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CHAPTER 1

LEFT BEHIND
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“AW-RIGHT! I ADMIT IT! I’m skeered!” Never did like this big ole hidey-hole of grammas. Seemed like ever since I were a wee one, I’d hated this big ole black maw that opened up in the middle of her cabin floor. She kept it covered over with planks, with a bright turkey-red rag rug over it. Yet, in my mind, I could see clean through to the black beneath.

Reason ain’t something I was plumb full of there’s nothing to be scared about. gramma’s dried food and other fixings were sittin’ on planks along the walls. The kettle of coal oil and the odds and ends and trappings of life filled out the rest of the space. I’d been down there with her, but I never stayed down there by myself before. gramma wouldn’t allow rats, snakes, spiders, or crawly things in her cellar, but that ain’t no comfort for this young’un.

“Why you so skeered?” I scolded myself aloud, “you, the daughter of Ashbill, a member of the tribal council.”

I couldn’t stop rememberin’ what went on that mornin.’ The day started right enough. Since today’s my birthday, gramma let me stay the night for a special treat. Good thing I did since my brother, Hiram, woke up the day before with speckles on his face, and they were afeared of the pox. It turned out to be poison ivy again. The little dickens ran into things in the darndest places and always told us a wild tale about where he’d got to.

Gramma said he’s a lot like pa when he was a young’un. A mind of his own, that one. She could recollect pa as a boy and his pa and ma. Her girl, Elizabeth, was my own ma. She’d known pa from the time she was a wee one herself with blond braids down past her waist. Ma let her hair grow her whole life and never cut it once.

Early, right after breakfast, gramma gave me the birthday present she’d made for me. It’s the prettiest dress I ever did see. She made it from bright blue calico with a scattering of little yellow flowers all over it. She’d tatted a bit of lacework and sewed it on the neck and the edges of the long sleeves. The colors reminded me of springtime.

I put it on right away. It fit me fine. I laughed, swirled, and twirled, showing it off for gramma. She told me to hold still as she unbraided my long auburn hair, she said it was the same color as Grandpa’s hair as a boy.

She wet my hair and brushed it and brushed it until it shone like fire. It curled around my face and all down my back. She gave me a hug and a kiss and told me how purty I looked. I couldn’t wait to show Pa, Ma, and my brothers. The new dress and my pretty hair made me feel proud.

I hated to put on the new gray pinafore to cover up the brightness of my dress, but Gramma told me to be sensible, so I minded her. Before I left, she tied a bright blue ribbon around my neck and made a big bow on my left shoulder. Then she sent me out for kindling wood to start the fire.

Instead of bringing in the kindling wood, I ran down to Sugar Creek to look at myself in the clear water of the pool by the big rock. I turned this way, and that tryin’ to get a good look at my new finery.

I gave up after a while and went to say hello to all the pretty speckled trout resting in the water under the wide-spreading branches of the old oak tree. I loved this giant tree and knew it saw a heap of living. It looked as thick around as a barrel stave. I nearly fell over backward a-looking up to God’s heaven to see the tip-top most branches, it stretched up jest that tall.

Every day since spring, I went out to count the leaves as they came out on the tree. It was full now. I enjoyed seeing jest how big the new leaves would grow. Soon, before I knew it, summer would come quick-like. I wasn’t much looking forward to summer with all the muggy heat, the bugs, and such.

Yet, today was my tenth birthday, and such a happy, pretty day, that I didn’t want to think about nothin’ else but how glad Gramma made me feel.

Just then, I heard some noises I didn’t understand. I turned and saw a funny thing show up in the sky off to the east, close onto the horizon. A little finger of a dark cloud rose straight into the air from the direction of Mister Ned Storm’s farm, my friend Lily’s farm.

I climbed atop the big rock. As I watched, the cloud became darker, and I smelled burning on the wind. A faint call in the distance brought my head around. I saw another plume of smoke rise, then another, and another, one about each quarter mile.

I reckoned I didn’t know what I was seeing, so I climbed up higher, to the top of the ridge overlooking the creek. The road which ran in front of Gramma’s cabin, had filled with wailing and sobbing people. They were my Cherokee people coming west down the road toward gramma’s farm, making loud noises. As they got closer, I could hear moaning, crying, and carryings-on.

There were soldiers on horseback yelling, at them to move faster. They hollered, shook their long guns, and prodded our people to hurry up. I don’t know why the soldiers forced them to leave their fine homes, nice farms and businesses.

In the distance, I saw my own folks and our neighbors huddling together as they marched. My Pa led a portion of the tribe, as was fitting for a member of the tribal council. Ma hurried along beside him, her head high, tears running down her cheeks, her hand held tight against her mouth to stifle her sobs. My brothers, Hiram, and baby Earl, marched along with other boys from the neighborhood as if it were a fun game.

Then it come to me: everyone I knew and loved was out there marching away from me.

