally, she spoke. “The name’s Dan, Daniel Bridger. I just wanted to get my comb.” Again she ran a hand through her hair. “What’s yours?” 
 
    He walked his big horse up until it was almost on top of her bedroll. “Go on, get it,” the man said. 
 
    Alma noticed he had pulled a gun. Burning, she reached in and pulled out the old carved comb, yanked it roughly through her tangled short hair. It pulled and caught at every rake and she tugged harder. She saw the man smile and asked. “All right with you if I go take care of my business?” 
 
    She saw him nod and she walked over to the bushes beside the creek. Stepped in but was careful not to go farther when she heard the fat, blue-bottle flies. 
 
    Making sure she was hidden, she dropped her pants and sat on the bent tree that was there for the purpose. She had meant to delay only, but her insides decided to empty completely. Helplessly she sat there until it ended, then reached for the nearest leaf. 
 
    She walked out beside the river. “Need to wash my hands.” Delighted, she saw the butt of her rifle where she had dropped it the night before. Slowly, talking as she moved, she walked over and squatted beside it. 
 
    “Ain’t no need to pull your pistol on me mister, I was just camped here overnight.” 
 
    “Wagon train I’m riding scout for is just behind me. Most folks have been up for three or four hours by now. Why ain’t you?” 
 
    Alma raised up slowly, the rifle hidden behind her, pointed down beside her leg. She continued to rake the comb through her hair, but now the fine stuff lay like a sheet of silk, the ends flipped up beside her ear. It was awkward, but she managed to comb the other side to match. She knew she wore her mulish face, jaw jutted forward and her eyes snappin’. She’d never been one to disguise her anger. 
 
    “Had a rough night. Gabe, my …my cousin Gabe, he was killed yesterday about sunset. After I buried him, I heard the wolves howling and I just rode on this way. Figured I’d meet up with a wagon train, sooner or later anyway. Rode all night, just letting the animals catch up before we start out again.” 
 
    “I’d sure appreciate it, if you’d put that pistol away.” She shoved the comb into her pocket for emphasis. As he did, she swung the barrel of the rifle up, catching the loop of Gabe’s gun belt on the end of it. “That’s nice. Now maybe we can sit and brew some coffee while we wait for your friends.” 
 
    Holding the rifle raised, she slid the belt into reach and carefully swung it around her hips. When she moved the rifle so her fingers could catch the belt’s buckle, she heard the pistol click across from her. Grunting, she let the rifle down gently, on what grass remained, but continued buckling the gun belt. 
 
    “Hey,” the man shouted, swinging down in a hurry. He holstered his pistol, caught her by the belt, tugged the strap until it came loose in his hands. “What the hell are you doing wearing my belt?” 
 
      
 
    <><><> 
 
      
 
    They sat sipping their second cup of coffee. Alma wanted to crawl back in her bed, but it had been rolled and stowed in her pack. Both packs were now on two of the animals, and the mare waited, saddled and ready to ride. Luke Rogers had claimed the Palomino stallion was his, too. 
 
    The only satisfaction Alma had was when Amos almost took off the man’s head with a kick when he wasn’t looking. She’d wanted to do it, several times. He just kept asking her questions. Her head was throbbing. 
 
    “I’m supposed to take your word for it that the guns, the yellow horse, and the mining pack are yours. But you want proof they are mine?” she said. 
 
    “I gave you proof, kid. They all have my brand on ‘em. I want to know how you and your dead cousin got hold of them, that’s all.” 
 
    “Brand? Where?” 
 
    “Christ, I told you my name, Luke Rogers. Pointed to my mark. What more do you want?” 
 
    “Blasphemer. You’re taking the lord’s name in vain and you want me to believe airy word you say. I told you how we found the scattered remains of two men. We buried and prayed over ‘em, and took the horse and mule into Independence to Provost Marshal Ayers. He kept the letter from the man’s brother about gold in California. When he asked, Gabe gave him the gold watch the other man had. It was a present to the dead man from his Ma that said ‘beloved Henry.’” 
 
    “And this Marshal let you keep my saddle, gear, and mule, which you say you left where your cousin was killed last night.” 
 
    Alma stood up, walked over to her pack and pulled out her Bible. Walking back, she set it on the ground between them, placing her hand on the tattered book. “I swear to God, every word is true. The Indians killed that poor mule. If Amos hadn’t helped me, we’d of left the mule pack of mining gear on his carcass. You should thank me for saving it all for you, not sit there calling me a liar.” 
 
    “That was a hand-tooled, special made, roping saddle. Cost me a whole month’s pay down in Laredo. You just went off and left it.” 
 
    “It was busted when the first horse got kilt and fell. Gabe and I got it out from under him and he used it on Amos, because riding a bony mule is hard on you. I did the best I could.” 
 
    She sat back, glaring at him. “And that Marshal never found no marks on that saddle or mule. He’s an expert. How did you expect us to figure that chicken-scratch out?” 
 
    “Chicken scratch.” The big man was on his feet and Alma was amazed when he was standing over her pointing at the ground to the drawing he had scratched there earlier. Capital R, then I run a line in the bottom space for an L. Luke Rogers.” 
 
    Alma reared back, ramming her head against his crotch. While he was holding himself, she stood up and twirled to face him. “Well, I don’t know where you went to school mister, but ain’t no R if you run a line across the bottom part, might be some sort of B. And the only thing dumber than that brand is you, if you think I’m giving up my mule or horse, to you. Now if you want this sorry brace of pistols, they’re yours, but give me the rig you’re wearing to replace them.” 
 
    He was about to hit her when from out of nowhere a big red dog came barking and snapping. Alma stepped back and held onto the hound, leaning down to hug him. “Oh Boomer, where have you been boy. I’ve been so worried.” 
 
    The dog licked her cheek then seemed to collapse. Alma snapped at the amazed man. “Come on, mister, give me a hand with my pup. Poor things still recovering from tangling with a pack of wolves, and he got left behind when I ran away last night. He’s done walked all night.” 
 
    Luke raised an eyebrow to stare at the boy, but he could see he was struggling to carry the dog and reluctantly he stepped forward to take the full weight of the hound, surprised at how heavy he was. At the water’s edge, Alma knelt and cupped water to bathe the dog, lifting each foot to examine that he had no hurts or cuts on them. Then she bathed him from nose to tail, pressing against the puncture mark on his leg and side for puss. Suddenly he sprang out of her arms to stand between her and the stranger, shaking his short red coat to spray water on the trail scout who was slower to move out of the way than the girl. 
 
    “Good boy she crooned,” and patted her thigh to get him to come to her. 
 
    A loud voice from the head of the wagon train coming over the hill hailed the scout and he walked off, then turned back to shout at Alma. “We’re not done here.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER FORTY-FIVE 
 
      
 
    “That’s what you think, Mister.” 
 
    She tugged Boomer forward, and helped to boost him up onto the pack on the mule’s back. Alma brought one of the straps up across the hound and did her best to secure it around under his front legs. “Stay still, boy, and get some rest.” 
 
    Amos surprised them all by holding still until the dog was settled. Alma removed the hobbles from the Indian ponies, changed them back to Hackamores and tied both to the same lead rope as the mule. All set, she ignored the confab holding up the wagon train and put her mare in motion. 
 
      
 
    <><><> 
 
      
 
    It was mid-afternoon before she overtook the next wagon train. Folks had eaten their noon meal on the move, those that weren’t too sick to eat. 
 
    Wagons with sickness had hung articles of clothing of dark color to indicate someone in their party had the disease. Alma remembered Gabe telling her about the trail sickness reports and what the doctor had suggested. At each wagon, whether they had a flag or not, she stopped and passed on the warning. “Don’t drink or cook with any water until you’ve boiled it. The sickness is in the water.” 
 
    Beside the wagons with sickness she repeated the message, but held her shirt sleeve over her face. 
 
    When she overtook the lead wagon train, she had to answer the same questions about why a boy was riding a horse and pulling so many behind him. It had been a long day, and Alma felt talked out. When the man offered her a canteen of water, she shook her head and drank from her own water skin. 
 
    Ready, she repeated the instructions Gabe had overheard in the store in Independence for the sixteenth time. 
 
    “Well, ain’t you the bearer of glad tidings. Now I got some for you, mister. What did you tell me your name was?” 
 
    “Dan Bridger,” Alma said, “and no, I ain’t kin to Jim Bridger, even though he is a ring-tailed tooter.” 
 
    The man stared at her, gave a grunt instead of a laugh. He studied her, noticed the shadows around her eyes and her sagging shoulders. “Fellow, you look plumb tuckered. I’d welcome you into my wagon, but death has been riding with this train ever since we hit the North Platte. That braided quagmire has death in it a thousand times. My advice to you, stay clear of this trail.” 
 
    “My cousin got kilt by Indians last night. There’s a wagon train full of pretend missionaries we met in Cairo. We saw them trading guns to the Indians. Now I got to worry about dying of the pestilence,” she said. 
 
    “If I had a choice, I’d turned south on the old Santa Fe Trail. You’re young and look to have plenty of grit. Wouldn’t go it alone, but if I could get a ride along buddy, I sure would take it. There’s three died already and us just a week out of Independence. God knows how many the angel of death will come for before we reach Ft. Kearney. Go on with you, fellow, go on and get away from this river and train of death.” 
 
      
 
    <><><> 
 
      
 
    Alma felt light-headed with exhaustion. She was afraid to stay with the wagon train, afraid to risk another attack by the Indians by going it alone. She tilted her hat at the man, and clicked the little mare into a run. If it was like the wagon trains they saw the day before, there would be a faster train with a set of wagons under the power of mules or horses ahead. Maybe she would get lucky and find a place in a wagon there. 
 
    As she rode to the next, she was barely able to stay in the saddle. At the end of the train, one wagon was dawdling. Alma rode up, tears in her eyes, her thoughts all on how she would keep her promise to Gabe and have and raise their son somewhere safe in California. Determined to try, she blew her nose, wiped her eyes and kicked the sides of her tired pony. 
 
    The woman driving the wagon sat up with a start, looked in shock to see the sad eyed young man posting beside her wagon. When their eyes met, they saw the hurt in each other, The woman who had been crying gave her a watery smile. 
 
    “Why, sir, I believe you look as sad as I feel,” she called. 
 
    “Ilene Haversack.” She looked toward Alma, then gave her a strange look of reprimand. 
 
    Alma jerked off her hat, bowed awkwardly to the woman. “Dan, Daniel Bridger ma’am.” 
 
      
 
    <><><> 
 
      
 
    They had caught up with the rest of the wagons as they circled for camp. Alma gave the same information to the wagon master she had shared with the last caravan and he promised to relay it as he checked on the wagons individually. Then he asked what she was doing traveling alone and with so many horses. 
 
    “My cousin and I are, were, headed to the gold fields in California. He was killed yesterday by Indians. I buried him beside the trail, but he made me promise to finish the trip. I don’t want to go on alone, and since I don’t have a wagon, I hoped someone could use a hand.” 
 
    Ilene spoke, “I’ve already agreed he can stay until Lew gets back. There’s room under the wagon for him if he can work.” 
 
    “Lew’s been gone two days and nights now.” 
 
    “I know, but he was determined to shoot some game. You don’t have to remind me about all the things that could have happened to him. I’ve been thinking about nothing else since he left.” The woman’s voice rose with each word and Alma could hear the raw pain in them. Apparently the wagon master could too, for he turned and rode on without getting an answer about Alma’s horses. 
 
    Two days in land like this, the woman had to be afraid he was hurt or dead. Alma remembered Gabe’s fall. They had been lucky twice then, that he didn’t break anything and that he had her to rely on, and a place of sanctuary to go to. Accident, maybe, but there were wild animals, Indians, the dirty water, maybe worse. 
 
    Alma took care of the mules for the woman, hobbled her horses and mule with them. Boomer insisted on staying with Amos. Apparently the two had finally formed a bond during his long ride today. Alma was glad when the woman offered to cook and share what she had. 
 
    Alma walked to the river and carefully collected the water. When the cooking was over, she set the bucket over the fire and built it up again. Ilene complained about wasting the wood and Alma just stared at her. 
 
    “Train following us, has folks dying with the fever. I promised Gabe, I’d boil every drop of water before I drank or cooked with it. Intend to keep my promise.” 
 
    “Why?” She stared at the boy, as though really searching for answers. “You look about as happy to still be alive as I am.” 
 
    Alma looked at the woman and nodded. “Reckon so, but the good Lord didn’t promise us life would be paradise. He told us to do our best every day and to pray. When our time comes, the believers will be reunited with their loved ones in the everlasting.” 
 
    The woman stood up in a huff. “Life ain’t hard enough, I got to invite some crazy kid to help me, and all you want to do is preach that nonsense at me. Where was God when your cousin was killed, when my Lew…,” her voice broke and she turned to climb into her wagon, crying. 
 
    Carefully, Alma filled the water barrel and the canteen hanging on the side of the wagon with the hot water. Then she filled her own. When she’d unpacked the animals, everything she owned, and the pack of tools that she knew belonged to the stranger, she’d leaned against the wagon. 
 
    Was the woman right? Was she being a fool to believe? Alma reached for her tote, but instead of taking out the Bible, she found the slim, cloth bound copy of the McGuffey reader. Gabe had been teaching her to read in it only a few days ago. The memory flooded back of him lying beside her, the book propped on his chest and his deep voice vibrating through her as he read a silly story about a walk in the garden. They’d argued, because she thought the good boy who only looked at the flowers was silly and that the old man was mean. Gabe had insisted the moral was a good one, you couldn’t be happy by meddling in what didn’t belong to you. 
 
    “That’s not true,” she had insisted. “If you hadn’t looked through those dead men’s pockets, we wouldn’t have the money or the new mule, or all that mining gear. You sure didn’t give that up to the marshal.” 
 
    Gabe hadn’t argued just closed the book and looked sad. 
 
    She’d tried, but he wouldn’t look at her and that made her mad at herself for winning the fool argument. When she’d put up the book and blown out the light, he turned over with his back to her. Alma had lain there a long time before she turned on her side to wrap against him. “I ain’t sad we found all of it. It was like God put us on the path to find it. He knew we needed it, and that Marshal fellow knew we needed to keep it all to make it out to California. So I don’t see why you’re mad at me for saying it.” 
 
    He turned around and folded her in against him. “I’m not mad at you. But I feel guilty about it. It was wrong to lie and keep them. I just couldn’t give them up.” 
 
    “Of course you couldn’t.” Alma remained there, relieved when he pressed his face to hers. “Gabe, there’s honest and there’s stupid. Those men were dead. Nothing they owned was theirs any more. We found it, we kept it. It was God’s will.” 
 
    They hadn’t made love that night, probably because of the arguing. Maybe that was why it had been so hard to fall asleep. Alma looked out at the pale horses mingling with the others. She kicked at the mule pack and pulled her foot back in pain. So if she were right, why did she feel so guilty about taking that fellow Luke’s horse and gear? 
 
    When she heard thunder, she pulled the saddle and both mule packs under the narrow wagon, barely leaving room for herself. As she finally lay down in the bedroll, instead of thinking of Gabe, she remembered the scout’s angry face. Her last thought was to wonder if the pouch of gold was his too. 
 
    When the heavy rain started, Boomer slipped under the wagon, fragrant as only a wet hound could be. Awakened, she sent him back out, but at his whining, she let him crawl under to sleep dry at her feet. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER FORTY-SIX 
 
      
 
    Luke hated leaving the kid when he was about to win the argument, but the trail boss seemed none too happy to see them in the middle of the road. 
 
    “Rogers, where the hell have you been? Where’s the meat you said you could shoot for us? I’m not paying you to stand around yelling your head off at kids.” 
 
    “Didn’t think you were paying me at all. I’m just talking to the kid about getting my stuff back. See that white mule and that load of mining gear on his back, well, that’s the stuff I told you was stolen after I left Fort Kearney.” 
 
    “Oh, and that Palomino stud is my horse. I don’t know what he did with my saddle. He claimed he left it on his dead cousin’s grave, but none of the rest of what he was saying made any sense.” 
 
    As the first wagon creaked up beside them, the wagon master turned to ask the man driving it. “Sims, where’s the saddle you found?” 
 
    “It’s in the back boss. But it’s worthless, the tree’s done busted.” 
 
    Luke ran around to the back and opened the canvas to reveal a brown, hand-tooled saddle. He jerked it out of the wagon and yelled through to Sims. “This is my saddle, where’d you find it.” 
 
    “Found it after you took off this morning, about three miles down the trail. Saw a lot of crows and buzzards, knew something was dead. Found most of a brown mule, shot full of arrows. Something had been digging around before we came up, so we moved some more rocks over a new grave. They’ll probably dig him up though. It’s a pity, a body can’t even die in peace out here.” 
 
    “Did you see anything else, any dead Indians?” 
 
    The angry driver from the next wagon, walked up to find out what was the hold-up. He answered. “Might of seen something. ‘Sides the arrows in that mule, there was a lot of blood on the ground.” 
 
    “Told you that was probably from whatever had been after the mule.” 
 
    “Know what you told me, but I’m thinking it was from ...” The next wagon had pulled up and the driver yelled, “Hey, what’s the hold up.” 
 
    The wagon master directed the men to quit talking and get moving. He stared at Luke, who was just standing in the road, staring at the saddle. Sims looked down at him and asked, “Hey, Rogers, how do I know that’s your saddle?” 
 
    Luke pointed to the elaborately tooled leather skirt with its three big roses and his brand raised on it. “See that R with an L inside it, that stands for Luke Rogers.” 
 
    Sims grunted. “Just figured who ever done the work, done messed up. Never would have figured out it was your initials. Might be a B, maybe. Saddle ain’t safe to ride, busted and all. Horns done dangling like an old man’s …” 
 
    “Head ‘em up, move ‘em out,” the wagon master called. He rode up to Luke and as the wagons began to move, forced him off the shoulder of the wagon road with his horse. 
 
    “That’s it. We’re quits. You come in here without a horse or saddle, telling me you’re some dang scout sent from Fort Kearney to locate a wagon of munitions, but that renegades or Indians, stole your horse and gear along the way. That you’ve walked dang near fifty miles, checking wagons as you go. 
 
    He paused and spit as the first two wagons rolled past. “Now you’re saying some kid, don’t hardly look out of grade school, took ‘em. Then you’re arguing whoever stole ‘em is buried up the road somewhere.” 
 
