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To my cousin, Sharon Simmons Gilbreath, better known as Sherri by her family. 
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A LETTER

Hester spread more kernels of feed for the chickens she and Easter kept in the small coop in their barn. The chickens were able to go out in the pen when she opened a door in the barn wall. She clucked to them and then wiped her hands on her apron, walked to the barn and drove the cows and horses out to the pasture.

Her brother, Ethan, waved to her from the field, where he was busy sowing seeds and preparing the earth for another year of crops. She began cleaning out the stalls and then turned her attention to watering the livestock. They didn’t have much, but there was just enough to cause work for Hester and Ethan. She was dressed in a long blue work dress. It was buttoned at the top and gathered at the waist. It was shorter than normal to keep the dirt and refuse of farm animals from dirtying her hem.

The small plot of land had been sold to them by the neighboring white family, the Rheas. The barn was rough-hewn but large for a farm the size of her mother’s. Awinta, Hester’s aunt, spent her time in the woods, hunting, fishing and gathering whatever she could to help the family. She had her own small cabin in the woods, not far from Easter’s cottage. Ethan worked in the field behind their home.

The cabin had been enlarged over the years and included two more rooms and a work area for her mother, Easter, who was the local medicine woman. She healed cuts, tended gashes, removed growths, set broken legs and arms, and helped with other aspects of healing. The cabin was painted a simple white and was more sophisticated than most as it had windows, which were gifted to the family because of a healing emergency. A fireplace built from stones gathered from the hilly area was on the left side of the house and used for cooking and heating. A second fireplace was in a side room to the back of the cottage.

Here, Easter allowed her patients to recover from the mishaps or conditions she treated. An additional small fireplace sat in the center of the house and was vented through the roof of cypress shingles. That fireplace heated the rooms that were used by the family. The house had a loft and an expansive living space. The kitchen was set off to the left of the front room. Two back rooms were used for tending livestock that needed sheltering from storms and for the preparation of food and clothing.

Hester spent her childhood at her mother’s side, watching and learning. Hester knew how to do much of what her mother did. The two women practiced the healing arts using natural substances. In Easter’s healing room, there were shelves that held small bottles of herbs, such as black cohosh, black walnut, burdock, cayenne, chickweed, golden seal, myrrh, peppermint, red clover, sage, sarsaparilla, and white willow. Under the four shelves, Hester’s mother had a cabinet that included items for making tinctures and a mortar and pestle for grinding substances into powders and poultices. Her mother kept a collection of clean bits of cloth that she used for bandages in the cabinet, along with salves, soap and disinfectants. Hester learned how to use all the tools of her mother’s trade.

The room that held Easter’s healing tools included an assortment of sharp knives for cutting, planed wood for broken limbs, and a device for listening to hearts. Hester spent many days playing with the wooden tube made for her mother by her father. It was patterned after a device made by a doctor in France. Easter taught Hester how to listen for various sounds in the body. A rapid heartbeat with pain in the chest might mean that the patient needed something more sophisticated than willow bark. Hester thought about William Ezel. His father had died recently, and he was now head of his family. His mother had asked Hester to serve as her nurse for a while. When Hester went to the house, which was quite a drive using the little wagon and one horse, she’d visit with William. He’d keep his distance, but she knew there was some attraction between them. Hester sighed as she thought of William. They were not destined for each other. Her attraction to Austin was much stronger, and she knew it. She and Austin had made a promise to one another; that she felt to her soul.

Easter had a farmer in her recovery room. Ely Gordon had fallen from his horse while tending the fields. The beast had been frightened by a wildcat. The fall had broken Ely’s leg in two places and injured him internally. Normally, Easter sent her patients home to recover, but Ely was unconscious and bleeding from a large gash to his abdomen as well. A neighboring farmer had brought him to Easter. Hester helped Easter clean the wound and watched as her mother sewed Ely together.

The blood from the wound seemed to gush, but eventually, it stopped. Easter instructed Hester to feed Ely beef broth and chicken soup, saying he needed to recover the lost blood. 

Ely’s slow recovery began. Hester had spent several hours with her mother as she removed an injured spleen, cleansed and repaired Ely’s intestines and sewed him up. It took some time for Easter to determine whether Ely could recover. Hester dropped into the recovery room and checked on Mr. Gordon. A fever he had struggled with for days had broken, and he was finally resting peacefully. Hester placed a hand on his head and tested his temperature. The fever was down. It would take him a few more days to recover enough to be moved.

Easter came to the door of the recovery room and looked in on Ely. She smiled at Hester. “He was lucky,” she said, in hushed tones. “He fell on something sharp that injured his organs, but he was able to pull through.”

“Is it that way with anyone who has a fall this bad?” Hester asked. Easter sighed.

“A strong constitution helps,” Easter said. “And good, strong family blood. But it will be up to him whether he recovers the full use of his legs.” Hester walked out of the recovery room and closed the door softly behind her. 

“Many doctors would have amputated his leg,” Hester said. 

“Yes, I know,” Easter said. “Sometimes it’s done unnecessarily. Sometimes, it can’t be helped. If the wound is left to fester, there is no other choice but to take the leg. But, if the leg is kept clean and dry and allowed to heal naturally, he has a chance to heal.” Hester nodded and went about her chores. She had put together a bag of her own and made some calls alone when women needed a midwife. She gradually built trust with her neighbors as she became more accomplished.

Hester’s father, Arter, had disappeared years ago. Arter was excited and proud when Ethan was born, but before Ethan was born, Hester was their only child; many of the chores fell to her, especially when Easter, her mother, was busy. Easter encouraged Hester to visit patients at their homes as she had long decided she would spend more time in the study of healing.

She examined the insides of those who were to be buried. She compared them to the barnyard animals and included Hester in her explorations and insights. Hester proved herself to be an apt student. When she wasn’t helping her mother with the nature of healing, she worked at keeping the farm running.

They had a worker, Josiah, who came by three times a week to help with some of the cultivation and harvesting. Hester walked outside and turned her attention to filling the wooden troughs with water from the well and then went back to the cabin. Easter was busy helping one of the women of Apple Hill.

Jasmine Sayer was nine months pregnant, and the baby was overdue. Jasmine and Hester were fast friends and had grown up together. When Hester wasn’t working the farm or helping her mother, she and Jasmine took long walks or rode in the woods. Hester’s Aunt Awinta often accompanied them.

Jasmine’s husband, Winfield Hernandez, a freeman, had joined the colored troops for the war. They had not heard from him in several months. But Jasmine was determined not to worry. She said she knew that Winfield would return. 