“Ma! Ma!” I cried out with tears running down my cheeks. “Don’t leave me! I want to go too!”

Gramma ran toward me, and frantically called out. “Caroline! Caroline! Come down now. We must run! Run and hide! I won’t let them take you! We need to run and hide, Child!”

I stood stock still, as stiff as the old dead coon our hound Thumper drug home last week. What did Gramma mean run and hide? Was this a game? What’s it all about?

As Gramma ran and searched for me, her blond hair came loose from its pins and whipped across her face. Her blue eyes held a terror I’d never seen before in the eyes of my sweet Gramma.

From off to the east came the sound of more gunshots. Scared now, I climbed down, and Gramma reached out and drug me beneath the low branches of the towering oak. I saw all the mud there from last night’s rain. I didn’t want to spoil my new dress, but gramma made me go under the tree just the same.

I strained hard against her. I needed to go find Ma to see what hurt her, but gramma held me so tight I couldn’t move. It felt like her life depended on me staying right there by her side.

Later, Gramma snuck me in the house and into the cellar. I cried and cried. She left me alone, shivering, wet, cold, and muddy while she went back upstairs.

She brought down a lantern and a basin of water for me to wash in. Then she asked me to change into dry clothes. I wanted to put on my new dress, but I saw by the lantern light my dress looked all muddy. I cried harder, and gramma cried too.

Later she brought me food and water, but she refused to leave me a candle to light the surrounding darkness. I ate, wrapped my quilt close around me, and laid down to snooze on a little pallet she made for me on the floor. Like I said before, I was scared, but gramma told me I’d got to be brave.

*****
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TWO DAYS WENT BY BEFORE Gramma let me out of the cellar for a bit. She told me as best as she could that the government of the United States decided my tribe, the Cherokees, held no rights to their big farms, nice houses, and their own businesses. They forced the people from their homes and marched them away to a reservation.

She told how grandpa traveled to the state capitol in Nashville to ask the government to change its mind and bring our folks back home. Gramma didn’t hold out much hope, though.

The more I thought about it, the more that put me in mind of the stories Ma read me from the Good Book. I remembered the story about the long trek the Israelites first took to Egypt. God traveled with the Israelites. I have to trust that He traveled with my folks too as they walked to their new promised land on a reservation in the west.

After Gramma told me the news, I turned into her big white apron and blubbered like a little baby child instead of a big girl jest turned ten years old. I felt my innards burstin’ with the grief I’d held back. When I finished crying, I felt some better, but I cain’t see what the future held fer me.

*****
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FULL SPRING COME TO us late in the year. The days of sullen, rainy weather matched my feelings, as if all of nature mourned too. By the beginning of July, I’d come to grips with my situation.

My folks were gone, and likely I’d never see them again. What hurt me most was not getting to say goodbye to Ma. Even now tears come up in my eyes every time I thought of her sobbing her way down the road. I’d never seen Ma cry!

Gramma’s been real good to me. She told me I’d be her girl now since her own girl was away off across the country. I know I’m not alone in my grief, Gramma lost folks she loved too. She lost my mama, who was her own little girl, her two grandsons, my pa, and all her friends and neighbors.

When Grandpa returned from the state capitol in Nashville, he didn’t march as proud as I remembered. He looked and acted different somehow.

pulled open the latchstring and stood in the cabin doorway. It seemed like he’d shrunk, his face hollowed out like he hadn’t eaten a meal in a good long time. His eyes bothered me the most, like the eyes of the hurt little fawn that I come across out in the woods one day last summer. Grandpa seemed about worn out, as if he wanted to lie right down and never get up again.

Well, that only lasted a second, for when he got an eyeful of me, he let out a whoop that only came in second to my brother Hiram’s best war-whoop. Grandpa grabbed me up and held me to his chest, his eyes filled with tears, and he cried like a baby.

“Thank you, God! Thank you, Lord Jesus! Thank you for sparing one of my young’uns!” He cried out between his sobs. Then he slumped down on the floor and held me to him for a spell until gramma told me to skedaddle down to the creek and bring back a bucket full of water for grandpa to wash up in.

When I lugged the water back to the house, they were together in their partitioned-off room, where gramma helped grandpa off with his boots. I set the water down on the table and tiptoed back outside, shivering a bit in the cold rain, it seemed like they wanted to be alone together.

Our dog Thumper ran over to me, and licked my face to satisfy himself that I was still there. I don’t want nothin’ to do with him, and his slobbery, muddy kisses. That ole coonhound still runs over to our cabin looking for my brothers. When he can’t find them, he looks for me to pet him. I humor him because he’s all I got left of my own, exceptin’ for Gramma and Grandpa.

As I ran out to my favorite spot next to Sugar Creek, the rain slacked up some, and I climbed up on the high ledge overlooking the big rock with the road in the distance. I sat and watched the creek water run away toward the west and thought about what had gone on with me lately.