    He waited, but Luke merely sputtered, admitted that it was hard to explain. Another wagon moved past. “Well mister, that’s one story too many. If I hadn’t grabbed the reins on my horse and saddle when you walked off, it would have disappeared up the road like the rest of the ones you claim has been stolen. I don’t think nothing was ever stolen. I figure that you’re teched in the head and just put stuff down and forget about it.” 
 
    Luke dropped the saddle in exasperation. Hollering, he took off up the road, then stopped when he saw the lad was already out of sight. Slowly, he jogged back for his saddle. 
 
      
 
    <><><> 
 
      
 
    Luke managed to catch up to Sims and persuade him to let him ride in the back of his wagon. The man didn’t say ‘you’re welcome’ or ‘come along, hop up,’ just gave him an owlish look and chuckled. Luke was fast asleep when they came to their first stopping place. 
 
    It was Sims’ hissing at him like a kettle over a hot fire, that brought him fully awake, but too late. The wagon master heard the signal first. This time he let Luke mount up and told the rest of the group to camp and rest until he returned. 
 
    Two miles up the road, he ordered Luke down. “Mister, I see you again, you’re going to be sorry. I thought that ridiculous story about government arms being disguised as plows, kegs of shot labeled seeds, and gunpowder, fertilizer, was the corker. I done looked in every wagon in this train, and the one we passed yesterday. Nobodies got a load like that, ain’t seen one, and I reckon never will. I don’t know where you come by your crazy, maybe being from Texas. Far as I can tell, everybody from Texas is crazy or near enough. 
 
    “Now you should be able to catch that oxen train that cut out the day before us. We won’t pass them until tomorrow. Plenty of time if you get busy and start running before I fire my pistol. 
 
      
 
    <><><> 
 
      
 
    Luke hefted the saddle on his shoulder and left the wagon master watching in the middle of the road, holding a pistol in one hand, the reins to his spare horse in the other. The man fired his pistol, but Luke kept walking at the same pace. For the second time today, he wanted to get hold of that kid to get his goods and at least one of those spare horses. 
 
    He caught up with the oxen wagons before sundown. He knew it was them, because every couple of miles he could smell where they’d stopped. Once he passed a fresh pile of dirt in the middle of the trail, the wagon wheels driven over it thickly pressing it back into place. He guessed either way of burying your dead worked about the same. Varmints would be after them come nightfall. Only difference, when they buried folks on the roadbed, it meant the next wagons would have to work hard to avoid the holes and everyone would have to keep filling them in. 
 
    The wagon master remembered the boy clearly and had sent him on his way. Told how the kid had stopped and talked with each wagon, offering them advice about boiling their drinking water. He’d recommended to the young man that he get away from the Platte river and head south on the Santa Fe Trail. Wouldn’t have taken much backtracking to get back to the left turnoff, but the young man had ridden on up the trail to catch the next wagon train instead. Guess he was set on the Oregon Trail. 
 
    They talked for a minute, men commiserating about how hard it was to get the young people these days to listen to good advice. Luke had nodded in agreement until the man started talking about how much better it would be to take the Santa Fe Trail to California. 
 
    “Mister, you don’t know what you’re talking about. I’ve been down that trail a half-dozen times, just got through fighting a little war with Mexico over it, and most of the goods for that fight we hauled down that trail. There’s Indians, desert, sparse grass, and sparser water.” 
 
    “We got Indians on this trail too.” 
 
    “Not like the Comancheros. They all expect a bribe to cross their land, you don’t pay, they take it. You shoot to chase them off, they’ll liable to slip back at night and cut your throat, then take it anyway.” 
 
    “Well mister, you going to catch that young fellow you better keep a walking. They’re getting farther ahead of us every hour. Reckon there’s another train coming up behind us too?” 
 
    “Sure you don’t have a horse you can spare?” 
 
    The man nodded wearily. “Can’t spare you an old cow to ride neither. Hope you’ve got your own grub, ‘cause you share supper, you might share the gold fever plague that’s visiting us. 
 
    The man took a long pause, then continued. “Cholera. Usually only kills the really young and the really old. You’ll just wish you were dead before it’s through with you.” 
 
    Luke nodded, picked up the saddle with his other arm and started to walk.  
 
    “Had it too, I reckon?” The man was yelling after him. 
 
    “You didn’t say where you hail from. Sound like one of them Texacans. Done, seen, had it done, or seen it done, somewhere before.” 
 
    Luke tilted his hat. “Yep,” as he walked off. The other man grunted instead of laughing. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER FORTY-SEVEN 
 
      
 
    It was a good night for a walk. The moon was a silver slice, hooked over a star, at least until the clouds moved across it. The night sounds of coyotes singing at the moon, wolves howling, and animals moving about in the dark felt familiar, even comforting. At least when they were talking, he knew no one else was out walking. 
 
    He swore, walking faster, changing the saddle to the other side and making the mistake of grabbing the horn and almost dropping it. He swore louder and longer and all the night animals became quiet and he felt the first light drops of rain. Moving the saddle onto his head, he let the side skirts dangle about his ears and tucked the stirrups under his arms. At least if something came at him in the dark now, he would have a chance to shoot it. He’d never eaten dog or wolf, but it couldn’t be much worse than grizzly bear, and he’d eaten that. 
 
    He felt like an ass, so wearing the damn thing on his head made sense. All the fancy leather did was to make it heavier. He didn’t have enough money to buy a horse and if the boy wouldn’t give him Sandy back, he might as well toss it. 
 
    Thinking of the boy, he knew he’d have to apologize to him. Should have known someone carrying around a Bible wasn’t a horse thief. Sims had seen the grave, helped to add rocks to the lonely place the kid had buried his cousin, Gabe. The saddle was busted, probably in the way the kid said. All he could figure was that whoever the boys had found dead and half-eaten, those two must have been the horse thieves. 
 
    Sounded like the mule had been found only to be killed by the Indians. He hoped the other wagon driver was right, that the scattered bloody ground meant more dead men. The kid thought Gabe had killed one, and he figured he’d wounded and killed another. Indians were funny. Luke had no doubt the wounded one came back for his dead, or found help to go back and recover them. 
 
    The thing that had made him doubt the whole tale was that the boy somehow had all Luke’s and his partner’s goods on his mule, that, and the Palomino. Was it even possible his horse had followed the boy that night? That two Indian ponies would chase a white man in the dark. 
 
    Except they weren’t really Indian horses. They had belonged to white men. Why wouldn’t they run after the boy? 
 
    Sense or not, somewhere he’d read that truth didn’t have to be believable, only made up stories did. Then, he’d argued with the guy who told him. All the yarns he’d ever heard were full of exaggeration and impossibilities. Now, finally, maybe he understood what it meant. 
 
    The rain was coming down in torrents. The trail, churned and coated in horse and cattle droppings was slick. Worn out after a second night of being awake, Luke stumbled and stayed down. On hands and knees, he made it to the top of the rise, looked in disappointment through the rain for some sign of humans below. 
 
    Soaked, he shivered. Lightning flashed seemingly all around him. He saw the racing shape of something in the dark, milling about in a circle below. Knowing the high place was the most dangerous in a storm, he worked his way down the other side of the hill, clinging to any plants along the roadside as he slid on his seat this time on the way down. At the base of the hill, lightning flashed again and he roared with the thunder that followed. In front of him, he saw the billow of white and knew it meant he’d found the mule train below. At last, he’d found white people. 
 
      
 
    <><><> 
 
      
 
    Luke stood in the pouring rain, just staring at the wagon train. If there was anyone on guard, he couldn’t see them. He saw the flash of lightning and spotted his palomino running with the other nervous horses. Well, he wasn’t going to get any dryer or more rested tonight anyway. 
 
    Standing beside the horses, he started humming softly and the big yellow horse moved over to nuzzle and whinny at him, even gumming the saddle Luke still wore on his head. 
 
    More and more animals began to slow and watch, then walk over to the cowboy. It probably didn’t hurt that he was saddled, and had enough dung on his jeans to smell like the other animals. Even as they calmed, so did the storm, the thunder and lightning disappeared, even as the rain continued. 
 
    Satisfied that the horses would be there in the morning, Luke placed his saddle over a small rock, near a large clump of grass and bedded down, as dry as he was likely to get. 
 
      
 
    <><><> 
 
      
 
    It was the mules being harnessed that woke him. That and a woman standing over him waving a pot of coffee. Luke woke with a groan, his body stiff and unresponsive at first from the cold. She filled a tin cup with hot coffee, grabbed one of his hands and thrust the coffee cup in it. 
 
    “Hold it a minute or two, then drink it.” 
 
    He did as he was ordered. Moaned and struggled to his feet. 
 
    “Looks like you had a rough night of it. Wonder you didn’t drown, sleeping with your mouth open with all the rain we had.” 
 
    “I stayed upright to calm the horses and mules, then went to sleep after most of the rain.” He extended the shaky arm holding the coffee cup and she refilled it. As soon as he drank half the cup he ran a hand through his uncombed hair and noticed she stepped back with a hand over her face. “Sorry, I kind of slid down the hill in the dark, think if it’d dropped on the road, I’m wearing it now.” 
 
    The dark-haired woman nodded. “I wouldn’t have bothered waking you, but I can use a hand harnessing my mules. I thought I’d hired a man to help, but he seems to be gone this morning.” 
 
    Luke turned around and looked at the remaining hobbled animals, felt relieved to spot his palomino, but the kid’s horse and mule were gone. “Was he short, scrawny, a half-grown, sad eyed boy with a white hat?” 
 
    She held out the collar and hames for the mules and Luke took them and together they cornered the first pair and harnessed them. “That describes him, Dan Bridger. Said he needed someone to ride west with. I told him my husband had been missing the last couple of days.” She lifted the other set of leathers and pointed to the last two mules. “Was he lying to me?” 
 
    Luke shook his head. “No, I only met him yesterday, but I think he’s a straight shooter. He didn’t say where he was going?” 
 
    They each led a pair to the wagon she pointed out. Luke spotted his packed gear resting under the wagon, along with the boy’s gear. “There’s my mining gear, and the lad’s. Wherever he’s gone this early, he’s planning to be back soon.” 
 
    “Good enough, you can load it in the back of my wagon for now. When you find him, you can catch up to us on the trail,” she said, as she guided her harnessed team to join the others. 
 
      
 
    <><><> 
 
      
 
    No longer worried that Dan might have taken the advice from the oxen wagon master and headed off alone south, Luke called Sandy over and saddled him with the broken saddle. It wouldn’t do to snug a rope to, but at least it would be more helpful on the stallion then worn on his own head. Luke was disappointed not to have a bridle, but he was able to retie the hobbles into an Indian halter. It was just another indicator that the boy had been honest. No one would discard something useful like a bridle in this country. Indians preferred their own gear, but he had seen them wearing the bits of leather to fasten things to a belt or headdress, especially if it was tooled leather or had metal Conchos, but they didn’t keep it on the stolen horses. 
 
    The remaining horse kept nosing in closer and Luke quickly converted its hobbles as well and led the second animal along with him. He was just getting started when he saw the boy come riding in with an elk quartered and tied onto his white mule. Furious, he rode toward him and was shocked to see the lad raise his rifle and point it at him. 
 
    “Mister, we done had our talk.” 
 
    Luke said ‘whoa’ to his horse as he raised both hands into the air. The two animals with him snickered at the two running up, who whinnied back to them. 
 
    “Right, I know and I owe you an apology,” he said. 
 
    The kid gritted his teeth, stuck his chin out and squinted at him. Luke had to work at not smiling at him, the boy was so damn serious. 
 
    “See, I’ve got the saddle. You can see how Sandy is letting me ride him, that he knows me. Not sure whose animal this little white one is, but he could work for me as a pack animal, now my mule is dead. A couple of the men, the one who found the saddle, reported seeing the dead mule. They put more rocks over Gabe’s grave too.” The boy didn’t answer or smile back. “Hey, I met Ilene, she’s carrying our goods for us.” 
 
    The boy rose in his stirrups and shoved his rifle into his saddle sheath and sank into his seat. “Well, let’s go catch up with them. Did you see Boomer?” 
 
    “Your hound? No, he didn’t bark when I came into camp. Could he be riding with Ilene?” 
 
    There was something about his using the woman’s name so easily, that riled her. “Don’t think so, he went to sleep on my feet under the wagon last night. Wasn’t there this morning when I went out hunting.” 
 
    The kid twisted around and called the hound in every direction. His face grew darker and more desperate with each call. 
 
    Luke felt that same sweep of protective emotion that he had felt when he first saw the boy. There was something so poignant about his trying to be brave despite each loss. He wondered if he had slept at all the night before. There were dark shadows under the boy’s eyes and his shoulders looked hunched with fatigue. 
 
    “Don’t worry, kid, we’ll find him before we leave.” He tried not to watch the kid wipe his face. He turned his horse, kicking its sides and saying, come on Sandy.” 
 
    Alma took a deep gulp of air, tried to hold still. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER FORTY-EIGHT 
 
      
 
    Alma knew she had to be brave, had to be strong. It was her dying promise to Gabe. But she wished that this know it all scout hadn’t shown up. She liked him even less now that he was being nice to her. It made her want to cry even more. She was shaken at the thought that she might have lost her hound, her protector for good. Wounded like he was, if Boomer wandered off too far, he would be easy to kill. 
 
    The nosey man was riding around the site where the horses had been penned the night before, calling for the hound. Frantically Alma rode after him and said ‘shush.’ 
 
    “Look around you, idiot. What if some Indians hear you? Be quiet, will you?” 
 
    He stared at the kid and fought the urge to laugh. At the fear in the boy’s eyes, he swallowed the laugh. After all, only a day ago the kid’s cousin was killed by Indians.” 
 
    In the sudden silence, both listened. A black bird cawed loudly from one of the trees and there was another sound, a faint, crying noise. Carefully, they rode across the muddy ground toward it, fearing the worst. 
 
      
 
    <><><> 
 
      
 
    When they caught up with the wagon train, the wagons were pulled to a stop beside the road, hotly contesting what to do next. Alma was surprised to find Ilene Haversack in the middle of the debate. She looked around, found a group of women at the edge of the conversation and rode toward them to hand out the meat. They promised to make sure every wagon got their share. 
 
    “What’s the big confab about?” Alma asked. 
 
    “That Miz  Haversack is determined to leave the train and ride back,” a thin girl said. 
 
    “There were some men wanting to join our caravan, but the trail boss said they weren’t welcome,” a much older woman said. 
 
    “They claimed to be missionaries, but we had a rider through the day before warning us about three suspicious men in a wagon, and we were worried it was them.” 
 
    “Something they said, had her all for tearing away and driving back to look for her husband and wait for the next wagon train,” the girl interrupted. 
 
    “Promised they’d help her find him, do their Christian duty,” the other said. 
 
    Alma wheeled her horse back toward the discussion when she heard a woman scream. Everyone pressed forward and for a moment she couldn’t hear anything, then it was Boomer’s joyous bark and she knew Luke had made himself known and returned the missing man to his wife. 
 
    Before Boomer could knock Ilene down, Luke grabbed the hound by the neck and pulled him back from the excited woman. 
 
    In a group at the front of the train, several men were surrounding a familiar wagon. Alma knew when the three men looked her way. There was something cold and full of hate in their eyes. But she felt their glance slide past and over to study the group of women, especially the over-excited one. 
 
    Alma rode back to look at her too. The young woman was about her age, but her coloring was totally different, reddish hair, green eyes, and freckles. She was also about four inches taller. 
 
    Whatever the argument had been, the wagon master ended it quickly. He sent everyone back to their teams and ordered them to get into formation. They needed to eat on the road to make up for the lost time. Several grumbled a little at the thought of another cold meal, but the complaints didn’t last long. 
 
    She rode past the dispersing travelers and over to the far end of Ilene’s wagon where she could see the muddy canvas of one of the mule packs. As soon as she reached it, she dismounted, opened the back of the wagon and started to pull her gear out. Luke rode over and without dismounting, helped her transfer the pack to the pack frame already on the mule. While Alma lashed it down, Boomer curled and thumped his hard tail at her legs. She ignored him as long as she could, until Luke whispered, “They’re gone.” 
 
    She knelt again and caught the exuberant hound by the head, ran his silky ears through her palms and kissed him between his soft brown eyes. “You silly old hound, you did it, didn’t you. Used that big nose to find him, didn’t you?” 
 
    The dog barked in answer. Luke dismounted and took longer than she had to secure the pack saddle on the young horse. Then she had to use their two horses to hem the pale horse in as Luke added the heavy load of the big pack to his back. 
 
    They tied their loaded animals behind the wagon, then helped Ilene to move enough things around the crowded interior to make room for her wounded husband. 
 
    Ilene was bent over her husband, kissing him, and Alma felt the deep hole in her own chest again. No matter how much she wanted him back, Gabe would not be returning to her. For a minute she felt anger and resentment toward this woman for getting her man back. 
 
    Then the woman leaned out and captured Luke to give him a big hug and kiss. She turned to stare at Alma and motioned her forward. Luke grinned and waved the shy lad forward, “Go on, Dan.” Alma sat motionless as the excited woman hugged her and planted a kiss on her mouth. In shock Alma backed up. 
 
    All laughed, as Boomer stood at the back of the wagon and gave a begging whine. Laughing, Ilene said, “Why not?” She lay on the raised tail gate to reach down and kiss the hound the same way Alma had. 
 
    They remained beside the wagon until the tearful woman was back in her seat, ready to drive the team. “We hate to leave you, ma’am, but Dan and I are in a rush to reach California. We’re going back to take the Santa Fe fork.” 
 
    “God bless you boys. I feel like God sent his angels to help me find Lew, just in time.” 
 
    “Was more Boomer’s doing, than ours. He found your husband and stayed with him to keep him warm,” Alma said. 
 
    “Your husband’s a lucky man that hound found him in the dark and the storm. He was just about give out, walking all that way with a twisted ankle and no horse,” Luke said. 
 
    “Bear stayed to eat the horse or he wouldn’t have been able to get away,” Alma added to the tale. “I ain’t no angel, ma’am. Heard Ma say she should have named me and my brother, Lucifer and Beelzebub instead of angel names.” 
 
    She heard Luke laugh with a roar and suddenly her eyes widened. 
 
      
 
    <><><> 
 
      
 
    “Nah, you ain’t really walking around with a devil’s name?” 
 
