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Dedicated to my son
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God gave you to bless me,
 to teach me trust,
 to open my imagination and 
show me a new way of seeing things.

But most of all,
 God knew that as my last born,
 you would complete our family
 in a very special kind of love.

I’ll love you forever.
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Wyoming Territory 1883

DARKNESS ENGULFED Simon Dumas like a protective blanket, cobwebs clinging to her hair and skin. Normally the ten-year-old would have been fearful of such things, but not now. Retreating farther into the embrace of blackness under the rope-tied bed of her parents, Simone listened to the sounds that filled the otherwise silent April night.

Sounds of pain. Sounds of misery and anguish.

A scream tore through the air, and Simone threw her hands over her mouth to stifle her own cry. Silently she prayed that God would put an end to the hideous nightmare.

“You are a miserable excuse for a wife,” a man’s voice bellowed.

“But, Louis,” the woman pleaded, “the baby needed my attention. I’ll have your supper in but a moment’s time.”

A loud crash left Simone little doubt that her father was hurling furniture at her mother. Even her hands, tightly clutched over her ears, could not block out the sounds of his drunken attack. Her mind sought to remember the French fairy tales her mother often told, but it did little good. She even tried drawing to memory the Bible verses her mother had helped her learn in her studies.

“‘I am the way … the life … the truth …’” Simone’s recitation fell silent as the unmistakable sound of her mother’s crying blended with that of the howling screams of her baby brother. Simone stifled a cough, lest her father hear her. She was barely over a bout of measles, and it had taken all of her strength to simply crawl beneath the bed.

“If you can’t make that brat be quiet,” her father yelled over the din, “I’ll tie him to a papoose board and hang him from the nearest tree.” Simone could not understand why the baby’s cries made her father so furious. He was, after all, so very little. Crying just seemed a natural thing.

“You’ll not take my child into the woods,” Winifred Dumas screamed back, and Simone could hear the sounds of scuffling.

“I ain’t taking lip from my woman. You’ll do as I say,” her father demanded.

“Leave the baby alone!” her mother screamed, and Simone cowered back as far as the log wall would allow. Now would come the worst fighting of all. Her father would remove his belt and whip her mother repeatedly until only a heap of torn clothing and bloody wounds remained. And when her father was done with her mother, he would no doubt come looking for Simone.

It was no less than a weekly ritual, much like the concerts her mother had told her of from her girlhood days back East. Only these were demonic concerts. Symphonies of desperation and destruction. Simone had never known a time when her father had not acted this way. Her mother tried to explain that it was because so many women in his life had hurt him when he was young. His grandmother had been severe, his mother a woman of loose morals, and even his sisters were vicious and cruel to the only boy in the household.

But in Simone’s ten-year-old mind, it seemed that such treatment would make her father desire peace and kindness. Her mother was a gentle person. Surely her father would prefer that to the ugliness he’d known growing up. It was just too much to understand.

Simone now wept bitter tears and bit her fist so hard she drew blood. She could taste the salty warmth against her still-swollen lips. Yesterday her clumsy attempt at cleaning one of the oil lamps had reduced the lamp to broken shards of glass, and Simone’s efforts were rewarded with a beating. Louis Dumas had cared little that her measles blisters were barely healed or that Simone had dropped the lamp because of her weakened condition. His backhanded slap across her face had resulted in a split lip and bruised cheek.

But the physical wounds would heal. The wounds within, however, ran much deeper. He had told her she was a bad child, an ungrateful wretch that would never bring anyone anything but pain and sorrow. His words pierced her heart even now.

“I wish you had died at birth like the others,” he had told her. Her own father wished her dead.

Remembering her own pain helped Simone focus on something other than the gruesome scene before her. She wanted to run to her mother’s aid, but she was too afraid. What good could it do anyway? She was only ten years old. She couldn’t defend herself against the man’s tirades, much less help her mother. Her father was a monster, and every night Simone prayed that God would take her father far away and never let him come home again. But as of tonight, her prayers went unheard. Or so it seemed.

Sometime amidst the argument, Simone had mercifully drifted into a light sleep. It was hours, or at least it seemed like hours, later when she woke up to find the house silent. But it wasn’t entirely silent. She could make out the mournful sobs of her mother and knew that her father had either left the cabin or passed out. Either way, Simone knew the respite would be brief.

Slowly, in absolute stealth, Simone pulled herself forward. She could feel the rough planks beneath her bite into her tender flesh as her skirts shifted away and her petticoats inched their way up her legs.

The sound of someone moving about caused Simone to freeze in place. Was it her father? She drew a silent breath and held it. The sound came again, but this time Simone knew it wasn’t of her father’s doing. It was the sound of her brother nursing. Exhaling, Simone felt a sense of grave reservation. Perhaps if she remained in hiding they would all forget about her. Maybe God would take her and her mother and brother to heaven and they would never have to be hurt by her father again. Maybe.

She regathered her courage and moved out from beneath the bed. “Mama?” she called softly.

“Simone? My poor baby, come to me,” Winifred Dumas encouraged. Simone saw her and burst into tears at the sight of her mother’s bruised face. Her right arm dangled rather oddly at her side, while her left one cradled baby John.

“Shhh,” her mother tried to comfort as Simone drew herself gently against her wounded body. “He’s gone for now.”

“Gone?” Simone barely choked out the word.

“Oui, ma petite cherie.”

Her mother’s French calmed her in a way that English words had never done. Her mother always spoke French when tucking Simone into bed at night and when studying the Bible and whispering prayers. There was comfort in the sharing of such a sweet language, and that was why Simone easily switched into it to ask, “When will he be back?”

“I don’t know,” her mother admitted. “But you and I, we must speak before he returns.”

Simone nodded, wondering fearfully what her mother would say.

There was an odd expression on her face that Simone had never seen before. It almost gave her hope that the nightmare would soon end.

“I must try to get to safety,” Winifred told her daughter. “If I can get to Uniontown, I may be able to get help from the lawmen I’ve told you about.”

“Will they really help us?” Simone questioned, snuffing back tears and wiping her face with the edge of her tattered skirt.

“Oui. I believe they will.”

“Can we go now?”

“We cannot go. I must do this without you or I’ll never make it.”

Simone felt the shock of her mother’s words hit her like the back of her father’s hand. “You’re leaving me?” Her voice raised in obvious fear.

“Simone, please listen to me. I must sneak away when I know your father will not be able to stop me. I will lash John to my back and travel very quickly, but you are too weak. You are barely out of your sickbed. Because of this, I will leave you here and return with the lawmen.”

“No!” Simone screamed, mindless that her father might well be within listening distance. “Don’t leave me, Mama!”

Winifred’s eyes filled with tears. She shifted her now sleeping son awkwardly, her right arm useless as she gently placed him in the cradle. “Come, Simone,” she motioned, and with her left arm, she embraced the child close. “My arm is broken. I cannot take the gun with me to shoot when the wild animals come. I must run all the way. At least as far as Naniko’s cabin.” The old woman’s cabin was a well-known resting-place between the Dumas cabin and Uniontown.

“I can shoot the gun, Mama,” Simone promised, although she’d never tried.

