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​CHAPTER One
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Spring 1837

Easter Ward lay in bed twisting and turning as she tried to fight the images in her head. The dream was a recurring one. Shamans frequently took flight and shifted, but she was surprised that she had that ability. She was both a wolf and a bear. Her vision was far-reaching. Her shape continued to shift. She turned into the wolf first. The wolf was high on a mountaintop and saw a long line of her people walking in the elements. Some died of thirst; some died of hunger — so many walked the long distance. 

Bodies littered the landscape; people fell and were buried by their people and the soldiers. It seemed to be happening in the future and quickly. She moaned and twisted in her covers, a heavy wool blanket that kept getting twisted around her midriff. She frowned, her brow furrowing as she fought the truth being revealed to her. Totem Bear came to her next, motioning in the opposite direction. What could she be trying to say? Easter jerked up, sitting straight up in her bed in the little room she shared with her sister. Beads of sweat glistened on her face. She breathed heavily as she tried to work out what the dream meant.

She reached for a bowl and poured water into it from the jug beside her bed. The little room was quiet with the soft breathing of her sister. Stars shown brightly outside the window of the little house near Red Clay Springs. She rose and walked to the window, allowing the breeze to cool her face. She thought she saw a wolf sitting some distance from the cabin. No need to shoo it away; it was there for her. It often sat outside the compound looking in. It was said that one of her kinswomen saved a wolf cub and that the cub never forgot the kindness.

The wolf had something important to tell her. She only need listen. She wondered too if there were answers to the mystery of her brother’s death. The family had land and a small gold mine in the place now called Georgia. But her brother, Connutsee, had been killed trying to hold the property. The mystery gnawed at her constantly. She remembered the many close moments with her brother — his having taught her to hunt and fish — and his handsome good looks. His long dark hair and his tall, muscled body mirrored that of her younger brothers. His was a loss that she still felt keenly.

The next morning, she walked to the well to draw water and hauled the bucket back to the cabin. She wore a long skirt, dyed with red berries, and a soft beige tunic. Her sister, Lucinda, was getting out of bed and pulled the covers over the crude mattress. It was time to get food ready and to work in the little garden they had planted. Easter was one of those fortunate women in the Wild Potato clan, keepers of the land, who had land; she used it to plant potatoes, corn, beans, wheat, and other crops that benefited not only the neighboring villages, but the travelers on their route west.

She managed to hang on to her property because she had developed a reputation for supplying the travelers. She also had customers in larger communities where her workers took the crops to get a good price.

She had two blacks and a Cherokee working for her, but the three men rotated, going from farm to farm, helping others. A Cherokee who looked white came to her from time to time to ask for work, but there were laws against hiring a white man, so she did not obviously hire him. However, when he offered to do chores for her in exchange for food, she allowed him to do so. She hadn’t seen the four men in some time. It was likely some of them had been taken by the soldiers and were headed west.

The Treaty of New Echota had been signed in December 1835, giving the Cherokees two years to remove to Oklahoma. She knew this, and others knew this as well. So, it was possible that the men who helped work her farm had been pressed into service or forced to move west. Time had passed, and the U.S. government was getting more and more insistent. The soldiers were pressing everyone to move.

At their cabin, Easter and her sister Lucinda had chickens to feed and eggs to gather. The few cows were kept in a barn, away from predators, and turned out each morning. It was a clear, bright day in March. The planting was done, and the wait for the harvest would begin. A large barn sat to the west of her property. It was a tall structure made of rough-hewn boards. It was as wide as six cows placed end to end, and had space for her horses, mules, cows, goats, chickens and Lucinda’s special birds. It had double doors in the front and one high window at the top.

Her father and brother said they should not trust predators to climb in a low window. So, their only source of natural light in the barn was an opening high in the building. She silently thanked her father and brother, Connutsee, for building it for her. They had been natural carpenters.

Easter walked to the barn, did the milking and shooed the cows out to the pasture. She rarely needed to bother with the goats, but this morning, her helper Josiah was away, so she tended them too. Then she walked to the cabin. She poured water into a large bowl and waited while Lucinda washed her face. Then, Easter took her turn, washing and then slipping a clean tunic over her head. 

“You dreamt again,” Lucinda said as she went to the little cabinet to get out the cornmeal.

“I did.”

“The same dream?”

“It was.”

“It must mean that we should go west,” Lucinda said. “West before it gets bad, before we’re forced to go.”

“No, Luce, I don’t think it means that at all,” Easter said. “I’m not sure where we’re supposed to be, but I don’t think we’re supposed to go west.”