Selfish, I know, but things are different now since Gramma won’t let me out of her sight. If anyone comes to the house, I quick-like hide under her bed in the partitioned-off room. If she knew they’s coming to stay for a while, she quick pries open the hidey-hole, and down I go again, into the dark. I’m getting used to the dark now, and I have my things down there all spread out as if I owned the place.

I lost my doll, Sarah. I felt bad because I named her for a girl I knew and liked from school. So, Gramma made me a new doll from a gourd, with a round wooden head made from a large bead. She covered her head with hair she used from Thumper’s tail. She combed it straight, braided it, and wound it around her head. We painted her features with ink, and I made her clothes from the scrap bag. She’s a colorful friend. I named her Sarah number two.

We heard rumors that some of our Indian families ran away from the soldiers and lived in the woods, some by Cove Knob and others near Calf Killer River. We don’t know for sure, though, as no one’s seen them.

Wish’t my Pa had run my family away, too, but you have to understand Pa to see how he thought. He believed in the Good Book, and he always said we had to respect those in authority.

Well, when the United States government and the Cherokee Council couldn’t reach an agreement, he knew it could come to the government taking us away from our land. He right out said we’d go. He didn’t want any of our tribe hurt. If the tribe had sworn allegiance to the government of the United States and become citizens, they could have stayed home, but they wouldn’t. They believed in a sovereign Cherokee Nation.

Gramma told me, “It was the grace of God that spared you, Caroline,” from what she called the removal. I think God wanted me here to look after grandpa and gramma. I don’t know how I’d do it, but I believe he’d tell me in time.

Grandpa's real quiet these days, not like him at all, beings as he’s a preacher man borned in Virginia. He and gramma were friends out there, when they were young. He attended college and met several young Cherokee Indian men at the college. They told him of the need for God in Tennessee. After his schooling, grandpa heard God calling him to minister to the Cherokee Indians in Tennessee.

Grandpa said he felt peace about the members of his church taken away by the soldiers. He knew they marched with God by their side. He didn’t know why God allowed the removal to happen to the Cherokee, Creeks, Seminoles, and the other tribes, but he thought it’s because of the greed of the white men.

He’s ashamed of his people, and he believed God needed him here to work with the rest of our tribe. He rode out every day searching for them in the hills. There might be three hundred people hidin’ out there.

Grandpa told me word came that my Pa's group reached a town a month after they left here. I think he said that to comfort me. Yet later, I heard Grandpa tell Gramma that the soldiers penned our people behind wire at a fort. The people still shed many tears. I cried too when I heard the bad news. I don’t want my family penned up like animals.

Grandpa said storms followed upon each other, leaving the people cold, damp, and sorrowful. They caught pleurisy and the ague. He said many of them got sick, and some died. He don’t know how much longer my family would be locked up in the fort before the soldiers would march them west. I prayed to God to save my family.

Last week when Gramma come back from town, she told us about the many new white faces at the general store. She said it took all her Christian fortitude to be civil to the other women. She looked angry when she said the name of the family who took over Ma and Pa’s farm.

The greed of the white people and their lust for gold led to the loss of my family and our beautiful farm. The government said the Cherokee were not allowed to own gold or dig for it on their own lands.

“Caroline! Caroline? You daydreaming out there again, Gal? We’ve got the chores to do. Come quickly now,” Gramma called to me from the doorway of the cabin.

I looked back toward the house from my spot high on the ledge overlooking Sugar Creek, it’s hard to pull myself away. I spend a lot of my time up here thinking of all the bad that’s happened to us. I should stop, and jest think about the pretty life I used to live with my folks.

Remembering the good don’t seem to help me much. It jest made me sad. I needed some good new memories inside my head to erase all the bad ones there now.

The cold rain began beating down on me. I knew I’d been shivering for quite a while. “Here I am! I’m comin’ right now, Gramma!”

The memories continued as I walked back to the house, dodging raindrops and puddles, and even later while I worked at my chores. I finally decided it helped me some to remember the good life I lived with my folks.
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CHAPTER 2

TRAPPED
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THE YEAR I TURNED SEVEN years old, pa moved us north to our new home to live near Grandpa and Gramma. There were four of us in our family, then a year after we moved, ma had another baby. I was eight, and my brother Hiram was four years old. The new baby, my brother Earl, became special to me. I cared for him as if he was my own, so much better playing with a real baby than playing with my doll.

Before we moved, we lived in Georgia, south of the border with Tennessee. Things heated up with politics and such, so Pa thought we’d be safer in middle Tennessee. Many of our tribe moved then, too. Before long, our neighbors lived around us again.

Pa built us a big cabin, as befits a member of the Cherokee Tribal Council or even a white man. Our home, built of logs dabbed with mud, was jest like the old cabin that came with the land but made like two houses, one atop another. We stayed in the old cabin while Pa built our new home, later he used it to lodge the men he hired to help harvest the crops.

