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    God hath not given us the spirit of fear; but of power, and of love, and of a sound mind.


    2Timothy 1:7
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    September 18, 1867


    A drop of rain seeped through the sodden roof of the Georgia cabin where Katie Calloway lay. The raindrop fell on her bare foot—a small, welcome kiss on her bruised and battered body.


    She had survived another night.


    Maybe there was a God in heaven after all.


    Katie eased her head to one side, hoping not to awaken her husband, but her caution was unnecessary. Harlan was gone. Thank God.


    And yet, this struck her as odd—it was rare for him to leave without first demanding breakfast. But she didn’t dwell on the fact. She was too grateful that he was no longer lying next to her. Limp with relief, she inched her body off the ancient feather-tick mattress, grimacing from the pain. Harlan had been roaring drunk when he staggered home last night. With all her heart, she hoped that her eight-year-old brother, Ned, had not heard the blows she had silently endured.


    A note lay on the rickety bedside table. She reached for it, stifling a groan at the pain. Her eyes squinted as she tried to read the note in the dark cabin. There had been a time in her life when she would have lit a candle without a second thought, but candles were scarce these days. She seldom used one unless Harlan demanded it. In semi-darkness, she carried the scrap of paper outside the cabin into the faint, early morning light.


    To her surprise, it said that Harlan would be spending the day in an adjoining county visiting relatives. The note was written in careful, well-penned words. This, too, was strange. It was not Harlan’s habit to be so thoughtful as to give her a hint where he was going, let alone to leave her a message.


    As she pondered this, she traced the spiky penmanship with her finger. There was a light mist falling. The paper had grown damp, and the homemade pokeberry ink smeared when she touched it. In a sudden fit of anger, she rubbed at the words until they were a purple blur. With all her heart, she wished that she could erase her bond to Harlan as easily.


    Ever since he had returned from what he called the War of Yankee Aggression, he had treated her—born and reared in the North—as though she were the enemy. He even enjoyed taunting her about the fact that her father and brother, both valiant Union soldiers, were lying in the ground.


    Tears welled in her eyes, and she roughly dashed them away. Grieving would not bring her loved ones back, nor would it make her life any easier. It was wiser to focus on caring for the brother she had left.


    Her mother, a world away in Pennsylvania, had taken to her bed over the loss of her husband and oldest son and had never again arisen. A courageous member of her parents’ church had made the trip South, bringing Katie’s precious little brother to her after her mother willed her soul to flee this earth.


    Harlan was furious over this small addition to their household. He had not been pleased with having another Yankee under his roof, even if that Yankee was only a child.


    In the distance, she heard her two Jersey milk cows bawling for relief from swollen udders. She threw the crumpled note into the ashes of the fireplace, donned her old choring dress, grabbed her tin milk pails, and limped through the autumn drizzle to the barn. She would use the fresh milk to make a thick mush of cornmeal for Ned’s breakfast. It was a luxury to have a full bag of cornmeal—a luxury she would never again take for granted.


    If nothing else, Mr. Lincoln’s war had taught her that hunger burns and gnaws until even she, a gently reared minister’s daughter, could wring a stray chicken’s neck and gut the carcass with as much gleeful anticipation as she had once opened a box of chocolates.


    Unfortunately, Harlan had also learned things during the war. Things he enjoyed describing in bone-chilling whispers in her ear at night. A large, powerful man, he had fought in hand-to-hand combat and often boasted that he had enjoyed it.


    Now, with only the three of them living in the cramped overseer’s cabin and with no servants as witnesses, Harlan’s anger toward her seemed to know no bounds. She had hoped and prayed things would change, but Harlan possessed a streak of brutality so broad and deep she marveled at the fact that he had ever managed to sweep her off her feet.


    Frequently, she thought of the many choices once open to her. There was a time, a weary lifetime ago, when she had been extraordinarily pretty—at least that was what she had beentold. Many sweet boys in her home county had come courting. None had interested her. Instead, she had caught the attention of her brother’s dashing friend from West Point—the sole heir of Fallen Oaks Plantation.


    Her head had been filled with romantic notions about the life of a plantation mistress. Harlan, at six foot two, with golden hair and a perfect physique, had been stunning in his West Point uniform. At seventeen—fool that she was—she had been incapable of seeing past that uniform. Dazzled by his veneer of well-born Southern gentility, she had not seen the cruelty buried within.


    “I’m coming. I’m coming,” she mumbled as she hurried along the path to the ramshackle barn.


    Although their plantation house lay in ruins, this barn, the small overseer’s cabin, and a few slave shacks had been overlooked during General Sherman’s slash-and-burn march to the sea. She had hidden away, deep within the forest along with the pitiful remnants of their livestock, watching her home go up in flames while Sherman and his men stormed through Georgia, ruthlessly cutting a wide swath of destruction, breaking the back of the Southern rebellion.


    Surviving the devastation had almost broken her back as well. By the time Lee surrendered at Appomattox, she was so sick of war and deprivation that she no longer cared how things ended—just as long as they did.


    And yet the end of Mr. Lincoln’s war had brought no cessation of struggle to her life. Within one week of her husband’s return, the beatings had begun. Discovering that his ancestral home had been burned to the ground had pushed Harlan into a dark fury that never left except on those nights when he passed out, benumbed by alcohol.


    For reasons she could not comprehend, he equated the fact that she had been born a Yankee with having everything to do with his losses. Harlan couldn’t be convinced, no matter how hard she tried, that there had been no more chance of deflecting Sherman’s men from their grim purpose than one could have of holding back the ocean. He threw at her apocryphal accounts of brave Southern women facing down Union soldiers, shaming the invaders into leaving their precious homes alone.


    From what she could tell, he also held her accountable for failing to stem the tide of slaves who had melted away—abandoning Fallen Oaks in the days after he rode off to fight a war to keep them enslaved.


    For a while, she had been pleased that she had managed to save two cows and a few bedraggled chickens by hiding in the forest as Sherman’s men rampaged through the countryside. With little to work with, she had tried hard to make the overseer’s cabin habitable, but Harlan had been disgusted with her pitiful attempts to have a home waiting for him when he returned from war.


    As she squatted on a stool, resting her forehead against the Jersey’s warm belly, a fateful slant of light drew her attention to a thin wire she had never seen before. It was attached to the end of a loose board on the bench where she always set the heavy buckets after finishing the milking. Following that wire upwards, she saw that it was attached to a massive oak beam balanced ever-so-carefully directly above where she always stood while straining the milk.


    The hair on the back of her neck prickled. So that was why Harlan had left before dawn—to have the privacy to set up the final blow to her body. Her knees grew weak as her mind tried to wrap itself around the realization that her husband intended to kill her.


    Once her breathing returned to normal, she chided herself for her shock. After the way he had treated her, why should she be surprised? No doubt he had hoped to discover her body here today, the barely discernible wire easily removed and himself a handsome widower.