“Try to walk as much as you can,” Easter said to Jasmine, a woman who had been a regular for Easter. Easter was dressed in her blue calico dress, a white headscarf tied around her hair. Her dark hair was pulled back into a roll, and her olive skin shone with health. She walked to her shelves of tea leaves, tinctures and powders and picked out a tea for Jasmine. 

“Drink this tea three times a day and be certain to walk in the morning and in the evening,” Easter said. “It won’t be long. Have your father’s cousin, Thomas, come for me when your time is near. It should be any day now.” Jasmine sighed, pulling on the oversized grey cloth that served as a maternity dress. She hefted her large stomach and ambled herself off the table. Easter was helping her rise from the small table that she’d had Jasmine lie on as Hester walked in the back door. Hester washed her hands in the basin beside the door and dried them. She walked softly to her mother’s side.

Jasmine brightened when she saw Hester.

“There you are,” Jasmine said. “Can you walk me home, Hester? I think my mother has a letter for you.” Her mother and father kept an informal post office for the Apple Hill villagers. Anyone who had mail had only to walk to Jasmine’s house to get it. Hester guessed that her uncle’s letter had been sent to a contractor who provided supplies to the Union Army at Nashville. From there, who knew how it had gotten to the Apple Hill?

The two women ambled along, making small talk and catching up on the news.

“My mother says that we are free,” Jasmine said. “Lincoln freed all slaves in January. So, no one can really claim to have slaves.”

“Wasn’t it a question whether you were ever slaves to begin with?” Hester asked.

“Winfield was never a slave,” Jasmine said. “His family made certain of it. He wants me to meet him in Galveston after the baby is born.” 

Hester bent and picked up a stick and threw it for Yona, who had been tagging along behind them, stopping every now and then to smell something on the side of the road. A wagon rattled by carrying a couple of Confederate soldiers and supplies. Scouts rode astride two Morgans and looked inquisitively at the women. The two women stopped in their tracks and looked furtively at the wagon, then kept walking.

It was unusual to see Confederate soldiers back in the hills as the area was difficult to navigate and so far from townships. Though some of them raided farms for supplies and food, this group seemed to be on a different mission and kept riding through Apple Hill.  

“So, it isn’t a matter of whether you are free or not, but what you want to do with your life,” Hester said, turning her head to look at the Confederates as they rode into the distances.

“I don’t know what I want to do beyond having this baby,” Jasmine said, placing a hand on her lower back. “I am so ready to have her.”

“Oh, you know it’s going to be a girl?” Hester asked. 

“Certainly,” Jasmine said, grinning. “Of course, it’s going to be a girl. Your mother says so. If I get to Galveston, she will have a grand life.” They arrived at Jasmine’s family home and walked up the few steps to the porch. A bell hung from a rope on the porch, and a rocking chair and two wooden chairs sat beside it.

Jasmine’s father, Andrew Sayer, was a carpenter and made furniture. So the Sayers had plenty of furniture of their own. The day was cool and crisp. The spring sun was beginning to warm the ground. Crops were beginning to spring up — corn across the road, wheat in a field behind the cottages. Small vegetable gardens were full of green beans, squash and greens. Jasmine’s mother, Anna, came to the door with Hester’s letter in her hand.

“I heard you girls coming up the road,” Anna said. “Be careful of those soldiers, you hear? They could get violent at any time. Times are changing. You got to be careful.” Both girls looked at each other and nodded solemnly. 

“Sit down here, and I’ll pour you some sweet cider,” Anna said, handing the letter to Hester. Hester thanked Anna and held the letter out in the sunlight so that she could see the writing. Easter had taught her how to read and write, so she knew whom the letter was from and what her uncle might say. The sound of liquid pouring in the glasses beside them helped the two women settle back in their chairs. Hester leaned her head back on the chair and looked up. She sighed.

“Well,” Jasmine said, moving from left to right a bit to get comfortable in the rocking chair. “Aren’t you going to read it?”

“No, not now,” Hester said. “I want to enjoy this moment with you.” Jasmine smiled, shook her head as though she didn’t understand Hester, and took a sip of her drink. 

“I wish I received letters,” Jasmine said, also leaning back in the rocking chair. “But most of my other relatives can’t read or write. Winfield can write. He said he will send a letter as soon as he can.” 

“We are lucky,” Hester said. “Not many women know how to read and write, especially in these parts.” The rocking chair creaked as Jasmine pushed it back and forth on the wooden porch. 

“That reminds me, Hester,” Jasmine said. “Don’t forget to get the book you loaned me, Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl by Harriet Jacobs. It was a chilling story. You will want to read it again, keep it close by. It’s almost forbidden in these parts. Your mother was lucky to get a copy of it.”

Anna, who’d heard Jasmine’s comment, had retrieved Hester’s book and handed it to her, smiling tightly as though to say, “Don’t get my daughter into trouble.” Hester closed her eyes and felt herself relaxing. But before she could get fully comfortable, she felt a pecan hit her on the head. Her head snapped to attention, and she looked around. She didn’t see anyone, so she assumed it was a falling nut from the nearby pecan tree. Then another hit her on the shoulder. Then, she knew. Awinta. She stood and looked over the porch railing and spotted Awinta’s dog, Bly. He seemed to smile up at her, panting as he sat innocently waiting for Awinta to show herself.

“I know it’s you, Awinta,” Hester said, laughing. “Only you would think to throw pecans at me. Show yourself.”

“Why should I?” a voice called from a distance. “You’re busy being lazy, so I decided to wake you up.”

Hester turned to Jasmine and smiled. She went over to Jasmine and gave her a hug. 

“I’ll see you later, Jasmine,” she said. “Don’t forget to walk frequently and send Thomas the minute you think your time has come.” Jasmine nodded. Thomas helped Jasmine’s father with odd chores around the farm.

“Yes, yes,” she said. “I know.” She held her hand out, and Hester helped her rise from the rocking chair. Hester opened to door so Jasmine could waddle inside. They waved at one another. Hester headed down the steps and looked around the house. She tucked the letter into her bodice and just as she rounded the corner of the house another pecan hit her in the head.

“Awinta! Stop!”

Hester picked up the pecan and hid behind a tree. When she saw where Awinta was hiding, she hurled the nut at her aunt. It hit Awinta on the head and she came barreling toward Hester. Awinta was dressed in brown leather pantaloons, good and sturdy for the hunting and riding she did. She wore a dark green tunic over a layer of clothing. Her long hair was pulled back with a leather tie. None of this shocked Hester as the two had been close for years. But they took precautions for Awinta not to show herself in civilization. The two women took turns throwing nuts and leaves at one another as Yona and Bly pranced around them, barking happily and playing as the two women played. They raced one another alongside the road toward Easter’s house, but stopped just as they arrived.