“It won’t take very long,” Winifred said, refusing to change her plans. “If you are very quiet and stay out of sight, he won’t hurt you, and I can be back with help before he knows I have gone.”

“I won’t stay here,” Simone said with sudden determination.

“If you don’t,” Winifred replied, “you may be hurt beyond my care. You are still so very frail, Simone. The sickness has left you weak and incapable of the long journey. And the mountains are fierce—the snow too deep. You know very well how the storms come without warning.” Simone nodded, knowing that her mother spoke the truth. “If I had a horse, I could take all of us out at one time and ride quickly to Uniontown or even south to the trading post on the river. But your father has the horse, and he keeps him guarded more carefully than he does any other possession. If I am to escape, I will have to do it quickly. He’s gone now to check the lines to the east. That will give me only a couple of hours.”

Simone knew her mother’s determination. She knew it as well as she knew that she would be obedient to her mother’s wishes. The country around her was cruel. Cruel and harsh and deadly. The mountains were unforgiving of intrusions, yet Louis Dumas had long ago carved his scars upon their face and proclaimed his right to land that refused to be settled. Simone had always feared that this land might one day swallow her whole, and now it felt as if that day had come.

“Please let me come,” she begged her mother one final time. In her heart she knew what her mother’s answer would be, but nevertheless she asked the question. “I promise I will be strong and run fast.”

“Non, ma petite angee,” Winifred whispered and tightened her hold. “It would be the death of you. I feel it in my bones.”

Simone pulled away. Anger began to harden her heart. Her mother was deserting her, leaving her to fend for herself against the very monster that she was fleeing. A deep sense of betrayal saturated her soul. The only person she had ever trusted to remain faithful was now abandoning her.

“You won’t ever come back,” Simone said flatly.

“But of course I will,” her mother insisted. “Simone, please come here.”

But Simone refused to listen and continued to back away. “You don’t love me, or you wouldn’t go away and leave me behind. You only want John, and so you are taking John with you. Not me.”

She saw the pained expression on her mother’s face. Noted the longing in her eyes and the outstretched arm. And in that moment it became quite clear to Simone that she could never again allow someone to desert her in such a fashion. “I’m glad you’re going,” she lied. “I don’t want you to be my mama anymore.”

“Simone, don’t say such things. I love you, my sweet.”

“If you loved me, you would not leave me. Nobody leaves people behind when they love them. If I had a little girl, I would never leave her behind.”

Winifred broke down at Simone’s declaration. “You will see, Simone. I will be back for you. You will be safe.”

Simone shook her head. “You won’t come back. I know you won’t.” She turned and ran out the front door, mindless of the cold air and her lack of something warm to shelter her from the biting wind. Panting and barely able to find the energy to make her body move, Simone sought the comfort of solitude. She made her way to the pelt shed, and as she had done so many times before, she buried herself deep into the pile of pelts and sobbed silently so as not to draw attention to herself. For reasons beyond her youthful understanding, Simone felt certain she would never again see her mother or her brother. They seemed forever lost to her.

Simone desperately wanted to run back to the house and beg her mother’s forgiveness. She was the only one who had ever shown Simone tenderness and love. How would she ever be able to live without her? Simone began to tremble at the thought of her father’s rage. He will be so mad when he learns what she’s done.

Why was God letting this happen? Mama had always said God was good. It was too much to comprehend that God could be both good and let bad things happen to a person at the same time.

Simone reasoned at that point that God must not care. She was probably the horrible child her father had declared her to be, and this was all her fault. They had all betrayed her. Betrayed her love. First her father, then her mother, and over all—God.

Curling into a ball, she sucked her thumb, something she only did when truly troubled or hurt. Her last wakeful thought was of the smell of death surrounding her. Death in the pelts that her father had taken that winter. Death in severing herself from her mother’s love. And death that Simone felt somehow certain was soon to visit itself upon her mother and brother.
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Wyoming Territory 1885

AUTUMN IN THE TERRITORY was something glorious to behold. The tall lodgepole pines remained fixed as green sentinels, but the aspen and cottonwood washed the landscape in molten gold. Simone, now a spindly twelve, liked autumn best. Autumn meant that cold weather would descend down the mountains, and soon the valleys would be covered in thick blankets of snow. Snow meant what few animals remained in the area would grow thicker, richer pelts, and her father would leave her and go to tend to his traps.

Trudging through the dry, brown grass, Simone paused beside a standing of mountain ash and watched as several birds feasted off the shiny red berries of the tree. The red leaves and berries made a pleasant contrast to the golds and greens painted across the landscape. Simone sighed and lifted the water buckets once again. Just beyond the ash trees their main source of water melodiously danced across the rocks, ever rushing away from the place Simone called home.

How many times had she wanted to join in on the journey? She’d often longed to simply wade into the stream and follow it until she was far, far away. But she always chose to stay, for what reasons she still could not truly understand. Maybe it was that even after nearly two and a half years, Simone was still waiting for her mother to come back for her.

But her mother wasn’t coming back. She was never coming back.

Her mother was dead.

Simone tried not to think about it as she filled the wooden buckets from the icy mountain stream. Her mother had never made it to the freedom she sought. Her father had tracked Winifred down and killed her and Simone’s little brother. He had returned to Simone that night and gloated his victory, reveling in giving the helpless child the complete details of his actions. She could still remember his face. Still hear his rage that anyone should dare defy Louis Dumas. But mostly, she remembered the way he had threatened to revisit the same horrors on Simone should she ever contemplate running away from him. Maybe that was why Simone stayed. After all, where could she go that he would not follow?

Her fingers felt numb from the icy flow of the creek. It served to remind her that her heart, too, was numb—from grief and from the betrayal of those who should have loved her. Numbness was her only defense, and memories of her mother did not serve to maintain the strong wall she had erected.

With the buckets now filled, she tried to shake off the cold along with her thoughts. Her mother had chosen her path, and now Simone would have to seek her own way. Staying, quite frankly, was easier than leaving. Doing nothing seemed safer than striking out against the only remaining family member she had. True, her father’s hatred was quite evident in his actions toward her, but he was all that was left to her.

Struggling under her load, Simone contemplated whether or not it might be more to her advantage if he, too, went away and never returned. She used to pray for such a thing, but not any longer—mostly because she no longer prayed. She found it difficult at best to believe in the loving God her mother had trained her to know. If He were truly so good and so loving, He would never have allowed her to endure the miseries she knew as her life. For what fairness—what love—lay in allowing a small child to suffer such pain? How could God expect her to accept such a life?

A sudden cramp in her stomach nearly doubled her over. Simone paused, set the buckets down, and rubbed her aching abdomen. It had been like this off and on since yesterday, but she dared not show her father the slightest complaint. Once, when she had fallen from a tree and sprained her foot, her father refused to acknowledge her injury. Since she was stupid enough, he had said, to climb up there in the first place, she should bear her punishment in silence.

It wasn’t the only punishment she took in that manner. When she had been small, her father had seemed to take irrational pleasure in beating her until she cried out. One day she simply forgot to cry, and it was then that she realized the beatings would end much sooner when she remained silent. Her father’s pleasure could not be found in the stoic behavior of his child. At first, this had angered him even more and in turn he had beaten her even more severely. But then, when she was nearly unconscious, he had stopped. He’d looked at her oddly, threw down the blood-smeared stick he’d been using, and trudged off as if to contemplate what had just occurred. After that, Simone never cried.