The top floor of the new cabin was big enough to hold a barn dance. Pa split it up into rooms. My own room was there, snugged right up against the chimney for warmth. I loved my room with its glass window a-looking out over the woods. The window became a link to the world outside, and that world was a big part of me.

Sometimes birds flew onto the sill and peeked in at me. I watched the sunrise in the mornings from my bed in the corner, and I watched the clouds as much as I liked.

In the evening, the sunset, the moon, and stars rose in the sky just for me. The wind and rain sometimes beat against the windowpane, and it often thundered, yet I never got scared.

My brother Hiram slept in the room next door. He was loud, and his antics made me less lonesome up there away from Ma and Pa. I was snug, comforted, warm, and protected. There was also a small room upstairs where Ma sewed. She brought up a small rocker and odds and ends of a table and chairs.

Sometimes in the evenings, she’d come upstairs and gather us around as she rocked in her chair. She told us tales of the Cherokees and other stories that gramma told of her own family, where she grew up in Norfolk, Virginia, near the sea. We liked the stories of our Cherokee people better than the ones of big city life. Those were harder for us to understand.

Now, mind you, Ma wasn’t even a little Cherokee, she had long blond hair and beautiful blue eyes. She grew up here with our people living close around her. She later married up with Pa, and took to the tribe like a pureblood.

Pa claims to be Cherokee clean through, but I suspect otherwise, his bright blue eyes give him away. He told me of a tribe of white men who lived in the south for many years. He never knew who they were, or where they come from, or where they disappeared to. He said the Indian tribes intermarried with these mysterious people. Maybe that’s where Pa’s blue eyes come from, but I don’t really know.

Pa’s pa and his ma died during an epidemic twelve years before Ma birthed me. Pa was a young man then. After he lost his folks, he began living with a family in our tribe, and they raised him to manhood. Pa told me that much, and I never thought to ask him anymore.

I missed my old home, so one day I took the bull by the horns, as Gramma was apt to say, and sneaked away to our farm instead of fetching water for our dinner. It wasn’t my fault, though. When I was on my way to the stream, our dog Thumper come up to me, and run off toward our farm over the next hill.

The notion come over me, that I should visit our farm one more time. Gramma would skin me if she ever found out, but I thought she’d never know. I’d run fast, and it would only take a minute. Turned out, I ended up having an adventure I’m not proud of.

As many times as we ran over to visit gramma and grandpa from our home place, we wore a deep rut through the undergrowth. The bushes parted naturally to let me pass. I felt at home there in the midst of the lush landscape.

A little shiver of anticipation ran along my spine as I passed my play party tree. I stopped for a minute to see how things stood. I still remembered the day last spring before the removal when my best friend, Lily Storm, left in a huff and kicked aside my carefully arranged luncheon of dandelion greens.

I searched around in the dirt and come up with two thimble-sized acorn cups that we’d used for our dolls’ tea. I dropped them in my pocket, and ran off after Thumper, crossing over the creek where Hiram and Earl liked to fish for striped bass.

Next, I come to the big white sycamore tree marking the edge of our land. It did my heart good to see the fields where Pa toiled raising wheat and corn. I always loved the smell of the earth after Pa turned over the raw soil with the plow.

In my mind, I could still see Pa plowing with our horses. I thought about the warm summer days when Ma would let me carry the big wicker basket, full of good food, for Pa and his workers to eat in the fields at dinnertime.

A shivering chill come over me. It was cold for July, but my shivering was from more than the cold, since I was seeing our farm for the first time since the removal. It felt like death, my old life died, and my family seemed dead too, dead and gone.

Pa never put in a crop last spring, and the new owner hadn’t farmed the land. He wouldn’t have anything to harvest in September. Was he a rich man with no need to work? I’d never heard of anyone rich in our neighborhood. The empty fields made me feel sad. It was too quiet out here with not even a bird singing.

Gettin’ near the house and barn, I sunk under the cover of some bushes. A small boy and a girl around my own age ran after our chickens, scaring them until they scattered. I wanted to shout in indignation. Hadn’t anyone ever told those silly creatures if you shake up a hen, she won’t lay? They didn’t seem to care much.

My home had suffered too, the window curtains hung askew, the porch rocking chairs were overturned and broken, and the front door of the cabin stood ajar. It hurt me to see how they’d destroyed my home.

Those people also trampled Ma’s pride and joy, the wild rose bushes and such, that she transplanted from the woods. It looked like a herd of black bears run them right into the ground.

I stood and made a grab for Thumper as he rushed forward and made a wild leap at the young boy who pulled Earl’s little wheelbarrow around the barn lot. I couldn’t stop him! The horror flowed right through me.

