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Praise for Nine Lives of Sadie Briar

“From the first sentence, Melvin Litton’s Nine Lives of Sadie Briar immerses us in a story steeped in history, place, and hard-won lives. A singer-songwriter as well as a writer, Litton has an ear for the music of powerful writing in the treasure of each sentence, but this is a story driven by the surprising, fierce, brave, and quirky nine lives of the captivating title character. Spanning decades and generations, this story gives us a window into the dangers, losses, terrors, and changes of the west from the late 19th century deep into the 20th century as revealed through the uncompromising spirit of Sadie Briar.”

– Caryn Mirriam-Goldberg, past Kansas Poet Laureate,

author of The Magic Eye

“This is a remarkable story of a strong woman and her journey of sacrifices, love, loss, and perseverance. Melvin Litton makes you feel the raw beauty of the land and the struggles of the people that inhabited it. You feel you are along on a journey that spans across the decades, and this poignant story lets you feel what Sadie felt, a fierce loyalty to the prairie and a wisdom that comes with her span of time there. Once you start this story, you are immersed in it fully and you understand just what it took to survive with grit and determination.”

– Sue Shoemaker-Shea, Echo Dell Farm, Ionia, KS

“Melvin Litton’s book inhabits a woman’s consciousness in ways that few male authors since Tolstoy have been able to do. Nine Lives of Sadie Briar describes the life of a 99-year-old Kansas woman who was born in the period of Indian raids – she herself was somehow spared by an Indian whose gaze would haunt her. From her awakening, self-taught love of the classics (she reads Plutarch, but the sacrifice of vestal virgins raises her hackles) to her consistent “free-thinking” on matters related to religion, politics, and customs, Sadie is ahead of her classroom peers and her time. Nevertheless, the extraordinary amount of detail given to the gathering of eggs, the milking of cows, the tending of gardens, and the bearing, breastfeeding, and constant tending of children shows how these everyday tasks eclipse one’s urges to take action against what one sees as injustices and stupidities of the world.

“I read this book not once, but twice to catch all these loving details in the winding complexity of a woman’s loves and many, many losses. I was immersed in another’s consciousness, and yet never unaware of the great mystery of our brief existence.  As Sadie said, ‘a shy country girl, I’d stood apart, somehow marked, singled out by that old Indian’s stare, beginning to learn that our lives are riddled with deceptive spaces largely unknown even to ourselves…’”

– Barbara A Kerr, PhD, Distinguished Professor, University of Kansas,

author of Smart Girls, Gifted Women and Psychology of Liberty

 


“The best-laid schemes o’ Mice an’ Men gang aft agley,
An’ lea’e us nought but grief an’ pain for promis’d joy!”

 

— Robert Burns
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I. The Cedar

Footfalls crunch the icy snow as their shadows pass over tufts of grass, an old woman, hunched like a straw-stuffed doll, leans to the hulking man who lends fond support in their trudge up through the pasture.

She draws a sharp cold breath and rasps, “Bing! Get back here!”

The little Scotty cocks one ear in pause, the other lost in a badger brawl the past summer, then zips on, tough and determined, his grizzled fur bur-tangled from flushing quail and rabbit through weedy patches thereby. “Dern scamp, off on a scent, be gone a week,” she grumbles, needs him home to guard against possums, raccoons, and coyotes. Faithful but senseless, she thinks, like Paul here, powerful firm right up through the neck, at the head he weakens. Bless him.

“Same as you, Bing hears, just doesn’t always listen.”

“Yes’um…” the giant nods.

She didn’t expect else, though the cold air and shout did waken her senses, feels her bones edge her skin, all but defleshed long ago, should have died then, and should have worn a third flannel shirt and double wool scarf. Once stood a trim five foot two, now stooped back to earth, barely scraps four foot ten, gravity drawn, soon to dust. But not yet. At least she’d shod her hooves in buckle boots fastened warm as they trek on. Not much further now, she thinks, gingerly picking her way on a crooked cedar cane cut and smoothed by Paul a few years ago when she finally conceded the need of a third leg, and presently glad of it.

“This one right here,” she says, pointing her cane to a pasture cedar about the same height as he, though of wider girth with neatly skirted boughs. “Spied it last spring,” her voice brightens, “it’ll make our Christmas tree.” It had once taken a half-day hike to find a nicely formed tree; the greater number held in check by prairie fires before a century of tillage checked the fires while draft animals kept the saplings grazed to the nub. But as horses gave way to tractors, cedars reclaimed the land, spreading more each year, another dozen, their dull-green foliage scattered among the russet-speared sumac, laced the upper draw. Not the comeliest of evergreen but the most enduring.

“Cut near the ground there so we’ll have a fair trunk to set in the bucket.”

Paul kneels down with the bowsaw, cotton tufts poking through his frayed denim coat sleeve as he scuffs a wedge of snow with his broad bare hand. Seldom wears gloves, hands scarred, calloused, now bleeding from a knuckle nicked in setting the saw blade. He pays it no mind and with a few deft strokes topples the tree then rises in slow motion it seems, looming up over her and his deed.

“We’ll bandage that hand before you do the milking” — a task she yielded to him once she turned 90, nearly ten years ago, her hands so cramped and arthritic she couldn’t grip a teat to fill a tea cup. Missed it, the milking, shedding so many things, right to the final skin. “Might strip that lower limb to shape it better,” she adds.

He quickly snaps it free and proudly hands it to her, knows the ritual.

“Fine, now let’s head on up,” she glances to the hilltop directly west.

“To the old Indian?” he suggests in ready smile.