Simone straightened gingerly and the pain returned, and with it a very necessary urge to relieve herself. She wandered over to the seclusion of some thick shrubs and when she pulled up her skirts, she noticed blood on her inner thigh. Frantically, her mind raced to consider what harm she might have done herself. Had some insect bitten her? Had she somehow injured herself without knowing what had happened?

She forgot everything, including the water buckets, and raced toward the cabin. She had little desire to confront her father with this news, but there was no one else to ask. And what if she were dying? Surely even her father would want to know that.

“Papa?” she called, coming up to the pelt shed.

“What do you want?” His harsh tone assured her this would be no easy matter.

“Papa, I don’t know what is wrong,” she said, panting to draw breath.

“Wrong? What are you talkin’ about, girl?” Louis Dumas questioned, coming through the opening of the shed. He held a long filleting blade in one hand, and his hands were covered in blood and bits of fur. The blood seemed a poignant reminder of her own condition.

“Papa, I am bleeding.”

“You mindless twit. What’ve you done?” His gaze showed nothing but the abject disgust he felt for her. His weatherworn face scowled at her from behind his heavy black beard.

“I don’t know,” Simone replied honestly. “I went for the water—” “And where is it?” He roared the question, looking around her for some sign of the buckets.

“I left them by the stream. I was afraid,” she admitted, not really understanding why she had opened herself up to an attack by admitting her fear.

“Afraid?” he laughed and rolled his eyes. “Because of blood?”

“But, Papa, I don’t know why I am bleeding. I don’t remember hurting myself, but there are pains in my stomach.” She touched her abdomen as if to reinforce the truth of the matter. “And when I raised my skirts, I found blood on my legs.”

Dumas looked at her dumbly for a moment before he roared into a laughter so hideously unfeeling that Simone actually backed away in fear. “Stupid, stupid girl. Did your mother not teach you anything? You have the woman’s curse, that’s all. Yer cursed like all your kind, and it won’t go away till you marry.”

“I don’t understand,” Simone said, barely finding the strength to challenge his reply.

Dumas waved her away. “It’s a woman’s curse, I tell you. Every month you bleed—just like you bleed the hearts and souls of the poor, unsuspectin’ men around you. Now get me my water. You’ll be lucky if I don’t beat you for such stupidity.”

Simone swallowed back the lump in her throat. Her humiliation was made complete as her father turned to go and laughed again, muttering to himself about how God could not have cursed him with a more dim-witted child.

“A woman’s curse,” she whispered, moving back along the path toward the stream. Why had her mother not told her? Why had her mother not told her a great many things? she wondered bitterly.

She retrieved the buckets, still wondering what it all meant—what the curse was about and why she should bleed in such a way. Her only hope of learning more than what her father told her was to seek out the old Indian woman who lived several miles away. Naniko would tell her what the curse was about. Until then, she would simply have to suffer in silence.

Slipping away to Naniko’s cabin proved easier than Simone had imagined. She went on the full instruction of her father to seek out the old woman and trade her food for the animals she’d managed to trap in her crude fashion. Simone had watched Naniko capture animals many a time with little more than a hand-dug pit carefully concealed by fragile branches and straw. Naniko, drawing upon her Indian and French heritage, knew the ways of the land and had carefully imparted her knowledge to Simone on more than one occasion. Now, Simone hoped, Naniko would tell her the mystery of the woman’s curse …and Simone would no longer be stupid.



Louis Dumas stared in open wonder as Simone made her way down the wooded path to the Indian woman’s cabin. He couldn’t help but try to calculate her years. Was she eleven? Twelve? It seemed impossible that she should already be that age, but the fact that the curse was upon her was reason enough for him to see her in a new light. She was nearly a woman grown. Nearly old enough to marry and bear children of her own.

This idea seemed too startling to accept without great consideration. Simone was nearly grown. Nearly old enough to leave him as her mother, in all her unfaithfulness, had left him. Old enough to treat him as ruthlessly as every other woman in his life.

His own mother, a prostitute who kept his lazy father in liquor and gambling money, had long ago taught him that women were not to be trusted. Just when he had needed her the most, she had run away with a peddler, leaving his grandmother and sisters to raise him. Even now he could feel the rod against his back as his grandmother sought to beat the evil out of him.

Growling at the memory, Louis threw himself back into his work. Work! If Simone left him, who would work for him? Who would serve his needs?

He could take another wife—he’d often thought of it. He’d even contemplated going north into Canada since the fur trade was played out in this area. It was only stubborn determination and an aversion to the responsibility of packing for the move that kept Louis Dumas in the area. Wyoming was a changed sort of land from the place he’d come to so long ago. The railroad ran stripes across the territory, and the Indians had been rounded up and moved onto government land. There remained a wild element to the vast, high desert plains and rugged pinnacles of the mountain ranges, but it wasn’t enough to make Louis a rich man. He’d considered mining the area, hearing wild tales from other folks about the richness of the untapped resources, but mining was hard work. Much harder, in his estimation, than trapping. No, perhaps Canada was the answer. And if not Canada, then somewhere else.

He could go down to Denver and get himself another wife, then trek off to the north country. And if he didn’t need to concern himself with Simone, he might well find that a very pleasurable journey. He thought long and hard on the situation. Perhaps there would be someone in the territory to whom he could sell Simone. After all, short of her ability to work around the cabin, she meant nothing to him. Yes, that might be the answer. He could sell her over to someone else before the brat up and got the idea to desert him. Let her run away from someone else. Let his purse be filled with coins before the wretched creature betrayed him as the others had.

It gave him a great deal to ponder.



[image: 9781441203304_0069_001]





That night, Simone lay awake in her bed for a long time. She thought on what Naniko had told her and marveled at the changes in her body. She was becoming a woman, Naniko had said, and it wasn’t a curse—it was a good thing. Simone believed her, not because she felt any real bond to the woman, but because she didn’t trust her father to be honest with her for any reason.

Sitting up, Simone hugged her knees to her chest and watched the dancing flames in the fireplace. Her father was leaving tomorrow for Uniontown, and after that it would not be much longer before he was gone for several weeks, maybe even months, in order to work his traplines and hunt. She’d heard him say that the area was worked out. Very little remained in the way of real food or support for their needs. And as if to prove his point, each year Louis seemed to venture away for longer periods of time. Not that Simone minded.

She remembered the first year he had taken off after her mother had gone. She had only been ten years old, but she had learned quickly to survive on her own. Her father had called her stupid, but Simone knew that stupid people didn’t survive in the mountains. Stupid people died.

That thought brought to mind her mother, and although Simone tried to push it aside, the hazy image of her mother’s smiling face haunted her. She could remember her voice better than her features, and sometimes it seemed that she whispered to Simone in her dreams.

Despite her determination to harden herself to any sensation or feeling, Simone couldn’t deny the warmth that spread over her at the memory of her mother’s embrace. She thought of the hours spent learning to read and write, all under her mother’s tender tutelage. She remembered the stories and the way her mother read from the Bible and explained the meaning of the words Simone could not understand, though she understood a great deal. She had begun to read at the age of three, and by the time she was seven, the Bible didn’t seem such a difficult book to master. Of course, reading and understanding the meanings were two different things, her mother had often told her.