It was my fault! I shouldn’t have run off from gramma’s farm, or this wouldn’t have happened. I can’t lose Thumper, he’s all I got! I’d already lost too much.

I whistled and called for him, but he refused to come. Finally, I chanced those people seeing me, and ran into the open. I whispered to Thumper to mind and pulled on the loose skin of his neck. He refused to budge.

“Thumper!” I cried out in dismay. “Come home with me, boy!” Tears ran down my cheeks, and terror filled my heart as the girl ran over and began hitting Thumper with a stick. Thumper never even hurt a bug in his whole life. His size and the fierceness of his bark kept anyone from messin’ with him.

He growled, and I guess that scared those kids. They ran screaming for the house. The white woman stood at the door with a gun pointed right at me.

“You’re one of them redskins, I know,” she said in a loud voice. “Your skin color gives you away. I thought we’d got rid of the lot of you.”

“No, Ma’am,” I told her politely. “I jest come after my dog when your boy set him to barkin’.”

“I know that worthless hound,” she said. “He comes around here all the time. We’ve been missin’ chickens lately, and he’s the one that’s a-thievin’ ‘em.”

“No, Ma’am, Thumper never killed one of our chickens in his whole life.” I began edging back from the woman. I grabbed a hold of Thumper by the back of his neck and tried to pry him away, but he stood there stubborn and stiff-legged a-barking and a-carrying on. Finally, I ran for my life.

A huge, flabby white man rushed out of the barn. He caught ahold of me, twisted my arm hard, and bent it up behind my back.

“Stay still or you’ll get hurt!” He growled at me.

I grew quiet under his abuse and shut my eyes real tight. Grandpa taught me to call out to Jesus whenever trouble found me. Help me, Jesus! I’m sorry, God, that I didn’t mind gramma. I deserve what I get. Tell the man to let me go! Please, Father God! I won’t never be bad for gramma again!

The man growled some more at me, then he hollered. “We’ll turn this one in for the bounty, Hilda. The soldiers’ll be glad to have one more thievin’ redskin behind bars.”

He dragged me across the yard toward the toolshed. Thumper made a run at him, but the man kicked him away. Then the woman let loose with a load of buckshot, and Thumper ran howling and whining for the woods.

“Thumper!” I screamed! “You hurt my dog, you good for nothin’ polecat,” I bellowed, still struggling to get away from the man’s hard hold on me.

“Hush up now, or I’ll give you what for,” the man said as he thrust me inside a dank little shed. I heard a bar slide on the outside of the door. As soon as he locked me up, I heard the white man tell his wife he’d ride for the soldiers.

*****
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“BOY! I DONE IT NOW,” I said, looking around my dark, dusty prison. I hoped and prayed Thumper knew enough to run home to find gramma.

I searched along the edge of the building looking for some way out, but my Pa built that shed to last, like he’d built everything on our farm. He had set the logs solidly, and except for where some chinking worked loose, there was no way out. I was trapped!

I found some dusty sacking and wrapped it around myself. I perched high on an old wooden washtub to get off the cold earthen floor.

For a while, the two young ones catcalled and poked sticks under the door of the shed to taunt me, but I sat there quiet like talked some to Jesus, and then fell asleep.

I woke in the dark. It was evening and had brought the cold with it. It couldn’t be more than 5 o’clock, but the cold crept in on me like it were midnight. I watched the sun setting through the tiny chinks in the logs. As the night noises began, ripples of fear come back to haunt me.

I know there was time to escape, the man’s twenty-mile ride to the fort to bring the soldiers would take many hours going and coming. Once they caught me, I don’t doubt for a minute they’d put me in the stockade behind wire like they did my folks.

I don’t know where my folks got to either. The soldiers might take me somewhere I don’t know anyone. I overheard grandpa say when they rounded up enough people, they marched ’em off toward the west. Was this God’s plan for me? I wondered. Then I wouldn’t have to hide out anymore.

The thought of gramma and grandpa left alone with no family put some resolve in my heart. I searched around me on the dirt floor. It was dark, but I come up with a large tin cup, the kind we used every day in the kitchen. This cup was old and worn out, so not much good. I’d try to tunnel with it through the hard-packed dirt under the sidewall to the outside. If I dug deep enough, I might wiggle out and flee before the man come back with the soldiers.

Digging at the back wall away from the barn, I skinned my knuckles over and over on rocks hidden in the hard mountain soil.

After a long while, I saw a little peek of light come through under the wall. Not light exactly, since the sun already went to bed, but lighter compared to the inky blackness of my prison.

I dug harder and harder, soon the hole became big enough to stick my hand through. The air outside felt cold and wet as the rain began falling again. The hole soon filled with water, and it rained harder and harder. I heard the pounding of it on the tin roof of the shed.

“Thank you, Lord Jesus,” I shouted as the ground softened and gave way where I dug. “Thank you, Jesus!” I sang to myself of God’s goodness, digging faster and faster.