“I think I know what your letter says,” Awinta said, panting and leaning on her knees with her hands. 

“You do, do you? And how would you know?” 

“I’m just smart like that,” Awinta said, grinning. “It’s from your Uncle Wahalie.” They stopped in front of the cabin and walked toward a bench under one of the many shade trees in the garden. A red-tailed hawk cried in the distance, certainly looking for creatures around the many barns in the area. They sat on the bench, which was near a small pond. Turtles bubbled air to the surface. One sat on a rock on the edge of the pond. Another dove for the delicate grasses below the surface. A little stream that ran into the pond made soothing sounds as Hester opened the letter, nearly holding her breath. A downy woodpecker could be heard in the distance. Hester looked at Awinta and smiled. It was still rather cool out, but a gentle breeze blew among the tall grasses nearby and through the shady trees.

Dear Hester, I hope this letter finds you well. How are Awinta, Easter and Ethan? I suppose your brother will want to sign up to serve in the war. He is sorely needed in the colored regiments. I’m certain he will make you all proud. Tell him that if he is interested in joining the war effort, he must travel as soon as possible to the northern borders. There he will be able to sign up. Otherwise, he is likely to be captured and held by the Confederates. Hummingbird, who we now call Alea, is doing well and has been caring for our children and the patients who come to our clinic. Our children are nearly grown now, as you know.  James and Anita are planning on different occupations. Anita is a talented painter but wants to be a doctor, and James is determined to build bridges. We will see what they make of themselves. Meanwhile, we are continually treating the sick and poor. Tensions are high in Brooklyn where colored people are signing up to serve in the war. There is much resentment from the Irish and other immigrants who do not think colored men should serve in the war but do not wish to serve in the war themselves. It is likely there will be an explosion of hatred. However, I am bound for Pennsylvania. Hummingbird is standing in for me at the clinic while I’m away. James is helping where he is able, but Anita is truly her right hand. 

We’ve often written to one another about the possibility of your traveling east. Now is the time. I’ve enclosed a draft to you so that you might find your way north and then to Harrisburg, Pennsylvania. I have been serving in the war as a doctor and have treated many wounds. I know that you wish to learn as much as possible about modern medical techniques, but if you join me, you will use mostly the rudimentary skills taught to you by your mother, Easter.

Women are volunteering for service, but some are serving in an official capacity. I don’t wish to deceive you, Hester. It is possible that you will be asked to perform the most menial of tasks. Many women are being assigned as laundresses, cooks, and cleaners. If you feel that you are unable to suffer through some of this, you might want to remain with your mother. However, if you don’t fear such menial tasks, and I doubt that you do, considering the amount of work you do on the farm, make haste to Pennsylvania. It is unlikely that John Hester will escort you on the journey; there are many dangers and challenges on the way. Perhaps Ethan can escort you. You must be careful. Ask Awinta if she would like to join you. Though I’m certain she will find an opportunity for many adventures, she is likely not to put up with the menial tasks assigned to women. Ask her anyway. We could use all the help we can get. When you are finished with your service, you are welcome to live with us in New York. I know that you have longed to see the big city. Maybe it will agree with you.  

Hester stopped reading and looked into the distance. She thought of Austin, who had already left for the Union cause, and of William, who had joined the rebels. Awinta sat stoically beside her. Finally, Awinta spoke. 

“What else does the letter say? Are you going to join your uncle? Are you going to leave Easter?” 

“Those are too many questions at once, Awinta,” Hester said. “I need to think about this.” After a while, she sighed and said the letter continued to give her instructions for how to get to her destination.

“What’s there to think about?” Awinta asked. “You’ve been wanting to leave this place for years.” Hester sighed and thought about her options. There were two men who interested her. Austin Buford had been asking her to take walks with Winfield and Jasmine for the last year. They only stopped when Winfield left for the war, and Jasmine became too ungainly to walk far. Also, Austin was already bound for serving the Union Army. 

Hester sometimes worked for the Ezels in town. Though she would never admit it out loud, she knew that William Ezel was interested in her. He would inherit one day and had asked her if she would ever consider returning his affections. She had pointed out their differences and never answered his question. She was more drawn to Austin. She took a deep breath and looked at Awinta, who had risen from the bench and was playing catch with Bly and Yona. Awinta stopped her play with the two dogs and walked over to Hester.

“Your uncle is right,” Awinta said. “This is not for me at all. But you will make a difference there. Do it.”

“I don’t know,” Hester said, sighing.

“What’s holding you back?” Awinta asked.

“My mother needs me.”

“She will do fine while you’re gone. She has me, and there are many other women nearby who will come to her aid if necessary.”

“I don’t know,” Hester said, tracing a finger over the rough wood of the bench. Awinta sat down beside her. The dogs had trotted off near the pasture and were headed to Ethan, who was still working in the fields.

Hester thought back to the last time she saw Austin. He’d been determined to find the Union Army, to serve, to prove that he was every bit a man as any other. Though rumor was that the Bufords still held him and his family, the Bufords seemed to allow talented workers like Austin and his father to hire themselves out.  

“I know you don’t want me to go,” he’d said.

“But this is my chance to save up for us. We can have a nice cottage and live on land my mother says will come to her.” Austin was beautiful, with dark chocolate skin, warm brown eyes and about six feet of height. He was muscled with broad shoulders and strong legs from farm work. His hair was closely cropped. His nose took up little of his face, and his jaws were prominent. He wore a white work shirt and brown trousers. His trousers fit him well, and his work shirt was unbuttoned at the top. He wore black work boots. 

“What if you don’t make it back, Austin?” Hester asked. He held her close and kissed her. 

“I will,” he said. “I will come back for you.” 

“Maybe I’ll come to you,” Hester said.

“The war is no place for women,” Austin said.

“Stay here and help your mother with her patients. Now that Negro men are permitted to join the war, it will be over fast. Mark my words.” He sighed and hugged her to him.

“I can be of help too,” Hester said. “I can hunt and shoot as well as Awinta, and I can also help the wounded.”

“Likely, you’d be shot or hurt in some other way before you even made it to the Union side,” Austin said. “Stay here where you’ll be safe.” Austin appeared to be considering his words. He sighed.

“You’re not going to do as I ask, are you?” he said. 

“I will,” Hester said, smiling. But her fingers were crossed behind her back.
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GOODBYES

Easter was annoyed with Wahali. How dare he invite her only daughter on such a dangerous pilgrimage? She wanted to do something violent to her brother, but she knew that would do no good. This was ultimately up to Hester, and she wanted to go.