“Yes, to the old Indian…”

To ease the climb they follow a cow path meandering upslope. Near the top she pauses, leans to her cane to catch her breath and notes the dry grasses tinseled by the westering sun now touching the horizon. They slowly tread on until they come to the mound of stones gathered thereby long ago to protect the grave. Stones thrown up by ancient seas vanished with lifeforms still evident beneath the dormant grasses like ghosts of the buffalo and Indian. These chalky ridges and outcroppings, so prevalent through the surrounding hills, gained the region its name, the Limestone Valley. The old cairn, largely sunken to the earth and blown free of snow except in the crevices, catches the late glow of sunlight as the wind dies in the evening calm.

She steps over and lays the cedar bough on the grave. Paul kneels by and pats it in place, respectful of the old Indian’s grave from the day she caught him searching through the stones for a relic. Ten years old at the time, already six foot tall and 200 pounds, but hung his head in shame, still remembers her tongue lashing. The only harsh scolding she ever gave him.

“The Watcher… right Gram?” — still kneeling, eyes level to hers till he stands, looking on as she gazes east toward the hills beyond, then to their homestead nestled below, her shadow and his reaching to the dusky tree limbs that web the creek.

“Yes, Paul, he’s the Watcher…” she purses her lips, never certain over the years whether he watched in blessing or in curse.


II. The Raid

They emerged at dusk with the last rays of fading light as if riding from the spirit world beyond the sunset. Skeletal, wind-borne, sheathed in muscle, tendon, and animal skins, silent, without sign or signal, only their passing forms and pounding hooves witnessed by prairie dogs and burrowing owls wary in their earthen dens. The dust settled and a rattle snake uncoiled from a warm rock in hunt beneath the broad pattern of stars.

Blood slowed like the breath as unwary flesh slept to wake and labor, all a dream from night to day till the heart ceased. Still they rode — from where meant nothing, to where pregnant in plunder and promise. And horror to those awaking as yet unknowing while the wind twisted the trees and clouds skimmed the dark sky graying in wait of dawn. A horned owl scanned the scene, senses keen to twig snap and heart pulse as the shadowy forms rode in flesh and time with hoof, lance, and hate — feathered and painted, hungry and lean, unsated like reptiles lurching for prey…and vengeance.

On each horse’s haunch and shoulder white circles flexed with yellow arrows and other symbols as suited a warrior’s vision or mood. But each face painted black for war, lithe limbs naked, sinewed taut and supple — sworn renegades, ribboned in the tattered apparel of slain whites, set to avenge tribe and buffalo brother. From hair-rope bridles scalp locks fluttered in grim testament as the wind whipped the warriors’ long greased braids that bore the scent of sun and earth, of blood and meat, of bone, ash, and the sacred breath of all the sweet grasses and precious waters that nourish man and beast.
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Enchanted by the land and each new dawn, she entered the day as the stars faded to walk to the creek and draw a pail of water. Pretty, of dark hair and eyes, today she planned to wash her hair and her sister’s, flaxen like their father’s wheat, a whole acre birthed from virgin soil. And since there were no threshers as yet in the region, they’d need to scythe, bundle, and flail it over blankets, let the horses stomp it like in olden times, then sweep away the straw and chaff leaving nothing but the golden grain. “Like panning gold on the prairie,” their father laughed the previous evening. She shared his excitement, and while a bit envious of her sister’s golden hair she still loved to wash, comb, and braid it.

She basked in the morning air enlivened by birdsong and wished she could make music, dreamed of a piano. As her father often noted, she owned a poetic heart, loved to sing and read, and dreamed of sharing all she’d learned, tales of China and Paris. Perhaps one day she would teach and later have children. But first a handsome man must appear. Blushing at such thoughts, she knelt smiling at her 15-year-old visage reflecting in the water — all which vanished in a blink, from innocence to terror, seized and yanked into a saddle, eye to eye with a fierce black-masked warrior, utterly limp in his grip. At his rank scent she shrieked, knew she’d never see China or Paris nor dream again.

Her brief cry, though quickly checked, roused those in the dugout on the upslope east. Sod roofed with a rough-hewn door and a shuttered window, both soon cracked open in question. Her father had just pulled on his boots and joined his wife still in her nightgown peering out the door at the war party riding forth, their daughter held captive by a tall warrior on a pale horse, their yelping dog swiftly speared.

“My God,” he gasped, “they…they’ve got Katy,” his heart shrank as if life had already left him. His rifle and shotgun gone with the boys, Liam and Glen, age 12 and 10, off on a two-day hunt with their Uncle Pat. His younger daughter Lily, and wee boy, Will, another towhead, both stared up, wild-eyed and fearful hearing their older sister plea beyond the door, “Papa, Papa…Papa…”

He reached for his cap-and-ball pistol kept holstered by the door.

“Clay, don’t go out there.”

“I got to, Lizzie,” he brushed her aside. “That’s our first born. Now bolt the door,” his last words to her as he stepped out, pistol barrel gripped in his left hand, arms spread wide to show he meant no harm.

“Trade gun for girl,” he offered walking forth, pointing to the pistol then to his daughter in hope they understood. He met his daughter’s despairing eyes as her captor clinched her tight and motioned him forth.

“Gun shoot?” the warrior grunted in question.

“Yes,” he nodded, “it shoots.”

The other lowered his hand and said, “Give.”

He paused and again pointed to his daughter.

“Gun first!” her captor demanded, and he slowly handed up the pistol.

The warrior grasped the handle and held it to his eyes, seemingly pleased, and said, “Good gun. Think it kill buffalo?”