“You might not want to go there, but that doesn’t mean I don’t,” Lucinda said. “You won’t listen to your spirit guide. If you won’t, I will.” They had had this argument countless times. If they wanted to have peace between them, it was best that Easter not let her sister know that she would be going in a different direction, toward Giles.

Just then, there was a knock at the door.

Walking Bird opened the door and invited himself in. “I’m here to help you eat your morning meal,” he said, grinning. Walking Bird was sweet on Lucinda and insisted on being there to remind her as often as possible. He was from a different clan and rode a distance to be with Lucinda. He had to ask the sisters’ grandmother’s permission to be with Lucinda, but their maternal grandmother, Amadahy, the only surviving matriarch in the family, was slow to give her consent. Walking Bird had invited Amadahy to his village to improve his chances of marrying Lucinda.

“If you really want to eat, Walking Bird, I suggest you go out and get more eggs,” Easter said. Walking Bird made an about face and went to the chicken yard. He turned to see whether Lucinda was following. Lucinda wiped her hands on her skirt, grabbed a basket and followed Walking Bird to the barn where Easter and Lucinda kept birds. 

“So have you given any more thought to my suggestion?” he asked, smiling at her as they entered the coop. Lucinda scrunched her nose and said nothing. She fussed over her special doves. Lucinda and Easter were two of the most beautiful women in the compound. Their long, dark hair and smooth, olive skin attracted much attention. Both women looked so much alike that people thought they were twins.

The two women worked together and went most places together so if a man wanted to visit with one, he had to put up with the other.

At nearly 20 summers, Lucinda was unusual because she had not taken a man. Lucinda was interested in her birds, spending time with them, training them and getting them to fly from place to place. Most all of the seven clans of the Cherokee believed that doves and pigeons were messengers. But Lucinda had been using them literally as messengers.

At first, Walking Bird was skeptical, but soon he enjoyed working with the creatures too. They tried to urge those missionaries who lived nearby not to kill the birds, but not everyone cared about such things.  Lucinda was certain that training the birds to fly from Walking Bird’s village to Lucinda’s would be useful. They used the Cherokee alphabet developed in 1821 by Sequoyah to send simple messages to one another. Lucinda had learned the written language from one of the mission teachers.

Mrs. Gambold at Spring Place taught them much more than they needed. She entertained them with knowledge and the ability to understand a much larger world. So the birds became a bit of an obsession for Lucinda, and later Walking Bird enjoyed them too. 

Easter did not think much of this pastime. Though Lucinda explained that she thought it would have a purpose, Easter thought her sister was playing when she should have been helping with the chores. Easter had been married but was still young at 23 summers. However, the two women had seen much suffering, having lost their parents to flu just a few years ago.

The surviving family believed they died of broken hearts after having had to relinquish some of their land in a Georgia Land Lottery. Settlers were coming west in large numbers, and the sisters’ parents had lost part of their homestead and a great deal of their assets. The land lottery was so ridiculous that many of the settlers paid as little as $4 for a portion of land. This state of affairs worried Walking Bird. He wanted to get Lucinda away from the last remaining patch of land owned by her mother’s family. Settlers saw it as having the potential for gold.

“I think I could get a better offer elsewhere,” Lucinda teased, holding one of her doves close. 

“Better than me?” Walking Bird looked at her as though she were insane. He wanted her to marry him and go east with him to what the whites called North Carolina. But Lucinda was not interested. Two young men were interested in her and had made no secret of it. Walking Bird wanted Lucinda to choose him.

As a partner in her sister’s farming business, Lucinda was not wealthy, but she had assets. She was also attractive, with a face that was smooth and soft and a long, sultry neck. This morning, she wore a red skirt like her sister’s and a beige tunic over it. Walking Bird could see the curves under her tunic. The morning sun peeked over the hills. Birds began to chirp, flitting from tree to tree and landing on the rich soil in search of insects. 

“Let’s talk about it later, Walking Bird. It’s too early to talk about going anywhere.” She placed the dove back in its wooden cage with more than a dozen others. She walked out of the barn and turned to face Walking Bird.

“I don’t want you to go just anyplace with me, Lucinda; I mean I do. I want you to decide whether you will marry me. Be with me.” He looked around to see whether anyone was watching and pressed her against the barn. She could feel his muscles and hardness.

“Lucinda, say you’ll come to me. I’ve worked to be sure we have some place to live. I have the birds that we split so that they can fly to you. We can work together. We can have a family in a safe place. Just tell me you’ll think on it.” He nearly whispered the words. He had already pleaded with Lucinda’s grandmother and felt that she was near to agreeing that Lucinda could come with him. Lucinda took a deep breath and pushed him away gently. He backed up, smiling at her.