    Harlan frequently informed her while spewing venom about her failure to produce an heir for the crumbled Calloway throne that lonely war widows now filled the countryside—women who would be happy to welcome him into their homes and beds. If it weren’t for her.


    He was right, of course. The war had wiped out an entire generation of Southern men. She often caught local women casting envious glances at her virile, living husband. Two were still mistresses of intact, if moldering, mansions—homes that had somehow escaped Sherman’s notice.


    They would be welcome to him.


    She found herself almost envious of her own former slaves. They were now free, but there would be no war fought to emancipate her.


    It was futile to even think about petitioning the courts for a divorce. Locals considered Harlan a war hero. Judges would laugh at any accusations that she, a Yankee, might make against her husband.


    Deep down she knew, without accepting the fact until this moment, that the only way she would ever get out of this miserable marriage was if one of them died. Obviously, Harlan had decided it would be her.


    He would get by with it too. The Calloway name alone would protect him in this county. It always had.


    Her father’s words came to mind—the ones with which he had tried to dissuade her from the headstrong decision to marry her brother’s fascinating friend. Marriage, her father had advised her, wasn’t like choosing a dress pattern that could be discarded when she tired of it. Marriage was forever. Marriage was for life.


    “That’s what I’m afraid of, Papa,” she spoke into the chilly autumn air. “I’m afraid I won’t have a life if I stay with Harlan.”


    Hurriedly, she stripped milk from the cows’ udders while frantically casting about for a plan. She knew that Harlan would never think to take care of their animals—something he considered a slave’s job—or, barring slaves, her job. Carefully stepping around the wire, she drove the cows into the larger pasture beside the river, dumped the milk into the lone hog’s trough, and left the gate open so the poor thing could get out and root for itself.


    Then she remembered her flock of chickens shut up for the night in the weasel-tight chicken coop. They wouldn’t survive if she didn’t release them. She wrenched open the door and pounded on the roof, frightening the biddies and startling the rooster, who strutted, slightly befuddled, out into the morning drizzle.


    Bruises and aches forgotten, she ran to the house.


    “Ned!” she yelled as she burst through the door.


    Her brother’s tousled brown hair and dark eyes peered over the loft. “Yes, ma’am?”


    “Get dressed. We’re leaving.”


    “But...” His eyes went wide with fear.


    “Harlan is gone. We have to go.”


    The look of hope and relief on his freckled face made her want to weep. Although she tried to protect her little brother, Ned had also experienced the sting of Harlan’s hand.


    She began stuffing her few clothes into a sack and stopped. What was she doing? There was no time to pack. In spite of the note, there was no telling when Harlan would be home. Releasing the animals had taken time she didn’t have. They had to move fast.


    She pulled on her “good” black dress, now worn and rusty. Then she jerked on a pair of Harlan’s britches beneath her dress, rolled up the pant legs, and cinched the waist with a piece of twine. She tied on a black bonnet and dug her threadbare cape out of the closet.


    Now, all they needed was food. And money.


    She swallowed hard. There was money in the cabin. Harlan’s money. Funds he had received for selling two hundred acres on the back side of the plantation. If she took it, he would follow her to the ends of the earth to punish her.


    If she didn’t take it, he would follow her anyway.


    Visions of that heavy oak beam swam before her eyes as she pulled a box from beneath the bed and took out a pouch of silver coins.


    This was the money he planned to use to get Fallen Oaks back on a paying basis again—land he had once ridden over like a young prince. His boasts were empty, of course. Without slaves, Fallen Oaks would never thrive. It would never again be the well-manicured Eden into which she had ridden as a young bride. She knew these coins would be used to buy strong drink until the money was gone.


    She secreted the coin pouch, along with a hastily wrapped chunk of cheese and two small loaves of bread, in her cape pockets without the slightest pinprick of conscience. She had earned the money many times over, and she had made the bread and cheese with her own hands. She could buy or scavenge what she needed later. With any luck, Harlan wouldn’t be home until after dark. Hopefully, she had hours ahead of her in which to escape.


    And she wasn’t going on foot.


    Harlan had made the mistake of leaving behind Rebel’s Pride, the horse that had safely carried him through four years of war. Rebel was fast, well-rested, and had the endurance of an ox. It was she who fed and curried him, she whom he nuzzled for windfall apples.


    Ned’s weight combined with hers was half of Harlan’s, and she and her brother rode well. Her father, who had loved horses almost as much as he had loved his church and children, had made certain of that. This fine horse would carry them far.


    “Harlan will kill us for this,” Ned said as she saddled up.


    “He’ll have to catch us first.” She gave the saddle an extra cinch and swung her leg over Rebel’s back. There was no way she was going to ride sidesaddle on this trip. Wearing Harlan’s britches beneath her clothing had been a decision calculated for endurance, not style. She had lost all vanity long ago.


    From on top of the powerful gelding, with an autumn rain now pelting her, she surveyed the home she was leaving. The mansion was a pile of burnt timber. Every treasured material possession she ever had was gone. The cabin in which they now lived was a sagging wreck.


    The only thing she regretted abandoning was her meager livestock and the crops planted with her own hands. The yams would be ready to dig soon. The winter squash needed to be put in the root cellar.


    But she would not be the one doing it. She was sick of the South. Sick of Georgia. Sick of rationalizing the slavery that had supported her husband’s family. She was especially sick of enduring her husband’s anger. Like the slaves who had left Fallen Oaks before her, she was headed North—and God help the man or woman who tried to stop her.


    She reached a hand down to Ned and hoisted him up. “Let’s ride, little brother.”
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    Come all young men, and you attend,


    and listen to the counsel of a friend.


    If you ever seek another land,


    don’t ever come to Michigan.


    “Don’t Come to Michigan”

    —1800s shanty song


    Bay City, Michigan


    October 5, 1867


    The massive locomotive moaned as the brakeman slowed the iron monster to a reluctant, huffing crawl. As the train came to a full, shuddering stop, Katie peered past her brother through the soot-filmed window at the street scene beside them. Buggies, horses, and pedestrians vied with street vendors. Women with fluffy plumage attached to brightly colored hats walked about in small gossipy groups. Ferocious-looking men bearing axes, with sacks slung across their backs, strode across the sawdust-covered roads. She saw what appeared to be an Indian wearing buckskin and entering a general store.


    This bustling city was a different world from the war-ravaged country from which Ned and she had fled, hiding in haystacks and empty barns until they could access a railroad. Determined to put as many miles as possible between Harlan and herself, she rode the train as far north as the tracks went. This was, in every way, the end of the line for her.


    “That horse reminds me of Rebel’s Pride.” Ned pointed at a sturdy gray gelding. “Do you suppose Rebel is all right?”


    “The man we sold him to seemed kind,” Katie said.


    “Rebel was a good horse.”


    “He saved our lives.”