“Expect so, at close range,” he answered calmly. “It’s an Army 44…”

No sooner said, the warrior cocked the pistol and fired point-blank at his chest. Heart-blood-pain filled his vision as his eyes rolled white in death-fall to earth.

Seeing her husband abruptly slain, Lizzie snapped in anguish, rushed out, heedless to all, her long reddish locks catching the sunlight and the eye of yet another warrior who wheeled his horse, swung a stone ax and dropped her by her husband. With a war-whoop he leapt down to claim her scalp.

This last act Lily did not witness, having bolted the door and boarded the shutters. Only 13, but sensible and firm-minded, she knelt in the darkness to her little brother, a lone sunbeam lighting their eyes as she said, “William, listen, you must hide in the wood box. No matter what, you must not move or say a word. Not a peep, promise?” At his quick nod she gave a brief hug. “Here,” she raised the lid and bade him lay and covered him with kindling.

Warriors were already pounding and howling at the door. Others scrambled to the roof to stomp it in. She had only time to grab the meat knife before the door burst open in splinters of wood and sunlight. In the blind moment she slashed the first to enter, but the second wrenched the knife away and dragged her out, ripped off her nightshirt and flung her to the ground.

She shrank back, desperately clutching dirt and grass in vain effort to cover her flesh. Then she crouched and clawed her hands, set to fight, full of animal rage for the beastly eyes feasting on their yellow-haired prey. They crowded closer. She lashed out, kicking, snarling, her cries as warlike as theirs amid the grapple to hold her down.

Meanwhile the older sister, thrown over the saddle, bound and gagged, stared on, helpless, mute. The flaxen hair she’d envied trampled by a dozen moccasins like she’d imagined her father’s wheat being threshed by horses, only this a horrid mockery.

Lily writhed and cried to the God she prayed to daily but gained no answer save their pitiless howls. Held splayed, blood-splattered, the stark murder of her mother and father seemed a small kindness to this horror too vast to name, like her fickle God, and she weakened, a fragile wild thing wishing all to end.

Little Will remained hidden but heard her scream and fight, his heart in sync with hers. Lily, his favorite sister and he her singular charge, she scrubbed his ears and cuffed them when needed, read him stories, tucked him in, lately teaching him his letters on the slate. As her cries grew more piteous he tried to deafen his ears but could not.

He dashed from the dugout yelling his sister’s name in desperate fury…
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Toward midmorning, sated by mutilation and plunder, after trampling the garden, corn patch, sorghum and wheat, slaughtering the milk cows and chickens, feathers torn from tick mattresses strewn over the grass, sticking to blood and flesh, the warriors rode southwest with their dark-haired captive spared for later use and pleasure.

Roughly thereon, a mile east of the brutal scene, a young woman dressed in gray homespun and white apron glimpsed a crow land in a tall oak overlooking the clearing. She gave it little notice, enjoying the day and her new cabin built of split timber, chinks filled with lime mud, and a pitched shake roof just finished and nailed the day before. Her husband’s pride and hers as well, the first settlers in the region, they’d wintered in a dugout, now housed in a cabin as promised her for their first born, a baby girl. And to celebrate he’d taken their nephews on a two-day hunt in hope to kill a buffalo — “We’ll feast on the tongue, jerk ’n salt the meat. And all be fat come winter,” he’d laughed in prospect.

Now in their second year, three more would make good their claim. Often a trial doing without, no sugar since early spring, the last traded to friendly Pawnee for baby moccasins and a cur dog that soon vanished. But praise-be they had molasses, goat milk, and chickens. Her baby, freshly nursed, tucked in her cradle, slept inside as she leaned over a wooden tub scrubbing laundry on a washboard. She straightened briefly, catching the warm sun on her face, prone to freckle, but she shed her bonnet through morning chores, her auburn hair, not so red as her older sister’s, kept tied up against the dust and heat. Each evening she let it down and brushed it out to please her husband.

Seeing a second crow land, she glanced up, curious of their sudden presence and intent perch. Perhaps flushed by the distant shot she’d heard earlier, likely her sister’s husband Clay had happened on a deer. They all took meat as chance and land provided. The intervening hills and trees muted most sound, and again she sensed no alarm.

Chickens continued to scratch the dirt, the goats browsed thereby. Not a bleat in warning as three mounted warriors suddenly appeared, motionless, as if set there. She had engaged with Indians on several occasions in friendly barter, but these were stripped naked save for moccasins and loincloths, their faces painted black, rifles held crosswise their saddles. Meeting their stares, she laid her laundry aside and brushed back a strand of hair, felt her heart race but did not panic, of tough border stock, raised to fear no man or thing and stand your ground. In nod to the lead warrior, she rubbed her belly with her left hand while bringing the fingers of her right hand to her mouth in sign of eating. Then she extended her open hands in gesture of giving — the frontier custom of generosity and a calm demeanor her only hope.

The tall warrior slid from his pony and approached in lank stride, rifle held relaxed in his left hand, his shadow cast her way. At several paces he stopped and motioned with his right forefinger to their immediate surroundings, then pointed to her and lowered his hand to his groin, forefinger held erect, asking, “Where your man?” At his crude gesture she did not flinch, merely raised two fingers to her eyes and pointed far south beyond the trees then mimed aiming a rifle to indicate he’d gone hunting. Again she made the sign for eating and waved him toward the cabin. He considered a moment then raised a fist to his fellow warriors signing them to hold and wait.