His long, dark hair fell across his back. He wore thick pantaloons and an embroidered hunting shirt. His hair was shaved back from his forehead and one single scalp lock hung as a braid from the back of his head. From the scalp lock hung one eagle feather. He wore a dark scarlet blanket over one shoulder, which he used as both a blanket and a bed.

“Lucinda, I’ve come from some distance to see you and to ask you to walk with me. I will wait for your decision, but many are pressing us off these lands. Your grandmother is going to agree because we have no choice in this. You remember what happened after they took land where your parents lived?”

Lucinda shivered as he paused in making his case. He did not want to remind her of the useless waste of her brother Connutsee’s life. Connutsee had been trying to protect family property when he was killed in a fight between some Red Creeks and a white man.

“You will see that my way is the best. When you have decided, send one of our birds to me,” he said. He walked toward her again and wrapped his arms around her. He held her closely so that she could feel his ardor. He lifted her chin and brushed her lips with his.

“Say it will be so, Lucinda,” he whispered.  Walking Bird was tall and muscled; she could feel his strength under his thick wool shirt. Walking Bird could feel her softness but also her strength. She would make a good wife. After breakfast, he mounted his horse; he pointed it east and looked back at her. She wrapped her arms around herself. He smiled at her and rode away, stopping once to look at her again, and then riding hard to the east.

Easter listened as her former husband, John Hester, shared the news of the latest treaty negotiations between the Cherokee tribal government and the U.S. government. Things had not looked good for many years. Andrew Jackson at first appeared to be a friend to the Cherokees. 

Then the Indian Removal Bill was ratified in May 1830.  The Creeks, Choctaws, Chickasaws and Cherokees were to sign treaties agreeing to remove west. Her parents had insisted that Easter would inherit land in this place the Europeans called Tennessee. But it didn’t appear it would happen. Her paternal grandmother, Hialeah, told stories of the proposed state of Franklin, a plan by whites to push the Cherokees from their land. That was years ago. John Hester was a witness to some of the treaty negotiations and was close to John Ross and some of the other leaders of the Cherokees. John’s deeply tanned skin, broad, muscled shoulders and shining dark hair made him a favorite with the women. He and Arter Beasley were half brothers, grown close through years of association.

“We tried our best,” John said, looking downcast. “But the Chickasaws and the Creeks signed removal treaties.”

He sighed and sat down in Easter’s small house. His 6-foot frame seemed to make the little cottage much smaller. He wore dark trousers and a dark Western shirt, the garb of the white men he associated with daily in his efforts to help the Cherokee. His muscled arms strained against the small shirt. He wore his long, dark hair pulled back from his face. His strong jaw curved in long lines away from his ears, where he wore a long earring on one side and a feather on the other.  

It did not escape Easter’s notice that he was still as handsome as he had been when they promised to be with each other. She hadn’t seen him in two years. The house was Spartan and utilitarian, with few belongings. Easter prided herself in keeping things neat and clean. She knew that her siblings found her obsession with cleanliness to be a flaw. They often made fun of her because of her little requests. She wanted them to wash their hands in warm water before they ate. She wanted them to take off their shoes before they entered her space. She wanted them to use a clean cloth to wash and to wash often.

Sometimes it was too much to tolerate, and, in response, her closest family members chose to live elsewhere. Only her sister Lucinda and her youngest brother, Wahali, were able to put up with her obsessions. Add that to her peculiar habit of reading. She had traded with other women in the area for many books. Wahali could not understand it. Sometimes, the two sisters read together.

No one he knew did this. But the women kept their passion for reading to themselves. But Wahali was on his own quest for helping people. Wahali’s older brother, Degataga, decided to marry outside the Cherokee — in part to help the family, but also because his wife was one-of-a-kind.

Easter’s parents had built the little home on rich farmland so that she and her sister and brother might have some security when their parents passed. Their father’s Blue clan had land in the state that was called Franklin, in the territory called East Tennessee. However, their mother’s Potato clan was from the west and owned land near Giles County but also in Georgia where the rumor of gold had prompted whites to drive out many Cherokees. Easter pushed thoughts of her struggles to the back of her mind when Sarah Armstrong arrived at her door with a white settler who needed help. The man had a large gash on his forehead. Sarah and one of the men from the village were helping the injured man to Easter’s door.

Easter opened it and said little as the injured man was helped in. He bled through the rag Sarah had pressed to his head. John Hester helped him into the little cabin. 