Soon the hole was deep enough, and I began to widen it out to the side. I hurried even more, and my breath come in gasps. I’d never worked so hard in my whole life.

Clearing away the last of the dirt, I laid full length and got my head out. The cold rain cooled my face.

I wiggled my arms and shoulders through and struggled to get the rest of me out in the open. Good thing I was a skinny girl!

I stayed low and pulled in tight next to the back wall of the shed. I listened and heard nothin’ from the house. The evening rain continued, and the chickens settled down for the night in the tops of the nearby trees.

The old owl sat high up a pine tree and hoot-hooted in the night air. I come to my feet and ran for the protection of the piney woods, hoping the falling rain would hide me.

What should I do now? I asked myself. If I returned to Gramma's, they’d arrest her for hidin’ a Cherokee, Gramma's was the first place they’d look! I didn’t care if they caught me, but I didn’t want nothin' to happen to gramma and grandpa. I never thought they would get into trouble for hiding me!

At once, desolation rose up from inside me, and I knew I needed gramma. I ran home lickety-split. I yearned for her. I wanted to sit by the warmth of the cabin fire with a bowl of her fragrant stew in my lap. My body quaked hard. I shivered plumb to nothing from fear, and the cold rain pounded down on me.

On the way home, I come across Thumper sitting in the path a-licking and a-licking at a sore leg where the buckshot hit.

“Good for nothing hound,” I said, cuffing him on the ear. “Why didn’t you run home and get grandpa for me?” He slobbered his welcome over my face.

As I come near to the cabin, I saw lights in the two windows. A whiff of gramma’s cooking hung in the rain-filled air. Wagon tracks told of comings and goings, but everything seemed quiet.

I slipped up to the window and peered inside. Gramma bent her back over the fireplace, stirring something in the black kettle. She stood and rubbed her forehead with the back of her hand holding the big wooden spoon. She turned toward the window as if she’d heard a noise, yet I’d come up to the door on silent feet.

I saw her look uneasily around the cabin then began stirring again. I crept to the door and pulled the latchstring. The door creaked open, and I stood dripping wet in the doorway.

She turned to me and said, “Caroline!” Before thrusting her hand over her mouth in despair. “Land sakes, Child, you gave me a start. Where have you got to? You look a sight come in, and we’ll get you into some dry clothing.”

“I can’t, Gramma. Those soldiers are comin’ for me.” They want to take me away to jail jest like they did Ma and Pa!” I saw the hurt filling gramma’s face. It was as if I’d said I’d killed the president of the United States, Martin Van Buren.

“What you talkin’ ’bout, Child?" she said, pulling my dripping self into the room. I filled her clean puncheon floor with a small river of mud and water.

I told her about the man taking me, locking me away in the shed, and going for the soldiers. Gramma began making plans to get me away from the cabin.

“I figured something weren’t right when you and that hound didn’t come home right away. Your grandpa would go to the hills and search for our friends just the same. You and I will have to think of some way to keep you safe.

“Here, Child, shuck off those wet things by the fire and wrap up in your quilt. I’ll get you some wash water and dry clothes to put on. Then I’ll fill your belly with some of this good venison stew. We’ll pray and ask the Father to guide us and keep you safe. It’ll be alright, child, don’t cry, everything’ll be alright.”

*****
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FROM THAT DAY ON MY life changed, no longer was I a ten-year-old girl from middle Tennessee. I’d become a fugitive from the law and the United States government.

Gramma was right, God showed us his plan. She got me cleaned up, warmed, and filled with her good venison stew. Then we sat down together in her rocker with me wrapped in a patchwork quilt. She held her big black Bible, and together we read the story of the plight of the Israelites as told in the book of Ezekiel. I’d heard the story many times, for it was a favorite of grandpa’s.

Grandpa tried to compare the plight of our Cherokees with the plight of the Israelites. The difference he maintained was that the Cherokees were mostly an innocent people, many of them knew God and believed on His word and in His word. The Israelites worshipped false gods, and God allowed other tribes to capture the Israelites and take them away from the Promised Land.

He tore himself apart trying to figure out how God would allow our people to go through such a terrible ordeal. The Israelites sinned against God by worshipping idols and turning away from Him. God punished them by allowing King Nebuchadnezzar to take them away to Babylon. Then later, Assyria come in and took more of them away.

––––––––
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I WANTED TO REMIND grandpa that the Cherokee were a stiff-necked people, too. They belonged to the Cherokee nation and refused to give up their sovereignty and their land to take the oath of allegiance and become citizens of the United States government. Yet, I don’t think I should tell him that.

As gramma continued reading to me, she come to a part I don’t remember ever hearing in Ezekiel, chapter eleven, verse sixteen. She told me that many years later God smiled on the Israelites and brought them back to the promised land.