Easter thought back to her own youth when she had to make an important decision about her future. She had decided to settle in the hills, on her ancestral lands. It meant making sacrifices, but it was worth it. First Hester was born, and then later, Ethan. The two children had kept her busy, but, as they grew, both had been helpful on the farm. Awinta had always helped when she could. When Awinta’s mother passed, Easter thought her half sister would never recover. After the quiet funeral, the girl walked away into the woods. Easter did not see her for weeks. Finally, when Awinta showed up again, it was as if she had not been affected by her mother’s passing at all. She was herself again, boisterous, playful, still a good hunter and a capable defender. Over the years, Awinta had shown how resilient she could be. When her mother passed away, she found a new strength. The boisterous huntress was still there, but there was a tinge of seriousness to her now. Awinta walked into the cabin and dropped with a huff into one of the chairs in the receiving room.

“So, are you going to let her go?” Awinta asked.

“It’s not for me to say whether she goes or not,” Easter said. She was dressed in a white and blue calico dress that tied in the back and had buttons in the front for easy disrobing. Easter was nothing if not practical. She had made dresses for Hester and Awinta, but only Hester seemed to appreciate her efforts by wearing the dresses proudly. She walked into the small treatment room where she kept her supplies and began preparing a tincture for her patient, Ely Gordon. Awinta watched her carefully. Awinta knew how to use the tools that nature provided for basic healing, but Easter’s skills went far beyond what Awinta was willing to engage. 

Ethan walked in the door. Seeing Awinta, he bumped her on the shoulder and went to the washbasin. It was a playful gesture on their part, something they did to acknowledge one another without touching hands. 

“What’s this I hear about Hester going east?” Ethan asked, turning his head to the side to look at the two women. He was four years younger than Hester, 19, and wanted to join the Union Army too. But he knew his mother needed him. “Doesn’t she have enough to do here?”

“Yes, she does,” Easter said, sighing. She tried not to let them know that she was anxious about her daughter’s departure. “But if this is what she wants to do, it’s up to her. It could be an important life lesson for her.” Just then, Hester walked in from the barn. She stood at the threshold for a moment trying to ascertain her mother’s mood. She had told Easter earlier about the letter from Uncle Wahali, but they had not talked about it. Easter simply shut down. She said nothing. She turned away and checked on her patient and behaved as though she hadn’t heard her daughter.

Easter looked at Hester and motioned her to come in. Hester walked cautiously to her mother, who pulled her into a hug. She stood there for a while rocking her daughter and running a hand over her hair. Awinta pretended to be interested in something on the floor, and Ethan walked to the window and looked out at the barn. His expression changed as he peered into the distance.

“Fire!” he shouted. “Fire at the Tate farm. He rushed about gathering an old blanket and some tools and ran for the barn. Awinta ran after him. Hester tried to go too, but Easter held her back.

“Let them,” Easter said. “Let them help. You stay here with me.”

“But mother,” Hester said. “I can help. There might be wounded.” Easter huffed out a breath, handed Hester a bag of supplies she kept handy for emergencies and sent Hester on her way. When Hester arrived at the barn, she saw that Awinta and Ethan were already gone. She saddled her horse and rode to the Tate farm.

When she arrived, the fire was roaring, but two lines had formed to haul water from a pond and from a well. Men were shouting, and women were helping pass the buckets. Most of the livestock had escaped, but a few chickens were caught in the blaze. Hester got to work treating the wounded.

Eliza Tate had burns on her arms and face where she had gone into the barn to rescue two cows and the horses. Robert Tate was burned, too, but was busy fighting the flames. She’d put the youngest of her children well away from the flames in the care of a Negro woman who was one of their slaves. When the fire was nearly extinguished, the Tates stood in front of what had been their barn and hugged one another. Their neighbors knew very well what this meant. They would need to heal and then rebuild. The neighbors would help them do it. Andrew Sayer placed a hand on Robert Tate’s shoulder. “We’ll be there for you when you’re ready to rebuild.” One by one, the neighbors returned to their lives, offering support as they departed.

Hester arrived at Eliza’s side first. She moved the sobbing woman to the side of her house and tore the sleeve where Eliza had been burned. The burns were blistered and raw. Hester realized she’d need clean water and the tincture that her mother had in the bag, but she’d need to clean the wound first. Hester had delivered Eliza’s last child, much to the pleasure of her mother, who at the time was needed elsewhere.

They moved into Eliza’s cottage, and Hester went to work; water was already heated in Eliza’s fireplace. She used it to wash her hands and cool well water to tend to Eliza. Hester poured some cool water into a bowl and reached in the satchel her mother had given her for some clean cloth. She placed a few drops of her mother’s burn tincture in the water then used a little mild soap to wet the cloth. She had Eliza hold her arm over the basin while she gently dripped water onto it and patted it dry. She examined the wound carefully and spread a salve over it. It was about four inches long and two inches wide.

“How did this happen?”  Hester asked.

“I saw the fire first and went in to get the livestock out,” Eliza said, seeming as though she was holding back a sob.

“I didn’t get there soon enough. We lost some. My daughter’s favorite bird.”

“Is your daughter out helping?” Hester asked.

“She’s on the water line,” Eliza said. She turned to look out the door, which faced the barn. The fire was almost out, and Robert Tate was helping to assess the damage. Hester cleaned up some scratches on Eliza’s face and hands and told her to let the burns get plenty of air. 

When Hester was finished tending to Robert’s wounds, she gave the Tates a jar of salve and instructed them on keeping the burns clean and dry. Hester rode her horse, Scottie, back to her mother’s farm and unsaddled him. Ethan had returned before her, and Awinta had gone to her own cabin in the woods.

Tending to Robert and Eliza and other friends and family reminded Hester that she had not visited the Ezels in a while. She decided that she would make the next day about saying goodbye before preparing for her journey.

The next day, she saddled Scottie and rode to the Ezel home on the far side of Pulaski. When she arrived, she paused on the front porch. The house was large, with Greek columns painted white and an expansive front porch.

The Ezels had two servants working for them regularly. Rose, the youngest, opened the door. She ushered Hester into the house and went to let Mrs. Ezel know that Hester had arrived.

Mrs. Cassandra Ezel walked into the receiving room wearing a pink cotton dress that was adorned with flowers. Her petticoat made the dress stand out like a bell. The material made swishing sounds when she walked. Hester looked down at her own modest but practical dress. It covered her ankles and was a serviceable blue work dress. Cassandra Ezel reached for Hester when she arrived in the sitting room.

“Hester, my dear,” she said. “How are you? I haven’t seen you in such a while. What have you been getting up to lately?”

“Just the same as always, nursing and taking care of the farm,” Hester said, smiling at Cassandra. “I guess you heard of the Tate’s fire.”