    “Guilty as charged, but it’s not a name I use. Lucifer Bodine Rogers. I tried Bodine when I was little, but the kids called me Bodidley and Nobody. Luke seemed safe enough. I think Momma was just mad at whoever it was who got her in trouble. She figured I was more of the same. Afraid she was right.” 
 
    “Are you a bastard then?” Alma asked. 
 
    Luke pulled his gun and pointed it at the boy. “Dan, you ever call me that again, and I’ll shoot your lights out.” 
 
    “Shucks,” Alma laughed. “My Ma told me before she died, that I ain’t no kin to Pa. Reckon what that makes me?” 
 
    They were laughing so loud, they didn’t notice the wagon and its three angry men watching them leave. 
 
      
 
    <><><> 
 
      
 
    As soon as they were out of sight of the last wagon, Luke turned his horse south, off the wagon trail. Curious, Alma turned and followed. For an hour they made their way down the rocky land, avoiding trees and boulders. Luke kept waiting for the kid to ask what they were doing and where they were going, but when he looked at the boy, he seemed focused on moving safely behind him. Finally, Luke said, “Figured we’d save a day’s time by just heading south, should cut the other trail by noon.” 
 
    “Figured the same. Also thought maybe you spotted the gunrunners and knew enough to avoid them.” 
 
    “Gunrunners?” 
 
    Alma sighed, but then told him all she knew about the three men from Tennessee who were pretending to be missionaries. “Gabe and I had a run in or two with them. Once when he’d hurt his leg. He didn’t trust how friendly the one pretending to be the old man’s son was to me.” 
 
    He stared hard at the boy, studying him closely, wondered if he knew why his cousin had been worried. There was something feminine about the lad, that was for sure. He shuddered at the thought, but he had felt it too. “You were going to tell me about the other time?” 
 
    As they crossed a shallow river, Alma told him about seeing them in Cairo, after they got off the river boat, and again from a distance with a large party of Indians. Alma stared around at how the water divided and reunited over the sandy floor. “I thought we were leaving the Platte River?” 
 
    “There’s a North and a South branch. This one moves up to join the Arkansas. Once it does, we’ll know for sure we’re on the right trail. If you want, we can just follow this river until they do.” 
 
    “Aren’t you scairt to find Indians camped along it?” 
 
    “Are you?” 
 
    “Course I am, I ain’t no Idjut.” 
 
    “Well, guess I am.” He turned his horse down river, walking him along the sandy bottom. The stallion tossed his head and complained, lifting his legs in a high step as he snorted and fidgeted along the shifting surface. The little white horse just followed along without complaint, but lifted its little hoofs to make splashes as he set them back down. 
 
    Alma sat there, hoping he’d change his mind, but after looking around at the open country, decided to follow them. 
 
    It was slow going. All the running water made her squirm. When he passed around a bend in the river, she pulled her mare up and dismounted on one of the shelf rocks dividing the stream. Quickly, she took care of her business. She had just jumped back on the horse and clicked her into motion when she heard Luke scream. Terrified at what she might find, Alma pulled her rifle, checked her load and kicked the little mare forward. 
 
    When Alma rounded the bend she saw the big Palomino climbing the bank, the pack horse following him. Luke was nowhere in sight. Her little mare whinnied in warning and Alma quickly followed the other two horses to shore. Once there she turned to look for Luke, expecting to see his body floating full of arrows behind her. Boomer who had been running along the bank began to bark loudly and Alma saw the irritating man. He wasn’t dead or shot, instead, he was laughing and splashing in a deep pool of water. 
 
    Each time he surfaced, he threw an article of clothing on top of the nearest rock. First his hat, then his boots. “Come on in boy, the water’s fine.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER FORTY-NINE 
 
      
 
    Amos extended his neck and gave a loud bray and the stallion copied his action, giving a silent laugh. Disgusted, Alma walked the animals over to the other side of a thicket of willows and left them to find what they could to eat, while she went about making a cold lunch. When a fish splashed in the water, she shoved the dried beef and hardtack back in the pack. 
 
    In minutes she was wading barefoot in the shallow water until she found the pile of rocks she had spotted earlier. In minutes she was moving them to form the V-shaped trap she had seen the Indians use. The weir was set in the channel, just before where the shallow water changed to faster, deeper water again. Her excitement died when she realized she didn’t have a fishing basket or spear. Satisfied her rocks were in place, she turned back to her pack and even looked through the miner’s pack on the white horse. 
 
    Luke hollered at her. “Don’t just stand around looking at me, come over here and wash these clothes.” 
 
    Alma pulled out her last good bar of soap, walked over to the bank and warned him. “Wash out your own shitty duds, but don’t come out of that river without my soap.” 
 
    She tossed the bar and he leaped out of the water to grab it, fumbled with it but finally got a firm grip. He stood there grinning at her, expecting her to congratulate him. Instead, he saw the boy standing and staring at him in shock. 
 
    “Look kid, I ain’t got nothing you don’t, just maybe a foot longer.” 
 
    Alma blushed and turned back to finding her knife. “You disgust me.” 
 
    Luke made a face. “Don’t worry boy, it takes some men longer for ‘em to drop, and grow their nether hairs. You just be patient.” He knew he didn’t need to hide anything, wondered again at the strange boy. 
 
      
 
    <><><> 
 
      
 
    When Luke finally came out of the water, he could smell fish cooking. He hung the shirt, pants and underwear, stood his boots up over two freshly cut tree stobs, and set his damp hat on his head to shape up. “Smelling good over there.” He patted the Palomino’s rump, grabbed his bedroll in front of him, and walked around to where the kid was cooking. “How’d you catch the fish?” 
 
    Dan pointed over to the river without looking up. “I noticed the fish weir, well the rocks for one, just before you screamed. Had to make a couple of spears, but they worked good.” When Dan looked up, his face grew black and thunderous. 
 
    “I don’t know what’s the matter with you mister. But none of the men in my family walk around in broad daylight wearing nothing but their hat. When you’re dressed, you can come back, and I might let you eat some of this. But I ain’t feeding no kind of pervert?” 
 
    “Pervert?” Luke made a fist and shook it at the boy who stared defiantly up at him. Before he could grab the boy, they both heard horses splashing across the water. 
 
    Alma looked for her rifle, knew it was on her saddle. From the look of Luke, his weapons were in the same place. Both remained still and waited until the three Indians rode on up to the fire. Smiling, Alma rose and pointed to the food. “Welcome, you’ve come just in time to eat with us.” 
 
    Luke stared at her, mystified. “What the hell did you just say to them?” 
 
    Whispering, surprised herself, she repeated the words in English. “They’re the only words in Cherokee I ever learned, Gabe taught ‘em to me when I wanted to make amends to his kin.” 
 
    “How,” Luke raised a hand and the Indian with the most feathers looked him up and down. He said something to the other Indians who seemed to share a joke at his expense, but to Luke’s relief they all dismounted. “Turn around kid,” Luke said. 
 
    Alma rose with a swish and gave the chief her seat while she walked around Luke, ignoring him, to get bowls and cups. He dropped the bedroll and foolishly opened it to pull out his change of clothes. By the time Alma returned, he had on his underwear and pants. He had one arm in his clean shirt and was surprised when the boy caught it and held it while he threaded his second arm through. 
 
    Alma set out their bowls and two metal plates that had been in the miner’s pack. She added water and grounds to the coffee pot. She made a second trip, found Gabe’s pipe and tobacco, all the cups, and at the last moment, picked up one of the pistols. She leaned over Luke to hand him the tobacco and tell him he should give it to the chief as a gift, at the same time she dropped the gun softly behind him. 
 
    She remembered how the women had eaten apart from the men, and only after the men finished eating the good parts. It was quite a quandary. She didn’t know if these were the same kind of Indians as Gabe’s kin, or if they practiced the same rituals. Dressed as a boy, maybe they would accept her as one of them and she could eat before they finished the good parts and all the bread. She looked across at the chief, saw him whispering to the other men, noticed when he pointed at her chest. 
 
    Decided, Alma sat back on her heels to squat and watch the others eat the fish she had been craving. She had imagined how good they would taste as she caught, scaled, and fried them in bacon fat. She had at least eaten the first corn fritter and it had tasted of the fish. She knew she wouldn’t starve, but her belly growled and Luke turned to look behind him where she was waiting. 
 
    “Dan, aren’t you hungry?” 
 
    Alma shook her head, leaned in to whisper. “I’ll wait, make sure they all get enough to eat.” 
 
    Luke nodded, glad the kid was so sensible. He hadn’t had a lot of dealings with Indians, just the few around the army posts and the ones that came screaming from the shadows, planning to kill you and eat your liver. These didn’t seem to be either of those. 
 
    “Sorry, I don’t speak Indian. But you’re welcome to eat all you want. The boy’s a good cook.” 
 
    Once again the Indians talked among themselves. After they ate, Luke filled the small corn-cob pipe and offered it to the chief. The Indians looked at the small pipe and then the chief extended his long one. Luke held out the pouch to them. 
 
    “A present for you, from us,” he said. Waving a hand to indicate himself and the boy. 
 
      
 
    <><><> 
 
      
 
    “Why you all alone?” the chief asked and one of the braves translated. 
 
    Alma wondered if these Cherokee were kinfolk to Gabe’s Uncle, but didn’t dare to ask. It was clear from the way the one man talked, that some had lived among whites long enough to learn the tongue. 
 
    “We’re on our way to California, to look for gold,” Luke said. “There was too much sickness on the other trail. We had no wagon, easy to change trails. We do not fear crossing the forty-mile desert on this trail.” 
 
    Alma’s eyes widened. He hadn’t said anything to her about a huge desert. Would their animals be able to cross it? Suddenly she had a lot of questions for this man, pervert, or not. 
 
    “Many wagons pass over our new lands, headed for this gold. Gold make white men hate their brothers, the Cherokee, send us away from our green homes to this dry land.” 
 
    “Don’t reckon it has nothing to do with that, gold’s pretty valuable stuff,” he leaned back so he could reach in his pocket, realized he had on new pants. “Wait, I have some I can show you.” 
 
    When he rose, he still seemed unaware that the gun was behind him. Alma closed her eyes, afraid to look at the Indians, knew they would notice the weapon. She wondered if any of them were armed. Smiled at the foolish question. 
 
    Only a few days ago, some Indian thieves in the night had stolen everything from her. She had been married, in love, excited about what the future held in store. She had just realized she was going to have a child, a boy according to Gabe. Now she was in the company of an ignorant nudist, who didn’t even realize she was a woman. 
 
    When she finally opened her eyes, all three Indians were watching her. She wasn’t sure they would understand, but had to tell them the truth. “He doesn’t know. I was afraid. Three days ago, my husband was attacked and killed by Indians,” she whispered. 
 
    “Where? How you know our ways?” 
 
    “My husband was part Indian, a Melungeon. We stayed with his Indian family, on the way to recover from a hurt from white men.” 
 
    “What tribe?” 
 
    “His tribe?” When the Indian nodded, Alma continued in a low voice. “Carolina Cherokees, but they live all over the Smoky Mountains, these were in Tennessee. My people were from Tennessee.” 
 
    “Where killed?” the translator reminded her. 
 
    “It was on the trail from Independence three nights ago. I have one of their arrows.” 
 
    The one brave stood, watched as the girl made her way to Amos and rummaged through his mule pack until she found the feathered arrow. 
 
    Luke grabbed her shoulders and suddenly turned her around. “What did they ask you? What did you say?” he stared at her sad eyes. 
 
    “They asked me how I learned to cook so good? I told them.” 
 
    “That wouldn’t make you so sad,” he said. 
 
    “Then I was telling them about Gabe, I’m going to show them the arrow.” She broke free from his hands and he hissed after her, “Where’s my other pistol?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER FIFTY 
 
      
 
    The Indian, who hadn’t said a word, walked over with his quiver of arrows and bow to compare. “This not Cherokee arrow. Arrow of Lakota. Sioux bad Indians, kill everyone. Kill our people, white men, Mandan, Pawnee, Chocktaw, everyone. All hate and fear the Lakota.” 
 
    Alma noticed Luke had the gun belt on with its one gun. The Indians noticed as well 
 
    “How did you know?” Luke asked. 
 
    The Indian explained, pointing out each feature. “Cherokee arrow made from cane, feathers are eagle. Lakota made from willow, feathers from turkey. Not as good for hunting, better for killing.” 
 
    Luke pulled out the gold from his pocket, handed it to the Chief. “A friend gave me that nugget. Told me you can pick them out of the streams, everywhere in California. Work one hour, one day if you’re lucky, and you’re finished for the week. Sounds like my kind of life.” 
 
    “Good to eat?” the chief asked and bit on the nugget. The soft metal bent and he passed it on. Luke looked around, knew each man would now want to bite his nugget. He noticed his gun on the ground where he had been sitting. Said as casually as he could, “There it is. Wondered what I did with my other gun.” 
 
    The chief stepped between him and the gun, lifted it, turning it around in his hand as though admiring it. “Shoot good?” 
 
    “Let’s go see,” Luke said. “Pick your target.” 
 
      
 
    <><><> 
 
      
 
    “What do these Lakota look like?” Alma asked the remaining two braves. “It was dark, and we didn’t get to see them clearly.” 
 
    “All different. Trade cloth shirt, buckskin like you. All different.” 
 
    Alma remembered the large Indian camp near Cairo. She told the man what she and Gabe had seen, and about the three missionaries who were traveling by wagon, pretending to preach, but really selling guns to the Indians. 
 
    “I think they will be coming down the Santa Fe trail after us. We came between the trails, but they are following it. Their wagon is low and deep.” 
 
    He waited, watched her furrow her brow. “Think they might have had a flag on the front or the back of the wagon. White with a yellow cross.” She traced the pattern on the ground. The man nodded. 
 
      
 
    <><><> 
 
      
 
    The Chief pointed across the river. Luke squinted, saw a gray shape on a limb and fired. The squirrel chattered and leaped for another limb. The chief fired and the squirrel fell dead. The chief stared at the taller man and Luke nodded. Put his pistol back in his holster, accepted the other gun from the man who now grinned at him and held out a hand. 
 
    Luke shook hands. “You’re right, Chief. It’s not how big the gun, it’s what you can do with it. I can see that.” 
 
    Alma whistled and her big red dog ran up and she pointed across the river. “Fetch, Boomer, fetch.” 
 
    Happily, the dog splashed across the shallow water, looking and sniffing. He started to turn back when he didn’t see any bird flapping, but the squirrel’s tail fluttered one last time. He raced back and handed the animal to Alma and she petted and praised him. 
 
    The Indians were more impressed with the dog than with anything else they had seen. 
 
    As the Chief mounted, he shook Luke’s hand while gripping his elbow and leaned in to whisper. “Why call Squaw, boy?” 
 
    Luke turned to stare at the girl who was smiling and petting her silly hound while the other two men stood and admired her. It was like someone had punched him in the chest. His jaw dropped. 
 
    The Chief waved to the others and they mounted and rode away quickly, leaving the two young people alone. Luke staggered as he walked back toward the girl by the fire, wondering how he could have been so blind. It hadn’t taken the Indians a minute to perceive that Dan was a girl. He stood watching her expertly skin the squirrel while the hound danced expectantly. She tossed him the guts and hide with the head still inside and he barked happily. He caught it in midair, where he flailed it about like it was still alive, before settling down to crunching on it. She split and cracked the chest of the small animal and laid it on the hot rocks. 
 
    She walked past him to the river, washed her hands and arms up to the elbow, then wiped her face. Every motion showed her exhaustion and he stood there dumbfounded. With her hair wet and brushed back from her face, he could see she had no peach fuzz for a good reason, she was a woman. The more he studied her, where she was bent over with the leather stretched tight over her bottom, he felt like an even bigger fool. No wonder she had made him feel so funny. 
 
    She stood, moved the rocks back to form her trap and walked over to the fire to sit cross-legged on his open bedroll. 
 
    “They was nice company, but I sure wish they had left me a bite of fish. Luke, you going to be mad if I lay here a minute and rest. Don’t know why I’m so danged sleepy.” She yawned. “Want to spear a couple more fish before I go, and we got to wait till that squirrel meat’s done.” She yawned even bigger and curved away from the fire. 
 
      
 
    <><><> 
 
      
 
    When Alma woke, it was almost dark. It was the smell of fish and cornbread that had twitched her nose awake. Hungrily she sat up and looked around. Behind her near the thicket where she’d tied the animals, Luke had opened out and raised the canvas tent. She looked about, saw the gold hide of Luke’s horse grazing up on the hill above the river, looked closer until she saw the white coats of Amos and the gelding. Knew the little black mare would be with them. 
 
    She wasn’t surprised to see the harness and packs outside the tent. Could hear Luke cursing inside. She rose and took advantage of the private moment. She returned to use her knife to spear a piece of the baked fish, but had trouble getting it to pull loose from the rock. She dumped the water out of one of the bowls he’d washed onto the dirt, then used the back of the knife to scrape one of the fish loose into the bowl. Men, even when they tried to help, they weren’t no good at it. 
 
    When he cursed more, Alma called. “Best come if you’re planning to eat any of this fish. It’s done and some, already.” 
 
    He came out of the smelly tent and the back half collapsed after him. Alma tried, but ended up laughing. He gave her a look, but then it changed and he just smiled. There was something in the look that made her look down. 
 
    When he came to sit down, he sat too close to her on the bedroll, and she scooted over almost off the edge. 
 
    He gave a snort of surprise, reached for a piece of fish and moved his fingers back from the hot rock. She repeated the steps of emptying out a wet bowl and scraping the fish loose for him. 
 
    “Bread,” he grunted. She handed him a piece, took one for herself. He took a couple of bites before asking. 
 
    “Why’d you not tell me you’re a girl? Felt like an idiot when that Chief pointed it out to me.” 
 
    “Did you make coffee?” 
 
    He shook his head, waited while she reached around and found the water skin. He listened to her swallowing the water. Damn, she even sounded like a girl when she drank. Then he smiled to himself. No wonder she was always hunting a bush to do her business. He’d worried she might have a touch of the Cholera. 
 
    When she started to eat again, he repeated the question. “Why’d you tell me you’re a boy?” 
 
    “I never told you that.” 
 
    He started to argue and she hushed him. “You said, ‘what’s your name, boy?’” 
 
    “And you said ‘Dan, short for Daniel, Dan Bridger. I ain’t done nothing but try to help you, and you made me think I was a dang pervert.” 
 
    Alma laughed, “I don’t know anyone but a pervert who’d want to parade around with his bedroll in front of him and no clothes on.” 
 