“Therefore, thus saith the Lord God, although I have cast them far off among the heathen and I have scattered them among the countries, yet will I be to them as a little sanctuary in the countries where they shall come.”

I prayed God would make these verses come true for the Cherokee. That the tribe would arrive off in the west, God would be with them, and become a sanctuary to them forevermore, just as he was with the Israelites.

After all they went through, God gave the Israelites peaceful lives in their new homes. I decided I would hold to that promise and pray for my tribe.

Gramma in her wisdom gave me what I needed most, God’s comfort, her warmth and caring, and a chance for me to begin a new life.

The nearness of my own sweet gramma soon lulled me to sleep. Later, voices woke me where I lay on Gramma’s bed in the partitioned-off room.

Grandpa turned up under the cover of darkness, he brought two of our Cherokee neighbor men, Charley Hawk and Jed Hicks, to the cabin. He found them at Horse Mountain, and they come back with him to the settlement when they learned that I’d disappeared.

Grandpa sounded grim as he questioned Gramma about what happened to me. “We need to get her away from here, Polly. We can’t let them take her!”

“But where could we go?” Gramma asked her voice, thick with tears. “We can’t leave our home, Amos. Oh, why would God allow this to happen?”

“Polly, we won’t question the Almighty,” I heard grandpa say. “Why does anything ever happen? We must obey. I’ve decided to let Charlie and Jed take her with them to the cave at Horse Mountain. It’s not too far away, and it’s still safe there. She’ll feel right at home with Miz Storm and Lily.”

“That’s right, Ma’am,” Charlie promised. “We’ll keep her safe. Those soldiers are a laugh for us Cherokee. They flap around the woods, scaring off the game with their big noisy mounts and jiggling harnesses.”

“They’ll never find us. We grew up in these mountains. They get lost five hundred yards off the trail,” Jed said with a big laugh.

Gramma quickly bundled me up in buckskins and a jacket my brother Hiram left the last time he visited. They were short and tight, but they’d have to do. She packed a bundle for me, with my quilt, doll, a dress, shimmy, some underclothes, socks, and a few other things.

She took shears to my auburn braids and pulled a snug cap over my head. She cried as she cut my hair. The tears flowed down her cheeks and dripped off her chin.

I cried too, when I saw gramma’s tears, and I cried even harder when I felt my head where my braids used to be. I must look some like Hiram now. Would I ever be myself again?

Gramma carefully wrapped my braids in a piece of clean linen and tucked them away in a basket on the shelf.

“I’ll save your braids for you, honey. Once you’re grown, you can use them to make a fashionable hair switch for yourself and wear it for formal occasions.”

*****
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THE RAIN STOPPED BY the time we left the clearing of grandpa’s farm. It started up again as we walked along. The moon, shrouded in clouds, hung low on the horizon, preparing to set. It wouldn’t be long until daybreak.

We walked single file down a faint trail north through the piney woods. Jed carried my small bundle and told me we’d head to Horse Mountain by a zigzag path to keep us safe. I’d heard stories of Horse Mountain and knew we’d have a long walk ahead of us.

Jed kidded with me, and then he became serious. “Don’t worry about the man who owns your farm. He won’t bring the soldiers for many days. The soldiers are all out on patrol chasing shadows.”

Charlie laughed out loud in the still air at the idea. I jumped and cowered beneath a low-growing tree, then asked if we shouldn’t be quiet. They looked at each other and laughed again. I saw their leathery faces split into big grins. I began to grin, too!

These good friends wouldn’t let anything happen to me. Yet now they knew Ashbill’s daughter was a scared rabbit. I had shamed my father, and I must try to do better.

We walked on through the night, first to the east, then north, then west, and then north again. The rain let up, and the clouds moved away. As I watched, the sun rose and lightened the sky.

At last, we reached the top of Horse Mountain and a cave where the remnants of my tribe camped. When we entered the cave, several women enveloped me in big hugs, a great peace filled and comforted me.
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THEY BROUGHT ME TO the back of the cave, where they gave me some dry clothing, water, and a pone of cornbread to eat. They opened my bundle, spread my quilt, gave me my doll, and urged me to sleep. I praised God. “He was good and worthy to be praised.”  He had rescued me again.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

CHAPTER 3

SUMMER
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AFTER I JOINED THE tribe, they moved us east to Meadow Hill and a bigger cave. The tribe kept moving east every week or so, farther away from the soldiers.

In the spring of 1839, we moved to Dome Mountain, where we lived in a vast cave. The tribal leaders said we’d stay there.

By the middle of my second summer, I felt settled and looked at Dome Mountain as my home. Early in the mornings, I’d jump up from the pallet of my crazy quilt, shake it out, fluff up my cotton-covered moss pillow, then I’d set my doll on top kind of nice like. I’d shuck off my shimmy, don my buckskins, and help my friend Lily’s ma, Miz Storm.