“What happened?” Easter asked. 

“Benjamin was helping his brother cut down some timber when a tree struck him,” Sarah said. 

“Can you take a look, Easter?” Easter knew that this was Sarah’s polite way of saying please help the man. Easter set to work. She kept some hot water in the cabin. She fetched it, removed the rag and cleaned out the man’s wound. He flinched. That was a good sign. He might have lost much blood, but he was still aware. Benjamin slumped in the chair as she worked on him, so Easter asked John and the others to put him on the floor.

Benjamin was a large man, like her brothers. He appeared to be more than 6 feet. Wahali, who dropped in from time to time at Easter’s cabin, came to to observe. She had been teaching him how to heal for years. They often went to the woods together to collect herbs and bark for healing. 

Easter’s collection of dried herbs sat in various clay jars in her cabin. She had recently gone to the woods to refresh her collection of sassafras, skullcap, wild yam, goldenseal, comfrey and other herbs and roots. She quickly got the tincture she used to clean wounds, a mixture of goldenseal and comfrey. When she had cleaned the wound, she reached for the yucca thread she’d collected from trade and considered whether she should use a new thread that she’d bought from a passing pioneer. She grabbed the new thread, threaded her needle and began sewing the man’s wound, a gash of about 6 inches that bled as she pinched it closed. Finally, she was finished with the stitching of Benjamin’s wound. She wrapped his head with some of the clean bandages she kept in a wooden box. 

When Wahali, John and Easter decided that Benjamin was well enough to return to his cabin, he turned to her.

“I’ll not forget this kindness, mistress,” Benjamin said, holding his hat tightly in one hand. He held out a hand to her in the way of whites. He gently squeezed her hand and smiled at her as he turned and left with his friends.

As the sun went down, Easter’s thoughts returned to her efforts to find a new home. She had papers to prove her ownership of land in Middle Tennessee, but whether anyone would recognize her rights was another matter. The land was settled as early as 1810. It might be too late for her to try to recover family land. Her maternal grandmother, Amadahy, had gone to North Carolina, with no interest in family land. Amadahy’s family were friends of family of Chief John Ross. However, many Cherokees were beginning to see their independence being chipped away. Her family had been wealthy, owning land throughout Tennessee, Georgia and North Carolina. But now, that land was taken, and family members, like so many others, were pushed further and further away. Easter prepared a meal and called Lucinda inside.
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​CHAPTER Two
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Autumn 1837

“My advice is to move west. The soldiers are already forcing our people into camps and forcing them to go west to Oklahoma,” John Hester said. “I would take you myself, but I am needed. This will go on for some time. It will be complicated and violent. Many people will die. Some are suffering and dying in the camps before they even begin the long walk west. I fear no one will be happy with this outcome.”

John’s dark good looks were apparent even though he was exhausted. He had ridden from Georgia, where a Cherokee was to be hanged for murder. He was worried that one of her brothers might have been caught in this bloodthirsty push to get Cherokees out of the territory. He wondered if it was because the Cherokees had sided with the British during the Revolutionary War. But there were many other concessions after that. The tribe had lost half of its numbers to a smallpox epidemic in the 1700s.

The trials seemed never-ending. 

The aggression of the Georgia Guard as well as white settlers participating in the lottery for Cherokee land was causing a number of confrontations. Cherokee people danced, sang and prayed, but to John the inevitable would come soon. There were many, many settlers with a hunger for land. Many had already settled in the area.

Much of the fight involving Georgia, the Cherokees and the U.S. had been in court. Since the fight was not apparent, some Cherokees deluded themselves into believing that all would be well, that they could keep their lands and the whites would retreat. Chief John Ross had employed an attorney to fight against the state of Georgia.

When the Supreme Court ruled in favor of the Cherokee Nation, many in the nation were heartened, but warring factions later prevented leaders from agreeing on a treaty for removal.

When John married Easter, some years back, he came to her from the nearby Deer clan. Couples were not permitted to marry within their own clans.

A Cherokee priest had put the ceremonial blankets around the couple, first blue then white. She gave him corn; he gave her venison. His mother and her mother and some of her brothers were there. The ceremony was followed by much dancing and celebration, eating and fun. Then John moved into her household. They had had one child, who had died in a flu epidemic.

Now John knew it must have been caused by close contact with those outside the village. Still, his heart was broken. Easter moved his things outside the house they shared with others. But in her heart, Easter was unable to let him go completely; he knew that. She was indecisive. He always felt that she had let her mother talk her into putting his belongings outside the door.