Cassandra nodded. “A shame,” she said. “I know they will get plenty of help rebuilding.” Hester smiled. 

“I thought I’d check on you to see how you’re feeling and leave some of those tinctures my mother prepares for your heart.”

“That was so thoughtful of you,” Cassandra said. Hester handed her a three-month supply of the tinctures. Cassandra fingered the small clay vials and sat them on a table. She invited Hester to sit down. Rose brought tea into the sitting room and served both women. While Hester was not received freely in all drawing rooms because her mother was Cherokee, she was accepted here and a few other select white families.

“Are you going to tell me what’s in this finally?” Cassandra asked, holding up one of the vials. “I could perhaps make it myself if I knew the recipe.” 

“It’s my mother’s secret recipe,” Hester said, blushing. “I’ve not been given permission to share it.” Cassandra smiled and nodded. 

“I also came to say that I’ll be likely out of the area for a while,” Hester said. She had already considered that it would not be safe to say exactly what her plans were. She explained that she’d been asked by her family to nurse an uncle.

That wasn’t exactly the truth, but she would be going to help her uncle. She wanted to let Cassandra and William know that she would not be available for nursing or for addressing any of Cassandra’s other needs. Since Cassandra’s husband, Spencer, died in the war, Cassandra had been despondent. Her heart problems had grown worse. She’d consulted the local doctor, but his medicine had done little to help. One of Cassandra’s neighbors had suggested Easter’s daughter as a solution to her problems.  “The girl knows as much as her mother about healing, and she reads beautifully. She could be a good companion for you,” said Edith, Cassandra’s nearest neighbor. 

Hester did not become a constant companion to Cassandra as she was needed at the farm. However, she helped Cassandra recover. She spent a few days with the family and a few days at her mother’s farm until Cassandra appeared to be recovering. The two women took short walks, and Hester gave Cassandra a tincture of hawthorn regularly in her tea. 

When William, Cassandra’s son, arrived home from his work in the east, he appreciated Hester’s care and they became fast friends. He paid Hester generously and took over his mother’s care so that Hester could turn her attention to her mother’s practice. William walked into the sitting room as the two women were winding up their visit. He was not in favor of slavery but had been pressured by his neighbors to stand with the Confederacy. He felt conflicted about it and one day had shared his feelings with Hester. 

“William, my dear,” his mother said. “Hester is here. You must wish her well as she is going on a small journey to help family.” William nodded to Hester and greeted her warmly. 

“A journey,” he said, smiling. “That sounds like work.”

“Yes,” Hester said. “My mother is unable to make the trip as it is a distance away, so I must go to assist my uncle.” William nodded. Rose came in to gather the teacups, and Cassandra asked Rose to help her to her bedroom.

“Forgive me, Hester, for such a short visit,” Cassandra said, holding a hand to her bosom as though she was not feeling her best. “I wish you well on your journey. Let us know if there is anything we can do to help you along your way, and I want to know the minute you return.” Hester nodded and smiled as Cassandra came to Hester to clasp her hands and then turned to go upstairs.

William sat down across from Hester. He cleared his throat and put a finger under the collar of his white shirt. Hester noticed that he seemed a little nervous. “So, you’ll be leaving soon,” he said. “How long do you expect to be away?” 

“Probably for a few months,” she said. “Maybe more. It depends on how bad things are with my uncle. I’m hoping that it won’t be long.” She folded her hands in her lap and looked out the window to the street. A laborer was pulling a wagon full of wooden barrels to the general store. Two women walked by carrying parasols. 

“Things are not very safe for travel right now,” William said. “You’ll need to be careful.” 

“Yes,” she said. “My brother will escort me. We plan on staying off the main roads.” William expelled a breath and wiped his forehead. He looked at Hester and shook his head as though he wanted to say something more but could not find the words. 

“Hester,” he said. “I must tell you that though I disagree with the way the rebels are handling things, I may be forced to join them to keep my family safe. I hope you understand.” Hester nodded.

“I’m aware that you have family that could be enslaved,” he said. “I know your aunt is a free woman, but you must be careful. It is dangerous for anyone who could be mistaken for a slave to go about without papers. Do you have anything to prove your status?” 

“I think my mother does,” she said. 

“I’ll take care of getting you some papers you can use for traveling unimpeded,” he said. She stood and grasped her dress on the sides and curtsied. 

“Thank you, William,” she said. “I am in your debt.”

“No,” he said, taking her hands in his. “I am forever in yours because of your care of my mother. Without you, she might not be alive. I wish you safe travels.” He looked down at her hands as though he wanted to kiss them. He took a step back and bowed his head and ushered her out of the house.  

Morning found Hester reviewing their dwindling stock of herbs and tinctures and considering whether she should go foraging for replacements in the woods. She and Easter kept a tidy garden where they grew some of their own herbs and shrubs. But she anticipated that if she were to join her uncle in Pennsylvania, she would need her own supplies. Unlike many women, she had three dresses instead of two. One was for special occasions. The other two were for farm work or healing. She put on a light green dress that would not show stains as she knelt on the ground to find the herbs she and her mother needed. Awinta often walked with her — safety in numbers. Hester was pondering whether she should go find Austin in the war, learn more from her Uncle Wahali, and see the big city of New York when Awinta walked through the door. Easter was looking at one of the calves in the barn, and Ethan was helping Ely Gordon get ready for his trip home. Ely was a widower and had no children. But he was a hard worker and had done well for himself. Ethan was giving Ely Easter’s instructions for recovery. 

When Awinta walked through the door dressed in her pantaloons, Ely Gordon’s eyebrows shot up. He said nothing, even though the sight of a young woman dressed in brown pantaloons and a long tunic was enough to get eggs thrown at her. He’d already thanked Easter copiously; she’d been an excellent healer.

Ely thanked Ethan for his help and told him that he’d be sending a pig to them as payment for Easter’s services. Ethan smiled at Ely as he climbed gingerly up on a buckboard wagon and gave the lone horse a gentle slap with the reins. The horse was one of Ely’s and seemed to know the way home. Ethan watched as the man drove away, dressed in his grey shirt and trousers and leaning a bit to one side. Ethan wondered if he should go with Ely, but his attention was redirected to Awinta and Hester, who had baskets in hand and were walking out the door.

He turned and looked at them and asked: “And where do you two plan on going this morning?”

“Remember your place, little brother,” Hester said. “I don’t answer to you.” Ethan was a foot taller than Hester but she constantly reminded him that he was the younger of the two. He smirked and shook his head. 

“Awinta, you could put on a dress when you come to our house,” he said. 

“What for? It will only get ruined.”