He followed her inside, instantly curious of the shadowed interior. He ran his hand over the back of a chair, the edge of the table, flipped a page of the book left open by the oil lamp, the wick blackened, unlit. Beyond the table he stopped at a wicker basket filled with mewing kittens, striped yellow, brown, and gray, recently weaned, their mother out in hunt. He stood transfixed by the tiny animals strange to his eyes. Fearing he’d notice her baby daughter asleep in the far corner, the cradle veiled by a thin towel to fend off the flies, she quickly uncovered a pan of cornbread and molasses, fresh-baked that morning. She sliced and offered him a piece which he promptly chewed and swallowed. He took another and gulped it down, grunting in satisfaction as she neatly packed the rest in a towel, the corners fashioned in a bow in gift to him. But the gift hung suspended, not taken, as his attention shifted to the cry of the baby awakened in want of the knotted cloth dipped in molasses to soothe her teething. He lay his rifle aside, threw off the towel and lifted the baby in an abrupt motion that stilled her cry as he raised her to the crossbeams, answering her bright chirrups with a low chuckle.

Pleased with his find, the warrior tucked the baby in his arm, snatched up his rifle, grabbed the proffered gift and left the mother standing, her arm still extended, stunned, as if he’d ripped out her heart. Desperate, faint, she recalled his fascination of the kittens. In a blink she plucked the basket and rushed out to intercept him before he mounted up.

“No, no…!” she cried, running breathless, then steadied herself and said, “Here!” holding forth the basket of kittens, “Swap for baby!” Firmly stated, but tense, waiting his judgement, she would rather die then and there than be stripped of her child. They stood eye to eye, the warrior and the woman, both fierce and proud in their want.

Finally the warrior shoved the baby to her and took the basket. He led his pony to the nearest tree and one by one lifted the kittens from the basket and bashed their heads against the trunk. Finished, he tied them either side of his saddle, then cast a stern eye, mounted up and rode off.

For a time she could not move, stood clutching her baby, seeing it captive in the warrior’s strong arms, his teeth seemingly set to devour. Silent, numb, she watched them enter the creek timber. Not until they reappeared on the upslope and rode beyond the far hills southwest did she collapse to her knees and cradle her baby in full weep.


III. The Red Skull

I was that child nearly taken, Sadie, named for my mother, Sarah. She always claimed there were nine kittens and she never scolded a cat thereafter, seeing as they saved her child. But our kin, the Callaways, were not sparred — Uncle Clay and Aunt Lizzie, my cousins Katy, Lily, and little Will — all lost that terrible day. Except the two boys, Liam and Glen, who became like big brothers to me. So I visit at times the times I was told, before my birth and knowing, puzzling the wonder of my deliverance and this creature I became, speaking mostly to myself to counter the dread of the ticking clock. Time is not a friend but a measure. And this hugely stunted man-child cannot answer my questions. Of immense strength and scant knowing, a foundling burdened to me nearly fifty years now, my grandson Paul — no, not the Saint, though he sees through a glass darkly and could write the hymn of innocence and script the scroll of sorrow…
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“Well Paul,” she says once they secure the tree in the bucket and take it in the house, “you best do the milking while I gather the eggs and get the soup on.”

The sun fully set, night walls in dense and opaque like crepe hung from the sky, then a single star glitters and another and soon all burst forth. Eggs gathered, she gazes up through her frosted breath at the heavens in full wonder then heads inside, grateful of the warm stove. She soon stands stirring a can of oysters into the pan of milk, adds a daub of butter, a pinch of salt and pepper, then turns the flame to simmer — purchased the range when she turned 90 to ease her labor, along with a refrigerator and small gas heater to supplement their old cast-iron wood burner. The merest task a chore, weakening more each day it seems, she reaches for the crackers to set before the bowls and spoons already placed on the table.

She steps out to check on Paul and observes a wedge of geese pass beneath the moon. Like an arrow of time soon fallen to earth, she muses, stuck in the ground, star to dust where all lie waiting, ever waiting for that ghostly action that made us. The moon in waxing crescent this night, and there glows Orion the Hunter in rise over the creek. And here’s my boy.

She leans to her cane in wait of Paul walking up from the barn with lantern and milk pail. As he sets the pail down, she hands him the pan of scum cream she skimmed off the morning milk and says, “Give this to the cats and ol’ Bing…if he’s come in.”

“He just showed up, Gram. Got a gimp paw,” he shifts the lantern to show the little dog limping behind, clearly in pain.

“Aw now, what’s happened here?” she eases down on the stoop and takes him on her lap, fearing he may have stepped in a trap. “Paul, bring that lantern close so I can see.” She gently examines the hurt paw and spies a thorn stuck in a tender spot between the toes. “Poor puppy, got you a blamed locust thorn like the Prince of Peace born long ago this very eve,” calming him with her voice. “No, that will be tomorrow. And seems he had not one but a whole crown of thorns stuck to his head when he died.”

“Bing gonna die?”

“Heavens no, he’ll be alright,” she plucks the thorn then mushes his rough fur and brow. Bing hops down, his old self, firm of foot, nub tail wagging as he bulls in among the cats crowding the cream pan. Old pals, Bing sleeps with the cats in the toolshed next to the chicken coop. She grips her cane and slowly stands, relieved to have him home. Frets for the little cuss, fearless, always dashing in. Recently stood off the neighbor’s big Collie, a chicken killer, sent it tail-tucked down the road. Recalling which, she goes inside and returns with some crusted oatmeal and bacon bits left from breakfast and sets it down for an added Christmas treat.

“Here you little fool…” knows he’ll one day tangle with one too big. “Aw well,” she sighs, “we best go in and have our soup before it gets cold.”