    “That’s another thing, you done seen every bit of me naked and I figure I’m owed a…” 
 
    Alma turned, pressed the knife against his middle. “My husband, who I loved dearer than life itself, had just been murdered by savages. I had to bury him and leave him in an unmarked grave in the middle of nowhere, and the best I could do for him was promise to go on to California. His dream was for our son to grow up there. I promised I’d go, have our baby, raise him, even plant Gabe’s grape vines.” 
 
    “Your husband. You said he was your cousin Gabriel, an angel.” 
 
    “My husband, and he was an angel. When I was ready to cut my throat and lay down in that ditch with him he came back to me. He folded his wings around me and kissed me.” 
 
    He stared at her like she was crazy. Alma wasn’t surprised. 
 
    “You got boy hair and clothes on.” 
 
    “It was too dangerous, walking as a woman on the trail. I’d started wearing some of his clothes and wearing my hair braided, and tucked up under my hat. That night, the braid came down as we rode, and my hair unraveled in the wind.” Her voice caught on the words, and she felt choked. Finally, she continued. “If those Indians hadn’t seen I was a woman, they might never have come after us, might never have killed Gabe.” 
 
    She paused, and he reached out, took the hand with the knife and pulled it back away from his stomach. Alma dropped the knife beside the fire. 
 
    “I ain’t going to come at you that way unless you ask me to. I don’t know nothing about a woman when she’s growing a baby. Know a horse or a cow can walk, dang nigh as many miles expecting, as when she’s not. Hope you can, but reckon we ought’n to push so hard, let you get this tired again.” 
 
    Alma nodded. 
 
    “You going to tell me your true name?” 
 
    “Alma, Almira Maeline Bridger. I was a Daniel.” 
 
    He raised a hand, ran it through her short hair, left it mussed. “Any of that true about your Ma telling you …,” 
 
    “Pa wasn’t my true Daddy. Yeah, that was true. I’m from Kyles Ford, Tennessee. My Pa that raised me was Davis Daniel and I’ve got two grown brothers, Ned and Eb, two younger, but grown married sisters, Nadine and Corrine. The girls married brothers, Dougie and Oakey Payne. And I was raised a Baptist and a true believer. Never had cause to lie so much, ‘ceptin’ to you.” 
 
    He raised a hand and she cuffed it away. “I ain’t no dyed-hair woman, mister. Reckon I need your help, and that’s the truth. But I ain’t crawling into your bed to get it.” 
 
    Luke sighed, put his hands on his knees. “Fair enough. When you get the food put up, Alma, come help and see if we can get the tent raised. Figure you and the hound can sleep in it and I’ll sleep outside for now.” 
 
    “What do you mean, for now?” 
 
    He rose and stood looking down at her by the firelight. “I’m hoping your heart will heal, and you can feel some of what you felt for that dead man for me. Until then, I’ll wait.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER FIFTY-ONE 
 
      
 
    Alma couldn’t think of anything to say after that. As she lay on the pile of brush and blanket that were her bed, she thought of plenty. Luke was an annoying idiot compared to Gabe. She couldn’t continue the thought. The image of Gabe filled her senses, his tanned, smooth skin, black hypnotic eyes, his muscled, limber body. With the memory came the scent of him, the soft sweetness of his kisses, the tender way he made love to her. 
 
    Alma moaned, the memories were so real. Boomer whined and moved up to stretch out beside her. She turned away from the dog and reached for the dream. Afterward, she slept deeply and peacefully for the first time all week. 
 
      
 
    <><><> 
 
      
 
    Luke woke when she fired the rifle, coming out of the bedroll shivering, but with a loaded pistol in his hand. He put the pistol down when she pointed to the young button buck she’d shot. Grumbling, he walked down to the water and drug it back to camp. This time he butchered it and fed the dog while she made corn cakes. 
 
    Without the wagons and the traffic, they made good time. The horses and mule were rested and fed, and they seemed as happy to be in motion as the two silent riders. Annoyed at all the quiet, Luke rode beside her and looked over, surprised to see she was riding using her knees and heels to guide the little mare, while her hands were busy in her lap. “Is this how it’s going to be, all the way to California?” 
 
    She looked up at the bright sky and the clear road ahead. “Hope so. What’s wrong with it?” 
 
    “You, giving me the silent treatment or something. What’d I do wrong this morning?” 
 
    She actually threw her head back and laughed. Luke felt mesmerized. Now he knew she was a woman, he couldn’t quit staring at her. She had to have the bluest eyes in the world, nice teeth, and hair like polished wood. No, that wasn’t it. It would come to him. She must have snuck and bathed this morning, washed it too, before he woke up. Her hair was fluttering and blowing in the brisk breeze from their cantering horses. 
 
    “I’m just working, braiding a memorial chain. I’ve wanted to, thought about doing it every day. Now you know the truth, I can.” 
 
    “A memorial chain?” 
 
    Alma raised her hands enough for him to see the black hair, she was winding or braiding with a long braid of gold-brown hair that had to be hers. As the braid started to slip, she frowned and concentrated again on what she was doing. He snorted and moved Sandy up a little, making more of a breeze across her lap. If it annoyed her, she didn’t say anything. 
 
    The horses had worked the ginger out of their heels way before he called a halt. He dropped the reins on the big Palomino, where he could reach the grass, stared as she did the same. He noticed she’d put all the loose hair into her hat. Swore to himself when he noticed how swiftly she dismounted, without any help, which he’d planned to walk over to offer, and without spilling the contents of the hat she’d been carrying in her lap. 
 
    He was even more shocked when she handed him the hat before finding her bush. He stared at the thin, tight braid joining her hair with her husband’s and felt two things. The certainty that she had loved the man. Just as certain there was no hope for him. 
 
    As he got down, he tilted the hat and the precious relics fell onto the trail. He had to rub at his eyes before kneeling to pick them up. Carefully he held the long, long braid, noticed she was only working one strand of the original into her memorial. The other thing he noticed was how long the man’s hair was, and how black and coarse. It almost looked like that of the Indians who had visited them yesterday. 
 
    He handed it to her with a scowl and stomped off past her. 
 
    Alma shook her head. Well, at least it had been a nice morning. Boomer sat on his haunches at the spot the hair had fallen and began to howl. Alma clutched the hat close to her and tried to keep her own keening wails inside. 
 
      
 
    <><><> 
 
      
 
    This time the silence seemed too much for her. Instead of the peaceful joy she had approached the morning with, she felt the gulf of grief again. As she watched the man return, she knew he had questions and she would have to answer them. 
 
    “All right, ask me?” 
 
    He shook his head in disgust, and almost passed her to mount, and she cleared her throat. “Aren’t you going to lift me up?” 
 
    “Didn’t figure you needed help, you never did before.” 
 
    Irritated, she led the little mare over to a rock and mounted from the off side, making the little horse flinch beneath her. Without another word, she led off, Amos’ nose nearly touching her back as he moved faster than the mare. 
 
    She halted and spoke to the angry man. “Do you think Amos might not understand he’s a mule?” 
 
    Luke relaxed for the first time all day and smiled. “They might not reproduce, but it wouldn’t be his fault for not trying. Hold up.” 
 
    Amos brayed and complained about trailing the Palomino, but Luke had a firm hand and refused to put up with his nonsense. The only one who had a lot to say was the mule. 
 
      
 
    <><><> 
 
      
 
    At dusk they rode over a hill and into a camp with twenty-one wagons, nineteen of which were bound for the hills of gold. There was no woman among them, and Luke was glad most were as simple minded as he was and accepted Alma as Dan Bridger. 
 
    This group had no trail boss, but the committee leading them set to work making a spit to cook the young deer. No one seemed bothered by the dust and flies around the morning kill. All were glad for the prospect of a shared meal and a little music that night. Luke examined each wagon’s interior as he rode past for crates of farm implements and supplies. He found none, but was shocked when he met three men who were talking about coming from the Cumberland Gap in Tennessee to spread the word among the Indians. 
 
    Like the others gathered to hear them, he walked off in disgust. He might not be a blasphemer, the way the girl had called him, but he wasn’t a true believer. At least not in fake missionaries. 
 
    When he met up with Alma, he whispered that the missionaries were camped among them. Frightened, she was anxious to keep traveling, but he calmed her down and told her to just go to bed early, he would bring her some supper after he had a chance to check on what the men were really carrying. 
 
      
 
    <><><> 
 
      
 
    There weren’t enough trees to provide a layer of brush under her blanket. For just the second time since his death, she unrolled Gabe’s bedroll and lay down on top of it. She didn’t think she would sleep, but his smell was fainter. She wished she had been braver, to savor each memory longer. The thought that he was moving away from her brought the pain, squeezing on her heart. But it wasn’t as tight or as painful as before. She could breathe. She waited for the tears, the gasping sobs, but after a moment the pain eased and she relaxed into sleep. 
 
      
 
    <><><> 
 
      
 
    The Preacher watched the tall blonde man ride off. He didn’t know him, had never seen him except from a distance. But he remembered the big Palomino stallion. One of the Indians who traded for a rifle had been riding it the last time. He also remembered the tall white mule. He’d last seen it in Cairo. It belonged to the crazy Melungeon, with the hillbilly bride. That couple, somehow they had gotten ahead of him on the trail. Everywhere he tried to find sanctuary, a little comfort and safety among a wagon train, he was sent on his way. 
 
    It made him mad. For four days now, they had been on the move, splitting the night with guard duty, afraid of every sound, and everything that moved in the night. Gun running wasn’t a job for a tired man. They had been lucky at the first camp, trading a single case of rifles for almost every hide in that camp. He’d sold them in Independence, and made a good profit. 
 
    But now, now it was becoming a different kind of game. Too many Indians, no way to tell one from another. Every man raising a gun at them, threatening them, sending them out on the lonely track to survive on their own. All because of that mixed blood boy and his crazy little wife. He’d promised his son to share her with him, but he wasn’t sure if he would now. 
 
    He watched where the cowboy went, where he pitched his tent. He hadn’t seen the woman, but he would know her when he did. He planned to kill them both for all the trouble they had caused him, but first, he would teach her what a real man could do. Maybe throw her in when he sold more guns to the next tribe of ignorant savages. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER FIFTY-TWO 
 
      
 
    The Preacher waited, breathed a sigh of relief when he watched the hungry hound join the cowboy at the big campfire. His two men were there as well, quietly passing around a jug to be friendly. It was now or never. Quietly he approached the tent, looked around, then lifted the tent flap. 
 
    Inside, the darkness surprised him. He hadn’t seen her enter or leave, so he knew she had to be there, but he didn’t want to move until he was sure where she was. Listening, all his senses alert, he thought he might have heard her breathing, but since he wheezed when he was excited, he wasn’t sure. 
 
    Cautiously he moved his foot, felt the edge of the bedroll, and dropped into a crouch, then leaned down alongside the blankets. He reached out a hand to grab her by the hair, something he always used to control a woman. 
 
    When he touched the short mop of hair, he realized it wasn’t the girl. It was too late. The moment he touched him, the boy struck him in the nose with his elbow and scrambled out of reach. When he grabbed for a leg, the kid yelled loudly and kicked him in the middle while screaming bloody murder. 
 
      
 
    <><><> 
 
      
 
    The hound was the first to arrive, barking his way into the tent, snarling and snapping. As the big man stood, the dog bit into his lower leg, piercing the skin and crunching so tightly, it felt like he’d reached the bone. Now the pretend preacher was screaming, flailing about, and knocking down the tent with his motions. 
 
    Outside, he heard people shouting and running. 
 
    The cowboy would have been next into the tent, but the boy ran out and slapped at his open arms.  
 
    Alma moved behind Luke and shouted, “He’s a dang pervert, Luke. Tried to grab me in my sleep. Shoot him.” 
 
    “Now don’t, mister, there’s an honest explanation for what’s going on. Pa ain’t no pervert, I can testify to that fact,” one of the two men who had been sharing the jug said. 
 
    The rest of the wagon train party came storming up to see what the commotion was about. It was two of the wagon committee men who dragged the pretend preacher out, and separated Boomer’s teeth from his leg. There was blood all over his leg and foot, also leaking from his nose, and one of the men shook his head to the other and then said. 
 
    “Hold that dog, boy. Now we’re not a going to have any shootings. Everybody, back to the fire. We’ll hear both of you while we sit and eat. Put up that revolver mister, ‘fore it goes off by itself. Them dragoon pistols ain’t that reliable a weapon.” 
 
      
 
    <><><> 
 
      
 
    As the crowd led the limping man toward the fire, Luke extended a hand to capture Alma’s arm, pulling her back toward him. “Are you all right?” he asked, his mouth so tight, the words could barely squeeze out. 
 
    There was still enough light to see each other, but she hoped he couldn’t read her high color. She had been terrified, to find the man almost on top of her in the tent. What if she hadn’t heard his heavy breathing and reacted the way she had? She shuddered at the thought. 
 
    “Wait up, let me get your hat.” 
 
    She started to protest that he wouldn’t be able to, now the tent was mostly down. But she stood in place while he swore his way into the tent and finally emerged holding the white hat. He had even managed to set the main tent pole back into place. 
 
    “There’s like to be frank talk. If you can’t tamp down your temper and stay quiet, you best go back to the tent and wait.” 
 
    “I ain’t a pretty rose to wilt ‘cause of words, mister.” 
 
    He watched the feisty girl, pull her hat down and stomp off, and he almost answered. No, you’re a wildwood flower all right, but he held the words and took a deep breath. Now if he could only hold onto his own temper, they might survive the night. 
 
      
 
    <><><> 
 
      
 
    “I thought I recognized that tall white mule. Well, I was in need of a woman. You men know what I mean?” 
 
    He stared directly across the fire at the boy who had his hat brim down to hide his eyes, but he could see his angry face, the tight hard lines of his jaw. “I ain’t interested in boys, now that’s the truth. It was an honest mistake.” 
 
    “So you think attacking a woman makes you other than a low life, sneaking pervert.” 
 
    The man raised a hand, started to stand, then crumpled on his bad leg. “It wasn’t no decent woman. I’d seen her on the trail before. She was a whore traveling with a Melungeon.” 
 
    “Heard of Indians, Negroids, Frenchmen, never heard that breed. What kind of people are they?” one of the men asked. 
 
    “Low life, hidden in the mountains back home. They all have tainted blood, mingled with Indians and darkies and who knows what else.” 
 
    “Ain’t none but fellows with peckers in this train, mister. You come rutting at another of us, and we’ll hang you from the tree with yourn,” said the man who’d pulled him out of the tent. 
 
    Alma gasped and sagged backward on the rock where she sat, and Luke leaned forward to whisper. “Are you okay?” 
 
    She shook her head and stared at him. “Can see how this party’s going. I still ain’t feeling right. Reckon I’ll head back to the tent.” 
 
    “What’s ailing you, boy?” One of the men asked. 
 
    Alma shook her head. “Caught a touch of something on the last train.” She raised a hand to rub at her face 
 
    The men all rolled their eyes and looked at each other. Luke started to rise, but she shook her head at him and made a face. No one needed more of an explanation. The red hound slipped away after her. 
 
    As soon as she was gone, one of the men leaned forward and whispered. “Mister, if it’s his gut, better keep him on hardtack and not give him anything else but water. Milk will kill him dead, if he’s got the cholera.” 
 
      
 
    <><><> 
 
      
 
    Luke stayed and listened, although every word cut like a knife. When they asked the preacher why he wanted a dirty old whore, the man had shaken his head and answered. 
 
    “She wasn’t old or ugly. Young, pretty, little blue-eyed gal, with a head of hair you wouldn’t believe. Made me think of wild honey. Why she wanted to take up with that low-life, half-breed Indian, I don’t know?” 
 
    When Luke had eaten all he wanted and heard all he could stand, he left the men drinking the Preacher’s whiskey and listening to his stories. 
 
    Boomer gave a yawning whine in greeting and Luke stood outside the tent. “Can I come in?” 
 
    When there was no answer, he raised the tent flap. She was lying there, her eyes still bright with tears. She had lit the little smut lamp, a jar of grease with a wick, that she kept to read by. He wasn’t surprised to find her with her Bible open. 
 
    He stepped into the edge of the light and sat down. “I figure you’ll be safer if I move my bedroll in here for the night.” 
 
    She shrugged her shoulder, didn’t answer. “Is that lying varmint still talking?” 
 
    “Yeah, he and those boys of his are passing around whiskey like its water.” 
 
    “He’s selling guns and whiskey to the Indians. He planned to rape me,” she said the word, remembering how its use had affected Gabe and the others. Men might stoop to the act, but they didn’t like having it labeled. 
 
    She pulled out a piece of paper, flung it at him. “I ain’t a whore. I’ve had congress with one man, and we were married in church. Look, if you don’t believe me.” 
 
    He read the document, carefully folded it. 
 
    “Yes, Gabriel Bridger was a Melungeon, and one-eighth Cherokee. If he’d worn his hair short, you would never have known he wasn’t pure white. Gabe wouldn’t do it, didn’t want to be anything but who and what he was. He’s wonderful, was wonderful, a proud, brave man, and I love, loved him.” 
 
    When she buried her face in her arms to cry again, Luke walked over to her. Carefully, he put the certificate in the worn Bible, removed it from the bed and covered her up, brushing her short hair back and then lightly rubbing her back. “It’s all right, darling, but you need to stop crying. It’s hard on the baby.” 
 
    She rolled over, stared up at him and Luke was surprised when she gave him a watery smile. “You don’t believe I’m a dyed-hair woman? You wasn’t planning to move in, and do what he tried to do?” 
 
    Clumsily, trembling with the need to do more, he ran his thumbs beneath her lashes, wiped the tears from her cheeks. He moved his big palm to rest on her small forehead, testing for fever. 
 
    “You’re not sick.” 
 
    “Just heart sick. I couldn’t look at that man any longer. Gabe and I had been warning everyone about him as we traveled the trail. I …what’s wrong?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER FIFTY-THREE 
 
      
 
    Luke ran out, but the missionaries were gone. He had finally realized what she’d said about the three men. The Preacher had thought his whiskey would win the wagon train around to his side. But the trouble with whiskey, some men it made happy, some sad, others, just mean and ornery. It was the latter who had grown bored with the preacher and his men, and threatened to kick them out. 
 
    When Luke had left for the night, the preacher was still arguing. He was in pain, he pleaded, “that filthy hell hound has crippled me for life.” This led to a quick group doctoring. His partners had held him down, while men poured raw whiskey into his wound, and laughed as he screamed. 
 