When Easter had moved him out of her household, John moved back in with his mother’s people. Not long after that, trouble intensified between the Cherokees and the whites, who wanted more land. His grandmother and grandfather told him stories of the whites near what was called Franklin.

Those white men wanted to declare Franklin a state and expel the Cherokees. Although they didn’t get their state, the whites got much of what they wanted. John’s family and Easter’s family were pushed from the area.

John’s words echoed in Easter’s mind. “Move west before more whites come. Before they force us off our lands. If you prepare to go before you are forced, you will be able to take some goods with you. If you wait to be forced, you may leave with nothing.”

She, like many of the other Cherokee women, was being displaced by this new way of life the Europeans brought. Many of the men and those able to climb the steep slopes were hiding in the mountains. Her oldest brother, Degataga, Stands Firm, had married a white woman to hold the family land in Georgia. But it wasn’t enough. The idea that there was gold on their land was too much of a temptation for the Europeans. 

During the time of the old ways, Cherokee women were leaders, well respected with matrilineal inheritance. The power came to a Cherokee woman. But the settlers brought their male view. So things changed. Women in the tribe still played an important role, but not such as it was before the settlers foisted their values on the Cherokees.

Easter thought of the stories of Ghi-ga-u, or Beloved Woman of the Cherokees, who was able to speak for, vote for and act on behalf of the people at all the peace and war councils of the tribe. She had a regal presence and had stood up for many who needed her help. But that was many years ago.

She had been given a Negro who had been captured and so was the first to own a slave. Easter didn’t know whether she liked that about Ghi-ga-u. Some said Easter’s mother’s family was related to Ghi-ga-u. Still, it would do no good to look back. It was time to make plans to escape and survive. 

Easter had been making baskets and clay pottery, saving some for the storage of food and seeds and selling some to anyone who passed the compound and seemed open to looking over her wares. She had worked hard to ensure the crop yielded well. She sold some of the excess to nearby villagers and to passing settlers.

She dried and preserved meat and saved much of it in tight clay jars. She saved seeds for planting, grains and dried corn. Her jewelry was not as sophisticated as she wanted, but it sold too. She prepared bean bread for John with some wild hog meat and sweet potatoes.


He ate his fill, drank from the clean cool water she kept in a clay jar. 


“How long will you be gone this time?” she asked, looking up at him. They had long been friends and at one time lovers; when they parted as friends, she knew he would always be her first love.

“The whites are asking for help rounding up the Seminoles,” he said. “The pay is good.”

“Surely you can’t help them do this thing, John,” she said, looking at him as though he had grown a second head. “They are Nvada dinlyoli, sun children. They follow the old ways. Don’t help them do this thing.” 

“I don’t want to do it,” he said, sighing. “But it seems that the whites are determined to move all of us out of their way so they can have land. Some of us are getting money for the land, but most of it is not enough. They say the land to the west is barren and will not grow food, nor does it have plentiful game as it does here.”

Easter turned and looked out the window, she thought about the disturbing dreams and visions she had been having. In one of her dreams, she began a long journey west and then turned into a bird and flew back. She could not go forward as a strong wind pushed her back.

It made her think of her brother, Mohe, who has full of anger. He had decided to confront people as much as he could. His anger was overflowing. She wondered whether he was staying out of trouble. 

“Have you heard how Mohe is doing, John?” she

asked, frowning at him but expressing hopefulness.. He sighed. He was reluctant to talk to her about her brother, who had his own ideas for how things should go.

“There are many young men who are angry and are trying to take matters into their own hands.

However, I don’t think Mohe will go too far in challenging those who might be a danger to him.”

The sound of squawking chickens came from the yard. One of Easter’s two dogs, Waya, barked a warning. Waya, part wolf with light colored eyes, came to the door and sniffed the air as though something was coming.

Ama, Easter’s female dog, sat quietly at the barn door.

A woman shouted for her children to clean the mud from their feet. Easter turned back to look at John.

“John, can you bring Mohe to me so that he can make the trip west?”

John thought about the heated words he had exchanged with Mohe, who called all the men working with the U.S. government cowards. John didn’t want to worry Easter, so he decided only to share the general nature of the discussion. But he felt that Mohe was headed for trouble.

“I have already had this discussion with him, Easter. He refuses to back down from those who have the power to destroy him. I will look for him again before I go, but the chances of finding him are not good.

“Can you bring him and then go with us?” she asked.

“And what then, Easter?” he said looking at her. She knew what he was suggesting. He wanted back in her bed, in her life. But she could not come to an agreement with him. She looked away into the distance, unwilling to make a permanent commitment.  