Soup is about all she eats lately, that and creamed oatmeal help soothe her pained stomach. The warmth helps for a spell then the pain returns. No, not much appetite. But she enjoys the soup, the rich flavor, though spoons the oysters aside, never cared for their taste or texture. She nibbles a cracker between each sip while Paul crunches a whole package in his huge bowl. Reached his full height of six foot seven by age 16, now 48, still gaining in girth, tipped the scales at 360 in the Ionia feed store last week. A wonder he doesn’t tilt the earth. And her old body shrunk to a skin sack, nearly emptied out.

She gazes to the tree set in the corner, not yet adorned but soon would be, now a trying task for her old bones, but a joy for Paul. A pagan ritual in truth, practiced long before Christ. Old as the oldest tale. Even Plains Indians cut a cedar in the spring and attached tiny moccasins for each child born over winter then placed it by a flooding river or stream to journey to the afterlife in proof the tribe still prospered. All drew hope from the birth of a child, and she reckons one ritual as good as the other.
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Many called them red devils and savages, which they certainly were at times. But there was another side of the coin as I learned some years later from my parents upon reaching the age of understanding. Not a week before the raid that claimed the Callaway branch of our family, an Indian child was killed near Skandia, a Swedish settlement 20 miles east. Among the immigrants were some young rowdies who thought it great sport taking potshots at Indian children playing around prairie dog mounds thereby. All in fun, just aiming close, so they later claimed. But one shot hit a little fellow who dragged his guts some distance before he fell. The other children raced to their camp with word of the deed which in a day sparked a general uprising. Warriors from Sioux, Cheyenne, Arapahoe, and even the usually friendly Delaware and Pawnee joined in, pitting their fighting spirit and rage against the white invader threatening their hunting grounds and way of life. While the ensuing raids made headlines and history, the initial callous act, like hundreds of others, went largely ignored, excused or forgotten.

Years before white settlement, in the heyday of the fur trade, trappers from the Rockies traveled north and south of the Republican River to skirt the fierce Pawnee whose villages dotted the Republican all the way to the Missouri. And merchants in St. Joseph, losing out on the trade, conspired to send a wagonload of infected blankets and clothing among the Indians. No doubt handed out by charitable missionaries blind to the fatal part they played. In a short time the Pawnee went from thousands to hundreds, utterly decimated by smallpox, the remaining few mostly pacified. But they never again welcomed missionaries in their midst.

And later on, with hostilities ended and settlements established, I was only a girl of 5 or 6 riding with my father one day, passing the Stanwick place, there sat a human skull on a fence post staring out at the rutted road. As I stared back father flicked the reins and said, “Sorry you’ve seen that. Damn thing ought to be buried.”

My curiosity aroused, he told me of the Indian who’d appeared at the Stanwick homestead a few years prior. No threat, destitute, clothes ragged, he and his pony both half-starved. Couldn’t speak a word of English, near to collapse, they dipped him some water. Offered food, he shook his head in grimace at a terrible pain in his stomach. He simply stumbled on, leading his pony up to their east pasture where he slowly knelt to the ground and lay. They no more than turned around when two drifters, white men, rode in asking about their compadre, so claimed, an Indian they’d camped with the night before. When Mr. Stanwick pointed yonder to the pasture, they couldn’t hide their glee at seeing the pony standing next to the fallen body. Said they’d best go check on him. Stanwick followed and they found the Indian dead. Likely poisoned by the drifters, one of whom grabbed up the reins and said, “Reckon this horse is our’n.” They rode off and Stanwick returned to the house. Winter coming on, he left the Indian to the coyotes, crows, and vultures. The following spring, kicking through the bones, Stanwick found the skull and stuck it on a post to mark his southeast boundary.

Another callous deed, though I never saw the skull again. Shortly thereafter it was stolen by pranksters and ended up in a tavern there in Oakvale where it was painted red and men and boys pitched pennies to the eye sockets in chance of a free drink. The boys won a soda, the men a beer or whiskey. This I learned from my adopted brothers, Liam and Glen. Each hit the socket many times and felt no pity. No one could blame them after what they witnessed that dreadful day.
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My father, Patrick Briar, had taken the boys on a hunt about 12 miles south where the Ionia Hills edge into the Buffalo Valley. Rumor placed a large herd thereabout and with more settlers arriving, the boys feared the buffalo would be shoved west before they got a chance to shoot one. Plus, both families needed meat. So they’d pleaded with their father and mine to go.

Each boy rode one of their father’s plow horses while my father followed in the wagon drawn by his paired mules. After a half-day ride, they topped a hill and spotted hundreds of buffalo grazing through the broad plain that stretched to the Solomon further south. Wasting no time, they trailed on down and hobbled the horses and mules by the creek. They quietly entered the timber, hunched in shadow till they reached a gully then crawled the final distance through the brush, their scent cloaked by the south wind.

Caught unaware, the buffalo continued to graze and the hunters dropped two at 30 yards, both prime fat cows. They praised their luck and spent the rest of the day skinning and butchering the kill. Though they heard a number of shots off towards the Solomon, they thought nothing of it, likely other hunters out doing the same. By evening, the meat wrapped in the respective hides, they washed off in the creek, built a fire and feasted on buffalo tongues. They planned to jerk most of the meat and salt the briskets once they returned, making a goodly store for both families. Early next morning, about the time of the Indian attack, they headed north, facing another half-day ride but in high spirits from their bountiful hunt.

Nearly noon they spotted the dugout in the distance and the boys whipped their mounts into a lumbering gallop, anxious to share the news. My father quickened the mules and followed on, soon wondering of the wide patch of white feathers, thinking there’d been a freak snowfall. Then a black-winged vulture rose up from a cow’s dark carcass as the boys leapt down frantically shooing the scavengers away from their dear ones. In that instant father realized what had happened and feared he’d face the same over the near hill east. Neither boy wailed, simply stood in vacant stare as he pulled rein and looked on. All dead, mutilated, nothing could be done.