Simone shuddered and hugged her legs tighter. She tried to imagine strong arms hugging her in return, but the feeling was fleeting and the emptiness it left in its place was almost unbearable. No more memories, she demanded of her mind. Memories caused pain. And pain was simply too high a price to pay.

But her mind refused to listen to reason as her gaze fell upon her mother’s Bible and prayer book. When Simone discovered that her mother had quickly fallen through with her plan to escape on that day so long ago, the only things Winifred left behind to remind her daughter to hope for her return were her Bible and prayer book. Simone remembered the carefully penned note her mother had left inside the front cover of the Bible. They were to be her mother’s last words to Simone, and even now, try as she might to forget, Simone could still remember them:



Darling Daughter, 

     I love you more dearly than my life, and I would gladly give it to  save you from harm. Look for me, I am coming back for you, just as Jesus  promised He, too, would come back for us one day.

Mama 

Simone refused to believe her mother’s words, just as she refused to believe the other words in that book. God could not possibly be who her mother claimed Him to be—a Father of mercy and love. There was no mercy in Simone’s life. There was no love. And therefore, there could be no God.

She had wanted to burn the Bible and prayer book, but even as she stood over the fireplace on many an occasion, Simone could never bring herself to deposit the books into the fiery mouth. Something made her hold back. She tried not to think of it, but her mind was her enemy as far as Simone was concerned. No matter how hard she tried to keep those vivid memories from returning, she couldn’t forget.

A tear slid down her cheek, and Simone angrily wiped it away, refusing to allow any others to follow. There was no room for such things in her life. No room for tears or smiles. She simply couldn’t allow herself the luxury of feelings. And if there truly was a God, she would have asked Him most sincerely to rid her of the ability to ever feel anything again.
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May 1890

SCOWLING AND MUTTERING CURSES, Louis Dumas led his horse down the muddy streets—if they could be called streets—of Uniontown. The furs he’d brought in from his winter traps were hardly the best, and therefore the amount of money in his pocket did little to lift his spirits. His boredom drove him to Uniontown nearly a month before any real warmth would come to the area. And while the cold weather should still be able to provide him with thick pelted furs, Louis knew enough to realize there were problems. The area appeared to be trapped out. Too civilized. The animals had gotten wise to him and the hordes of others who had come to settle the land and had moved deeper into the protection of the mountains. He tried not to think of what the months ahead might have in store. He could scarcely imagine the money lasting him the summer, much less grubstaking him for the winter months after that. He hated the thought of pulling up stakes and moving. Not that Uniontown held any real hold on him, but moving was a chore he’d rather not have to deal with.

“Ho, there, Louis,” a man called to him from a bench in front of a battered-looking structure. “Comin’ in for a haircut and bath?”

“Not hardly,” Dumas replied. He’d certainly not waste his time or his money paying someone to cut his hair when he could just as soon have his daughter see to the matter for free. No doubt Old Man Murphy needed the money as much as he did, and Louis couldn’t fault him 
for trying. “Might play a game of poker or two. You comin’ over to the Slipper?”

Murphy grew thoughtful. “I jes’ might.”

Louis nodded and, being intent on his purpose, walked on. He needed a drink. A strong one. And he needed to think about his finances. Thankfully, he could do both at the Red Slipper Saloon. Tying his mangy beast to a crude hitching post outside the saloon, Louis spit a brown stream of tobacco and saliva, then reached up to retrieve his rifle.

“Louis Dumas,” a haggard but clearly female voice called out. “Ain’t you a sight for sore eyes.”

He took his time acknowledging the town’s only prostitute. “Ada. See you didn’t freeze out this winter.”

“Same for you, Louis,” she replied.

He looked up and nodded. Standing there smiling, two front teeth missing and sporting a scar that ran down the side of her left cheek, Ada could hardly be counted as the town’s welcoming committee. Nevertheless, Louis threw her a grin. After all, she was the only white woman around these parts, with the exception of his daughter.

“Comin’ in for a drink?” she asked as if she didn’t know his intentions.

 “That and some cards,” Louis told her as he climbed up on the boardwalk.

“There’s quite a game of poker going on. Has been most of the day,” Ada replied and toyed with the cuff of her serviceable brown dress.

“Who’s playin’?” Louis asked before stepping into the establishment.

“Mostly regulars. Gus, Dave, Flatnose,” she began listing. “Oh, and a new guy. Been here about a week and seems to have plenty of money to burn. Garvey Davis is the name.”

Louis thought a moment on the name, then decided it meant nothing to him. “Any good?”

“You mean at cards?” she asked, giving him another gap-toothed grin. “He holds his own.”

Louis nodded. “Go pour me a drink, Ada. A good, tall whiskey, and bring it to the table.”

“Will I see you later?” she asked, unmistakably hopeful.

Louis laughed, slapped her on the bottom, and pushed her aside. “You might. Just depends on gettin’ my other business tended to first.”

He didn’t wait for her reply but instead walked into the dimly lit saloon, rifle cradled in his arms. There were four tables in the establishment and just about the same number of chairs. Regular bar fights kept the chairs down to a minimum, and even though Ada had everyone’s pledge to replace the objects they’d destroyed, few of the men had honored their word where the chairs were concerned.

As his eyes adjusted to the lack of light, Louis gave the room a once-over. At one of the corner tables, Louis located the gathering of card players and wondered—almost daring himself to hope—that he might boost his earnings with a few intense games.

On the opposite side of the room a makeshift bar lined the wall. The long, wooden structure ran about ten feet in length, with extended planks on either side that had been set atop kegs in order to give more drinking space to the customers. Uniontown didn’t boast a big population. In fact, there were probably no more than fifty people in a twenty-mile radius, and forty some of those were men. But every last man depended on the Red Slipper Saloon to show him a good time. And Ada hated to disappoint anyone.

Seeing the woman already at work pouring him a drink, Louis ambled over to the card table, doing his best to appear completely disinterested in the game.

“Louis, how’s the furs this year?” one man asked.

Louis shrugged. “Same as always.”

Just then Ada came to him with the drink, and before answering anything more, Louis downed a good portion of the whiskey and smiled. “Ahhh, ’tis mother’s milk.”

The men and Ada laughed while Louis finished the glass and motioned for Ada to bring him another.

“You gonna join us, Louis? Spend a little of that wealth you made on furs?”

Again Louis shrugged. “Don’t know as I should take the time, Gus.”

Gus laughed. “What else do you need to be doing? Get a chair and sit down.”

“He can have mine,” Ada called from the bar. “I’ve got work to do. Dave, you still going to Laramie?”

“Yup. Day after,” the man replied.

“Don’t head out without my supply list,” Ada reminded.

“Wouldn’t dream of it, darlin’.”

Louis took this in, all the while studying the stranger who sat staring at his cards. The man seemed deceptively quiet. It never pays to turn  your back on the quiet ones, Louis thought, pulling up a chair. The man clearly had the winning take on the table, and Louis couldn’t help but wonder if he held a talent for cards or a gift for cheating.