“It’s unlikely that I will come back this way soon,” he said. “I plan to go far west in search of some place to settle. Arter wants to help take care of you?”

He said it like a question, the idea hanging in the air between them. He let the notion settle on her for a moment. His brother had long been enamored of Easter. When she refused to recommit to him, John thought the next best thing would be for his brother to protect her. 

“I’m fed up with all of it.” He made a slashing movement with his hand. Even as he said the words, he felt conflicting emotions. He knew he still loved Easter. He knew his heart still belonged to her. But he couldn’t bring himself to admit it to her. He also preferred wide-open spaces — hunting and fishing — to farming.

“Will any of our people keep their land, John? Will you be able to bring Mohe to me?”

“No, maybe. Some of us may keep our lands. I don’t know. We will lose much. All of this fighting. It’s not something I want to be in the middle of any longer. I plan to go as far west as I can go. But first, I will bring Mohe to you, if I can.”

“You will not shelter with us? Grandmother approves of you.” He and Easter had an understanding that was approved by her grandmother. For some time, they had been a married couple. But then, one day, Easter had put his clothes outside her door. That meant they were not a couple anymore. He had no hard feelings because she let him return to her occasionally, but Arter always lingered nearby.

“No, I want to forget this all. The whites are even robbing graves to steal the silver buried with our dead. It is not going to get any better.” He rose from his chair and walked over to her, placing his arms around her. She turned around to face him.

“This makes me very sad,” Easter said, placing her arms around him and hugging him to her. He stroked her hair and kissed her forehead. She had seen so much loss, her parents and then Connutsee. The times were violent, and Cherokee people were dying from disease and the stress of removal.

“The only way to overcome this time is to continue to live, to blend in where you can and to forget the struggles for land, Easter,” he said. “We will not win this fight. Promise me you will find a safe place for you and Lucinda, maybe Wahali and Mohe too. Let Arter help you. Go to the old lands and hide in plain sight.”

“What do you mean by that?”

“Remember that your mother’s mother has land that reaches far. Go there with Arter. Don’t think that you must cling to some notion of being Cherokee,” he said. “You are a woman who can pass as any person she wants. All you need to do is act the part. Promise me you will do so and promise me you will let Arter help you.”

He was referring of course to her skin, which grew dark from working in the fields. Was he suggesting that Easter might be a mixed-blood Cherokee? No, she looked at his face. He looked sincere.

The idea brought thoughts of Awinta, Fawn, who was her father’s child by the dark-skinned slave woman Inola. The woman had long since disappeared. Some say she was kidnapped; others said she died of injuries sustained in a raid. No one knew where or how Inola had been taken or whether she had been.

Some said the woman had lost her mind and had walked into the woods never to be seen again. But the child, Awinta, had stayed with Easter’s parents. She would be nearly eight summers now. Easter’s mother allowed Awinta to stay in their home in Georgia, but Easter had no idea what had happened to the girl after Easter’s parents died. Her conscience tugged at her at the thought of the girl wandering about.

She was hardy and had survival skills, but she could easily have been taken by one of the settlers as a slave. Easter pushed that concern to the back of her mind and addressed John’s suggestion. The whites frowned on two men with one woman, so she was confused.  Just what did John mean by this suggestion that she allow Arter to care for her?

“You can’t mean that you want me to be with Arter,” she said. “The old ways are passing away. Boudinot and others have declared the ways of passing wealth from woman to woman invalid.”

“They can say all they want in the hearing of the government, but you know that our ways can’t be changed just because they say it. We’ve been living an uncertain existence since the Europeans came to this land. It’s time to find other ways to live among them. We can live anywhere we want and still be who we are.” 

“I don’t understand, John,” Easter said. “There is nowhere for me to go.” 


“Yes, there is. You just need to find it,” he said. “You have land. Arter has another brother

Nathan. They both look like you. Go with Arter.” 


John slept with Easter on her little straw mattress. They were quiet as they held each other close. John kissed her and loved her until she was too tired to stay awake. Her sister snored away on the pallet across the room. Easter hugged John to her, not wanting to let him go. John prepared to leave the next morning after a meal with the sisters. Easter packed his sacks with nuts, apples, corn and dried meat. He did not linger when it was time for him to go.

He kissed both sisters and rode off on his sable mustang. Easter sighed as he disappeared. They had engaged in a ceremony for protection before John had left. They would have to trust in that. She looked at Lucinda.

“Little sister, John has promised to look for Mohe,” she said. “If he can find him, Mohe may go with us when we leave here. Shall we have some more sleep or tend the animals?”