    Disgusted, Luke had left the fire, checked their animals were safe before approaching the tent. The girl had read him right. When he entered there, he had evil intentions on his mind. He’d already figured out today that she might have been married to an Indian. When the preacher confirmed it, he’d not seen any reason to wait. 
 
    But hearing her voice, seeing the marriage certificate, he had felt another set of emotions. To her, Gabe Bridger was the most wonderful man who ever lived. He’d heard the tears in her voice when she vowed she still was in love with Gabe, and that when the man was dead. 
 
    Luke knew that didn’t leave any room in her heart for him. But even that hadn’t driven him out of the tent. It was the thought that the three men he had been listening to all evening might be the reason the guns hadn’t reached the fort. 
 
    Earlier, he had been too distracted, worrying about her. He hadn’t heard the angry men insisting they load up and leave that night. He had been so focused on the girl that he didn’t hear the arguments on the other side of the camp. 
 
    “What happened?” he asked the first man he met. 
 
    “That low life got to talking about that girl, and what he planned to do with her. It would have made you sick, mister. We took a vote, told ‘em they couldn’t stay.” 
 
    “They were in that big a hurry, they left at night?” Luke asked. 
 
    “Were, once Mason started talking about hanging him by his Johnson again,” the man said with a grin. “That preacher insisted they hitch up and move out.” 
 
    “I kind of thought, since he was hurt?” 
 
    “That ain’t the half of it,” the man sleeping under the wagon spoke up. “He claimed there were renegade Indians following him. Begged, pleaded, that they weren’t safe out there alone.” 
 
    “Threatened us with Hell Fire, and Damnation if we didn’t let the three of them remain with our party,” the first man said. 
 
    Luke waited, since both men were wanting to talk. “Told us, we weren’t Samaritans, turning out our fellow Christians to such a fate.” 
 
    “Yeah, and Mason told him, he was the farthest from a Christian he’d ever seen. If the Indians were after him, it was probably because he’d mounted one of their squaws, or more likely, one of their braves.” The man under the wagon dissolved with laughter after that. 
 
    Luke smiled. He found it ironic that the preacher begged to stay, pleading he was afraid of the Indians. According to Alma, she and her husband knew he had been selling Indians guns every chance he got. How safe did that make all these men on the trail? 
 
    It didn’t matter, Luke had wanted to examine the wagon. He needed to see if any of the crates were marked as farm plows or seeds. If the men had stolen the shipment of arms the army was waiting for, he needed to warn the men waiting, even if it meant riding out of their way to reach the next fort. Now it was too late. 
 
      
 
    <><><> 
 
      
 
    Inside the tent, the hound barred his teeth, then loosened his jaws as he shook his head in embarrassment. Luke unrolled his bed on the other half of the tent. 
 
    He could tell she wasn’t asleep. When she rolled over to face him, all he could see were the whites of her eyes. 
 
    “Where’d you go? I could hear voices, couldn’t make out what was said.” 
 
    Luke sighed, wished the grease lamp were still sputtering so he could see her. Settled for just talking. Slowly, drawing things out, he repeated every word. 
 
    “Are we going after them?” she said with a yawn. 
 
    He yawned even bigger. “First thing come morning. If you think you’re well enough to travel.” 
 
    “I ain’t ailing, mister. Back where I come from, carrying is the same as not. A woman works up ‘till the minute before she has to bear down. Reckon I can do as much as them.” 
 
    Lying across from her, talking in the dark about such intimate matters, warmed him past the point of pretense. 
 
    “I love you darling, but a woman who is delicate, needs to be protected.” 
 
    “Delicate,” she laughed as she rolled onto her back. Poisoned or caught is what most call it back home.” 
 
    “I can see caught, but poisoned?” 
 
    “Causes you to swell up, like being snake bit,” she said, then whispered, “Goodnight Luke.” 
 
    It was the first time she had used his first name. “Goodnight, Alma.” 
 
      
 
    <><><> 
 
      
 
    At dawn they packed with haste. None of the other men were stirring, most too hungover to move out of their blankets. Since they hadn’t cooked their own meal the night before, and we’re going to eat cold this morning, there was less packing. 
 
    He noticed she was careful with the hair she’d been weaving, tucking it in her tote, along with the lamp, and the Bible. He also watched patiently as she secured one thin woven braid around the base of her hat before jamming it on her head. He smiled when she checked her old Brown Bess, slid it into the rifle sleeve on her mare. As soon as she mounted, the little mare began to prance, as eager as her rider to be off. 
 
    She gave him a look of disgust and shook her head. He quit looking at her and finished loading the packs. The sun hadn’t risen, but the sky had that light gray color promising another good day for travel. He didn’t say anything, just clucked to the mule and they walked onto the rutted road west. 
 
      
 
    <><><> 
 
      
 
    They shared hardtack and venison, passing the water skin between them as they rode. Every crest they paused to scan the rolling horizon, looking for the billowing white canvas of a wagon train. According to the men this morning, the Preacher and his sons planned to find a group to ride with, which Luke figured would make them drive their team all through the night. The sun was up and they were at least two hours on the trail before they spotted the first moving wagon train. Much closer at hand, they saw a rising plume of smoke. 
 
    Like a lame cow or wounded buffalo, these men had been cut out of the herd by those wanting to survive. Their fate had been sealed when they violated the unwritten rules of the train. They had tried to harm another member of the group. If Luke and Alma had been with the train all along, they might have treated the men much harsher from the beginning. But since both were outsiders, the men had approached their decision more cautiously. 
 
    Even knowing what they were going to find, did not make it any easier to ride up on the scene. Alma gasped, held her mare and accepted the reins of Luke’s two animals as she remained atop the mare. He carried his loaded rifle, cautiously walked over to the first of the three bodies. It was the light haired man the preacher had called his son. 
 
    Even though she didn’t want to look, she noticed the feathered arrow and closed her eyes. It made her feel strange to know that the Indians who had seemed so peaceful and civilized when they shared a meal with them, could do this. 
 
    Would they have murdered them too, if they had been together? What about the other men in the wagon train they had just left? 
 
    “They’re all dead,” Luke announced, gagging, but not hurling. He bent and lifted the handle on a jug that was broken and tossed the fragment. He next, lifted a lid from one of the boxes. “Not sure why the Indians tried to burn the wagon. If they wanted to hide the deed, then they would have piled on the bodies to the wagon first, given them a Viking farewell.” 
 
    He kept looking. “They took the horses, all the weapons. At least these aren’t the army’s missing guns. Theirs were disguised in farm supply crates.” 
 
    “Maybe the army has their guns by now,” she said. 
 
    “For all I know, they might have already shown up. I’ve been gone for three weeks now, plenty of time for them to arrive.” 
 
    The bodies had been stripped of shoes, belts, and hats. The Indians had taken every gun that the men carried, or had in crates. Most of the supplies were missing. He was surprised to find a bag of coffee. He held it aloft and watched as Alma dismounted. 
 
    She took the coffee, led their animals away from the smoking scene and left them to graze while she started a small fire, using the wood from one of the blackened, empty crates and the shavings that the weapons had been packed in. “Looks like they took their shovels, you’ll have to use ours.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER FIFTY-FOUR 
 
      
 
    Luke had just turned from the disgusting task of going through the men’s pockets to locate any identification. They were worthless men, had earned their fate. But their families deserved to learn they weren’t coming home. 
 
    “You’re kidding. I’m not going to break my back, burying these scum. I think the Indians made it clear what they thought of them.” 
 
    Alma put the pot over the fire, hooked to their tripod. “Come put on the beans then, while I do it.” She carried the shovel in her hands and he grabbed the middle bar to keep her from using it first. 
 
    “Why? Why would you of all people care?” 
 
    “It ain’t for them. I know they’re bound for hell. I need to do it so we can sleep tonight, knowing we treated them like human beings.” 
 
    He took the shovel, swore as he started to dig a shallow grave. At least the earth wasn’t rocky. 
 
    He moved the bodies in one at a time, making sure he emptied all their pockets. Alma watched him roll the last man inside, before she left the fire and walked over to stand with her hat in her hand, the Bible open before her. 
 
    She flinched as she saw him snap off the arrows, throw them in with the bodies before starting to cover the graves. She sighed. “Good, I think they only did it to keep the Sioux, their enemies, from getting the guns.” 
 
    Luke nodded at her. “I thought the same thing. I’ll make a report to the Fort when we reach Council Grove, let them know I followed these three and found them dead.” 
 
    “You going to explain they was selling guns to the Indians?” 
 
    “I’ll make a full report, forward their belongings, let the army handle it. I’m headed to California and the gold fields.” 
 
    Troubled by his answer, she found the passage and read it, watched him fill in the graves and pound them down. She could see where he had been putting their belongings in his own upside down hat. 
 
    Later, while they sat eating, Luke stared at the charred wagon. “Must have happened early, while the wood was damp. Like as not they never knew what was happening.” 
 
    She shook her head. “Doubt that, bet the Indians made sure they saw what was happening 
 
    “Could be. Indians are like a cat with a mouse, they like to play with their victims,” Luke answered. 
 
    She stared into his hat, surprised by the folding money. “Not much. They sold a wagon full of hides in Independence. Wouldn’t think Indians would take their gold.” 
 
    “With a wagon, reckon we could carry enough water to take the Cimarron cutoff. Have to cross the Waterscrape, forty miles of desert, but it will save us a lot of time.” 
 
      
 
    <><><> 
 
      
 
    They found over three hundred dollars in the box under the bench seat. Luke stripped the charred canvas away, used boards from the broken crates to patch the worst of the burned wagon bed. The harness had been cut, they’d have to buy replacement leather. Or cut some, Alma pointed out, if they saw any buffalo. Luke was able to splice in some rope to harness the mule and pale horse together. 
 
    “It’s a shame they killed the mules,” she said. 
 
    “Always do. Indians don’t have much regard for mules, except to eat.” 
 
    “Gabe always said mules had too much sense for most people. They’re not stubborn, just cautious. Stead of trying to force a mule to do anything, you need to reason with him.” 
 
    “Guess I’m like the Indians, I don’t want an animal to make his own decisions,” Luke said. 
 
    Alma snorted, but didn’t add, ‘like most men, too big a mule himself.’ 
 
      
 
    <><><> 
 
      
 
    Finished, he lifted her up onto the bench and Alma felt a strange sensation. For a moment she missed her skirt and long hair. It might take a while, on the 900 miles of trail, but she knew her hair would grow. When it was long enough, she might change back into a dress, if Luke agreed it was safe. 
 
      
 
    <><><> 
 
      
 
    Dusk brought them into another circle of wagons. This time, Alma was delighted to see two women as they pulled off the road. One seemed older. Alma gave the wagon and chores over to Luke as she climbed down impulsively, and then reached for Ma’s chest of healing powders. 
 
    “Whoa,” he said. Using the palomino to back her up against the wagon. “What do you mean you give over the chores to me? Where do you think you’re going?” he hissed. 
 
    Alma whispered back, “There’s a woman, got the megrims. I aim to talk to her and offer to help.” 
 
    “As what, a strange young man, or as a stranger young woman in man’s clothes. Maybe you want to introduce yourself as a girl who is pregnant, and now dressing as a boy and sleeping with a man who is not her husband?” 
 
    Alma’s face flamed red and she jutted her chin at him. She had to restrain herself from slapping him. She did push at the big yellow horse who snorted, but remained fast where Luke held him. 
 
    “You need to think with your head, not that big heart of yours,” he said as he leaned down beside the big horse’s neck where only she could hear. For a minute, she thought he might kiss her.  
 
    Frustrated, she turned and put the box back on the uncovered wagon, and as he backed the big stallion she stepped forward beside Amos, sweet talking the wary animal into following her again into an unknown camp ground. It helped that the mule had finally become accepting of the endless change of place. 
 
    Once they’d greeted the wagon master and requested permission to share the campground with them that night, Alma again walked the mule over to their designated spot and unharnessed the two animals. She led all four animals toward the narrow stream, noticing how muddied the water was from the other animals. Dissatisfied, she led the four upstream and then watered them. She stepped out in the creek herself above the drinking animals, to fill the water bags she had looped over her shoulders. 
 
    On the way out of the water, she was surprised to startle the sad woman she had almost run to help earlier. The woman had walked out to find a private place, and Alma didn’t speak, just moved past with the animals as though she hadn’t spotted her. 
 
      
 
    <><><> 
 
      
 
    She had boiled the first kettle of water and was on the second when the woman finally walked past on her way to the next campsite. Alma pushed her hat back on her head and raised her hand to salute the woman. When the woman stopped, she was shocked to see it was really a young woman. 
 
    “Welcome,” the woman said in words so soft, Alma could barely hear them. 
 
    “Thank you, ma’am,” she answered. “I’m fixing to boil some cold venison, and make a pot of coffee. Would you like a cup?” 
 
    The woman shook her head and rushed away. Alma sighed. Luke had warned her, but she should have realized how any woman would react when spoken to by a stranger. It was a shame, because she had recognized a kindred spirit in that sorrowful face. 
 
      
 
    <><><> 
 
      
 
    Alma was sitting beside the fire, still nursing it to flame. She’d chunked up the cooked venison, added it to the leftover beans with enough water to help stir them together. She had no fresh vegetables to add, missed her Ma’s garden and wished she’d thought to pack seeds. No matter what the country was like, a body had to eat. She added some pepper, stirred it, and added more. 
 
    She hoped wherever she ended up, she would meet nice people who would want to share. Looking around her at all the strangers, and not a one curious enough to walk over and say ‘howdy,’ she doubted she would. 
 
    Disgusted with waiting for Luke, she grabbed his tin plate and began to fill it with the good smelling beans, eager to eat. If he cared about supper, he should have told her to wait on him, maybe explained where he’d been. 
 
    Suddenly he was there, leaning past her to take the plate. If she weren’t playing at being a man, she would have nagged at him, demanded to know where he had been and why he was late. Instead, she butted his shoulder as he lifted the first spoonful, laughed as the food fell back onto his plate. 
 
    She grabbed a bowl for her own, poured a cup of the stout coffee. She ate a bite of beans, annoyed at him for not talking, explaining where he’d been, what he’d seen, or who he’d talked to. She lifted her cup to wash down the beans, and he bumped her shoulder, just enough to splash the hot liquid on her hand. 
 
    She managed to set the cup down before brushing at her hand, bringing it to her mouth to cool down. When she looked to him, to see why he wasn’t laughing, she was surprised to see how sad his eyes looked, as though he’d done something terrible. She caught her breath, imagined him taking her hand and raising it to his own lips. 
 
    Annoyed with herself, she moved over to sit across from him to finish her meal in peace. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER FIFTY-FIVE 
 
      
 
    Boomer didn’t arrive until the meal was finished and she was debating what to do with the little bowl of food that was left. He trotted in, his ears flapping, tail wagging, and rushed to bury his face in the bowl, knocking it to the ground. 
 
    “Well, about time you came home. Don’t you think you’re great? Don’t even want a pat.” 
 
    Luke grinned at her. “Think he found the bird dog on the other side of the circle. Man had her tied up in the wagon since she’s in flower. When he heard them, it was already too late. Chased us both off.” 
 
    Boomer interrupted by doing his own talking, clearly wanting more to eat. Alma laughed, retrieved the bowl to finish clearing up. When he jumped against her, she pushed him down and scolded. “No, bad dawg. You want more supper, go on and find it. Shoo.” 
 
    He gave a loud woof and trotted off into the night. When they heard his long, heavy howl, Alma was surprised when another dog answered. 
 
    Luke was leaning back against the wheel of the wagon, studying her and the change of expression on her face as she read the dog’s calls in the night. When they heard the happy yelping of the animals, then the vile curses of the other dog’s owner they looked at each other and smiled. 
 
      
 
    <><><> 
 
      
 
    It was hot in the tent tonight. Alma sat with her Bible open, looked at the page but could not see the words. Luke removed his shirt and lay on top of his blanket, the flap of the tent open. 
 
    As hard as it was, Alma put her Bible away and reached for the loose hair that was still inside the tote. “Reckon if I braid this hair tight enough, it would work as rope in the harness?” 
 
    He held out a hand and she passed the broken braid of her chopped off hair. All that remained on the blanket were a few strands of Gabe’s hair. Gently she collected each strand, twisting them around her ring finger until the blanket was clean. 
 
    Luke studied it, marveled at the silky fine hair, at the incredible length of it. She was such a short woman. He tried to picture where it would have come to on her. He swallowed before answering, passed it back to her. “Nope.” 
 
    Alma took it, feeling burned by the touch of his fingers. She shoved the unravelling braid back into the tote, wondered at how heavy and full her breasts suddenly felt. Guilt washed over her at her forbidden desire. Aware that she would be betraying two if she didn’t control herself, she tried to draw a deep breath without catching Luke’s scent. She turned so her back was to the temptation so near to her own bed. 
 
    Eyes squeezed shut, she prayed. Outside, rain began to fall. The air in the tent cooled and she rolled onto her back to savor the moisture filling the tent. In a minute, she was asleep. 
 
    Luke lay wide awake, staring at the woman lightly asleep beside him. In the sputtering flicker of the little lamp she had forgotten to cap, he could see how her shirt strained with each breath exhaled. Although he stared, he could see no rise in her stomach. For a moment, he wondered how she could be so sure that she was carrying the dead man’s child. A gust of wind blew out the smoky flame. 
 
    Frustrated, unable to remain still any longer, Luke slipped outside. He stood bare chested and let the cooling rain wash against him. For the first time he could remember, he prayed too. When Boomer ran up, wet and smelly, his short coat crusted with mud and worse, he shooed him away. Once he saw the hound settle under the burned wagon, he went back inside, closing and tying the flap against the sudden chill. 
 
      
 
    <><><> 
 
      
 
    Alma woke early, slipped away in the quiet half-light before dawn with Boomer trailing behind her. When she was back at the low bank where she’d watered the horses, she stripped and splashed into the cool stream. The red dog followed her in, wanting to push in for attention. She used the lye soap on her skin, worked a lather and soaped her hair. Only then did she soap her hands again and waste the precious lather on the big dog. He licked at the suds, then snapped his big jaws open and closed a couple of times in disgust. Once rinsed, she washed the soap off her hands and rushed to dress. 
 
    When Luke woke, he found her sitting, combing quickly through her short, boyish hair. Again, he marveled that he could ever have been fooled. “I’ll water the stock,” he said, then disappeared. 
 