“Boys,” he said, “I need to check on Sarah. You gonna come or stay?”

“We’ll stay,” Liam answered. “Gotta cover ’em somehow…” Not a stitch of clothing left on the bodies, all carried off with the blankets and ticking. “C’mon, Glen,” he called to his brother and each walked over to fetch an armload of hay.

Father hied the mules and whipped them hard the whole mile to our place. Found mother hanging laundry on a rope strung from the cabin to a tree, me in the cradle set by. Their joyful greeting and her brief tale of my salvation ended the instant he told of the grim scene just witnessed. She rushed inside and filled a basket of provisions at hand and emptied her dome chest of blankets, there being no time or material to build coffins. The bodies, already rotting in the intense heat, would need wrapped for burial.

When my parents arrived, Liam and Glen had fully covered the bodies and were digging the first grave using a shovel and hoe not taken by the Indians. Father added his pick and spade to the effort and they labored on into the night. Each grave dug a full six foot, my father’s height. Each body cushioned in hay, gently wrapped and laid to the good earth.

Finished, they all stood silent, no words, just the raw beat of grieving hearts. Mother roasted meat on an open fire, which they quietly ate then stretched out on the remaining blankets and slept beneath the stars.

Next morning, making ready to return to our cabin, Liam would not budge.

“I gotta find Katy,” he told them, “Gotta try…” and would not be dissuaded. Nor would he let Glen tag along. Told him to mind their aunt and uncle or else, stated firmly, now the eldest and instinctive head of the family. Gripped his father’s Spencer rifle and passed the shotgun to Glen. Mother bundled some leftover roasted meat and other scant provisions and tied them back of his saddle along with a blanket rolled in oilcloth. Father gave him what few shells he could spare, shook his hand and wished him luck.

Liam mounted up and reined southwest. The Indians had left a broad deep trail and he was determined to follow in search of his sister. As mother once reflected, “He was a true Callaway, Liam, had his father’s fight and his mother’s fierce pride. Heard her warn him one day, ‘You got more fight in you than is wise, my son. This world whups us all in the end, no matter how we whup it back. A fine brain stirs in that hard head of yours. Always choose the better o’er the bad else the good stands no chance. Nor do we. And never forsake your family…’”


IV. The Search

The boy carried his mother’s soft voice within, urged on by his father’s fight. Though dead none were gone, not so long as blood flowed and warmed his flesh. Felt his lost kin in his breath and bone. Belly up all night in wait of dawn, he’d barely slept. Midmorning found him riding wholly alone beneath the burning sun, his shadow cast to the raiders’ trail, harder to track further south, the grass heavily grazed. Then the trail spilt in half, then split again, the warriors parting in twos and threes till by noon there was not a sign or trace. Nothing but buffalo trails webbing the hills in meandering patterns from grass to water. All swallowed up in the vast land with his sister somewhere in pain many times his own.

Still he rode in the vague direction he’d started, crossing over into the Limestone Valley through bands of buffalo, antelope, and deer that mostly ignored his presence and he theirs. In descent to the creek he flushed some turkey then paused to water his horse and fill his canteen, the water clear and tasty. On the upland prairie west he saw nothing but diminishing herds of buffalo through the barren expanse.

Again he reined southwest, angling down the long gradient toward the Solomon Valley. In late afternoon he spied the faint line of the river that grew more timbered to the west where it forked north and south. Further on, a distinct reflection caught his eye. Curious, he nudged his horse and in a short while arrived at a circular pool about 30-foot across surrounded by a natural mound that extended in gentle rise to his approach then dropped off in a sheer limestone cliff where water trickled down from the overflow above — the pool apparently spring-fed from a mysterious depth.

He slowly circled in wonder of how it came to be, then dismounted, drawn by Indian relics, or offerings, strewn at random over time: a knife sheath, beads and eagle feathers, a pipe stem floating at the edge. He knelt and dipped his hand, found the water harsh and salty. He stood and continued around the perimeter. And there, caught on a rocky overflow, dangling half in the water, he found a blue ribbon like the one Katy wore to tie up her hair. He pulled the wet end through his thumb and forefinger to press it dry. He raised it to his nose then gently folded and placed it in his shirt pocket; certain it held her scent — the rosehip she loved to gather for perfume and tea.

These thoughts suddenly eclipsed by the sight of men and horses grouped by trees along river less than a quarter mile away. On the high mound, exposed against the sky, fearing they were Indians, he dropped to the ground. Chancing a further look, he peered through the grass and discerned a cook wagon and uniforms and realized they were army. Relieved, he stood and waved his arms in shout to them.
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“Captain, sir…we got us a straggler comin’ in!”

The trooper pointed toward the approaching rider as the Captain, a tall, sandy-haired man with a full red beard, set his coffee aside and walked forth.

“Just a boy on a plow horse, sir…shall I send him off?”

“No, let’s see what he has to say.”

The boy halted at 30 yards, uncertain of self and strangers.

“Are you lost, son?” the Captain called out.

“No sir, I’m from the White Rock up north a ways.”

“Well here stands Captain John H. Taylor, 5th US Cavalry. Suppose you ride up and state your name and business.”

The boy rode forth and said, “I’m Liam Callaway. Two days back…Indians killed my family…” He choked on the last and sat staring off, hollow-eyed, fatigued, like he’d been caught in a horror that would never end. The Captain read it well, having witnessed that look often during the recent war.