    Parting with that valiant animal had just about killed her, but she had sold him the minute she could access a train going north. A locomotive was so much faster than a horse, and there couldn’t be enough speed to take her away from Harlan.


    The travel-weary occupants of the train came to life around her, collecting their bundles while Katie gathered her courage to face the grim reality of her decision to flee to this raw town.


    She knew no one here. There would be no support from any quarter.


    It was exactly as she had planned.


    During those long hours on the back of Rebel’s Pride, she had come to the conclusion that the best way to escape her husband’s vengeance was to do the exact opposite of what he might expect—even if it meant cutting herself off from the remnants of her own blood relatives. Her cousins’ modest homes in Pennsylvania would be the first place Harlan would look, and there was always the possibility that, seduced by the façade of his practiced charm, they would turn her over to him. It had certainly blinded her at one time.


    No—it would be dangerous to rely on anyone except herself. Survival rested entirely in her own two hands.


    She glanced down at those hands. Unlike the other women on the train, she wore no gloves. Once elegant, her hands were now calloused and rough. Her knuckles wore permanent scars from scrubbing Harlan’s lye soap–soaked clothes. She closed her eyes, remembering how he had stood over her, making her wash those clothes over and over again until her hands had bled. Harlan liked to look good.


    She brushed at the skirt of her dress. Cinders from the engine had scorched small holes in it.


    “We’ll be all right.” Ned looked up at her—already trying to be a man. “I’ll take good care of you.”


    “Of course you will.” Her heart melted with love for the boy. “We’ll take good care of each other.”


    Once again, she looked out the window at the unfamiliar scene. What had she done? This was such an alien place. For a moment, her heart failed her.


    “We’re the only ones who are still on the train,” Ned pointed out.


    “You’re right.” She squared her shoulders. “It’s time to begin our new life.”


    She had prayed long hours as the train swayed over hills and valleys, begging God to show her the way to provide for their needs when her remaining coins were gone. She had prayed so many times before, when Harlan had been hurting her, that her faith was quite low, but a smidgen had begun to return with each mile that took her farther from her husband. With all her heart she prayed that God would lead her to honest work and make it possible for her to care for her brother. Nothing would be too hard. Nothing would be beneath her. At twenty-eight she was as strong as she would ever be. She would do whatever it took.


    In spite of all she had endured, she felt a lifting of spirits as they stepped off the train into this bustling city. She was no longer the shy, innocent girl who had said yes the moment Harlan Calloway had proposed marriage. Her struggle with shyness had faded along with the bruises. Whatever it took, no matter how hard she had to work—she would survive.
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    “I want a beefsteak. Rare,” Robert Foster instructed. “And vegetables that aren’t boiled to a pulp. I’d like them sometime this week if you can manage it.”


    “Yes, sir.” The waiter scurried off. From what Robert could tell, the man was both waiter and proprietor. As the restaurant filled up, he noticed other patrons becoming impatient as well. He wondered if there was anyone in the kitchen besides the unkempt woman he had glimpsed. From the way the two bickered, he assumed they were husband and wife. He had some sympathy for the couple. With Michigan turning into the lumber capital of the world, Bay City was a busy town, and it was difficult to find good help.


    He picked up a fork and absentmindedly drew numbers onto the white tablecloth. The spring river drive had been a nightmare. Logjams had backed up the Saginaw River and its tributaries for miles. Many peaveys, one of the most expensive tools a lumber boss provided, had been jerked out of the drivers’ hands into the swirling waters. Valuable logs had been lost as the river sprawled out into the surrounding areas, dumping precious timber far from the stream when the waters subsided. He had needed to put down two of the camp’s mules because of hoof rot.


    Even though the price for lumber was holding high, he had managed to do little more than break even. If his luck didn’t change this coming season, everything he had invested to establish an independent lumber company would be lost. He would be cutting timber for someone else for a living.


    His father, who had run lumber camps in Maine, had made it look easy. It wasn’t. Owning a lumber camp involved one worrisome detail after another. Still, it was better than the years he had spent in the Union army.


    He had been at Gettysburg.


    He shoved the memory of that nightmare away. Much better the clean, frozen forests of Michigan, where he owned the rights to 680 acres of the finest timber he had ever seen.


    A young woman entering the restaurant with what appeared to be a son caught his attention. Her shabby dress was plain black like her bonnet, and there were a few holes burned into the skirt—he suspected from train cinders. Her cape was threadbare, and a corner of it was torn, but the unfashionable clothing didn’t mask the graceful lines of the woman’s figure. He wondered if she was yet another war widow. There were so many these days, eking out starvation livings on backwoods farms.


    The woman and boy stopped as they entered, as though unsure of what to do next. In spite of the obvious poverty, there was a simple dignity about them.


    The pair distracted him for only a moment before the endless march of numbers began to once again crawl across his brain. Board feet, payroll, tonnage of fodder, teamsters carrying flour, salt pork, and dozens of other supplies. Making the numbers balance out was like a vicious game of chance playing in his head day and night.


    The biggest headache he had right now was the loss of his camp cook. Old Jigger, a scrawny, scrappy man, had challenged the biggest woodsman in the saloon to a brawl. A busted nose and broken right arm later, Jigger had learned his lesson, and the lumber camp was in need of a new cook—at least until Jigger could once again heft fifty-pound sacks of flour and thirty-pound cast-iron Dutch ovens.


    Without a decent cook, Robert didn’t have a prayer of attracting the skilled woodsmen who made life so much easier for a camp owner. These knights of the woods could choose any lumber company they wanted—and the ones they wanted to work for were those with the best food. Unfortunately, good camp cooks were as scarce as hens’ teeth. Finding someone willing to live in a damp log shanty in the middle of the deep woods seven months out of the year while shoveling out food for thirty or more hungry men was not an easy task.


    Without a good cook, he would be ruined.


    The woman and boy seated themselves at the table next to him, once again distracting him from his worries. He noticed that they were carrying only two small bundles.


    “Just water, if you don’t mind...” the woman said when the waiter came for their order.


    He could tell she had intended to say more, but the waiter hurried off before she could finish. The boy looked around the room with open curiosity. “Have we enough money for a sandwich, sister?”


    “We do,” she answered, “but I don’t want to spend it here. We’ll find a store soon and get some crackers and cheese. Best to fill your belly with water while I try to talk to the owner. It appears they are understaffed. I’m feeling hopeful.”


    “Tell him I’m a hard worker too,” the boy said.


    “Yes, you are.” She smiled at the boy, and Robert was taken aback. The woman, in spite of her unattractive garb, was exquisite. A heart-shaped face and dark blue eyes fringed with long, dark lashes. A tendril of copper-colored hair peeped out from beneath her nondescript bonnet. He glanced at her work-roughened hands. She was wearing no wedding ring, but of course, many farm wives couldn’t afford one.