    He let the animals move into the stream, then stood half shielded from view between them. Shamelessly, he stood in the brightening sky and found his own release. 
 
    Back in camp, she served him bacon and biscuits with the reheated coffee. Luke sat with his hands held in the vee of his legs to hide how much she affected him. This arrangement was going to drive him insane. 
 
      
 
    <><><> 
 
      
 
    Alma knew it was her fault, something she’d done or said. When she stared at all the canvas covered wagons, she’d made the mistake of asking him if he thought they could use his tent to replace the wagon cover. By the end of the morning, they had managed to raise it over the wagon, tugging the front flap underneath to leave it open behind her. The tent stakes were in the bed of the shallow wagon along with all their belongings. Unlike the other wagons, there was no back opening for the tent and it only covered the first four hoops. But with their limited belongings, everything should now stay waterproof. 
 
    Luke rode in the front of the wagon train now, only coming back for his meals. At night he spread his bedroll beneath the wagon, usually with the dog. At least now they weren’t sharing a tent, the strain between them seemed gone. They could talk, something she had missed for the first couple of days after joining the wagon train. 
 
    Luckily, she had made a friend of the woman in the next wagon. She had been right about the young woman hurting and needing a friend. Cara Smith had lost her young son two weeks before from sickness, probably cholera. Without a doctor, so far from any city and help, it had been unbearable for her to lose him. After their first real talk, the two had driven their wagons side by side. The harder terrain made it possible to drive wagons in two columns over most of the rolling prairie. Having someone to talk with, made everything easier. 
 
      
 
    <><><> 
 
      
 
    Luke finally told her he had signed on as scout and hunter, otherwise they would have had to chip in the sizeable fee for joining the wagon train. As always, the woman surprised him. 
 
    “That seems fair to me. Everyone else had to pay to join up. We could afford it,” Alma whispered. 
 
    He shook his head at her. “I’ll earn it. There’ve been signs of Indians crossing our trail. Even found signs of rustled horses, one morning.” 
 
    “What, their tracks?” she asked. 
 
    “Shod, and unshod ponies. Saw a dead mule too.” 
 
    Alma looked at Amos, almost rose to go pet him and pull the long ears, scratch his jaw. She turned to look at Luke. “I know it’s silly, but I really couldn’t stand for anything to happen to Amos.” 
 
    He nodded. “I’ve warned everyone. We’ll all be taking turns on guard from here until the end of the trail.” 
 
    “I can watch as good as anyone else, and shoot better than most,” she said. 
 
    He stared at her, his heart swelling to the point of pain as he stared at his blue-eyed darling. “Know it. Course since you’re wearing pants too, everyone expects you to do it. I figure you can do an hour or two, then I’ll relieve you.” 
 
    “The devil you say. I can do it.” 
 
    He stared at her, wondered how he could say it without making her mad. “You sleep like a log, all night long. You even doze in the sunlight.” 
 
    She blushed. 
 
    Luke watched the color rush across her face and down her neck. Would have given his horse to see it traveling over the rest of her. 
 
    A woman suddenly coughed and he turned from the girl to see her. It was the woman, Alma had announced had the megrims the first day they arrived. Embarrassed at being caught mooning over the supposed boy, he jumped down from the tailgate and caught up his grazing stallion. In a flash of the horse’s raised tail, he was gone. 
 
      
 
    <><><> 
 
      
 
    The woman studied the girl looking after the cowboy and laughed. Alma turned to see her for the first time. “Howdy, Cara, didn’t know you were there.” 
 
    “Howdy, neighbor,” Cara said. “Who do you two think you’re fooling?” 
 
    “What?” Alma asked. 
 
    Cara laughed and looked at her. “You’re no more a boy, than I am, and from the looks of you, a lot more woman.” 
 
    Alma looked frightened. “Are folks all talking, saying that?” 
 
    “Not yet. Most are too busy keeping their stock watered and fed, and keeping their wagons moving over this wasteland to care. That, and most are ignorant men.” 
 
    Alma relaxed. “Are you going to tell on me?” 
 
    Cara looked at the worried blue eyes. “Not if you’ll tell me why. You look at him like he’s sweet flowing water and you’ve just crawled across this desert. Yet you make him sleep under the wagon every night with that silly hound.” 
 
    Alma blushed and picked up her white hat. She ran her fingers over the braided band. Slowly, carefully, she shared her story with Cara. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER FIFTY-SIX 
 
      
 
    Indians approached them the next day and Luke and the Wagon Master rode out to have a confab. The Indians demanded two beef animals, or two mules. The wagon master refused the request. 
 
    “That might not be wise, sir,” Luke advised him. 
 
    “Nonsense, I’m not giving up animals, but I’ll be happy to hold a meeting tonight. If anyone wants to surrender their property as tribute, then we’ll do it.” 
 
    Luke was in a sulk when he came for lunch. Alma almost told him about Cara’s visit, that she had told the woman the true story. But with his gloomy swearing, she held the confidence for later. 
 
    The meeting went as Luke had predicted. No one was willing to give up their precious animals. Water was short, feed was hard to come by. Luke advised them that it might be smarter to give the Indians a couple of their weaker animals, rather than lose them anyway on the trek across the desert. That way, the Indians would be appeased and leave them alone to make a safe passage. 
 
    Alma had gone to the meeting, eager to get the full story, since Luke was often short with details. Half-way through, she felt her head nodding. Luke touched her elbow and asked if she needed help going home. 
 
    She rolled her eyes at him, but was grateful when he called and Boomer came up to walk back with her. Behind her, she could tell, the argument would be long. Each man asked if he had an animal to donate. Each protested they couldn’t make the sacrifice. If the group would pay for the animals first, then they might surrender them. 
 
    Back at the wagon, she paused in the dark, listened. Satisfied that she was alone, she paused outside a minute, before climbing up over the bench into the back of the wagon and her bedroll. She heard her dog turning in circles, his hard tail flicking the wheel with each spin. After the third he settled. 
 
    Luke had been right, she felt like she could always lie down and sleep. At least she didn’t have morning sickness, or the blues, like some women Ma had midwifed. 
 
    Inside beneath the canvas, the wagon was hot. Wearily she shrugged out of the heavy shirt and leather pants, breathing deeply. In the last few weeks, her breasts had swollen and her waist had finally begun to thicken. As she sponged off, she circled the small round mound of her stomach and was shocked to feel the child inside move. She waited, sure enough, he moved again. She wondered if he were turning around like the hound to get settled again. 
 
    For the first time in weeks she started to cry. Gabe had known about his son, way before Alma. But she would have loved sharing this precious moment with him. 
 
      
 
    <><><> 
 
      
 
    It was late when the meeting ended, the moon shining full over the white capped wagons, making everything in high relief. Luke was coming to wake her for guard duty, knew she would be angry with him if he didn’t. The hound whined a greeting to him and Luke motioned the dog back down and warned him to be quiet. 
 
    He put a foot on the wagon wheel to pull up, heard the wood creak and dropped back down. He paused, wondering which would be worse, waking her or going ahead to stand picket in her place. 
 
    Her voice decided. “Who is it? Is it you Gabe?” 
 
    Luke swore softly and Alma sat up. “Sorry, guess I fell asleep.” Quickly she reached for the shirt to wiggle into it, then stood to pull on the leather pants. Finally, she slipped her feet into the worn leather shoes, and grabbed her rifle. 
 
    Carefully, she climbed over the seat back and lowered herself to the ground. Luke stood there, his eyes sparkling in the moonlight. “Boomer,” she clucked and the hound emerged, shaking his body in a loose spined way, before falling into place beside them. 
 
    “Did I oversleep my turn?” she asked in a worried whisper. 
 
    Luke finally found his voice, “No.” He held out his elbow for her to take. 
 
    She looked up at the man, taken aback by his peculiar actions. Boomer ran forward yelping excitedly, and Alma saw it was the birddog’s owner. She heard the man swear and kick at the excited hound, watched the female wag her hind quarters at him. 
 
    “A little too late to worry now,” Luke said to the man on duty. 
 
    The man swore again, then picked up his rifle and hat. When the dog refused to heel, he stalked off without her. He was almost to his wagons, when he turned to shout. “Horses are restless, keep your eyes open, boys.” 
 
    Alma ran forward to the rope picket and called for Amos. The tall old mule trotted over to her, braying. She touched his neck, petted him with caution, as he jerked his big head up and down. She asked, “What’s the matter, old pal, what’s got you worried.” 
 
    He turned his head and brayed loudly in the distance, the stallion echoed his call. Luke noticed the mule’s ears and pointed to the left side of the enclosure. Alma raised her rifle, ready to fire. Sharply she yelled, Boomer. The hound complained, gave a last thrust, then dropped from the dog to turn quickly to run barking in the direction she pointed. 
 
    They heard the sound of running feet, then more noise and running horses. Luke fired his gun into the air. In minutes, the men returning from the meeting were crowding up, all asking what was wrong. 
 
      
 
    <><><> 
 
      
 
    “I’ll be on duty,” Alma said, “the rest of you can go on to bed. Daylight will be here ‘fore your blankets warm.” 
 
    One or two started to turn away, when one man spoke. “Maybe two should stand guard, Dan, not saying it because you’re a lad.” 
 
    “I’ve got Boomer and Amos, they’ve kept me safe before.” 
 
    The bird dog owner spoke next. “Maybe, before your hound was keen on humping every she dog, coyote, and wolf on the way to California.” The men all laughed and added their own crude remarks. 
 
    Alma was grateful for the dark, knew she was blushing bright across her cheeks. 
 
    “I’ll stay with him,” Luke said. 
 
    “No, sir,” the wagon master said. “Need you bright and alert to warn us on your own shift, if and when the red thieves come back.” 
 
    “Go on, Luke, just leave me your pistols,” she said. 
 
    He nodded. “Whoever stays, needs to take the north side of the picket. No sense if you’re both watching the same spot.” 
 
    When everyone faded away, he unbelted his guns and strapped them around her, finding the notch she’d cut long ago and backing it up one space. His fingers beneath the leather touched her stomach and the baby kicked. His eyes widened in shock and she smiled. He tugged her forward by the belt, leaned down and kissed her. 
 
    When he drew back and left her alone, her heart was pounding so hard she knew she’d not fall asleep tonight. 
 
      
 
    <><><> 
 
      
 
    Luke thought the same as he walked back to the wagon. He wasn’t sure why he’d given into the urge. She’d called out her husband’s name just minutes before. But the moonlight had made the canvas transparent. He had watched her dress, seen her perfect breasts bounce as she tugged on the shirt. Even the slight swell of her stomach as she pulled up her pants had inflamed his senses. 
 
    He had never wanted a woman more, but he cherished her too much to act on it. As soon as he unrolled his blankets and stretched out, his mind refused to let him regret the action. He had kissed her. She had been shocked, but she hadn’t pushed him away, had melted against him instead. Feeling the child move in her should have repulsed him, instead he was still vibrating with the thrill of it. 
 
    His plans to travel west hadn’t included a woman. Certainly not a wife. But at the word he smiled. He loved her, had from the moment he’d found her crying beside the road, even though then he thought she was some frightened boy. Alma was brave and strong, but a woman needed protection, especially out west. She would need someone to help her raise her child, she couldn’t do it alone. He knew what to do about her now. At the memory of that tiny movement against his hand, at the sweetness of the kiss, he relaxed, and slipped into peaceful sleep. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER FIFTY-SEVEN 
 
      
 
    Alma walked into camp as soon as the sun rose. Boomer had disappeared like the bird dog owner had said he would, but Amos remained alert nearby her all night. She had told Luke the truth, she couldn’t sleep. 
 
    She still felt that brief connection when his fingers brushed her stomach and the baby kicked. She had seen something in his eyes, something she realized she had been hoping to see for a long time. If the man ever asked her, she had made up her mind of the answer. 
 
    The whole wagon train was up, and harnessing teams when she arrived. Luke handed her a cup of the cold, bitter coffee and stood drinking his own cup while staring at her. She couldn’t help it, she smiled at him, then giggled when he gave a broad grin in answer. “I’ll need my guns back, partner, if you don’t mind.” 
 
    She stared at him, was tempted to invite him to take them off, wondered if he might kiss her again in broad daylight. Suddenly, she felt guilty for the thought and yesterday seemed far away. She unhooked them and passed them back to him, not surprised when he took each gun out to check before settling them on his hips. He left the coffee cup beside the empty pot on the wagon seat and walked down to take the animals to water. 
 
    Boomer came loping past him, his tongue lolling. He sniffed and danced around the cold ashes of the fire, then raised a leg over them in disgust. Alma watched as he ran away from camp, toward the brush along the river, searching for his own meal. 
 
    She settled for rummaging in the packs, finding jerky and hardtack for both of them to eat until they could make camp. She remembered her first meals with Gabe, the hard crusted bread and the smelly cheese. It made her happy to remember it, and she shook her head since it was the first time thinking of the sweet boy didn’t make her sad. At twenty, he was more than a year older than her, but compared to Luke, he had been a boy. 
 
    She looked upward, wondered if Gabe had finally been able to reach heaven. Finally, free from having to hover so close to protect her. As though in answer, a big bird appeared high overhead and flapped his big wings. She sighed. Well, Gabe had always known best. 
 
      
 
    <><><> 
 
      
 
    Today, three Indians rode up. Luke held his rifle ready across his arm, and stared them down. He was too far ahead of the wagons. If they came up firing their weapons, he would have to aim with care and fire quickly. He raised a hand in the sign of the prairie Indians and all three halted. 
 
    The Indian in the lead walked his horse closer in spite of Luke’s raised palm. Luke lowered his arm, raised the rifle into position and waited. The Indian stopped and began talking, a long, rambling discourse. When he finished Luke shrugged his shoulders and shook his head. The Indian scowled, held up three fingers. The Indian motioned to the sky at the sun, then made a sweeping motion toward the earth. 
 
    Luke nodded, but held the gun ready until they disappeared. He rode back into camp and delivered the message. 
 
      
 
    <><><> 
 
      
 
    “They want three animals now. They’re plenty mad that we’re just walking across their land without paying. I’m telling you, we should resolve this, give them the animals they want now, before it’s too late.” 
 
    “Mister Rogers, I appreciate your advice, but you were at our meeting. Heard we don’t intend to pay two animals, there’s no way in hell we’ll give those savages three. I figure it’s our Manifest Destiny to reach the golden shores of California. President Polk told us so, that any man with grit and determination can cross this great land. Everyman on this wagon train is armed and knows how to use their weapons. If it comes to a fight, we’re ready to fight. 
 
    “And what about the women, you willing to risk them if the Indians win.” 
 
    “Reckon the two women on this train have as much grit as most, more it seems than some men.” 
 
      
 
    <><><> 
 
      
 
    When the Indians came that night, Luke was waiting. The tall mule was the first to give warning and when a flaming arrow went past it on the way to the wagons, Luke shot where he first saw the flare. He loaded his rifle and was ready when the next arrow came down and hit the big cow that had followed Cara’s wagon. The cow screamed in pain and fell. Luke tried, but in the dark he could not tell where the arrows were coming from unless they were lit. 
 
    A shadow moved beside him and Luke spun, rifle raised. Alma pushed the hot gun barrel away and dropped to cover behind the big rock beside him. 
 
    She raised up enough, saw another flare in the dark and fired. This time the arrow landed in the center of the picket of twirling animals, and Luke fired at a shadow moving toward the picket line. This time they heard a yelp. Reloaded, Alma looked over the rock, aimed and fired at a shadow higher up on the rock. The Indian gave a muffled squeak in response. 
 
    More men from the wagons were moving forward cautiously. Their shots passed dangerously near where they were hidden and toward the animals. 
 
    “Watch your aim, dammit,” yelled Luke. “You don’t want to kill us or your animals. Some of you go left, some fan right, rest stay and cover the wagons.” 
 
    Alma had reloaded her rifle and handed Luke Gabe’s gun. She took his and loaded it for him. As quickly as a gun was loaded, he fired it. 
 
    Boomer came rushing past, shooting forward in the dark. They heard a man scream, then the animal. Alma rose and fired in the direction of the scream. 
 
    She sank back, covering her arm and crying. Luke pulled her closer, secure behind the rock and his half-raised body. “They hurt Boomer, I heard it,” she said. 
 
    “Don’t fret, darling, we’ve hit a couple. It will be over in a minute.” 
 
    He yelled back to the wagon men. “All of you who have a shot to the right or left, get ready, aim straight ahead of you, and fire.” 
 
    They were rewarded by the yelp of another Indian, then the sound of running horses. 
 
      
 
    <><><> 
 
      
 
    “I thought Indians never attack after dark,” one of the men behind them said. 
 
    “That’s only in books,” the wagon master answered. “Anyone hit? Sing out while it’s quiet.” 
 
    “They like to do their raiding at dusk, the dark hides them. Everybody reload before you move,” yelled Luke. “That may be their first volley. Once you’re reloaded, come and lead these animals into the wagon circle, and move it pronto.” 
 
    “I’ve got to go get Boomer,” Alma said as she twisted into a sitting position, gasping when the end of the arrow in her arm rubbed against the rock. “Look, Luke, I’ve been shot,” she said, then fainted dead away. 
 
    Luke struggled, managed to grasp two of the rifles as he scooped Alma close and ran toward their wagon. He yelled for Cara as he went. 
 
    Feeling her strong pulse, he laid Alma in the wagon bed and motioned for the young woman running toward him to climb inside. “I’ll be right back, I promised to get her dog. See what you can do for her, she’s been shot.” 
 
    He expected some shocked response, instead the woman merely said, “Poor, dear girl.” 
 
      
 
    <><><> 
 
      
 
    He carried back the wounded hound, along with Alma’s old rifle, horn and pouch. The dog’s hide was so wet with blood, it almost slipped through his hands. When the wagon master heard that Alma Bridger has been shot, he was in an uproar. Luke didn’t have time for his nonsense. He handed the dog off to the bird dog owner, and climbed into the wagon beside Alma. 
 
    Fortunately, the arrow was lodged in the outside, meaty part of her upper arm. Gritting his teeth, he hammered it forward to drive the arrow head on through her arm, grateful when she cried out, and fainted again. Quickly he cut the shank of the arrow and pulled it through and out the back of her arm. He applied pressure on the wound until Cara returned with a clean sheet to make bandages. The exit wound seemed huge, the bleeding profuse. Terrified, he held the nearly inch long wound closed. 
 