“This here’s Garvey Davis,” Gus told Louis. “Jes’ up from the silver and gold mines of Colorado and itchin’ to spend his fortune.”

Louis nodded as the stocky redheaded man looked up and grunted. Davis appeared to be somewhere in his forties, but Louis couldn’t be sure. Hard life aged a man, and it was clear that Davis had known his share of bad times. The large hooked nose appeared to have been broken more than once, and even from across the table, Louis could smell the rancid odor of the man. To just look at him, one would never have guessed the man to have money, and maybe that was exactly as Davis planned it. A man looking as he did was less likely to be robbed on his travels.

Raising bushy eyebrows over pale brown eyes, Davis said, “You gonna play or talk?”

Louis gave a grin. “Depends on what we’re playin’.”

Gus laughed. “Well, it started out poker, but Davis is playin’ a mean hand, and now we’re mostly just handin’ our money over to him.”

Louis allowed his eyes to lock onto Davis’s weatherworn face. Here, he thought, is a worthy opponent. Here is a man who has clearly come with  a purpose.

“Ain’t hardly fair of me to leave the man so burdened,” Louis replied. The other men laughed, but not Garvey Davis. So with nothing else said, Louis gave a disinterested shrug and fished out a few of his precious coins.

Three hours later, the others had given up and only Davis and Dumas remained. Louis had caught on early to Davis’s style of cheating, and without ever revealing the man’s secret, he played along, matching him card for card. Louis now sat with a healthy pot of cash, intrigued by the man’s deadly calm but even more so by the talk of Colorado streams so full of gold that a man had only to dip his pan into the water to make himself a fortune.

“Iffen there’s such a fortune to be made, why’d you leave it?” Dumas asked seriously. “Seems downright ignorant to walk away from a meal ticket.”

Davis stuffed a wad of tobacco into his mouth and made a pretense of rearranging his cards. “Money’s good, but I needed a change. Thought to settle down in a place of my own.”

Dumas saw the possibilities of a new life for himself and pursued the situation. “I’ve got a trapline about twelve miles from here. House, pelt shed, and the tools a man would need to make it all work. I could sell it to you.”

Davis looked up at this and met Louis’s stare. “Trapping, eh?” He scratched his chin through the matted red beard. “Tell me more.”

They sat there another hour discussing the land and the business of trapping. Davis had experience in trapping elsewhere, but Louis felt it important to explain the benefits of working this particular area. He artfully left out the fact that most of the game had been depleted years ago and instead focused on the benefits of having a trapline already established and a cabin to live in.

“I was kind of figurin’ to get me a wife,” Davis finally said. “Don’t appear to be no white women I’d wanna hitch up with in these parts.”

Louis had already been contemplating the complication of Simone. It’d be hard to get himself another woman with Simone underfoot. She’d no doubt cause all manner of problems and be difficult at best to keep under control. He felt certain the only reason he’d managed her thus far was the isolation of their home. Simone seldom went any farther than Naniko’s cabin and had only been to Uniontown a handful of times.

“I got me a daughter,” Louis said, thinking through the idea as he spoke. “I could include her in the package.”

“White?” Davis questioned.

“ ’Course she’s white. Her ma was a full-blooded Frenchy. Met her in Denver.”

Davis threw him a suspicious look. “Why in tarnation would a man sell his own kid to the likes of me?”

“She’s just now come to the age of needin’ a man. I’ve figured on findin’ me another wife,” Dumas explained. “The girl would be in the way.”

“She ugly?”

Gus overheard the men talking and brought his drink back to the table. “She’s got a face like an angel, and she’s all curvy and round. Why, the last time Louis brought her to town, must have been a whole line of us fellows askin’ after her. Talks real purty, too. Kinda like one of those uppity women down in Laramie.”

Dumas frowned. Gus spoke the truth, although he never really considered the matter. Simone worked for him, and to consider giving her in marriage to one of the Uniontown losers wouldn’t have served him any purpose. But this … this was different.

“How come none of you ended up with her?” Davis asked, now quite serious about the discussion.

“I needed her, plain and simple,” Louis replied. “She’s a hard worker, and she knows the fur business. Smart too. Talks and writes French and English, reads just about anything she can get her hands on. She talks good ’cause her ma thought she should. Can’t figure why the woman saw it as useful out here, but what with her comin’ from a good family and all, guess her ma figured it was only right. Simone can cook with little of nothing and make it taste like a feast, and as Gus pointed out, she’ll do a nice job of warming a man’s bed.”

“How much?” Davis questioned, apparently having heard enough of the sales pitch.

“I don’t rightly know,” Louis admitted. “Ain’t never considered the matter before now.” He spit on the floor, then leaned back in his chair. “I wouldn’t want to clean you out, but I’d have to make back what I’ve invested. And by your own admission, there ain’t another white woman in the area—lessen you count Ada.”

Davis nodded. “Don’t mean I couldn’t go find me one.”

“Yes, but this one already knows the business you plan to set your hand to. Seems kinda foolish to pass up on a gal who’s got both looks and experience. Besides, ain’t gonna be too many women what are willin’ to come out here and be so isolated.”

Davis’s expression told Louis that he saw the sense in the matter. “And would your daughter also be willing to this arrangement?”

“She’s only seventeen. She’ll do what I say. She’s had the whip laid to her on occasion, so she knows the price of disobedience.” He didn’t want Davis to think her a troublesome wench, so he quickly continued. “Iffen you think this is somethin’ you’d like, come on back with me to the cabin. You can check out the lines and the cabin—and check her out, too. I might add one other thing … she’s never been with a man. I wouldn’t allow it. You’d be getting yourself something mighty special.”

“I still don’t understand why you’d be willing to just sell her out like that,” Davis remarked. “Probably plenty of fellows elsewhere that could give you better money than me. Why, some of those mine owners would probably pay a pretty penny to have her there to keep the miners happy.”

Louis shrugged. The thought had never crossed his mind before Davis mentioned it. He supposed he should think the thing through more clearly. He’d never seen Simone as an asset before. Still, he thought of the pelt business and how summer would find him half crazed and bored. “Suppose I could take her with me,” Louis replied, “but I’d rather not be slowed down.” He sighed and made up his mind right there and then. If Davis wanted her and agreed to his price, he’d do the deal and be done with it. “Look, she has to marry someone. At least you’d have the house and trade, and she’d be comfortable. Who knows? Maybe she’ll give you a few sons to help keep you in your old age. And with Simone off my hands, I can tend to my own needs—get me a wife, maybe have a few sons of my own. After all, I’m not much older than you.”

Garvey took all of this in and became so fascinated by the idea that he forgot to cheat at the game and Louis threw down the winning hand. “I’ve had enough of cards. What say we make our way to your place?” Davis suggested hopefully.