“You mean you have one?” he asked. She huffed and put a hand on her hip.

“Of course, I have a dress, you minnow,” she said. “I keep it for times that call for a disguise.”

“No one will want to marry you if you insist on walking around like that,” Ethan said as the women walked away. Awinta waved at him behind her back with a dismissive gesture. The women continued on their way. 

Easter bent over the calf that had been ailing since before she’d taken in Ely Gordon. Ethan walked into the barn and helped Easter hold the calf while she put more tincture on the calf’s leg and wrapped it in a cloth.

The calf had been bitten by some animal. Easter was worried it might have been a rabid fox or wolf. She’d cleaned the wound as often as possible and watched the little one carefully for signs that it might be diseased. However, it seemed to be recovering. She and Ethan worked silently, cleaning the barn and making certain the other livestock was healthy before turning them out to feed. 

They’d established a rhythm in their work and knew that idle talk slowed them down. Still every now and then, talk was important.

“You’re not really going to let her go,” Ethan asked as he brushed down one of the horses. Easter said nothing as she cleaned out one of the stalls.

“I know it will be dangerous,” Easter said. “But how many times have you listened to your sister say how much she wants to get away from this place, to find a place of her own, to see the big city, to work with her uncle? How many times?”

“She has talked about that a lot,” Ethan said. “But, Mother, it’s just not reasonable for a woman to go off on her own like that. She can’t get to the Union side with this war raging around us. Just the other day, I heard a rumor that General Lee is getting ready for a big battle. It’s going to be a bloodbath.”

“You don’t know that,” Easter said. 

“I do,” Ethan said. Like Easter, Ethan and Hester had dreams that foretold some of the future. They were not always accurate, but Ethan was convinced his dreams were a sign of what might come. He was afraid for his sister to go.

But secretly, he was jealous. He wanted to fight in the war too. He wanted to be the one to leave this place.

Easter said nothing as she raked up refuse and put down clean, dry grass. Ethan could see that his mother was thinking about something important.

“You could go with her,” Easter said. She took a deep breath and bent down as though she felt faint. “I don’t believe I’m saying this.”

Ethan looked at her with his mouth open. He had his hands on a shovel and was preparing to dump it out the back of the barn. He rested the shovel on the wall of the stall and walked over to his mother. He spoke softly, in almost a whisper.

“I know that letting us go will mean a big sacrifice for you, Mother,” he said. He reached to her and put a hand on her shoulder.  He was taller than Easter, but she was a tall woman too at about 5-foot-8. She sat down on a barrel they’d kept in the barn. It was a sunny spring day; she wanted it to be cloudy and stormy because that’s how she felt. 

“Actually, I’ve known this was coming,” Easter said. “I dreamed that you both were far away and needed me. But I’ve tried not to think about it. I thought, if I could just get things to run with not much trouble, that we’d be fine.” She took a deep breath.

“I have most of the planting done,” Ethan said. “I wish father was here to help you.”

“I wish he were here too, Ethan,” she said. “I heard a rumor that he might be somewhere north of here. That he might have been injured or lost his way home.” She shrugged. “I won’t know unless I go investigate.”

“You would do that?” Ethan asked, getting excited. He wanted his father to come home, to be a part of their lives. Six years ago, when Ethan was 13, his father had gone to his brother’s house somewhere north of Easter’s homestead.

Arter had kissed Easter goodbye, hugged his son and daughter and rode off on his horse. Ethan had asked when his father was expected to return, but Easter did not know and didn’t offer any explanations. Easter and Arter had argued the previous day about Arter’s plans to confront his brother about the slaves he’d kept. He had also planned a trip to Nashville. Somewhere along the way, he must have been waylaid, Easter thought.

“Yes,” she said. “I’ve spoken to Ely Gordon about looking after our place. He says it will be no trouble. He has some extra hands who can help him. People who are good workers, can be trusted.” She took another deep breath. “It’s always dangerous to leave your land when there’s a war going on. Anything could happen.”

“Anything could happen whether you’re here or not,” Ethan said. “Some friends of mine said the rebels robbed their farm of almost everything they could get their hands on. We’re fortunate to live far from town and up in the hills. I’d imagine they will get here someday, but for now, it seems like getting through this hilly country to find us is unlikely.”

“No, they know we are here,” Easter said. “They’ve been warned away by someone powerful, I think. I know that we have been asked to give a portion of our crops for the rebel effort. It bothers me to do that. But what can I do? It’s where we live. We have to be able to survive this time.”

“I think the war is going to be over soon,” Ethan said. “I heard Austin Buford made it to the Union lines. He wrote to his folks. I’m amazed his letter got here at all.”

“Yes, I’m sure he kept the news general,” Easter said. She stood up from the barrel. The morning sun shone into the barn, and a shaft of sunlight lit Easter’s head. Ethan smiled at her. 

“You look so like your father when you smile like that,” she said. 

“Let me take you as far the train station in Buford,” Ethan said. “That way, if you hear anything, you can make a decision one way or the other.” 

“I’m not going to change my mind,” Easter said. “I’ve wanted to search for Arter for a long time. No letter, no word, nothing for six years. He must be dead or kept prisoner somewhere.” 

“He’s not dead, mother,” Ethan said. “I would feel it if he were.”

Easter said nothing but shook her head slightly, placed her shovel on the inside of the barn door and walked to the house. 

Awinta spotted elder leaves; they would be good for cleaning wounds and treating burns. Hester was busy gathering dandelion and coltsfoot, sometimes called butterbur. She had collected more lady’s mantle and squaw vine for Jasmine’s birthing time. She would keep chickweed and slippery elm for any flu symptoms. She spotted sarsaparilla and lobelia and collected a great deal of it.

She knew these would be helpful for those suffering from dysentery and other infectious maladies. They worked quietly, trying not to disturb the wildlife and attempting to gather as much as possible. They both worked with an intensity that belied their casual but accurate collection of plants. They worked for half the day until the sun got hot. 

Hester stretched and looked over to where Awinta was gathering plants. Her lack of movement caused Awinta to look over to Hester. She made the sign of quiet to Hester and pointed behind them. A buck was standing behind Awinta, looking curiously at the two women.

Awinta waved her arms and the buck took off. They laughed and sat down on a boulder to have some food they’d brought with them. Hester had packed corn pones, apples, dried chicken and beans in two small clay containers. Apples were so plentiful in their area that storing them for four months in the root cellar made for many apple treats.

“So, you’re getting ready for the big journey,” Awinta said, as she removed the cloth cover from the beans and inhaled the scent. She smiled and dug into her food. Awinta always had a big appetite. 