    His meal arrived and was shoved beneath his nose. The beefsteak was overcooked. His potatoes and carrots boiled to a near mush. It was futile to send the food back to the kitchen. Considering the way the restaurant was filling up, there was a good chance it would be another hour before he would see anything edible again. Resigned, he toyed with the food, trying to force himself to eat it. He reminded himself that he had endured much worse in the war.


    The waiter put glasses of water on the table in front of the woman and boy. “I’ll be needing this table soon,” he said pointedly. “For paying customers.”


    The woman flinched at his words. “I didn’t come here to eat or drink. I wanted to see if you might be in need of some hired help.” She swallowed hard. “I’m—I’m handy in the kitchen.”


    Robert laid his knife down and folded his arms. This was getting interesting. He expected the man to jump at the offer.


    “Sorry.” The waiter glanced at the kitchen door apprehensively. “My wife doesn’t like anyone else in her kitchen. We prefer to take care of things by ourselves.”


    “I understand.” The woman lowered her gaze. “Thank you anyway.”


    The waiter hurried back to the kitchen.


    “Let’s leave, Ned,” she whispered. “I’ll look for work somewhere else.”


    “Excuse me.” Robert’s curiosity got the better of him. “Where are you good folks from?”


    A look passed between the woman and boy.


    “Ohio.” The woman’s astonishing blue eyes narrowed with suspicion.


    “Are you going to be in Bay City long?”


    Again the look passed between the woman and the boy.


    “If I can find work.”


    “What sort of work are you looking for?”


    “Anything respectable.” The tone of her voice informed him that her morals would not be compromised. “I can clean. I can do laundry, and”—her chin, which he noticed had a tiny cleft, lifted a quarter inch—“I’m a good cook.”


    He knew he couldn’t be so lucky. Even if she was telling the truth, there was little chance she would want to work in a lumber camp. The few women who did were usually wives of the owner or foreman. Still, those work-roughened hands told him that the woman wasn’t allergic to hard labor. And he was desperate enough to take a chance on a complete stranger.


    Robert turned to the boy. “Is she a good cook?”


    “The best.” The boy’s eyes were innocent and without guile. “Just like our mother.”


    “Are you married, ma’am?”


    She gave a small shake of her head.


    “Widowed?”


    She hesitated then nodded.


    A widow, just as he suspected. It explained a lot. The woman probably had a farm she couldn’t keep up, and the hope of something better in town had drawn them here. It happened.


    In spite of his earlier gloom, his mood lifted at the possibilities. If this woman truly was a good cook, and if she was willing to live in the deep woods for a few months—that plus the novelty of a beautiful young widow living in camp would attract some of the finest woodsmen in the business. Women were scarce in the north woods. Beautiful young women were even scarcer. The men would travel miles on foot just to get a glimpse of her. The fortunes of his camp might hinge on this one woman.


    Of course, he had no intention of firing Jigger. The old, seasoned cook would stay. Even with a broken arm, Jigger could teach her plenty about lumber camp cooking. The boy was not a problem. Many camps employed “chore boys” to fetch and carry, and this one seemed sturdy enough to at least tote a bucket of water.


    “I’m curious, ma’am,” he said. “What is your specialty? As a cook, I mean.”


    She pursed her lips while she thought. He noticed they were full and well-formed.


    “I make an excellent apple pie, sir.”


    Apple pie. He hadn’t had a decent apple pie in months. Suddenly, he was ravenous for one. He waved the owner over. “Do you have any fresh apples in your kitchen?”


    “Yes.”


    “Flour? Lard?”


    “Of course.”


    “If the lady is willing, I’ll pay you the equivalent of ten meals if you can talk your wife into allowing this woman access to your kitchen for the next two hours to make one apple pie. If she makes it to my satisfaction”—he glanced her way—“I’m going to offer her a job.”


    “Ten meals?”


    “Yes.”


    “For one apple pie and the use of an oven?”


    “That’s my offer.”


    “Come along with me,” the waiter said to the woman. “I’ll talk to my wife.”


    She stood, her forehead creased in puzzlement. “You have a job for me?”


    “Yes,” Robert said. “If you’re as good a cook as you say.”


    He saw desperation warring with integrity in her eyes.


    “Is this a respectable job?”


    “Very respectable, but very hard work.”


    Again the small lift of her chin. “I am not afraid of hard work.” She turned to her brother. “You be a good boy while I’m gone.”


    “Yes, ma’am.”


    The boy drained his water glass and then looked around the room, eyeing the various diners and their food.


    “Do you want this?” Robert pushed the plate of overcooked food away from him. “Bring your bags over to this table. You can eat while we wait, if you want. It’ll make the owner happy if we leave that table to other customers.”


    The boy obediently moved their belongings. Robert noticed that his homemade britches were several inches too short. Even though the meal was unappetizing, the boy bowed his head and silently gave thanks, then methodically polished off the food.


    “Is your sister truly a good cook, or were you just saying that because she was here?”


    “She’s very good.” The boy laid the knife across his empty plate. “When she has something to cook with.” His clear-eyed gaze spoke volumes.


    This boy and his sister had known hunger. Perhaps, if things worked out, they would not have to experience it again. At least they wouldn’t if he could stay in business.
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    She’s tall and slim, her hair is red,


    her face is plump and pretty.


    She’s my daisy Sunday best-day girl,


    and her front name stands for Kitty.


    “Bung Yer Eye, Boy”

    —1800s shanty song


    It was not easy preparing food in another woman’s kitchen while that other woman scowled, but Katie managed to find the necessary ingredients and a clear space to lay out her supplies.


    It felt good after all she had been through to fall into the comforting rhythm of slicing apples and rolling out pie dough. Unlike Harlan, she had not come from a wealthy family. Her father had ministered to a church outside of Pittsburgh while running a small horse farm. Her mother had been a gifted gardener and an intuitive cook.


    Although there had never been an abundance of money, there had always been plenty of food in their home. Her mother had managed to fill her family’s bellies with tasty meals, and as a minister’s wife, she hosted frequent guests at their table. She had taken care to teach Katie everything she knew.


    For the first time since she had run for her life, Katie felt a measure of peace just being inside this heat-filled kitchen. She reached for the tin of cinnamon and sprinkled it over the tart apples. Then she added just enough sugar to offset the tartness, yet not enough to make the pie sticky sweet. Several pats of good butter to melt over the apples. She was delighted to find two lemons in a bowl and scored a few strips of zest into the mixture as a small surprise to the tongue. After contemplating the height of the pie, she decided to create a fancy latticework for the crust. If this man truly had a job for her, she wanted to do everything possible to impress him.


    Fortunately, the oven was already heated. In slightly over one hour from the time she entered the kitchen, she pulled a golden-brown apple pie out of the stove.


    “Thank you,” she said to the woman as she folded two dishcloths into heat-resisting pads and carried the still-sizzling pie through the customers to the table where her brother now sat. The waiter brought a dessert dish and a serving knife to the table.


