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This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, events, and incidents are either products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or to actual events is purely coincidental.

Although this story is set against a historical backdrop, certain locations, customs, occupations, social conditions, and historical details may have been adapted, simplified, or fictionalized for the purposes of the story. This novel is intended for entertainment and should not be considered a factual or scholarly account of historical events.
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Sawyerville, Oregon

June, 1880

"Woah, there, mule! Whoa! I said whoa!"

Cherie Justus grabbed the heavy bridle of the near mule and tried to force him to a stop, even as the off mule got dragged along with his teammate in the harness. But the near mule fought Cherie's grip and leaped upward, jerking the wagon and forcing the other mule to go with him down the driveway from the Daily Dairy farm.

"There, now, little lady," called old Noah Daily, hurrying up behind the wagon. "I'll help you. Bees are out today, somethin' mighta stung him – "

But Cherie only wrestled the mule's big head with all her strength, trying to twist his neck around so he couldn't run straight. "Whoa, mule, damn your useless hide anyway! You don't stop, I'm gonna get my knife and skin you into ten different ladies' leather purses! And use your tail for flyswatters! And then I'll – "

Suddenly a tall figure moved behind Cherie, reached over her head, and grabbed the mule's bridle right with her. Together they managed to drag the mule and the wagon to a stop, and then finally Cherie turned around to see who was there.

"What the hell you doin'?" she demanded.

"I'll take care of it, Noah," said the tall man standing behind her. Noah Daily shrugged and went back to the work site. "And you're welcome," the man said to Cherie, as he nudged her out of the way with his elbow and took a better hold of the fractious mule's bridle. "I think old Noah's right. Looks like something stung this animal. Move, now, and we'll get him back to the tie rail."

"I've got him. And I'll thank you to let me take him." Cherie wrenched the mule's head away from the man and began leading the team in a wide circle across the driveway, getting the mules and the wagon turned around and then leading them back to the fence in front of the dairy's farmhouse.

The man shrugged. "Suit yourself," he said, and followed along until Cherie got the fractious mule back to the tie rail and had both of them safely tied up.

"Glad those other girls had already got out of the wagon," the man said. 

"Yeah," said Cherie, slapping the mule on the neck. "They took all the food over to the lawn for your breakfast, if you're hungry."

"I might be," he said. "But what made a half-dozen women from the Ladies' House in Sawyerville come a mile out of town to this dairy farm today?"

Cherie shrugged, turning away from the mules and reaching up to set the brake handle at the driver's box on the wagon. "We heard that some of the loggers were helping build a new barn out here, so the dairy could raise a few extra beef cattle. Thought we might help by bringing a little food out for the work crew. That's all."

"That's kind of you."

Cherie finally spared a glance for the man. "I've only been here a month," she said, looking him up and down, "and I know there's a lot of big men here. But I can see that you're even bigger than any of them."

"I guess I can say the same about you, when it comes to the women. Never seen a woman as tall and strong as you."

She shot him a look with narrowed eyes. "Being as I grew up with a father and three brothers, it's a good thing I am. And I know I'm plain. You didn't have to say it."

He frowned a little. "I didn't. But I will say my name's Brian. Brian Rockford."

"Huh."

"Mind tellin' me your name?"

"Sure, I'll tell you. You'll forget it soon enough, anyway. Men always do. But I'm Cherie. Cherie Odette Justus, late of the Merrimack Textile Mill in Manchester, New Hampshire."

"I see." Brian ran his hands over the mule, who was now standing quietly enough at the tie rail. "You said you just got here. Along with some others, right?"

"That's right. Two years ago, some fifty girls came out here from that same mill. Enough got married off that they brought in another herd of women from the mill. That was me and twenty-four others."

"They all like you?"

She laughed. "Don't worry. They're not. Most of them are pretty enough, like little china doll Paulette over there, or else they're sweet like Felicity and Jane. They're at the lawn beside the barn setting out the breakfast, like I said." Cherie began looking over the mule to see if really had been stung, minding her toes as he occasionally stamped his feet against the flies.

But Brian made no move to leave. "Funny how your name doesn't match your manner."

"What the hell you talkin' about?"

He grinned. "I know a couple of words of French. Your name means 'darling' or dear one.' Not sure it matches too well."

She turned a ferocious look on him. "Never been either one to anybody. So I guess my name doesn't have to match me, now, does it?"

"I'll bet those other girls are scared to death of you. And half the men, too."

At that, Cherie just laughed. "If you think I'm ashamed of that, better think again. I've already seen how the timid girls don't do so well out here – girls like that little Paulette. She's pretty and she'll probably catch a husband fast, but she won't last out here. You watch.

"And I don't care a stitch that I'm plain and big and way too tall. At least I can take care of myself, which is more than girls like Paulette and Jane and Felicity can say."

"Good. You'll need it out here."

"That's right. And I – "

But he'd already walked away, heading back to the barn-raising site where the other men were working and where the rest of the women were serving a picnic breakfast on the grass next to the site.

"And I don't need you, or anyone else," Cherie muttered under her breath, turning back to the mule once again.
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Finally, Cherie walked over to where the blankets and tablecloths were spread out on the grass beside the barn site.  She joined the other five girls for a plate of fresh biscuits, cream gravy, and sliced ham. 

Cherie frowned a little as one of the men – a handsome young man who'd been sawing logs with his shirt off – came over and invited that flighty little bird Paulette to join him, but the rest of the women stayed where they were.

"Good," she sighed, starting in on her biscuits and gravy.

"What?" asked Theodora.

"Good they're leaving us in peace."

Theodora sighed. "Don't you want to marry, Cherie? If you don't, then why make that awful journey all the way out here? You could have stayed back east. You still have family there, don't you?"

"Sure. I could have stayed. But I do want to marry."

"You do?" asked Audrey.

"That's why we're here, isn't it? I want a husband and children as much as any of you do."

The other four girls all looked at each other. "But – "

"But what, Jane?"

"But you don't seem to like any of these men very much."

Cherie laughed. "I like them well enough. It's just that I know better than to expect them to be anything more than what they are."

"What are they?" asked Felicity, with all innocence.

"Cruel," said Cherie, with shocking matter-of-factness. "It's just that the men in New Hampshire were weak and cruel, while the ones here are strong and cruel."

"Oh, Cherie," whispered Felicity. "Why do you want a cruel man at all?"

"I don't. But that's the way of it. And I face things the way they truly are, not as I wish they were."

"But you must have some sort of man that you do hope to find out here," Felicity went on. "What kind of man do you really want?"

"Oh, well," Cherie said, starting in on the sliced ham, "I guess – I guess I want one who will let me take care of things while he just earns the living. That's really all a man's needed for, anyway. To earn the money. Well, that and children. But that's all."

She rather enjoyed the shocked silence the descended over their little gathering. "Oh, my dear," said Jane. "Isn't that awfully cold-hearted of you? Don't you want to marry for love? Or at least companionship? To have a partner for going through life?"

"Sure, I guess I'd like that, if there was such a thing. But I ain't never seen it." She took another big bite of the ham and cream gravy.

Theodora shook her head. "You're as independent as a cat, Cherie."

She laughed. "Cats can take care of themselves!"

"But they mostly live alone."

"So what if they do? Everybody's alone in the end. And marriage is a business arrangement, just like anything else. Men use women and women use men. That's the way of things and you may as well accept it, because
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