“I think I’ll go back to bed,” Lucinda said. Easter wondered whether Lucinda had slept with Walking Bird yet. If so, that might explain Lucinda’s fatigue. But no, she had no other symptoms. She dismissed the thought and went to the barn to milk the cows and turn out the animals for grazing.

Already Easter’s home and land were being challenged by the white settlers. Ezra Poe had been a thorn in her side for quite a while. He followed her and watched her, seeming to want to approach her, but then changed his mind.

Ezra was of medium height and build. He had grown muscular from riding for months since he’d been assigned to the guards. He wore his hair a little longer than was usual. He dressed in a dark cap and dark pantaloons. His gray wool shirt was threadbare under his coat. His long rifle was a possession he seemed to take great pride in maintaining.

One day, Easter had seen him sitting on a stump polishing the rifle. He had been lingering for some time. He was talking to himself as though there was someone there with him. She looked around but saw no one. She frowned. One day, he had caught her out by the mill alone. She had brought her bow and arrow with her and had been hunting some in the woods near the mill.

She made a show of pointing the arrow toward where he was hiding. He thought she didn’t know he was there, but like her ancestors, Easter had a keen sense of hearing and smell. She could often smell a man before she saw him. Poe did not wash often.

Poe was part of the Georgia Guard, but he was allowed to travel outside his assigned area. The only thing keeping the settlers from seizing her land was its close proximity to the holdings of other whites, who had become part of her compound.

Grandmother Amadahy had already journeyed to the mountains where some of her family lived. The Georgia Guardsmen raided a few times, but they had no right to cross the border into Tennessee. Poe, though, came whenever he wanted.

Easter wondered whether he had been keeping other guardsmen and whites away from her. She stood at the banks of the Red Clay waters and looked about to be certain she was alone. A blue hole with clear clean water sat a distance away. The river rapids in the distance caused a loud rushing of water over stones, and a small stream burbled nearby. The canopy of trees covered her well, but the last thing she wanted was to be caught by Poe when she was most vulnerable. She stripped down to bathe, keeping her knife strapped to her leg and staying within sight of her bow and arrow.

She had thought about this problem with the Europeans. John was right; things were not going to get better. The whites came in droves, their population never ceasing to grow. There were not enough women of her clan to go around; not many women of any kind survived harsh winters and rough living. The constant fighting didn’t make things any better. Rogue guardsmen like Poe were apt to show up at any time. It was an unsafe time for a woman, for anyone.

As Easter swam, she thought about the chores that needed to be accomplished if she was going to look for a new home. She had been meticulous in tending the fields, feeding and caring for the cows, chickens and goats. Her herb and vegetable garden yielded more than most. She smoked and dried meat from her hunting forays.

Her muscles ached from the heavy bushels of dried corn and the hay she’d stored in the barn. The water soothed her aches and pains. She had made two sales to settlers traveling west who were looking for corn and grain. She saved the coins she earned from the sale of her goods and kept them in a wooden box under the floor of her home. She wanted the money to be safe from those who would steal. She thought of those things and how she might help her two brothers, who were determined to do things their way.

Already, Wahali, Eagle, was somewhere in the deep woods, trying to prepare for the inevitable. She knew he would be gathering the herbs and roots that might be needed for a long trip west. Wahali had accepted the missionary education that some Cherokee grudgingly endured; he could read and write and had a voracious appetite for learning.

He was versatile and wanted to go back east to learn Western medicine. For now, Wahali thought going west was the right thing to do. His paint horse followed him everywhere, carrying the precious pouches of dried herbs, roots and strips of meat. However, Mohe wanted to fight secretly and with stealth. Easter worried about them both.

Her older brother, Degataga, hoped his younger brothers would have some protection from the evil spirits that seemed so strong. He knew they would be caught up in the winds of the time.

Those winds were strong and would be difficult to fight. He was deeply affected by the death of Connutsee, who had been trying to protect their property in Georgia. That family property included silver and gold mines. Now, Degataga was doing what Connutsee had not been able to do. He had put the family’s land in the name of his wife’s brother, Charles, who, so far, was not interested in living in the area but accepted a portion of the profits from the land, whether from agriculture or mining.

“Our brothers will do what they must,” he said as he consoled Easter after the death of their parents. “The answer to surviving these times is to think,” he said. “If we do that, we will do well.”