    “It looks delicious.” The man eyed the pie hungrily. His dark brown hair was cut short, and unlike most of the men she saw here in the restaurant, he was clean-shaven.


    “It should cool first,” she said.


    “I don’t care.” He cut a large wedge and slipped it onto his plate.


    She stood, waiting, as he blew on a forkful of pie, still so hot it was dripping butter. He put it into his mouth and chewed. He closed his eyes, and a low moan escaped his lips. Then he ate another bite, rolling it around in his mouth. He swallowed and sighed with pleasure.


    She felt a thrill shoot through her body at his obvious enjoyment. It had been a long time since Harlan had acknowledged her cooking with anything more than a grunt.


    In the meantime, she saw the harassed waiter fending off orders from other patrons for apple pie—which he didn’t have.


    She waited for the man to compliment her on the pie. Instead, he cut a thick piece and laid it in front of her brother, saying, “Eat.”


    Then he tipped back in his chair and gave her a calculating look.


    “I’ll give you two dollars a day to cook at my lumber camp. The boy will get a nickel a day to keep the wood box filled and do any other chores you might have for him. You’ll have a private room inside the cook shanty. It won’t be fancy, but I’ll have one of the men build you a private privy.”


    He let her absorb all this while he wolfed down another piece of pie. Her mind struggled to grasp the fact that the man was offering her two dollars a day! That was more than a good male laborer made back home—those few who could find work.


    “You might go months without seeing another woman.” He wiped his mouth with a napkin. “There is no town nearer than a hard day’s ride on horseback. My camp is well run. I’ll make certain you’re safe and that the men treat you with respect. If you think you can abide those conditions, I’ll pay you two weeks’ salary in advance. You’ll need it to purchase enough warm clothing for you and the boy to survive the next seven months.”


    His speech finished, the man tucked back into his pie.


    Shocked, she plumped down into the seat beside him, her mind whirling. If the good Lord had picked her up and set her down on the other side of the moon, she couldn’t have been more surprised. This was so much better than she had dared hope. Even the isolation of the camp would be a gift from God—a perfect place to hide from Harlan.


    “What is your name, sir?” she asked.


    The man glanced up from his pie, which he seemed intent on consuming in one sitting. “Robert Foster at your service.”


    His eyes, she noticed, were a light hazel rimmed with black. His lashes were thick and dark. They were handsome eyes, but she didn’t give a fig about the man’s looks. Harlan had been the most handsome man she had ever known. No, it was kindness that she was looking for, and it was kindness she saw there.


    “And your name, ma’am?”


    It occurred to her that it would be a mistake to give her real name. She cast about for a made-up name. Unfortunately, she wasn’t good at lying, and her mind went blank. Then her eyes caught on a Smith Brothers Cough Drop advertisement on the wall.


    “Smith,” she said. “My name is Katie Smith. And this is my brother, Ned.”


    “It’s good to meet you.”


    She felt so guilty about lying that she expected Mr. Foster to see straight through her—ferreting out the lie she had told about her name, seeing the still-living husband looming in the background. She held her breath, waiting for him to withdraw his offer.


    Instead, he seemed impatient to be finished with their conversation. He plucked his bowler hat from a vacant chair. “Do we have a deal, Katie Smith?”


    She released her breath. The job was hers. She had no idea if she could trust the man or not, but she needed a job and she was a good cook.


    Two dollars a day! She made some quick calculations. For seven months of work, she would receive nearly four hundred dollars! It was a staggering amount of money.


    “Yes, sir. We have a deal.”


    “My men call me Robert, and you will too.” He laid thirty Union greenbacks on the table in front of her. “The hotel across from here is clean and safe. You should be able to do the shopping you need to do this afternoon. I’ll come for you with the supply wagon tomorrow morning at dawn.”


    “But tomorrow is the Sabbath.”


    “The men will start showing up by Monday evening. Some may already be there. I’m already behind schedule. It will take us the bigger part of two days to get there. If we start early tomorrow, we might be at the camp in time to feed them. I hope you won’t change your mind. I’m depending on you.”


    “I won’t change my mind,” she said. “You have my word.”


    He stared hard at her, as though evaluating her.


    “Your word is good enough for me.” He paid up, set his bowler hat firmly on his head, and departed, leaving one slice of pie untouched. She wondered if he had known she was hungry and had deliberately left it behind for her. She doubted that Robert or any other man would be so thoughtful. In spite of the kindness she had read in his eyes, her faith in men was not high.


    It occurred to her that she had just agreed to live in the middle of the woods with a camp full of them. Goodness.


    She picked up her brother’s fork and took a bite straight from the pie plate. Yes, the pie had turned out very well.


    “Do you trust that man?” her brother asked.


    “No. I don’t trust anyone except you and me.” She laid her hand over his. “But we will work hard for Mr. Foster. I don’t want him to regret his decision to hire us.”


    Ned toyed with his napkin, avoiding her gaze. “Will you ever marry again?”


    “No.” The question shook her. “I’m still legally bound to Harlan.”


    “But what if he dies?”


    The idea of Harlan dying had never crossed her mind. He had made it unscathed through four years of war. He seemed immortal. But even if he did, she would never remarry. Never again would she give another man control over her mind and body. Never again would she put herself through seeing the disgust on a man’s face each month when he found out she was not with child.


    “No.” She shook her head. “Never.”


    Her brother released a sigh. “I’m glad.” He captured a stray crumb and licked it off his finger. “You lied to Mr. Foster. More than once.”


    “I know.” She folded up the money he had given her and tucked it deep into a pocket of her cape. “I’m sorry I had to do that.”


    “Aren’t you afraid of going to hell?”


    She gave his question the weight it deserved. “I think that is where I have been for a very long time.”
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    Harlan stared at the massive beam balanced above where Katherine set her milk pails every morning and evening. The beam—balanced just so—was heavy enough to crush her. The death he had arranged would have appeared to be an accident. Now that she was gone, he was in legal purgatory. No wife, but no legal right to remarry.


    This was highly inconvenient. There was only one way out of the heinous poverty in which he found himself. Carrie Sherwood, a local widow, had managed to hang on to a few loyal servants and was reported to be quite wealthy. Her elderly husband had possessed the foresight to invest in Northern textile mills before the war. That woman’s money, which would be under his control were they to marry—would help him turn Fallen Oaks back into the paradise it had been before Sherman destroyed it.


    The problem he had was that he knew absolutely that Carrie would never consent to marry him until he was, in truth, a grieving widower.


    It was imperative that he find Katherine, bring her back here, make his terrible “grief” a reality, and accept the rich woman’s condolences very soon.


    He had not fought a war only to come home and live like a pauper.
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    Then he took me to cook camp


    and rigged me out neat:


    an old stove and two kettles,


    a full rig complete.