Louis eyed the stack of money in front of him. His winnings nearly doubled what he’d started out with, and if he could somehow sell off his place and daughter, he might well triple it. “Let’s go,” he told the man. He hoisted the rifle, which had lain across his lap the entire duration of his stay at the Red Slipper, and threw a gold coin to Ada. “I’ll be back to collect on the change,” he told her with a wry grin.
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Simone had taken the event of her father’s absence from the house as a reason for celebration. Her first order of business came in the form of a rare treat—a hot bath. She went to the pelt shed and took down the largest tub she could find, then dragged it back to the house. Next, she drew water and ice from the stream and spent nearly three quarters of an hour getting enough of the liquid heated over the hearth to fill the tub. It took a lot of effort, but it was definitely worth the time and trouble. Sinking into the steaming water, Simone couldn’t remember when anything had ever felt this good.

Using hard lye soap, she did her best to wash her long black hair. Many times she had no other recourse but to use cornstarch to rid the ebony mass of oil and dirt, but most of the time her hair simply went dirty and unkempt.

After her bath Simone tied an ancient robe around her body, stoked up the fire in the hearth, and heated another kettle of water. Her clothes were next to go into the tub. With only two outfits to her name, both having belonged to her mother, Simone had to be careful to keep them as serviceable as possible. They usually went days—sometimes weeks—without a good washing, and yet Simone often worried that if she washed them too much, the poor things might fall completely apart.

She finished the task quickly, then spread them out in front of the fire. With this accomplished she emptied the tub, braving the cold temperatures to walk back across the yard to the pelt shed. The cold wind whipped up under the robe, stinging her legs. Picking up her pace, Simone didn’t even take the time to appreciate the beauty of the day before her. She longed only for the security and solitude that came from the closed door of her cabin. A sigh escaped her as she closed the door and sought out the warmth of the fireplace once again. She readjusted the clothes, then began to comb out her hair, drying it by the heat of the hearth.

If only it could be like this always, she thought. If only he would stay  away and leave me be. I could live quite happily without ever seeing another  human being, if only my father would disappear from the face of the earth.

Simone always found herself hopeful that her father might one day forget to come back to the little cabin. She didn’t go so far as to pray for this because she had firmly convinced herself that prayer was little more than mutterings and utterances from weaklings and cowards. But she did wish for it and often imagined her life without Louis Dumas. In fact, this became her favorite pastime.

She pictured herself living quietly on the side of the mountain. No one coming or going. No one to even know of her existence. She also considered the idea of loading up the things that were important to her and trekking off across the rugged mountains to parts unknown. She wouldn’t go to Uniontown, however. The men made her uncomfortable there, and the women, mostly mixed race, were quiet and kept to themselves. Naniko told her that it wasn’t good to be alone so much of the time, but Simone thought it the lesser of the two evils in her world. To be alone simply meant the absence of her father, and that cherished state of living held far greater interest to Simone than his companionship.

When her clothes and hair had dried, Simone dressed and went to work preparing a simple stew. Her father could very well spend the night in Uniontown, but it was also a possibility that he would return. And if he did so and found nothing in the way of supper, Simone knew his rage would be endless. Opening several cans of vegetables and cutting up the last of a hindquarter from a bighorn sheep, Simone had the stew simmering in a matter of minutes. She loved canned vegetables. It seemed so little would grow for her here in her mountain habitat. And why should she labor over the poor soil when someone had already gone to the trouble to package the necessary article in a can of tin? Her father, too, seemed pleased with the convenience and never balked at the purchase.

Of course, bread was another matter. Simone didn’t really mind putting her hand to baking. In fact, of all her tasks she rather enjoyed this one. A person could work out a great deal of anxiety and frustration on a lump of dough, she had decided. And she found she had a knack for producing light, fluffy biscuits and golden, crusty loaves of bread that made one’s mouth water just catching a whiff of the aroma in the air.

Simone thought for a moment, then reached for some flour. They would have biscuits tonight. She liked to cut them out and float them atop the stew to bake and brown as the stew cooked. It made a tasty treat that both warmed the body and stuck to the ribs. And it required very little attention on Simone’s part.

Leaning against the single window in their cabin, Simone stared out on the landscape and wondered if her life would ever be different. She found it easy to maintain a stoic reserve in regard to her welfare. She knew nothing else, although she’d heard stories of cities in other places and of people in beautiful clothes riding in carriages. But Simone had done such a good job of keeping her emotions in check that she couldn’t even muster enough imagination to contemplate the possibilities of such a life. Her one and only concession was to consider Naniko’s suggestion that being alone wasn’t good for anyone. But even here, Simone kept a close guard on her heart. Naniko’s friendship had been a welcomed and wonderful thing when Simone’s mother had first left her, but Simone was no fool. She saw the aged woman’s health begin to fail and knew that death would not be far behind. Realizing that, Simone had begun a systematic effort to wean her affections away from Naniko. She never again wanted to feel the pain of losing someone she cared about, and the only way to accomplish that feat seemed to be simple: Don’t care about anyone.

She started to turn from the window but movement in the trees caught her attention. Far down the path that led to the Dumas cabin, Simone could make out the figures of two men on horseback. One was clearly her father, but the other man was a stranger. Simone watched for a moment longer, then gave a shudder. They’d no doubt drink and carry on until all hours of the night, leaving Simone little choice but to seek solace in the pelt shed. The only problem was, her father had just sold off his pelts. The shed would be cold and comfortless.

Thinking on this, Simone went quickly to a small trunk and pulled out her one pair of woolen stockings. They had been darned and mended many times, but they were still warm. Pulling these on and securing them with a garter, Simone dug into the trunk again and pulled out pantalets. They had once belonged to her mother and Simone seldom found a need to wear them, but thinking of the freezing temperatures and a night in the pelt shed, Simone pulled them on as well and relished the added warmth. She slipped on her knee-high moccasins and was just finishing up the laces when she heard her father’s voice in the yard outside the cabin.

“You can see for yourself,” he said in his bellowing way, “the shed is there. Just beyond is a creek with clear water and plenty of fish. Oh, and berries so juicy you’ll thank the Maker for such sweetness.”

Simone wondered at this tour of the property. Her father seemed quite happy, and yet she knew he’d left in a fit of frustration and anger. The pelts were substandard, he had told her, and he was certain to be cheated out of a fair price. Simone had fully expected him to drink himself into oblivion and sleep it off in Uniontown. Maybe even stay with Ada at the Red Slipper Saloon. Yet here he stood, waving his arms in different directions, preaching of the merits of his land and holdings. What could it mean?

Simone went again to the window and, without revealing herself to the men outside, peeked out. They both still sat astride their horses and, to her relief, faced away from the house. The man with her father was a shorter, stockier man with a grizzled look to him. She watched as the men walked their horses in a lazy circle around the yard before returning to the house. Simone could clearly see the stranger now. His face, half hidden by a bushy beard and moustache, seemed leathery and worn. His nose bent to one side before hooking down like an eagle’s beak, and his eyes were deep set and pale. Simone thought him the ugliest man she’d ever seen. Even uglier than Flat Nose, a man in Uniontown whose nose, it was rumored, had been cut off by the Indians some forty years earlier.

The men began to dismount, and Simone, not wishing to be caught watching them, hurried to the fireplace to check on the stew. It appeared to be thickening nicely and already the biscuits were rising amidst the bubbling broth. She straightened up just as the door latch lifted, and with spoon still in hand, she waited to see what might happen next.

Her father came in first, with the stranger close upon his heel. They both just stood and stared at her for a moment, almost as if they hadn’t expected her to be there. Then her father started to laugh and gave the stranger a hearty slap on the back.