“Climb on down, son, and we’ll talk. Private Long,” he said, turning to a trooper standing by, “will tend your horse. Now come along, Liam,” he led the boy to a canvas stool beside the cook wagon, fetched them each a cup coffee then sat opposite, waiting till the boy had taken a few sips.

“Care to tell me what happened?”

The sugar-laced coffee loosened the boy’s tongue and he told all in a rush.

“Me ’n my brother Glen was on a hunt with Uncle Pat. Come home ’n found ’em…Ma, Pa, my sis Lily ’n little Will…all dead. Killed bad. But they, the Indians, carried off my big sister Katy. Found this back up by the spring,” he pulled the blue ribbon from his pocket. “It was hers.”

“Son, thousands of those ribbons are traded across the plains each year. That’s an old spirit spring up there. Called Waconda. Indians have tossed trinkets to those waters for centuries to gain favor in love, war, and the hunt. All according to their beliefs. Your ribbon could have come from any of a dozen different tribes.”

“No sir, it’s hers. It holds her scent,” his voice adamant, certain.

“That may be,” the Captain conceded, mindful of the boy’s claim. “You say it happened two days ago? And you followed their trail?”

“Yes sir, but it give out up along the Limestone. I come on in hunch. Found this,” again he raised the ribbon in proof.

The Captain met the boy’s hopeful gaze and said, “Son, you can’t trail Indians in summer. Not on a plow horse. Their ponies are too swift. Our cavalry mounts can’t even keep pace. My orders are to scout for their main camp along the Solomon on west. Then join up with Colonel Carr at Fort Wallace till we hunt down Tall Bull and his Dog Soldiers. And we will, I promise.”

“But they was Indians what killed my kin…maybe the same ones?”

“Sorry, son, we ride out directly at dawn and can abide no stragglers.”

“But I gotta…gotta find her!”

“I know, but she could be anywhere, even clear to Colorado. Over the past week they’ve raided all through the Solomon and the Saline. Same as last year,” he noted, “when Major Forsyth pursued with a band of volunteers, the Solomon Avengers. You may have heard of them, they made a brave stand on the Arikaree, at Beecher’s Island, named for the young Lieutenant killed there. He and 50 others stood off a thousand Cheyenne and Sioux warriors. Dug rifle pits behind their dead horses and survived a 9-day siege on rotten horse flesh, risked sniper fire to fill their canteens. Even managed to kill Roman Nose, a big chief. For all the good it did. A year later Tall Bull and his Dog Soldiers are still at large, same Indians, same region…rape, pillage, murder.” He glared in disgust. “I can respect the Indian until he turns predator, then I make him my prey. This time, I vow, we will find their main camp and ride them to the ground. Then good American folks like your family can fill this land. Live in peace and prosper.”

“But I can help. Got my Pa’s Spencer repeater same as yours. He rode Union Cavalry ’n taught me to shoot. I killed a buffalo three days back.”

The Captain looked fondly on the peach-faced boy, just over five feet tall, willful and determined. Had seen his like many times in the war, particularly among the Rebel lads, charging bravely one moment then shot to pieces.

“I don’t doubt your sand, son. But my final word is no.” Meeting the boy’s fierce eyes, he softened his tone. “Though there is one thing that might help. Can you describe your sister for me?”

“Near tall as me, I now beat her by a tad. Has long dark hair, brown eyes, is well-formed ’n pretty. Her birth name is Katherine, we call her Katy.”

“Here’s the best I can do. If we find your sister, I’ll send a dispatch rider direct to the White Rock, where I strongly urge that you return.”

“No, I gotta find her.”

“Very well,” taking a different tack, hoping to divert the boy from danger, “you might search back along the Solomon. Indians sometimes circle back, in part to hide their trail. Sometimes they tire of a captive and free them, or she may have escaped. Lieutenant Lawson and G Troop are patrolling through there to protect other settlers. Saw him yesterday along Asher Creek. You might try and seek him out. He may have word of her.”

Nearly nightfall, the sun almost set, the wind calm, the boy listened in gaze to the fire, then glanced up in question, “What about the Saline? She could be down there?”

“True, that’s possible. But be warned, if you head south you face a two-day ride and scarce water until you reach either Wolf Creek or Spillman on east. I still advise you return to the White Rock and help your family.” With that he stood and tossed his coffee dregs to the fire. “I bid you good evening, Liam, and wish you well. You’re welcome to camp here tonight and draw rations if you like.” With that he gave a firm nod and strode to his tent to write his daily report.
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Beneath the great oaks and cottonwoods, the boy lay watching the moon cross the sky while limbs and leaves heaved to the sighing wind amid soldier snore and horse stomp. Finally he dozed off in the wee hours only to awaken to the cuss and shout of troopers saddling up. He found his horse and did the same, standing apart from their scramble back to order.

At dawn the Captain led the double column west along the North Branch of the Solomon trailed by the commissary and supply wagons, moving like mounted shades through the heavy fog that drifted out from the river over the plain. The boy followed through the first mile, listening for the creak of wagon wheels that grew steadily faint then silent as the fog lifted to the warming sun.

The column had vanished, just wagon ruts and hoofprints in the dewy grass.

Pressing the ribbon to his chest, he reined south, somehow called in that direction. He forded the north and south branches of the river, both running shallow in early June, then ascended a daunting sweep of prairie to view an endless sea of grass and hot wind rippling to the horizon and nary a tree, even the buffalo diminished till he saw not a one. A few antelope drew close, briefly curious then bounded away over a rise. Later a pack of wolves crossed his path, intent and watchful as they dipped down a gully to reappear, fur blending with the grasses. Otherwise, he encountered only the sun and wind over the continuous rise and fall of land.