    “Budd Lake Plains”

    —1800s shanty song


    “We’re staying in a hotel?” Ned asked as they left the restaurant. “Isn’t that expensive?”


    Katie fingered the greenbacks folded into her pocket and wondered if Robert Foster would truly come for them tomorrow morning. Or would he change his mind and ask for his money back?


    As she hesitated on the crowded wooden sidewalk, someone accidentally bumped into her. She found herself thrust against a bejeweled and heavily powdered woman whom she almost knocked down.


    “I’m so sorry!” She grabbed the woman’s arm to steady her.


    “Oh, that’s all right, honey.” The woman winked, and Katie saw that she was older than she had first thought. “This isn’t the first time I’ve been knocked around.”


    Katie caught her breath. Although she was certain the woman didn’t mean anything by what she said, the words still cut to the core of her own experience.


    “You all right?” The woman peered at her. “You look kinda pale.”


    It was strange, Katie thought, to hear such common words coming from such a well-dressed personage. The bustled dress was watered purple silk, the gloves immaculate white, the large diamond earrings dazzling in the bright sun.


    The woman looked as though she could have presided over one of the finest pre-war mansions in the South—except that the colors of her clothing were a mite loud, and the sound of her voice a bit coarse, and her décolleté a little too revealing.


    “I—I’m all right,” Katie said.


    “Are you new in town, honey?”


    “We just got off the train.”


    The woman’s eyes swept her up and down. “You looking for work?”


    “I was.”


    “I got a place over on Water Street. Real nice. Classy joint. I can always use another good worker. I pay good too. We could find a place for the boy—maybe helping out in the kitchen.”


    “Really?” Katie was stunned. Her gamble in coming to this busy town had been inspired. Two job offers in one day! Things were certainly different in the North.


    “Some of my clients would pay big money for a pretty little redhead like you.” She glanced down at the bundle Katie held. “Of course we’d have to do something with those hands of yours. Our clientele don’t fancy rough hands.”


    Katie gaped as the woman’s meaning became clear. She ran a bordello and was offering her a job as a—a...


    “Oh, honey.” The woman smiled. “Now I’ve gone and shocked you. I’m sorry. There was just something in your eyes that made me think you’ve been through some rough times your own self. A lot of girls who come to work for me have that beaten-down look. My mistake.” She shrugged, but her eyes were calculating. “Of course, if you’d like to come on over to Water Street, you could rest your feet and we could discuss things over a nice cup of tea.”


    The words, spoken in a grandmotherly voice, felt like a slap.


    “Hello, Delia,” a cool, masculine voice spoke up. “You aren’t trying to hire Mrs. Smith away from me, now are you?”


    Katie whipped around and saw Robert Foster standing beside her. A cigar was clenched between his teeth.


    “Long time no see, Foster. Where you been keeping yourself?” Delia rocked back on her heels and smiled up at him as though she were an old friend. “This girl is working for you?” She gave a great belly laugh. “I can’t see her bucksawing logs.”


    He glanced at Katie and removed his hat. “Mrs. Smith, let me introduce you to Miss Delia Flowers. She runs one of Bay City’s better known houses of ...” He looked at Ned and scratched his head as he searched for a proper word. “Ill repute.”


    “Ill repute?” Delia scowled. “I resent that. My place is classy.”


    “And I resent you lifting a year’s worth of paid labor off my men each time the spring river drive comes in.”


    “They get their money’s worth.”


    Robert took the half-chewed cigar from his mouth. “No, Delia. They don’t. Half of them end up drugged and rolled for every nickel they’ve got.”


    Delia’s face turned red. “Not at my place.” Her fists clenched.


    It was an odd thing, Katie thought, to see such lovely clothes on a woman who appeared willing and able to engage in fisticuffs with Robert right on the spot.


    Again Robert glanced down at Ned, who was watching the scene with rapt attention.


    “A truce for now, Delia. Please.” He dropped his cigar and ground it out with the heel of his boot. “Mrs. Smith is my new camp cook. A respectable widow from Ohio who, no doubt, has just been shocked right down to her toes by your offer.”


    “Not as shocked as you might think.” Delia looked at her, assessing her like a prime side of beef. “But Mrs. Smith might have to get a lot hungrier before she accepts my offer.”


    Katie was mortified and concerned for Ned. She considered putting her hands over his ears. And eyes.


    “Come along, Mrs. Smith.” Robert took her elbow and firmly steered her away from the angry prostitute.


    Delia fired one final shot as they walked away. “You’ll work like a slave in that camp, honey. You’ll get up at two in the morning to make breakfast for a bunch of stinking shanty boys. You’ll put in sixteen hours of hard labor before you fall into bed each night. Then you’ll do it all over again. Day after day. For two measly dollars a day. At my house you’d sleep till noon and other people would cook for you!”


    “I think I’d better accompany you to the hotel before someone else tries to hire you away from me,” Robert said as Delia’s voice faded.


    “Was that woman ... serious?”


    “Yes. Being a camp cook is hard work.”


    “No, I mean about...” She swallowed hard. “About ... that other thing.”


    “She was dead serious. Michigan is the lumber capital of the world. Loggers are arriving from all over.”


    “But I would never, ever...”


    “I know.”


    “But...”


    “Don’t let Delia get to you.” He gripped her elbow more tightly. “Let’s just get you safely settled in the hotel. It might be best if I made you a list of things you’ll need. It’ll make your shopping go faster. You only have a few hours before the stores close, and as I said, we leave at dawn.”
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    “You hired a dad-blamed woman?” The wiry old man was so furious he was shaking. His sparse gray beard trembled in indignation.


    Robert hadn’t seen this coming. He had forgotten just how territorial Jigger could be about the cook shanty, which he ruled with an iron fist. It had been foolish to hire another cook without factoring in the old man’s pride.


    “I had no choice. You aren’t fit.” He glanced around the tiny room that was situated above one of Bay City’s many saloons. Jigger had once again managed to spend an entire season’s pay in one glorious and ill-conceived splurge after finishing the spring log drive. Even though he was past seventy, he had fought and sung his way through all the dives of Bay City, challenging men twice his size to battle. Now, he was broke both physically and financially and had been living on Robert’s generosity ever since May, waiting for October when he could go back and preside over the cook shanty again.


    It was a feast or famine mentality that most loggers possessed and which Robert understood only too well. The work was hard, the dangers great, the pleasures few. Most of the shanty boys, the term with which loggers referred to themselves, spent every dime they made within two or three weeks after the spring river drive—mainly, in Robert’s opinion, from sheer relief that they were still alive.


    Robert didn’t indulge in the shanty boys’ three “B’s”—bars, brawls, and brothels—something Bay City was entirely too quick to provide. He had responsibilities, a business to run, and two children to support.


    “I don’t need a stupid woman cluttering up my kitchen.” Jigger spit a stream of tobacco juice at a clay spittoon sitting in the corner—and missed. “I still got me one good arm.” He wiped his mouth with the back of his hand.