“Well, tell me, Davis. Did I lie? Ain’t she a beauty?”

Simone felt nauseous as the man called Davis leered at her and licked his thick lower lip. “That she is. I’ll happily pay your price.”

“What price?” Simone couldn’t help but ask.

Louis Dumas ignored her and went about the room, gathering up first one article and then another while Davis counted out several gold coins.

“What’s going on?” Simone asked, her voice tremoring. Placing the spoon on the mantel, she braved her father’s wrath and went to him. “What are you doing?”

“I’m leaving.”

“Leaving?” she asked, swallowing hard. “Where are we going?”

“We ain’t goin’ anywhere. I am goin’ to Colorado to seek a fortune and get me a new wife. You,” he said, stopping long enough to motion in Davis’s direction, “are staying with him.”

Simone felt a chill descend upon her body and began to tremble. It was akin to reliving her mother’s desertion all over again. She had no lost love for her father, but at least he was familiar and she knew how to live with him. “What do you mean I’m staying with him? I don’t know this man.”

Louis Dumas laughed and pushed his daughter in the direction of the stranger. “You’ll know him soon enough. He’s your new husband.”

“Husband?” Simone stepped to the side and rounded the table where Davis still counted out coins. Terror seemed to rise from her stomach and choke her. She could scarcely breathe.

Her father joined the man and nodded as he tested each coin to see if they were real. “Garvey Davis is his name. He’s buyin’ the place, the traps, and …” he paused to look at her, as if to ascertain whether she was listening, then added, “you.”

“I don’t understand. I don’t want to marry this man. In fact, there isn’t a preacher around here for miles,” Simone protested. “Mother told me you needed a preacher to marry folks.”

Dumas laughed. “It isn’t the way of the wilds, girl. Folks round here live as married. When the preacher gets around, they do it right—or not. Davis here is your husband now, and you’ll answer to him.” He finished checking the coins, then threw them into a pouch.

“Good luck, Davis.”

“To you as well,” the gravelly voice called back.

“You can’t just leave me here,” Simone protested, unable to keep the fear from her voice. Her breath came in rapid, shallow draws. The last thing she wanted to do was allow him to see how afraid she really felt. Her father might be an oppressive beast of a man, but at least he was a beast she knew and halfway understood.

“I can and I am,” Dumas replied. “He owns you now, same as this place. Do what he says, or it’s my bet you’ll get a worse beatin’ than anything I ever gave you.”

And with that, Louis Dumas walked through the door and out of her life. Simone could scarcely believe what was happening. On one hand, she’d just been given her wish. Her father would never again need to be a part of her life. On the other hand, the leering stranger he’d left in his place was a completely unacceptable and frightening alternative.
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AFTER AN ETERNITY of heavy silence, Garvey Davis decided to get down to matters. “What you got cookin’ over there?” he asked, wiping his filthy sleeve across his mouth.

Simone, still staring at the closed door, turned to face the man. “What?” she asked in confusion. It seemed so incomprehensible that the man was simply standing there, acting as though nothing out of the ordinary had just taken place. Simone remembered times when her father had spoken of someone trading their daughter for a sack of flour. And once, he’d carried on long into the night about a man selling off his children to the highest bidder and all because they were worthless, ungrateful children. Simone had never believed the farfetched tales. Now, however, she had to admit that perhaps the stories held more truth than she’d given them credit for.

Davis threw his saddle pack to the floor and pulled a filthy fur cap from his head. “I’m hungry, woman. I asked what you got to feed me.”

“Stew,” Simone said simply, unable to think clearly. Surely this man didn’t think she’d just willingly remain behind to be his wife. He couldn’t be that ignorant, could he?

“Dish me up some,” Garvey ordered.

“I don’t think,” Simone began uncomfortably, “I understand this situation.”

Davis shrugged out of his coat. “What’s to understand? I bought your pa’s land and house. He threw you in on the deal, seein’s how I needed a wife and all.” He sized her up and nodded approvingly. “Seems a right good deal.”

Simone felt her heart racing inside her chest. She had tried so hard to be void of feelings and emotions for the better part of her life, but this matter couldn’t be dealt with in the same manner as the others. She not only felt rage and frustration with her father’s actions, but genuine fear. Fear that edged on panic.

“You gonna stand there starin’ at me like that or are you gonna feed me?” Davis questioned, looking none too happy to have to repeat his request for food.

Simone did as he asked. She needed time to think the matter through, and with Davis preoccupied with eating, maybe she could figure out what her options were. She couldn’t stay here—that much seemed clear. Davis expected a wife, and from her talks with Naniko, Simone knew basically what that would entail and found the whole idea completely unacceptable. She didn’t want intimacy with this man. He looked hideous with his barrel-like midsection and thick, stocky legs. He reminded Simone of the trolls in her childhood fairy tales. Evil, hideous creatures who preyed upon the weak. Well, he won’t prey upon  me, Simone thought as she lifted the lid from the kettle.

With her hand shaking so hard she could hardly grip the ladle, Simone filled a wooden bowl with the stew and biscuits, grabbed up a spoon, then put them both down on the table and went to retrieve the pot of coffee that could always be found sitting at the corner of the hearth. It would grow as thick as mud after a day of sitting on the coals, but her father never seemed to mind it that way. Simone could only hope that Davis felt the same way.

They didn’t exchange another word until Davis took his seat at the table. He looked at the stew, then grabbed the spoon Simone had brought him and tasted it.

“Ain’t half bad. Guess your pa didn’t lie when he said you could cook.”

Simone stood beside the fireplace wondering what she should do or say. She found she could not quell the mixture of fear and anger that was building inside of her. She watched Davis pick up the bowl and begin to shovel in the food as though he’d been weeks without a good meal. Coherent thought evaded Simone, and she hadn’t even begun to formulate a plan when he grunted at her and extended the bowl for a second helping.

Simone could feel Garvey Davis’s stare as she refilled his bowl. It made her uncomfortable, especially knowing that he considered himself her husband now. She had to think. Had to do something to help herself—but what? What could she do? Where could she go to be safe? And why, at seventeen years of age, did these have to be the questions that had haunted her all of her life?

“You’re a mighty purty woman, Simone,” Davis said with a leer when she brought the bowl of food. Her name on his lips came out sounding like See-moan, but it was the intensity of his gaze upon her body that made Simone feel ill. “Yessir, I’m gonna like bein’ a husband,” Davis said before beginning the entire shoveling action again.

Simone had heard enough. She quietly crossed the room to where the beds were partitioned off from the rest of the house. Spreading out a blanket, she put her change of clothes atop it, then retrieved her mother’s Bible and prayer book. She didn’t know why they were so important to her, but she couldn’t imagine leaving them behind with Garvey Davis. But neither did she know what to do with either one. Her mother had always encouraged her to read the Bible daily, and while Simone had very nearly read the entire thing cover to cover out of boredom, she refused to hold the words in esteem. God hadn’t seen fit to keep her mother alive, and neither had He rescued Simone from a fate worse than death.