For breakfast, Miz Storm cooked bannock made from ground acorn flour, dried berries, and herbs, she fried it in rendered fat.

She would simmer a kettle of parched corn through the morning and add venison, squirrel, or whatever kind of meat she had. Later, we gathered vegetables, or roots, and dried herbs to add to the mixture.  

It made a fine meal for the middle of the day. Supper, we often roasted meat over the fire if the men were successful at hunting.

Sometimes we had a mess of fish and a kettle of boiled pokeweed, dandelion greens, or the like to round out our meal. The food was good, we never hungered, and I learned to cook meals without the bounty of the white man’s store.

Lily’s ma told us stories about how her grandmother lived in the time before the white man come to our land. 

My folks raised me mostly like a white girl, but I thanked God for showing me how my native blood heritage lived.

My Pa gave up many of the old ways. He set great store by the ironed calico shirts and the breeches Ma sewed for him. Yet, I have learned the comfort of buckskin shirts, leggings, and moccasins.

I pined for my folks, but not like before. I missed gramma the most and imagined how it felt to climb up on her lap for a story, wrapped in my old crazy quilt, like the last night before I left home.

I smelled her lilac water in the folds of my quilt if I used my mind. Yet, I knew the flavor of wood smoke had chased it out long ago. I’d always remember the comfort of her lap and her loving voice calling me “honey” and “child.”

I wasn’t alone, Miz Storm and the other women saw to me, and my needs, but I worked along with everyone else so we could survive. I’d become more independent, yet every now and then I missed my gramma’s love.

Grandpa still come to visit me, though not as often, since we lived further east on Dome Mountain. One time, he come to bring supplies, to pray and talk with the men. They’d told him talks with the white officials in Nashville had broken off with nothing gained.

Whenever Grandpa come to visit, he spends time alone with me. We took some line and some hooks, cut us some tree limbs, walked down to the stream, and fished to our heart’s content. Grandpa’s a good fisherman, he never comes home without a mess of trout, bluegill, or bass.

Grandpa told me about God and about how to pray and stay close to Jesus. When he talked to me in Tsalagi, the language of the Cherokee people, I could understand him fine. Yet, more and more he only wanted to speak English. Then, I didn’t understand what he said to me.

He seemed to tell me we would be together again, like a family, but he also said I needed to stay with my tribe and my friend Lily until Bedford County was safe for me to come home.

He said God put me there for protection from the white men who still hunted for members of my tribe. If they caught me, they’d send me out west away from him and gramma.

I told Grandpa I couldn’t understand what he said, so he spoke to me in Tsalagi.

“In a little while,” he said, “when your exile is over, you’ll move to a new place, and you’ll never let on that you are Indian. 

You can pass for a white girl with your red hair, and you’ll need to do that for all your life. You also need to speak English every day, Honey, so you can become fluent again.

“It's well and good you speak Tsalagi, the Cherokee language, with the band, Caroline, but you’re forgetting your English, and one day when you become a white girl again, you’ll need to speak English all the time.”

I didn’t know how I could mind Grandpa, the tribe didn’t speak English anymore, and I never again wanted to speak the language of the white people who took my family away. I’d tried hard to forget English, and I believed I’d forgotten much of it.

I felt more confused after grandpa’s visits, and I couldn’t understand when he spoke to me in English. Yet the memories we made together became most important to me. When Grandpa come to see me, I sat on his lap, I could hug him up, and he would hug me right back.

When he left, I missed his whiskery kisses, his joking with me, and calling me “darlin’.” My life filled me with joy when I was with grandpa, but once he left, I always wanted more time with him.

*****
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ONE DAY, AFTER WE’D been in Dome Mountain for many months, shots rang out through the dawn. The sentries rushed into the cave, roused our sleeping people, and forced them to grab possessions and flee. The soldiers had come to round up our tribe.

I grabbed up my doll and quilt then lit out in the direction the others took. Lily ran behind me, dragging too much, she tried to take all her precious books. I wanted to shout at her to leave them behind, but I knew she never would. Books were as scarce as teeth on a frog, and she treasured hers.

I tripped on the trailing edge of my quilt and went down plumb at the edge of a bog. I lay there covered in mud. Swift Fox lifted me up and set me once again on my feet. I wiped at the mud and began to cry.

Shots filled the air behind us, urging me to run. My heart beat like a hammer. Pound, pound, pound, I heard blood racing in my ears. I’d never felt this kind of terrible fear. I didn’t want to die. I didn’t know why I was here running as fast as my feet could go up, up, high up the mountain to another hideout; high enough so the men could defend us.

When I turned, I saw a flash of blue uniforms through the trees. The soldiers were trying to run us down with their horses! They were gonna get me! I wanted to scream out my fright, instead I ran and ran, and ran.

Soon, I left the sound and smell of gunpowder behind me. I entered a part of the forest I’d never seen before
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