    Calmly, the woman helped him by threading a sharp, needle after she lit Alma’s lamp. After dousing the needle in alcohol, and burning it she handed it to him. Trying not to hesitate or flinch, he hurried to get it done. Luke held his hands as she poured alcohol over them and poured it over Alma’s open wound. Holding his breath, he took stitches in the gaping hole, hating having to hurt her tender flesh in any way. 
 
    No sooner had he finished sewing, then he heard a holler from outside the tent. 
 
    Upset, he left Alma for Cara to bandage, and leaned over the bench to see what was going on. The bird dog owner was standing there, holding the big dog draped over his arms. “Here, take this bruiser.” 
 
    Luke glared at him, took the big dog, noticing the smear of grease down the side of the red hound “He’s a lucky animal. The blow was a glancing one, hitting and cutting him from his shoulder down along his back. Next swipe would have killed him. As it is, took a lot of stitches to close things up.” 
 
    “You sewed up his hide?” 
 
    “Hide and muscle. Don’t worry I flashed a good load of gunpowder in it, then used a big splash of alcohol on the wound.” He grinned as he said it and Boomer whined. Luke noticed he’d bound the dog’s big jaws and also looped and tied his legs together. 
 
    It was clear how much the man had enjoyed working on the dog. Luke tilted the hound, glad to see the man hadn’t altered his equipment while sewing him up. Roughly he mumbled. “Thanks.” 
 
    Inside, he carefully balanced the big dog around the two women and gently put the hound down, looking over to where Cara was tucking the end of the bandage around Alma’s shoulders. He noticed she had removed the girl’s shirt again. Though he craned his neck, he could see nothing with the way she had wrapped the blanket around her. 
 
    Luke took a minute to cut the cords binding the big hound’s jaws, and watched as Boomer whined and tried to reach the wound to lick it. “Sorry, Buddy,” he used what cord was left to loop around his muzzle and tied it loosely to the cord on his front paws. 
 
    He looked up at Cara. “Is there enough sheet left to bind this up? I’ve muzzled him to keep him from licking it back open, but he’s young and is bound to try.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER FIFTY-EIGHT 
 
      
 
    From all the arguing, Luke thought the Indians must have returned. At the loud summons, he once more had to abandon Alma and the hound to their new neighbor. She told him not to worry, she would call if there was any change. But as he stepped over the wagon seat at the front of the tent, he heard Alma moan, then Boomer echo the sound with his own whine. Well, even if he stayed, he couldn’t spare either one the pain. 
 
    Instead of one man, there were at least ten in a circle around his wagon, all angrily talking. As he looked about, he noted they hadn’t taken his warning to heart. The wagons hadn’t been circled and the animals hadn’t been herded inside. 
 
    “What kind of fools are you? When they come back for their wounded, they’ll take your horses and mules to get them home on.” 
 
    “We’re not here to take orders from you, Rogers. We’re here to know why you’ve passed off your mistress as a boy?” 
 
    Luke glared at them, looked around and walked back toward the picketed animals as he talked. Quickly he gathered his four together, and led them back into camp, explaining everything as he went. 
 
    The wagon master refused to believe the story of the dead husband, but insisted Luke had to marry the girl or else. Luke looked about for support, watched as each man tried to remember if the woman they had thought of as Dan, had taken advantage of their unguarded comments and actions. 
 
    Her deceit made them angry, because each had sworn and shared stories they would never have spoken around a lady, let alone a young girl. Well, he’d done the same. Even paraded around in front of her without his britches when he thought she was just Dan. 
 
    “I’m amenable to the suggestion. Intending to ask her to wed, when she’s well enough. Don’t mean she’ll say yes.” Quickly he harnessed the pair for the wagon and hooked them up. 
 
    “She will or we’ll run you both out. You can see how you’ll do without the rest of us against all these angry Indians.” 
 
    “Well, by my reckoning we’ve got to be near that Fort Mann I heard talk of in Independence. I plan to hitch up and drive toward the place all night. It will be daylight before the Indians come to fight, not just to raid and steal a few cattle. They don’t like their men to die in the night. Under a full moon’s light to help make good time, we can be there before sundown tomorrow.” 
 
    “Go on. That will give the heathens something to chase after. But you’re going on a fool’s quest. Fort Mann burned down a year ago. Wasn’t a Fort anyway, just a bunch of traders profiting off travelers taking this road west,” the wagon master said. 
 
    “I’ve heard they’re talking about building a real fort, but you’ll find little but scattered adobe buildings there now, mister. Mainly to sell whores and liquor to the trail drivers.” 
 
    “You don’t need that, got your own little whore,” but the man didn’t get to finish. Luke slammed him in the mouth, then raised his rifle, but cocked an ear to look behind him. “Sounds like you men will have to ride tonight anyway, if you want to catch your cattle and mules. I’m out of here.” 
 
    He climbed up into the wagon, looked over the seat to the woman sitting there and listening. “You staying with your husband, you’d best get on down.” 
 
    He held out a hand and passed her down to the angry man below. In the distance, they heard another shot. 
 
      
 
    <><><> 
 
      
 
    Luke snapped the reins over the back of the nervous mule and horse, and in minutes they were lumbering down the trail toward the next place for shelter. Behind him, he heard only one more shot. He was glad he didn’t have to stay and listen to another meeting led by their incompetent wagon master. 
 
    He had tied the palomino and mare to the front hoop on either side of the wagon, rather than behind. If any Indians rode up, he wanted to see them approach, not just slip up and untie his horses and run off. Unlike the Oregon trail, this one was less defined and in the moonlight he had to plan ahead where to drive the team next as the lines would disappear under the grassy prairie or dusty scrabble. 
 
      
 
    <><><> 
 
      
 
    After an hour or two he slowed the wagon and pulled the team to a halt in the middle of the wide open plain. Ahead to the left, he saw a dark moving herd of animals and knew they were buffalo. It was hard to believe there was any danger about in the silvery moonlit scene. He looped the reins over the brake and stepped over cautiously to check on Alma. 
 
    She was moaning softly, turning her head from side to side. He brought the water skin into the back, took a long drink, then gently raised her up and tried to get her to drink. He squeezed a few drops onto her mouth, watched her lips open. He did it again, only this time it was too much, and ran down her chin toward the blanket. 
 
    As he watched the trickle disappear down beneath the gray wool, he heard her cough, reach out a pink tongue to lap at her lips. Encouraged, he raised her up just a little and gave her water until she stopped drinking. He felt her head droop against his hand like a dead weight. Gently he eased her down. 
 
    Next he watered Boomer, untying the makeshift muzzle so he could lap water from his hand. The dog seemed as troubled a sleeper as the girl, and was soon stretched back out, giving a whine and a yip. Afraid he might nip the girl in his sleep, he retied the dog and crawled back up front, stopping only to raise the gray blanket back into place. 
 
      
 
    <><><> 
 
      
 
    It was in the early hours of the morning, that he heard the wagons moving up behind him. On a rise, he looked back and counted eighteen, smiled as he noticed most were riding in the wagons while only two men posted beside the caravan. 
 
    By the time he halted the wagons again to tend the sick ones in back, the wagons had caught up and now one was driving parallel to his on the prairie beside the trail. As soon as it stopped, a woman’s head appeared behind the driver and a voice called. 
 
    “How’s she doing?” 
 
    “Just fixing to check on her. You’re welcome to come over and give a hand.” 
 
    When he climbed back, he was not surprised to feel Alma’s skin was dry and hot. He reached for a cloth and soaked it, pressing it against her lips until she moaned and opened them to take a drink. He gave her all she would take, stared at the woman watching. “She’s got a fever. I probably should have stopped long ago and been back here trying to cool her off.” 
 
    “You did the right thing. We had another skirmish with them just as you left. They made off with three mules, a horse, and another cow. Wounded Mr. Kulp.” 
 
    “Kulp?” 
 
    “Owns the bird dog your hound’s so fond of.” 
 
    “Is he bad off?” 
 
    “I don’t think so, just an arrow in the leg. Men were afraid to take it out since you thought we might find help up ahead.” 
 
    “I’ll go have a look if you’ll take over caring for these two. I was about to give her a sponge bath, and wasn’t sure I could be a gentleman if I started.” 
 
    The girl laughed and her husband glared across at them as more wagons pulled up to find out what was going on. 
 
    “Your dog looks awake. You want me to let him loose to go help. Bet he’d enjoy pulling the arrow out.” 
 
    Luke laughed and walked off as the girl’s husband climbed out of his wagon in a huff. Luke tipped his hat to the angry man but walked on. Behind him, he could hear the couple arguing. 
 
    The arrow was barely in, lodged painfully above the dog owner’s knee. Luke pulled out his pocket knife, washed it good and ran it through the lamp’s flame a few times, then wiped the black film that formed on the sharp blade, before running it quickly against the arrow head. Once the skin parted, he jerked the arrow out. “You want me to burn powder in it, I will,” he said, eyes gleaming. “Or your friend there can treat if for you.” 
 
    Kulp waved him away. “Don’t need to sound so smug. Just cause what you said would happen, happened.” 
 
    “Didn’t need to happen. You ride across the river on a ferry, you expect to pay the man who takes you across. It’s his boat. The Indian’s request was a fair one.” 
 
    “I sided with you on the vote. Would have given up my spare mule, if folks had been willing to pay.” 
 
    “Whose animals did they take?” 
 
    “Not mine or yours, so what do you care?” 
 
    Luke nodded to him, then to the other man, then jumped down from the back of the wagon to hurry back to his own. 
 
    “What’s the delay? That band of miscreants could be following us.” the wagon master demanded as soon as he arrived. 
 
    “Needed to give the animals a rest, see to the wounded.” 
 
    At the wagon he called, “Cara, how’s she doing?” 
 
    “Feverish, but the sponge bath is helping.” 
 
    Boomer started his growling, yawning talk and all listening smiled. “Be sure to give both a drink,” he said. “Then I guess we’ll be moving out.” 
 
    He patted Sandy as the golden horse nickered and bumped into him. 
 
    “I’ve got the power to marry people,” the wagon master said. 
 
    Luke stared at him, annoyed by the man’s one track mind. As Cara climbed out of their wagon, Luke climbed up. Without a word, he giddy-upped his mismatched pair. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER FIFTY-NINE 
 
      
 
    There was no fort at Fort Mann. Just three adobes, one with a bar, one a bordello, and the other a trading post stocked with most of the basics. 
 
    They reported the trouble with the Indians. Luke described the Ute’s behavior and the man who ran all three businesses answered. 
 
    “They’re running with some Jicarillo Apaches. Utes do the asking. Apaches do the rest. Most everybody who comes through pays them one way or another. If you didn’t lose any of your party, did better than some.” 
 
    After a drink, Luke asked the next question. “Do you have a doctor in this town?” 
 
    The man laughed, and Luke asked the last question. “A preacher or priest?” 
 
      
 
    <><><> 
 
      
 
    Alma was shaky, but on her feet when he got back to the wagon. He was surprised to find her and Cara walking beside the wagon, the wounded dog hobbling and whining after them. 
 
    He stepped up to take Cara’s place and walked the slim woman back and forth. She looked up at him and said. “You’ll have to go slower. I’m about as wobbly as a new colt.” 
 
    He slipped the arm he was bracing her with to wrap behind her waist, used his right hand to clutch her elbow and let her hand fall in the bend of his so their arms were aligned in an Indian handshake. Leaning down toward her ear, he whispered. 
 
    “I’m sorry for asking like this. I know you should have family and friends around, not be in miserable pain, and standing there pretending to be a boy. I know it all may seem wrong to you, but hear me out.” Luke suddenly swallowed, his throat as dry as the desert. 
 
    Alma felt her heart pounding in her ears, her eyes wet as she stared at his shadowed face. If her arm didn’t feel like a devil were poking it, she would have raised her left hand to knock his hat off. She wanted to read his eyes. Trembling, she waited. 
 
    “I want you. I want you and your little baby. I want to take care of you for the rest of our days, be kind to you and protect you. But we just got an hour to get hitched by some crazy padre that don’t speak English. It’s him or that idiot wagon master. He’s the one said he’s leaving us here if we aren’t wedded.” 
 
    “Is he why you’re asking, cause if he is, I don’t need his train and I don’t…?” 
 
    “I love you Alma. Hell, I even loved you when I first saw you, so little, sad, and alone, and then I thought you were a boy. I knew I never wanted to let go of you.” 
 
    She swayed against his arm and he lifted her and carried her to rest on the lowered tailgate of the nearest wagon. 
 
    “I know I ain’t doing a very good job of asking. But will you marry me?” 
 
    Alma moved her hand up his strong arm and knocked his hat back so she could see his eyes. A brave strong man to love her, who knew about her baby, and still promised to love them both. 
 
    He pushed her hat back too, and she smiled and wrapped her arm around his neck and raised her mouth to his. 
 
    The kiss was long and meltingly sweet. Several of the onlookers hooted. Alma almost swooned from the strength of it. 
 
    “Been wondering if you’d ever ask. Had my answer ready a week,” she said. 
 
    He laughed and kissed her again. 
 
      
 
    <><><> 
 
      
 
    The priest smiled as the tall cowboy went up to the wounded young man first. They stopped where the boy could lean back against the wagon, and as he smiled up at him, the priest saw it wasn’t a boy, but a young woman in men’s clothes. 
 
    Alma stared at the padre, his robe dusty and feet in some kind of sandals, then looked back at her husband to be. “You reckon I’ve got time to change into a dress and pretty up.” 
 
    “Don’t see any way on earth you could be any prettier. But I think so. You probably need to change your bandage anyway. Just get Cara to help, so you don’t do too much lifting or moving on your own.” 
 
    Again he lifted her and carried her to their wagon, used the wheel to step on so he could lift her up and over the seat before releasing her. 
 
    Cara was just coming out of the store and came running. Alma was wincing as she tried to pull the cut shirt over her head. The girl quickly climbed in to help her. They took the time to clean the wound, bathing it with alcohol and smearing it with some of her Ma’s special salve. 
 
    As Cara got ready to wrap it again in clean rags. Alma turned her head and twisted around to look at the back of her arm. “You sewed a pretty neat stitch. No wonder I thought the devil was after me with his pitchfork.” 
 
    “Luke did it, here hold this.” 
 
    Alma took the tail of the strip of sheeting and said, “Well, his Ma did name him Lucifer.” 
 
    Cara’s next comment made her blush even more. For a moment she remembered the sweaty night of temptation when they shared a tent. Tonight, she wouldn’t have to pray for deliverance. 
 
    Twenty minutes later, face washed, hair fluffed, the girl lifted out the dirty and torn dress she had worn to flee the men on the Cumberland trail. Alma shook her head, knew her choices were few. It was her plain shirtwaist, or the much worn before, white wedding dress. 
 
    This time, the cut bodice was a blessing, as she nearly filled the whole thing. Nothing like carrying a baby, to give a woman a bosom. She put her white hat on, tilted it to look in the mirror. 
 
    “I think you should go without it. When your hair is fluffed, it looks pretty. No one is going to think you’re a boy in that dress. 
 
      
 
    <><><> 
 
      
 
    Sighing, Alma left the hat on her pack, and let the girl primp at her just a little longer. When she climbed carefully down with Cara’s help, almost all the members of the wagon train were waiting. All she could see was the handsome man smiling at her beside the dusty priest. 
 
    When Luke took her hand, she stared up into his eyes. Lost in their blue, she noticed his hair was blonder and shorter than her own, and he’d shaved. She smiled, as the priest began to read the vows, when he paused, she said, “I’m not sure what he said, but I do.” 
 
    “He said do you promise to cook, clean, keep yourself to only him, or he’ll beat you,” the wagon master said. 
 
    Luke held her hand and gave it a light squeeze as the priest continued and turned to him, “Likewise, but whatever it was, I do.” 
 
    “You promised to be true to this woman, and make sure she’s true and a good wife to you, or you’ll beat her.” Again the crowd laughed at the wagon master’s version. 
 
    Luke brought her hand to his lips and kissed it. “And I promise never to beat you. I love you, Almira Maeline Rogers.” 
 
    “I love you, too, Lucifer Bodine Rogers.” 
 
    There was a giant whoop and holler at the pretty words and more at the passionate kiss. 
 
    “Well, that’s the show folks. No time for a pounding, a shivaree, or a party. Let’s load ‘em up and move ‘em out.” 
 
      
 
    <><><> 
 
      
 
    They covered twenty miles before midnight, driving across the rolling, moonlit plain. Alma sat on the bench the first part of the day, driving the team. But when Luke came back for lunch, he carried her under the canvas covering to lie down. She groaned as he accidentally pushed against her wound. Guiltily, he leaned back, saw all the dust coating the pretty white gown. “I’m sorry, darling, so sorry. I’ve been riding in that sun, thinking of all that was under that little white dress. I’m so sorry.” 
 
    She reached for the washcloth she had used earlier, felt it was still damp and used it to wash his face, neck and hair. Taking her time to clean his ears and nostrils as though he was one of her brothers and sisters when they were little and didn’t know how to wash properly. 
 
    He tolerated it, then pushed the wash cloth away and stared at her. He breathed in her clean scent, saw the way her light eyes shone as they studied his face. Hungrily he leaned down and kissed her. This time if he hurt her, she didn’t groan to stop him. When he raised up from the kiss, she breathed the words. 
 
    “There’s only venison jerky, and hard biscuits for supper.” 
 
    “Oh, but you’re all I want,” he breathed against her ear, his big hand on her breast, sweeping down the length of her, stroking her thigh and then moving back to cup her breast again. He leaned forward to suckle her hard nipple through the thick cloth, then said. “How do I get you out of this?” he muttered in frustration. 
 
    “Buttons in the back, but anyone can come by, look in, Luke…” 
 
    He had raised her and was fumbling frantically with the buttons, when the first half-dozen were undone, the dress slipped lower, to expose her thin chemise and soft breasts beneath. He stood staring at her, working the last half dozen loose and then moving to lower the dress and chemise and expose her to his view. 
 
    Alma lay there, heart pounding, nearly nude, unable to move or raise a hand to hide herself from him. When he leaned forward to take her nipple into his mouth and suckle, she felt the tugs to her core and gasped in delight. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER SIXTY 
 
      
 
    Afterward, Luke helped her back into her old pants and into the blouse of her shirtwaist dress. Alma lay like some discarded wanton. The air beneath the canvas of the still wagon was suffocating, and she gasped. It was Luke who brought her water, shared it, and found the food she had taken out for them to eat. 
 