    “Which you will use to help Mrs. Smith learn the ropes of cooking for thirty men.”


    “I ain’t gonna to teach her nothin’, except...” Jigger wriggled his bushy eyebrows.


    Robert bristled. “She’s a decent woman. A widow. You’ll treat her with respect or you will be working in some haywire camp so quick it’ll make your head swim—if you can find one to hire you.”


    The leer on Jigger’s face was replaced by sober reflection. No one wanted to work at a haywire camp. The term had been coined because of the wire teamsters saved from the bundles of hay they shook out for their horses and oxen. Too much haywire holding things together meant a badly run camp and probably a dangerous one. Owners of haywire camps were so desperate that they sometimes kidnapped shanty boys and forced them to work at gunpoint.


    “I could find work somewhere else besides a haywire camp.”


    “Not with a broken arm, and you’re not getting any younger.”


    Jigger scowled. “I’ve forgotten more about feeding hungry men than most camp cooks learn in a lifetime.”


    “You were one of the best.”


    “Were?” Jigger’s voice rose in indignation. “Were?” He rose to his full height, which came to Robert’s chin. “I’ll have you know that I can still run faster, spit farther, jump higher, and belch louder than any sorry-eyed shanty boy in the business!”


    Robert smiled inwardly. He had hoped to rile Jigger enough to keep him sober until they got back to camp.


    “Pull yourself together, Jigger. I need you. The woman I hired will make your work easier—that’s all.”


    “She won’t be boss cook?”


    Robert considered. “Not unless you want her to be.”


    “I’ll still be the boss?”


    “You’ll rule the roost—as long as you treat her with respect.”


    “I’d never lay a hand on a respectable woman, you know that. Neither would any of the rest of the boys.”


    “I’m counting on it. Now help me check over the provisions I’ve ordered. We’re leaving tomorrow morning.”


    The old cook drew himself up with dignity, a broken-down racehorse anxious to get back to the track. Jigger knew the lumber business inside and out, and he knew how to cook for a crew of hungry men. It was about all he knew, but he knew it well.


    “I’ll pack up my turkey.” The old man dredged a worn feed sack from beneath the sagging bed. “You’re gonna need me real bad if all you got is a dad-blamed woman workin’ in the kitchen.”
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    With some trepidation, Katie perused the list Robert had written out for her. She had not bought so many things since she had gathered her bridal trousseau, and that had taken her months. Now, she had exactly five hours.


    “You’re growing so fast,” she said as Ned and she walked down the plank sidewalk. “We’ll need to purchase two pairs of boots to get you through the winter. Longer pants and a heavy coat as well.”


    “Mr. Foster said he’ll be paying me too,” Ned boasted. “Can I buy a pocketknife?”


    “A boy with his own job definitely deserves a pocketknife.” Katie glanced at her list again.


    Ned opened his mouth to thank her, but she threw her arm across his chest and shoved him flat against the nearest building. Someone she had hoped never to lay eyes on again was just ahead. It was Harlan, walking with that distinctive walk, that strut that told everyone he was king of all he surveyed. His shoulders were broad, and he had strong, muscular arms that could send a woman or child flying against a wall.


    She shrank against the side of the building, melting into the shadows. She and Ned could still run, could still get away.


    “What’s wrong?” Ned asked.


    “It’s Harlan.” Her finger at her lips, she motioned for him to be quiet. Her heart thudded against her chest so hard she could hear it drumming in her ears. She nodded toward the man she knew to be her husband—the husband from whom she had stolen money.


    The man stopped to look at something in a display window. His profile was strong and pronounced.


    Except it wasn’t Harlan.


    Harlan’s nose had been chiseled and perfectly formed. This man’s nose was hooked and bulbous. Where Harlan’s jaw had been strong, this man’s was ordinary.


    “Thank you, Jesus,” she whispered.


    “That’s not Harlan,” Ned pointed out, “if that’s who you were thinking.”


    “I know.” Her knees felt weak. “It did look like him, though, didn’t it?” She had to ask: “Didn’t you think it looked like him?”


    She feared the stress of the past two years had made her start seeing things. Was she going to mistake every other man she saw for her husband?


    “Maybe a little.” Ned didn’t sound convinced.


    A high-pitched wail split the air. The eerie sound, following so closely upon the heels of seeing “Harlan,” startled her. The wail was followed by another and then another.


    “What is that?” Ned grasped her hand. “It sounds like someone screaming.”


    “I believe it’s a sawmill. While he was making out our shopping list, Mr. Foster informed me that there are over a hundred operating near here.”


    “Oh,” Ned said as they began to walk again. “It smells different here too, don’t you think?”


    Katie breathed in a lungful of the lake-fresh air. The air did smell different here. Spicy, clean, invigorating. So different from the humid, heavy scent of rotting vegetation that had hung over her decaying home in Georgia.


    “That’s newly cut pine,” she said. “You’re too young to remember, but Father once had some pine trees cut off our farm. I recognize the smell.”


    Ned’s upturned nose sniffed the air with appreciation. “I like it.”


    “I do too.” She had noticed that the same clean, piney scent had also clung to Robert.


    “Is this one of the stores we’re supposed to go in?” Ned asked.


    She stopped and stood back a few feet to read the lettering on the giant building. “Jennison Mercantile. Yes, I believe it is.”


    As they entered the store, she once again checked the long list Robert had given her. It was quite overwhelming. Woolen gloves, boots, woolen stockings, three woolen blankets apiece, woolen underwear, heavy woolen coat ... heavens! How cold did it get in Michigan, anyway? It appeared that she was going to be spending the next seven months swathed in wool. Her skin itched at the mere thought.


    “Can I help you?” The pretty clerk appeared to be about Katie’s age and had a smile that immediately put her at ease.


    “Yes. I will be cooking for a lumber camp this winter.” Katie felt a measure of pride just saying the words. “It will take me a while to gather everything together.”


    “I’m in no hurry.” The girl gestured toward the well-stocked shelves. “I’ll help you with anything I can.”


    It had been years since Katie had seen so much merchandise in one place. In the front of the store there were bolts of lovely calico in several different patterns. She checked the price—three cents per yard. Very reasonable. It had been so long since she had owned a new dress that she was tempted to buy yards and yards of each color. Outing flannel in many different colors sat beside a wealth of percales. She fingered the material, loving the feel and smell of new cloth.


    This riot of colors after the grayness of the past few years was a salve to her soul.


    Embroidery threads, different kinds of laces, multicolored silk and taffeta ribbons, all displayed like jewels on wooden spools. She stared at them, in awe that there were still so many colors in the world.


    “Were you looking for embroidery supplies?” the clerk asked. “We have some new designs in the back.”


    “No, no,” Katie said. “I was just admiring your stock. I’m afraid I won’t have time for embroidery.”