“I never said that I was going, Awinta,” Hester said as she bit into an apple.

They sat for a while and ate. Awinta tried to make conversation again.

“I know you’re going north, Hester,” Awinta said. “No point in pretending that you aren’t.” Hester sighed.

“There’s another reason I want to go,” Hester said. “I want to find my father.”

“You mean Arter?”

Hester shook her head no and looked at her feet. “I think that I’m John Hester’s daughter. I’ve always wanted to spend time with him. He visits every now and then, but it’s been a long time since we saw him.”

Songbirds sang nearby. The sound was so loud that Awinta smiled. She’d sometimes leave her cabin and stretch out on a large rock in a meadow. There she could listen to nature all around her and bask in the warmth of the sun. 

“I think that’s a foolish idea, Hester,” Awinta said. “Arter is your father. He is the one who reared you. He is the one who stayed with Easter all these years. What difference does it make who your father is? I know who my father was, but I was never very close to him. You don’t see me worrying about it.”

Hester stood and walked a bit toward the road. She walked around in a small circle, holding her hands and muttering to herself. 

“You wouldn’t understand,” Hester nearly shouted at Awinta. “You just wouldn’t understand how I feel about this. I want to know all about who he is and why he’s not here for my mother, for me. Your father was my grandfather. I never met him. I don’t know if he’s really my grandfather.”

“Of course, he is,” Awinta said. “Paternity is not just about blood, Hester. It’s about who loves you and cares for you over the years.” Hester sat down in a huff beside her aunt. She sometimes had a hard time accepting that Awinta was her aunt. She felt more like an older sister. Awinta’s skin was the color of pecans. When she spent hours in the sun, she turned the color of walnut shells. But Hester’s skin was a dark olive; she was like her mother, Easter. She nibbled on her index finger nervously. 

“I still want to find him,” Hester said. “I want to know why he left us, why he never comes to visit anymore. Who are his people? Where are they?”

“That’s a tall order,” Awinta said, standing and stretching.

She looked at the sky and picked up their cloth bags. She handed Hester her basket of herbs and picked up her own. “You can’t expect your father to have all the answers for you. Some of the answers are going to come to you in ways that you can’t understand now.”

Hester stood watching Awinta stride away. She had a swagger that included wide steps and a purposeful stride. She kept a large knife strapped to her hip and a smaller one on the inside of her ankle. She’d practiced until she could throw it accurately and taught Hester to do the same. Hester wished she had confidence like Awinta. She ran to catch up with her aunt.

“Tell me again about the time you drove a wagon up a snow-covered hill into a cave,” Hester said. 

“Don’t you ever get tired of hearing that story?” Awinta asked. “I’ve been telling you that story since you were a tot.” She grinned anyway, flattered that Hester wanted to hear it again. 

“Please,” Hester said, trying to take Awinta’s basket as though telling the story meant she needed a lighter load. Awinta sighed, pretending not to want to tell the story. But she began anyway.

“It was dark and stormy, and the snow was coming down in buckets,” she said. They walked and talked. Hester asked her questions and skipped occasionally as they walked back to Easter’s home. Awinta shook her head, amused at Hester’s enthusiasm.

Awinta walked Hester back to her home and dropped the baskets of herbs in Easter’s workroom. She exchanged quiet greetings with Ethan and Easter and sat down to eat with the family. She appreciated Easter’s cooking. Easter always had a pot of stew or good honey on hand.

Easter’s prized oak table was stacked with food; there was chicken stew and cornbread, greens and a pie. Easter had learned some new dishes from the women in the surrounding compound. She put the new knowledge to use by providing a rich meal each time Awinta visited. They passed the food around, and Easter said a short blessing before they began to eat. The table was round, so each person felt equally important.

Easter ran her hand over the wood and thought of Arter and John. Both men had built the table for her. They were both in love with her. But she had made her life with Arter. Easter wondered what had happened to him. Ethan looked at his mother and then at Hester. He moved his head toward his mother, and Hester noticed her mother’s melancholy. 

“I think mother has some news for us,” Ethan said. Easter had a small cuckoo clock that had been given to her by one of her patients. The sound of its ticking seemed to reverberate through the room. Hester and Awinta looked expectantly at Easter.

The cuckoo stuck its head out of its house and hooted the time and popped back into its den. Awinta smirked at the thing. She’d marveled at it when a German man gave it to Easter. She had helped him with a wound that would not heal. Awinta and Hester looked at Easter. She sighed and looked at the three grown children sitting at her table. 

“You deserve to know my plans,” she said. “I’m sure you might have suspected that I want to know what happened to Arter.” Hester was about to put a piece of pie in her mouth. She put her spoon down. She looked from her brother to her mother, nearly holding her breath. Awinta, who sat beside her, squeezed her hand gently. She looked at Awinta as though she had answers. Easter still hadn’t explained exactly what she meant. 

“Mother, you have accepted that Arter is probably dead,” Hester said. Awinta shook her head slightly at Hester and squeezed her hand a little harder. 

“No,” Easter said. “No, I haven’t accepted anything. I know that Arter went north to his brother’s home and that he was expected at Nashville. But he would have written me or let me know something in all these years. It’s not like Arter to be this way. To not let me know where he is or what he’s doing. It’s just not him.” She sighed and then looked out the window that faced north.

“I know that you want to go to Pennsylvania to learn from your uncle, Hester,” Easter said. “I think you should go.” Hester gasped and looked at Awinta and then at her brother. She was pleased but confused. 

“Ethan is going to accompany you because he wants to serve in the war,” Easter said. 

“But mother, they aren’t paying the Negro soldiers,” Hester said. “How?” 

“Ethan will join the Negro troops and say nothing about his Cherokee heritage, or maybe he will just join wherever he is needed,” Easter said. “Someday, the soldiers will get their pay. But that’s not why I’m approving of his desire to go east. Ethan wants to prove himself. I think he should go.” Easter choked up a little and put a handkerchief to her mouth and turned her head away from the table. When she felt composed, she turned her head back to her family. She took a deep breath as though saying these things took a great deal of effort. 

“I know that it is possible that you will want to stay with your uncle in New York,” Easter said. “If that’s what you want to do, follow your dreams, Hester. I have plans of my own.” She waited a while for the three to digest the news.

“Now, I have a question to ask my sister,” Easter said, looking at Awinta. “What are your plans?”

Awinta put down her fork and placed the cloth napkin in her lap; she cleared her throat. 

“I have no desire to go east,” Awinta said. “I’d like to go west instead, to help settle the new territories. Maybe I will go to Canada to teach.” Her announcement was met with silence. Then Ethan laughed loudly. Easter shot Ethan a look that said stop. He sobered quickly and stared at his plate, feeling guilty for laughing at his eccentric aunt. Easter sat straighter in her chair and looked kindly at Awinta.