She toyed for a moment with the well-worn cover of the Bible before adding it and the prayer book to the articles of clothing. Next, she went to her trunk and pulled out a small leather pouch that Naniko had made for her. Inside she had two coins, both of which she’d stolen from her father during one of his drunken stupors. She had no idea what they would buy her, but they might possibly be useful to her journey and she couldn’t leave them behind. Lastly, she reached back into the trunk and pulled out two pelts. For more than three years she had managed to keep these pelts hidden from her father. They were choice pieces and would bring in a tidy sum of money, and that was exactly the reason Simone had hidden them there. Caressing the soft fur and touching it to her face, Simone could only hope they would bring her freedom and safety.

Binding everything together in her blanket and securing it with strips of rawhide, Simone drew a deep breath. In a matter of moments she would have to face Garvey Davis and explain her actions to him. With any luck, he’d be too happy with what he already possessed to worry about whether or not she stayed. Or maybe he’d actually care that she was not a willing participant. Simone could only hope to find some thread of compassion in this stranger. She had just turned to retrieve her threadbare coat when Garvey Davis pushed back the curtain.

“Well, well. You’re an anxious little thing, ain’t ya? Figured I’d have to drag you in here.”

Simone froze in place. She could tell by the look on Garvey Davis’s filth-smudged face that he had now turned his attention from food. Mustering up courage amidst her anger, Simone tightly hugged her coat to her body. “I’m leaving,” she told him flatly.

“Beg your pardon?” He seemed momentarily taken aback by her words.

Simone felt a tingling charge resonate through her body. “I don’t figure on being your wife or anyone else’s. I realize, however, that my father has sold this property to you and that I no longer have a home here. Therefore, I’m leaving.”

He stared at her a moment longer, then broke into a hearty laugh that shook his frame like a pine tree in the wind. “You do talk real good. Your pa said you had a way with talkin’—something about your Frenchy ma teachin’ you proper-like. But you ain’t goin’ nowhere. I paid good money for you, and I intend to get my money’s worth.”

He moved toward her, but Simone darted around him. “No!” She moved to the bed to get her things, but Davis shadowed her.

“We’re goin’ to have a good time, missy. Sooner you settle yourself down to the idea, the better.”

Simone grabbed her pack and tried to edge down along the side of the bed. “I’m sorry if my father gave you the wrong impression. You can’t expect me to just up and marry you without knowing anything about you, and you can’t expect me to cooperate with what you have in mind.”

Davis laughed and lunged for her, knocking the pack and coat from her hands. His beefy fingers caught her thick braid, and he yanked her head back painfully. Simone fought against him, knowing—fearing—what was to come as his free arm wrapped around her to force her body against his.

“Leave me alone!” she screamed, pushing and straining to free herself.

Davis threw her backward down across the bed, but Simone moved quickly to the side and avoided being pinned down by the man. She jumped up, stumbling back against the washbasin. For a stocky man, Davis moved with lightning speed, and before Simone could gather her things and escape, he had already reached out to take hold of her again.

Screaming and kicking, Simone slammed back against the washbasin as Garvey grabbed and fumbled at trying to remove her clothes. “Don’t make me hit you, girl,” Davis bellowed out in anger. “Just settle yourself down. We can do this the hard way or the easy way. It’s up to you.”

Simone had no idea what the hard or easy way might entail, but either way, she had no desire for anything that included Garvey Davis. Trying to steady herself against the attack, Simone’s hand grazed the cold porcelain of her mother’s basin and pitcher. Without giving it a second thought, Simone turned and took hold of the pitcher. Then, without warning, she whirled back around, bringing the pitcher down on Garvey Davis’s head.

For a moment, nothing happened. The man stood weaving in place for several seconds, looking at her with such an expression of disbelief that Simone almost felt sorry for him. Almost, but not quite.

Then in a flash, everything changed. Blood began pouring down the side of Garvey’s face and the man’s knees buckled. With a loud, resounding crash, Davis fell in a heap at her feet, leaving Simone to now stare in disbelief.

She nudged at his body with her moccasined foot. He didn’t move. Blood continued to pour from the head wound, and instantly Simone became aware of what she’d done.

“I’ve murdered him!” she declared in horror.

Instantly she recalled a story related to her in Uniontown of a cantankerous old man who had taken a half-breed woman to be his wife. The woman, fed up with being beaten on a nightly basis, had poisoned his food and killed him. They had her strung up and hanged before twenty-four hours had passed, and all for the murder of a ruthless man that nobody much cared for.

“And now I’ve done my own murdering,” Simone murmured. Terrified at what it all might mean, she quickly gathered her things and headed for the door. She had to get away before someone found out what she’d done. She pulled on her coat and tried to steady her nerves.

“What should I do?” she questioned, as if someone might give her the answer.

She glanced around the room and shook her head. Hunger gnawed at her stomach, but she couldn’t take time out to eat. Instead, she went quickly to the kettle and skimmed off three of the biscuits and wrapped them in a dish towel. This accomplished, she grabbed her bedroll and hurried out of the cabin.

The first thing that met her eye was Davis’s horse and gear. He’d not even bothered to unsaddle the beast, and now that he lay dead in her house, Simone believed it a much lesser crime to consider stealing his horse and saddle. She tied her bedroll to the back of the saddle, then went to take up the reins from the post. The horse whinnied softly as if questioning her actions, but the mare seemed otherwise unconcerned as Simone hurried to mount.

Struggling against the cumbersome skirt and the heaviness of her coat, Simone finally righted herself atop the horse. The cold leather of the saddle pervaded the thin material of her pantalets, causing Simone to shift uncomfortably in the seat. It was only then that she noticed the gun belt slung over the horn of the saddle. Reaching down, Simone fingered the butt of the revolver and found the piece gave her added courage. With a gun, she could protect herself. She could also hunt for food.

She suddenly realized by the fading light that night would soon be upon her. It wasn’t wise to travel the area after dark, but Simone felt desperation quickly overcoming her sensibility. A man lay dead in her cabin, and she certainly couldn’t stay the night with him. She had the gun and she had a horse; surely she could make it to safety somewhere. She thought of Naniko, then realized that would probably be the first place they’d look for her. She couldn’t risk it.

Glancing again at the cabin, Simone felt a strange sense of separation. She knew no other home, and yet she held no great affection for this crude arrangement of logs and chinking. Still, this had been the home where her mother had lived and loved her. This place had seen her brother’s birth and the birth and death of other siblings she had never known. There had been happy times here, she allowed herself to acknowledge. But they were so long ago and so faded from her memory that Simone could not get a clear picture of the past. Bitterness had built a wall between her and the remembrances that might have warmed her icy heart.

The skies to the west were turning rosy and orange in twilight, and the chilled air of evening blew down from the mountaintops and whipped at the edges of her coat. The elements seemed to beckon her to forget her nostalgic reflections and flee.

Simone took one last look around her and knew that the time had come. As much as she feared what lay in the unknown before her, she feared her past even more. Her father had deserted her, her mother was dead, and she had killed the man who was meant to be her husband. Accident or not, they would surely hang her for her actions, and there would be no one left to mourn her passing.

Taking a deep breath, she kicked at the sides of the horse and turned him toward the narrow, rocky path. She’d made her choice, and now she would have to find a way to live with it.
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