    When he stood ready to leave, bent over beneath the hoops, he insisted she stay in back and rest. Cara returned to their wagon to drive, this time her husband didn’t seem to mind. Now he knew the other couple were married, he didn’t feel threatened by Luke’s charming ways. Although she had protested when he suggested it, Alma slept until dark. 
 
      
 
    <><><> 
 
      
 
    As soon as the daylight began to fade, she expected the wagons to stop and circle up. Instead the wagon master rode past, telling each and every one of them to make a light meal of it, they were traveling until the animals were tired. Alma knew the animals must be, for she was, and she’d slept all day. 
 
    When she’d emerged like a prairie owl out of its little hole, Cara had laughed and teased her. Alma knew she should be ashamed, especially with everyone on the train knowing what they’d been up to. Somehow, she couldn’t pretend to be. For a minute, while they walked down to the river for water and nature’s call, they shared stories about men. 
 
    The wagon train moved on until midnight beneath the full harvest moon, the ground even, and looking like it had been painted with emerald dust. 
 
    When they finally circled near a gully, they turned the animals loose to feed in the high grass inside. There was some talk, and a few men moving about. But Luke hadn’t reappeared. 
 
    It was officially her wedding night. Alma had taken out one of the two remaining bottles of wine Gabriel had as a gift from his papa and set out the cups. She had waited too long to post the letter she’d found in his shirt pocket. Gabe would be the father of their first child, she knew his parents would want to know what happened. She sat and wrote the sad news to them about Gabe’s loss, taking time to cry softly at losing such a beautiful person. It seemed as though their love and life had happened a long time ago. Now, her new life was just beginning. She wrote about it as well. 
 
    She took out some pemmican in a bowl for each of them for the wedding feast. When Luke returned from watering the stock, his hair was wet and she could tell he had gone for a moonlight swim. 
 
    She knew he was exhausted, after over sixteen hours in the saddle. But he only showed it by eating first, pouring and drinking the wine with her. Afterward, he was starting to undress when they felt the wagon shake and heard the other tired members of the troop banging pots and pans and hollering. The barely dressed couple looked out the front of their tent at the exhausted people, trying to make merry for them. 
 
    “Aren’t you afraid if there’s an Indian about, you’ll wake him and his dead ancestors?” Luke asked. 
 
    “More than likely just scare off the bears and wolves. Didn’t think you’d mind a little Shivaree?” one of the men called. 
 
    “Only way to make us stop, is to let each of us kiss your bride,” the wagon master said. 
 
    “And the wives kiss the groom,” Cara called. 
 
    Her husband didn’t look too happy with that, but Alma stared at Luke. 
 
    “Well, if it’s that or get no sleep tonight, let the kissing begin.” 
 
    Alma stood shyly behind him, redoing all her buttons and tucking her skirt. She had no idea where her shoes were, but when the wagon master walked up, she leaned down obediently and let him kiss her cheek. Luke denied requests to have her step down and give them a real one. Alma did move to the bench and sit calmly, her bare feet tucked under the bench. She let each tired Wagoneer walk past for a kiss. Luke sat beside her and the two ladies walked past to the right. Alma noticed the women seemed to be making more than one trip and complained. 
 
    The men started to pound the pots and pans again and she hushed and leaned down to be kissed. When the last finished, she was exhausted. Even the moon looked tired and fading and she noticed as the travelers thinned, the men missed the mark more and more with their kisses. She even had two kisses land on her ear. 
 
      
 
    <><><> 
 
      
 
    They went to bed, a little too tired for more than a kiss and embrace. Along toward morning, Luke nudged Alma awake again and they made slow, passionate love. No one else in the camp woke until after ten. 
 
    Thus, they traveled the next three days, as many or more hours in darkness than in the light. Finally, it was deemed too dangerous to travel at night and the next morning they left early and walked eight hours. They then made camp to dine on tender buffalo cow and calf meat that Luke brought home. Campfires were kept going until dawn to cook all the meat. 
 
    On the day they set out to cross the wide desert, barrels and water skins cleaned and full of fresh, drinkable water, they met the first man returning from the gold fields. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER SIXTY-ONE 
 
      
 
    They were camped at Humboldt Sink, letting the animals and wagons collect as much water as possible before attempting the crossing. After a lot of arguing and discussing, the men agreed to listen to Luke’s advice, not the wagon masters. Luke told them it was suicide to cross during the day. They ought to wait a day, then start out at night. 
 
    The Wagon Master pointed out if they waited, whatever outfit was behind them would catch up and pass them. No one liked that notion. 
 
    Halfway through the argument, what might have been a white man emerged from the desert. That ended the discussion about crossing in daylight. The group decided the best thing for the pitiful man was to let him sit in the wallow where the animals had given up on drinking. The women were left by the campfire and together, the men were able to get the tattered clothes off the raving lunatic, and settle him in the gritty mud. Instantly he stopped babbling, and one of the wagon people brought their canteen of water and a well-worn nightshirt. 
 
    The way the man’s skin was blistered, swollen and cracked, they argued a while about whether it would be Christian to make him put on even that soft a garment. The cooked man coughed back up the water, and the one with the canteen looked angry at the waste. But when the muddy man begged, he held the canteen out again. Luke took it away after the man had taken a deep swallow. 
 
    “That’s enough, wait a spell, we’ll give you another sip.” Gently he reached down and got a hand full of mud to slap onto the man’s face. His hair stood up in spikes, the scalp like foam around it, the skin so blistered. Luke hesitated, then glopped mud on it too. 
 
    Of course, the Wagon master thought it was the best time for questions. “What happened to you, did you get separated from your wagon train? Were you captured and tortured by Indians? What’s your name, mister?” 
 
    The man rolled cloudy eyes toward the man who had just put mud on his head. He opened his mouth like a catfish in a dry pond. Luke nodded at the man with the canteen and he gave him another swallow of water. 
 
    “Sanderson. Headed home from the gold fields,” the man choked out. 
 
    “A gold miner. Greasy gophers, you hear that men. He’s coming back rich from the gold fields. Shake out them britches and rags, fellows,” the wagon master said. 
 
    The man Sanderson had nothing but a crudely drawn map inked onto a piece of denim. With carefully asked questions and interpretive listening, they finally figured out most of his story. When no one was willing to give up their sleep to stay with him, they left him resting in the mud, his face and nose all that stood above the cooling surface. 
 
      
 
    <><><> 
 
      
 
    In the wagon, Alma was already stretched out. Sleepily, she reached out to Luke and he carefully lay down, lifting her head to rest on his shoulder as he talked. “Who was that? What happened to him?” she asked. 
 
    He finally got her to hush so he could relay the prospector’s tales. “He’s been in the gold fields and was headed back home. Said his horse died under him out in the forty-mile desert, and he’s been wandering about for days on foot.” 
 
    “What was it like, did he strike it rich? Is he headed back home for family to help him work his claim? I don’t understand.” 
 
    “Guess, if you’d listen and let me talk, you’d get more answers. He couldn’t shut up telling us everything, long as we kept his pipes wet.” 
 
    Alma stuck out her chin defiantly, but kept quiet while he talked. Then Luke told her everything, how the man found gold, had been beaten and robbed, and his claim stolen. When he came to the next day, the man had ridden to Sacramento to file a protest with the law there. 
 
    Luke stared straight ahead, no longer talking and Alma turned so that she could see his face and asked. “Did he explain it all?” 
 
    “They laughed at him. He hadn’t filed a claim on it, so he couldn’t prove he’d been robbed. He protested that if he’d left to file a claim, someone would have taken it anyway.” 
 
    She looked at Luke and he nodded his head. “They agreed with him. They doctored him, gave him some grub, and told him to go take it back if he could. Discouraged, he said he’d had all of gold-mining he wanted. The only ones getting rich were the folks selling eggs for a dollar apiece, the faro dealers, and the…,” he paused and she elbowed him. “The saloon keepers and whores.” 
 
    Alma stared up at the canvas over them, aware of all that Luke wasn’t saying. They were on a fool’s mission, seeking riches in an unknown and dangerous world. Gabe had been naïve to believe it would be different for them. The big cowboy beside her knew better. At least he knew gunplay, and probably had a better chance than that slim boy had. Somehow, she prayed he would protect them. 
 
    But now, all these men had to be thinking President Polk had sent the nation scrambling west after gold for his own reasons, not worrying about the men taking the chances. 
 
    Alma put both hands over her belly, shivering as the night temperature began its drastic drop. Luke surprised her when he rolled over, his large hand covering both of hers. Gently he kissed her face, nuzzled against her. “It will be alright, Alma, I’ll keep you both safe.” 
 
    She raised her face to his, as hungry for his kisses and love-making, as for the reassurances he had just given her. Later, in the dark, she relaxed into an uneasy sleep, one full of staggering ghouls, their flesh burned by the blazing sun of the desert. Then when they reached California, of marauding men and Indians, men desperate to commit any act as long as they ended up with some precious gold. 
 
      
 
    <><><> 
 
      
 
    Exhausted, the travelers were roused as soon as dusk fell and the animals were harnessed for their trek across the desert. Since the moon was so slim and the hazards unknown. Luke and two other men carried lanterns and rode ahead of the wagons, keeping a true west course. They left the miner behind, still alive, with a canteen of water and the clean nightshirt to put on if he lived. Hopefully another wagon train would arrive to refill his canteen. 
 
    With the lanterns lit, it was easy enough for the wagon train to stay together, but once again they traveled side-by side in two long rows. The land spread out like the prairies had, but now in a long flat series of valleys separated by sharp shale ridges. The going was slow, the air cold instead of insufferably hot. The animals didn’t complain, afraid to make noise in the awesome dome of white stars overhead. 
 
    Cactus and spiky grass covered large areas, but the further they walked, the fewer of these they could see. Instead, the ground glittered and reflected the light from their wagon’s lanterns as soon as they moved forward. Reminding them, they were in an alien world, every so often they would spot something that didn’t belong, an animal skeleton or something abandoned by those who had crossed before them. 
 
    It was late morning before Luke rode back. After arguing, the Wagon master ordered all to stop. They were going to camp for the rest of the day. He pointed to the small lake of water ahead. Luke explained that it was alkaline, not fresh, and would poison any animal or man who drank it. At his insistence, they strung a picket around the water to keep the animals out. The stock was watered from the barrels on the wagons and permitted to graze where they could. 
 
    Boomer surprised Alma with a gift of a small prairie chicken. For a minute she thought to scold him for bringing a dead bird, when they might have made their fortune by selling its eggs. Luke shocked her when he came back with a discarded mirror and set the bird in a skillet with the mirror’s reflection shining on it. Alma found and put on Ma’s stiff, black bonnet and sank in the shadow of the wagon to watch the bird sizzle done. 
 
    It was nine, maybe ten in the morning and the air felt dry and hot. In minutes, the small bird was cooked and they ate it, washing it down with two small swallows of water. Alma protested she wouldn’t be able to sleep. But within minutes of crawling under the wagon, with the canvas raised over the one side, she was deep in dreamless sleep. At noon, Luke crawled out from under the tarp and tied it to the wagon, then opened out the other side. He woke Alma, made her drink, again just a few swallows. When Boomer whined, he gave him the same amount. 
 
    At supper time, they gathered the complaining animals. Alma heard Luke swearing as he pulled the little pale gelding from the pool of water where he stood nosing the surface. They harnessed the animals and walked on across the hot sand, praying for the blessed coolness of nightfall. When the sun set, there were rumbles and flashes of dry lightning, but nary a drop of rain. 
 
    At midnight they stopped, watered from the barrels, and fed the stock the precious grass they had chopped beside the Humboldt river, before they entered the Lahontan Valley. Then they walked the remainder of the night and camped at ten the next morning. 
 
    The little pale gelding was weaving on his feet. Luke watered the mule, mare, and the gold stallion. This time he arranged the canvas and moved the animals to stand tied beneath it, all but the gelding, which he released. 
 
    A girl would have argued that it was cruel, but Alma was a woman grown. The horse’s fate had been sealed the night before when he stepped over the picket line to drink the tainted water. Looking around at all the white dust, she wondered how many bars of soap it would all make. Feeling strangely sad but safe, she curved her hands around her round, hard belly, and went to sleep under the wagon beside her new husband. 
 
      
 
    <><><> 
 
      
 
    It took a lot of arguing, but Luke managed to harness the Palomino beside Amos. Alma rode the first hours on the wagon seat, but when Amos started to complain, she climbed down and looked across at the taller woman beside her. Too dry throated to laugh or talk, they smiled at each other and walked on across the glittering sands, cautious of sidewinders and scorpions. Ahead, Luke continued to walk, the reins of the mare still in his hands. Unlike the others who still had horses, he wouldn’t burden the struggling mare with his weight. 
 
    Alma could only stare at his strong back and thank God for her blessings. Luke could seem abrupt, but he was kind and gentle. Everything he did, was to help and care for others. He turned to look back at her, as though hearing her thoughts, and she raised her head higher and tried to smile at him. 
 
      
 
    <><><> 
 
      
 
    At dawn, the animals all began to move faster and Boomer found the energy to dash ahead. When they reached the Carson River, the men and women rushed for the sweet water, taking it in deep draughts along with the animals. Like a back home baptism, they splashed about in the shallow river, letting the sweet water wash the dust from their faces and clothes. 
 
    Luke finally convinced the wagon master to take a couple of days for rest and for the animals to feed and recover. Then they would tackle the Mountains and cross into California. No one talked about the promised land, they merely looked around and felt relieved that only two mules, one horse and a cow had perished during the trek. Luke had the folded denim map in his pocket. For the next few days, the men in the wagons made a pact to settle and mine together. That way they hoped to escape the fate of the desert seared miner. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 EPILOGUE 
 
      
 
    Gabriel Lucifer Rogers was born on the twelfth day of February, 1850. Alma and Luke had wintered in the mountains near San Francisco, and prospected with a hundred other hardy forty-niners. Most were the ones from the wagon train they joined before Fort Mann, but some were dark eyed Italians. After battling across the country, none were willing to hibernate in a city until spring. To a man, they were all passionately sure they would strike it rich each day, and yet every night, deeply troubled and ready to give it up in disgust. 
 
    The baby boy had come easily, would have dropped into the cold creek if she hadn’t been wearing pants. He was born, where she had been squatting and panning all morning. Luckily, her neighbor Cara was there to help her. When she lifted him to Alma, wrapping him in her own shawl, the mountain girl had pressed the baby against her breast. When she knew he was warm, she let him back enough to look at. He had stared up at her, his eyes as dark and dreamy as his father’s. Alma had wept, not from pain or sadness, but from total joy, knowing that here was living proof of that first, perfect love. 
 
    Cara left to find one of their husbands to move the new mother and child. In the hushed quiet, large flakes of snow started to fall. To Alma, the snow felt like the flutter of feathers against her face. She blew a kiss to her angel, knowing he was smiling down at her. 
 
      
 
    <><><> 
 
      
 
    At the sudden snow, Luke came running from up the creek, without being called. He was rushing to urge Alma back into their lean-to, built against a cave, where it would be warm and snug. He had argued all morning that she should stay inside, that she was due any day, but of course she had insisted on working. His mountain bride was beautiful, but as stubborn as any mule. 
 
    Alma turned to the man who was always there to protect and care for her. Smiling, she introduced him to his new son. 
 
    Luke stared down at the beautiful little boy, taking in the liquid dark eyes and the small rosebud mouth, still with a drop of milk at the corner. He smiled and the child reached out to grasp his finger. He had never felt a stronger love, other than when he found his disguised bride beside the trail. 
 
      
 
    <><><> 
 
      
 
    When the war against foreign immigrants made Placer mining too risky, the couple moved to the east of the city in a rich valley where there were already two men growing grapes. 
 
    With the gold they had found along the trail, as Alma always insisted, guided by God’s hand, they were able to buy rich land over-looking the city. That spring, with the help of a neighboring farmer, they planted Gabe’s precious grape vines. It was all as Gabe had told her, a year before, from the visions in his dreams. 
 
    In the fall with no crop, Luke returned to the gold mines, working for a dredger for a percentage. On Sundays, when he would come home, he planted another crop. The next summer, their second child was born, a blond, blue eyed boy, named Luke Augey Rogers. 
 
    When Luke returned home just before the boy’s birth, he came to stay. He was no richer, but determined to make a go of farming and raising his sons. He brought two brothers home with him. Both grew up in the vineyards, near Naples, Italy, tending grapes and making wine. It had become too dangerous for foreign immigrants in the gold fields and several had been killed. There was also such a large license required for foreign miners, that most gave it up and returned home. These men were grateful for finding work they knew, and another chance to stay in America. 
 
    While digging a new drainage ditch for the vineyard in the summer of 1852, Luke found a wide vein of quartz, laced with gold. Now he was able to buy more land, plant more grapes, and build Alma a large, beautiful home. 
 
    Alma loved that Luke was the perfect father, not favoring one boy over the other. She finally understood how Pa could not father her, and yet consider her his own. There was more to being a parent than planting the seed. She wrote a letter home, forgiving him, and thanking him for all he had done for her. He had Miz Dovie write a warm letter back using his words. 
 
    In her next letters, Alma tried to persuade Pa and her brothers to move west, to help them with the mine and the grapes, but they refused. Once a moonshiner, always a moonshiner, Pa insisted. He would remain where he could do what he loved, without interference. 
 
    Alma continued to write letters home to Gabe’s parents until their deaths, and to Pa. Always with news of the golden sun, sweet grapes, and their beautiful children. First the boys and then each of three daughters, Flossie Maeline, Rebecca Almira, and Corinne Nadine. Then their sixth and last child was born in the spring of 1860, a third son with hair the color of wildwood honey, that they named Daniel Nebediah Rogers. 
 
    Finally, Alma accepted that her beloved Ma had been wrong. Maybe she loved the first man more, but that was unfair to Pa. She had never given him the love and attention he deserved. Alma did not make that mistake with Luke. She never forgot her love for Gabe, but she never gave Luke any but the full measure of her love. 
 
      
 
    THE END 
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 


 
     
 
      
 
    DEAR READER 
 
    I hope you enjoy reading this book as much as I enjoyed writing it. If you like it and are so inclined, I would appreciate a kind review at  
 
    http://www.amazon.com/review/create-review?ie=UTF8&asin=B01AE3AM3W  
 
    If you find errors or things that I should change, please send me suggestions at biery35@gmail.com 
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