“Your mother, Inola, would be proud of you, Awinta,” she said. “When do you plan to start your journey west and who will accompany you?”

“Atsadi has said he will go part of the way with me,” Awinta said. “I think I would like to head toward gold mining country. That place they sometimes call Colorado. Maybe I will go north from there.” Atsadi Longstriders and his grandmother had befriended Easter when she and Arter had first moved to Middle Tennessee. Atsadi had grown to be tall and healthy. He and Awinta had become friends over the years. Atsadi was older than Awinta by at least five years.  The two enjoyed hunting and fishing together and looked out for one another. Inola, Awinta’s mother, died in the winter, four years ago when the weather turned harsh and spring was a long way off.

Inola had suffered greatly when she had been held captive. Her story was one that Awinta did not like to think about. Her mother had been taken by a white man who knew that Inola was property of the Cherokee but like many other settlers felt it was his right to take both land and property from the Cherokee. When Inola had escaped, she had been brought to Easter’s homestead to find her daughter, Awinta.

Arter had helped Inola build a cabin in the woods so that she and Awinta could live near them but be hidden. Inola had no papers to prove that she had been set free by Easter’s father. So, she had been forced to make her way from one town to another as a companion to a kindly white man who had decided to help her after her escape.  

When Atsadi’s grandmother passed away, Awinta and Atsadi held a quiet ceremony for her. They observed some of the Cherokee burial customs, but mostly they both shared a sort of peaceful sadness. They had been warned by Star not to grieve her departure. 

“Are you certain that Atsadi wants to go in that direction?” Easter asked. The question brought Awinta out of her musings. She had been thinking of how they would make the trip and how she would break the news to her sister. But this opportunity seemed the perfect time to share what she’d like to do with her life.

Atsadi did not have the interest in books that Awinta had, but he knew how to read and write. Awinta had taught him the English version of reading and writing. His grandmother had taught him to read and write in Cherokee. They shared their knowledge and their interests, but she feared that they were not destined to be a couple. Awinta had shared her dreams with Atsadi one day while they were headed to a river to fish. He had listened patiently and agreed that she needed to find her path. He had said little about his plans, but she knew that he would want to accompany her at least part of the way. He was on his own journey to find family in Oklahoma. 

Awinta knew her way through the woods to her place. Still, she left Easter’s house a little before sunset so she would have some light. Bly accompanied her; smelling things on the trail and raising his head in the air to sniff for predators. He had once saved her life when she was confronted by a wolf.

The wolf was hungry and considering whether she could take both Awinta and Bly. But Bly settled the issue immediately by rushing the young wolf and running it off. Easter had loaded Awinta down with food, some of it freshly made, some of it dried so that she could carry it on her journey. Her sister had also provided a few basic herbs and tinctures for the healing of wounds and for the maintenance of good health. Dysentery was a threat for many settlers and others living west.

Clean conditions were sometimes hard to come by. Easter had taught both Awinta and Hester the basics of healing. But she had also impressed upon both young women the importance of cleanliness in relation to health. Clean water and clean food should be heated and prepared if you were not certain of their origins. These were staples of her sister’s methods. 

At her cabin, Awinta pulled out two heavy cloth bags. In one, she loaded the dried food that her sister had given her and added some of her own stock. She had been taught to dry meat and vegetables so that there would be food for long journeys or hard times. Like Easter, she had a small garden in a clearing not far from her cabin. She was considering what she would do with some of it when there was a knock on the door. She opened the door and Atsadi stood in the door with his arms crossed. He leaned casually against the doorframe. Bly, Awinta’s dog, walked around Atsadi and came to Awinta. She hugged him and gave him a bowl of food.

“So, you have been away for some time today,” he said. She motioned him in and he came inside and sat on one of her crude wooden chairs. They had made the chairs together when they were much younger. Arter had demonstrated the basics of some carpentry and Atsadi and Awinta had developed skills on their own. 

Atsadi was tall, over 6 feet, with long black hair and broad shoulders. His skin was bronze from spending long days in the sun; his hair was black and straight and his eyes were grey. He had on a brown shirt with leather and cloth pantaloons. He’d been slight and skinny when she first met him when she was 8 years old.

But he’d grown into this hulking man who kept his distance but played the role of protector and companion. They had both felt the need for companionship in their isolated environment. Many Cherokees hid in the hills when the forced removal began in the late 1830s. But Easter and Arter had escaped and settled here. Awinta had joined her sister, and when her mother had arrived, they’d settled in the woods.

Awinta’s mother was uncomfortable around civilization. So, they had done the best they could. Awinta learned how to hunt and shoot from Atsadi, Arter and John Hester. She was practicing both her bow and gun. She was as competent as Atsadi, and sometimes brought game to him. When she did, she could feel his silent bristle.

He did not want to admit that Awinta was as skilled in these areas as he was. It seemed to him that women were supposed to stay at home and tend the fields. Awinta had a small garden, but she preferred hunting and fishing with him. Awinta was never the kind of woman who could be counted on to do as other women did. They talked about this and agreed that something more than a casual friendship would be impossible for them. 

Atsadi wanted someone who would allow him to show off his manliness. He never said so, but Awinta knew that’s what he wanted — what stood between them. She started a fire in the fireplace, which had a metal crane that could hold a pot over the fire. In it, she had left the rudiments of a vegetable stew, covered with a heavy iron lid. She added some of the dried chicken that her sister had given her. Awinta had some of her own but was saving it for the journey. Atsadi looked at the bags she had packed with herbs, food and clothing. He noticed a dress in one of the bags and used a nearby stick to peak into it while Awinta had her back to him, tending the meal. 

“I see you’re planning on going somewhere,” Atsadi said, throwing the stick down as Awinta turned to look at him. 

“Maybe,” she said. 

“Maybe?” he said. “You have bags packed, and it appears you’re preparing for a long journey. Am I not correct?” She said nothing to him as she continued to prepare the food. Atsadi fidgeted and blew out a breath as he waited for her to reveal her plans.

After a time, Awinta sat down in the chair opposite him and handed him a bowl with the stew in it. She sipped some from her own bowl and sest it down carefully on a small table beside her. She picked up the bag with her one dress in it and closed it, then sat back down in the chair. Bly had curled up in front of the fire and picked up his head to look at Awinta and then put his head back down and went to sleep.

“Yes,” she said. “I’m going somewhere, and so are you.” His eyebrows rose at that. 

“Where are we going?” he asked.

She explained Easter’s plans to look for Arter, Hester’s plans to
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