Easter turned her brother’s advice around in her head. Degataga and Wahali had gone their own ways. Lucinda would too, soon. Now, it was time for Easter to consider how to live. These times were chaotic. She was confused about what to do next. Her oldest brother urged her to think, but how was she to think about the confusion going on around them? The constant arrival of new people, the urgent push to move, the murders and the other hostilities ... it was all overwhelming. Often she felt like she was in a never-ending fog. Where should she go? What could she do?

The missionaries who had come to their village to convert Cherokee people to Christianity taught them English and the ways of the English. Some had married and settled among them. But the lottery had begun, and land was being distributed to Georgia settlers who wanted the Cherokees to leave their ancestral lands. Poe was just one of many who knew that Easter had land legally bequeathed to her. Easter had the papers to prove it. But proving she had the rights to her land, even with the right papers, would be challenging. Just then, Easter heard the snap of a twig in the distance. She dove under the water, swimming from the shore.

She knew it was Arter. She smiled as she came up for air and turned toward the noise. His tanned skin shone with the suggestion of health. His dark hair was pulled back with a leather tie. His leather hat sat back on his head. His hazel eyes looked at her intently. His prominent nose flared as he watched her. His broad shoulders and narrow hips, leading to strong thighs and muscled legs, suggested a power and a mystery about him. He held himself tensely.

She knew that he looked at her with longing, but she was not ready to return his feelings. Her stomach knotted, and blood rushed through her body. He wanted her, but she wasn’t certain she wanted to be enveloped in the strength of his passion. He smiled at her, but she pretended she didn’t see. 

Arter Beasley stood in the shadows of the trees near her, watching as Easter walked into the warm waters. As a missionary, he knew that things were deteriorating quickly. He had a different father than John Hester, but they shared the same mother. Their mother had gone east in an attempt to learn the ways of whites. When she was there, she met Arter’s father. His mother left Arter in the East with his father and returned to her people, thinking that he would get a better education and have a better life. But soon, he was drawn to be near his mother’s people.

He became a missionary and traveled west to be with his mother’s clan. A few years ago, he had bought property within the Cherokee Nation, but because the state of Georgia had said no missionaries could remain there without a permit, he had to give it up.

It didn’t matter that he was part Cherokee. He could not prove it, and he looked as white as any of the other missionaries. Getting a permit was nearly impossible. If missionaries had no permit, they could be sentenced to hard labor. That had happened to one of his fellows, sent with him by the Christian Benevolence Society. Even though it was getting cooler, the waters were warm at these springs. Arter removed his clothes — dark wool pantaloons and a dark wool shirt — and entered the water with Easter.

“You know you should not be bathing here alone, Easter,” he said. She jumped and rose higher in the water to see him near her. She was tense after hearing him and saw him wading behind her. Her long dark hair shone in the dim light. Her long, strong, arm muscles glistened with water. She had strength that made his body stir and his heart clench. He wanted her not just because she was strong physically, but because she had strength of spirit. Not many women could do what she had done with her property when war raged around her.

“It is my secret place,” she said smiling. “And what if the other missionaries knew that you had followed me here? What then?” He smirked and straightened his shoulders. 

“They know that I want you to wife,” he said. “They will forgive an anticipation of vows. Have you given my proposal more thought? Have you heard from your grandmother?” He reached for her shoulders and pulled her to him, kissing her first on the forehead and then on the mouth. He  ran a hand up and down her back. She shivered. But he knew it was not because of the cold.

“Yes, I have,” she said, choosing to omit any mention of her grandmother because it was her decision. “But I don’t think we can marry.” She smiled at him, but it wasn’t an invitation. “Aren’t you worried that I may still belong to your brother?” she asked him in a teasing voice. He sighed. He knew that she was baiting him. The notion of polyandry was strong among some women of the clan. But he wasn’t certain whether she was a firm believer for or against it. Two men with one woman made sense in this time as many women died early in life. He wasn’t certain he could accept the idea, but if he could find a way into her heart, maybe he could convince her to warm to the idea of having him.

“As much as we hope circumstances will improve, it does not look good for any of us – missionaries and Cherokees,” he said. “It doesn’t matter what my brother wants. He left you years ago, and you put him out of your house. You’re a free woman now and can chose me if you want.” He let some moments pass before he spoke again. His yearning for Easter knew no end.

He wanted her in every way he could think. But she continued to refuse him. His many days spent among the Cherokee made him sensitive to the values of the group. Though other women had given him a few second looks, most of them were back East and there weren’t many women this far west who were hardy enough to endure the frontier. He realized that if he wanted Easter, he would need to be patient.

Many women died before they reached the rich fertile lands. Many died in childbirth, and some just could not endure the climate. The winters could be harsh — the summers hot and humid. The weather could change in an instant in
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