    She noticed heavy black hosiery for only ten cents a pair. It would be wise, she decided, to purchase several. She could double up for warmth.


    “We have children’s shoes with copper toes to keep them from wearing out,” the clerk said. “And we have a nice selection of handkerchiefs—only five cents each, not to mention these lovely calf-skin women’s gloves.”


    Katie ran a finger over the gloves. They were as soft as butter. But perhaps not practical for someone who would be cooking for a lumber camp.


    There were ready-made flannel nightgowns for sale as well as underwear in red and white flannel. Fleece-lined men’s coats, suspenders, and hats. Trunks of different sizes and shapes.


    The choices dazzled Katie. She was looking through some woolen blankets when Ned tugged on her sleeve.


    “Can I look at the knives now?”


    Katie motioned to the clerk. “My brother would like to see your pocketknife selection. Do you mind?”


    The girl brought out a display case, which captured Ned’s rapt attention.


    As Katie sorted through the blankets, the bell over the door rang. She looked up to see Delia entering. The clerk glanced in Delia’s direction, frowned, turned her back, and began discussing the knife display with Ned with much more interest than she had previously shown.


    Delia sauntered over to Katie. “Are you really going out to the pineries?”


    Katie had hoped never to see this woman again, but her mother had taught her to be polite under all circumstances, regardless of people’s occupations. She supposed her mother’s training still applied—even with someone like Delia.


    “I am.”


    The fancy woman winked. “Not going to take me up on my offer, then?”


    “Th-thanks.” Katie didn’t want to have this conversation with Delia. “But no.”


    “I understand.” Delia shrugged and then ran a hand over the woolen blankets. “Would you mind some advice?”


    “What kind?” It came out sounding more suspicious than she intended.


    “Oh, honey. Don’t worry. I know lots of things that won’t offend your delicate ears. For instance, all this wool will itch a tender-skinned redhead like you half to death. You’d better purchase some thick cotton long johns to protect your skin, or you’ll never make it through the winter.”


    That made sense.


    “And don’t forget to take plenty of flannel...” Delia glanced at Ned and lowered her voice. “Red might be your best choice. You know ... for pads.”


    “Pads?”


    “There’s no privacy in a camp. The men will be seeing your most private laundry. If you take enough cloth, you can just burn it in your stove each month. Or if you need, you can hang it on the line with the rest of the laundry without announcing to the camp that it’s your time of the month. I’d take enough to last for all winter, if I were you.”


    “I will.” Katie was struck by the sheer common sense of Delia’s suggestion. “Thank you so much.”


    Katie glanced over at Ned. He appeared to have narrowed his choices down to two favorites and was now chewing his lower lip trying to decide.


    “And don’t forget a chamber pot,” Delia said. “As cold as it gets, you’ll definitely need that.”


    “Mr. Foster said I would have my own private privy.”


    “That’s nice of him,” Delia purred. “But you’ll freeze your tail off going to the outhouse at night in the middle of January.”


    “Of course.” Katie was again grateful for Delia’s suggestion. “You’re absolutely right.”


    “You really are a lamb, aren’t you?” Delia looked at her with pity. “You have no idea what you’re getting yourself into.”


    “Not really.” Katie was already intimidated enough by the need to outfit Ned and herself on such short notice. She didn’t need someone pointing out her ignorance. She lifted her chin in defiance. “But I do know how to cook.”


    “Oh, you’ll cook, all right.” Delia laughed. “You’ll cook until you can’t stand up. You’ll cook until you wish you had never seen a skillet or a stove.” She glanced over her shoulder at the salesclerk. “Won’t she, Julia?”


    The clerk turned away without speaking and began to vigorously dust shelves. Delia glanced at the clerk’s rigid back. Her smile faltered, and her face fell into world-weary creases. In spite of the expensive jewelry glinting at her ears and throat, Katie caught a glimpse of the desperate life the older woman had lived.


    “Julia here used to work for me, you know,” Delia said, a little too loudly. “I took her in when she was sick. Nursed her back to health.” She straightened her spine, as though sloughing off the deliberate slight. “Now she acts like she don’t know me.”


    “I appreciate your help.” Katie was uncomfortable with the animosity filling the room. “Thank you.”


    “Robert Foster is one of the better operators to work for.” Delia turned her attention back to Katie. “He runs a clean camp. But if you find out that you can’t make it out in the woods, come to my place on Water Street and I’ll give you a job. There’s another girl at my place who looks a lot like you. Same coloring. She does real well for herself.”


    “I won’t be working for you, Delia.”


    “There’s not many options for a woman who’s alone.” Delia patted her on the cheek. “You might be real glad to know old Delia before it’s all over.”


    She shot a venomous glance at the salesclerk before swishing out. The door jangled, and then a strained silence descended upon the store.


    “I wish we could keep her from coming in here,” the salesclerk said. “I don’t care how desperate you get, take my advice and don’t you go near that place of hers.”


    Katie cast a glance at Ned, who was looking at some small axes over in a corner of the hardware section. She hoped the little boy hadn’t picked up on their conversation.


    “Is it true you worked for her?”


    “Not like she means.” The salesclerk blushed. “I helped out by cooking and cleaning until I could get on my feet. That section of Water Street is called ‘Hell’s Half Mile’ and with good reason—sometimes loggers go in there and they don’t come out alive. They have secret tunnels beneath the place where Delia and her girls work. It’s called the Catacombs, and those tunnels lead down to the lake.”


    “What on earth for?”


    “For one thing—the better to dispose of a body.”


    “You’re not serious!”


    “Those loggers come in from the woods with a nice fat payroll in their pocket. Sometimes the bartender will put something in a shanty boy’s drink to make him pass out. Then the girls steal his money and he wakes up back out on the street—if he’s lucky.”


    “Delia does this?”


    “She’s not as bad as the others, but she’s definitely no saint.”


    “Why doesn’t anyone do anything about it?”


    “I can’t prove it”—the girl looked over her shoulder—“but I think even the sheriff is in on it. No one is ever arrested for anything that goes on in the Catacombs.”


    Katie shook her head in dismay. There was nothing she could do about the situation, and time was rushing by. She still had much shopping to do, or she would be going into the woods even more unprepared than she already was.


    “I guess I’ll be needing a bolt of red flannel,” Katie said, “and a chamber pot. And some cotton blankets and long johns.” She paused for a moment, considering the display of items. “I’d better go ahead and buy one of those trunks too.”


    “Of course.” The girl was suddenly all business, as though nothing of importance had been said between them. “I’ll start writing things up.”


    Ned had been so preoccupied with his pocketknife that he had missed the entire conversation, for which Katie was grateful. He clicked the selected knife open and shut. “See?” he asked. “It’s like the one Papa used to have.”


    “Yes, it is. Good choice.”


    She hoped that her own choice in coming to this wild town was as good.
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