In that emptiness he saw his guilt emerge ethereal from the ground, saw them tossing off their blankets, their mutilated bodies given image if not life, saw features of each amidst the flickering shift of sun, wind, and grass. He could have saved them had he not gone in hunt — with his father and brother he could have stood off the Indians like those brave men at that island the year before. But if the savages held Katy, what then? There was no changing what had happened. No escaping the haunt of his butchered kin as they whirled in blur through the midday heat. He turned his face to the sun to burn away the horror. Staring up till he clinched his eyes from the painful yellow-white fire, their ghostly remnants still vivid within, blind, dizzied, fatigued, he hung his head to his chest, riding in and out of dream until he fell with a jolt and awakened.

He blinked his caked eyes away from the sun and in a flash saw Lily combing her blonde hair, smiling as she and her hair merged with the mane of golden horse rearing to paw the air. He blinked again to clear his eyes and saw his horse had found water oozing from a chalky crevice to form a meager pool among the rocks. He bellied over, lowered his head and sipped, wet and cool to his parched lips, and not brackish.

Now close to sunset he chose to camp, placed his rifle handy and began to gather buffalo chips thereby, soon had a goodly pile. Wanted a fire against the closing night, not only in dread of ghosts but he’d sighted wolves several more times in his fitful ride. His Aunt Sarah had packed him a dozen matches in a little corked bottle. With none to spare he stuffed dry grass for kindling, but alone and edgy he lost the first flame to the wind. He cupped the next one with greater care and the grass caught, eating up through the chips in blue flame, all but smokeless, that cast a modest glow through the near radius. He drank more water, filled his canteen, then sat and slowly chewed the buffalo meat, chary of his supply, sufficient for a day or two. While there was game about, he dared not waste any shells, carried only seven in his rifle and four extra and would need every last one should he meet with Indians.

With these thoughts the wind roused, threatening to douse the low blue flames. He jumped up and quickly added more chips, shielding the fire with a blanket till the flames rose and steadied. From the surrounding shadows the mutilated forms again took shape, whirling about the fire in the spiraling patterns of the wind, hands seeking, reaching forth, and he did not want them to come and cried “No! No!” in animal fear and instinct, flailing his arms like when he’d shooed the vultures. Then the wolves appeared, their yellow eyes glinting beyond the fire. He dashed at them in crazed feint, gnashed his teeth and growled, eyes narrowed, wolf-like, then dropped to his knees and tore at the sod, flinging it at them. They simply shifted in wait and stared on like judgement. Then he found his voice and cursed, “You damn devils!” grabbed his rifle and fired.

The loud report scattered the wolves as he fell forward and blacked out.

The wind quieted and the flames gently hummed through the night. And there he lay, face down, gripping the rifle, when he awakened. The sun full up, an empty plain, for a moment he did not know who or where he was. Suddenly it came to him and he stood in panic — his horse gone! Turning west, he saw it still hobbled, calmly cropping the grass 40 yards off. He ran over and said its name, “Samson,” for the first time since losing his family. He touched the soft nose, the warm breath, and repeated, “Samson,” then grasped the coarse mane and led him back. Soon had the horse saddled and bridled, his blanket and food sack tied in place, canteen filled, he mounted up, head clear, relieved to have slept. Again he pressed the ribbon to his chest and rode south.

No real change in the landscape from the previous day until about midmorning when they crossed a wide marsh flat where hundreds of ducks and geese browsed and fed. Several score took flight in their passing, slowly wheeled about and glided back to land among the reeds and shallow water. Reining thereby, the horse tossed its head and refused to drink, too brackish like at the spring and they traveled on. The sun bore down and his canteen steadily emptied. Every few miles he’d take a sip, dismount and trickle a portion into his cupped hand for the horse. Barely enough to wet their parched lips till by noon there was not a drop. Despite which he urged his horse on, grateful there were no visions to plague him, just the hot sun, wind, and thirst.

Vaguely at first, then more clearly through the vaporing heat, he discerned the faint declivity that marked Spillman Creek in its winding descent to the Saline. Even the horse perked its ears, scenting water. They quickened their pace, focused solely on thirst, when he abruptly drew rein and hopped down, having struck the trail of a dozen or so riders headed west. Several horses were iron shod, the rest Indian ponies. Maybe they carried Katy? But he checked his urge to follow straight on, still needed water.

Mounting up, he sighted yet another group of riders southeast along the tree line, coming on fast considering the heat. In the anxious moment he thought to escape toward the creek. Then he noted their dark uniforms and took heart.

The riders, initially strung out, now formed a loose double column as they slowed, relaxed, in sync with their mounts — Buffalo soldiers led by a young white officer who presently called a halt and gave his name, Lieutenant O’Neil, adding that they were a troop of the 10th Cavalry. He then drew breath and said, “Young man,” his eyes intent, “we’re hard on the heels of Indian marauders. They have two white captives. You come directly in their path. It’s a wonder they didn’t get you. Did you see them?”

“No, but I crossed their trail yonder,” his dry raspy voice brightening at word of captives. “Indians took my sister three days back up north on the White Rock. Maybe they’re the ones as have her.”

“Sorry, this concerns a mother and a child taken on a raid this morning. Mrs. Alder and her little daughter Alice, and we —”

“But they took my sister Katy,” the boy insisted. “She’s got long dark hair, stands near tall as me…” He waited, staring hard, expectant.

The Lieutenant grimaced and looked away, spat to the ground and answered, “Yes, briefly, at a distance, we did see a young woman that matches that description. They may have released her to lighten their load.”

“Where? When?”

“About midday, east along the Saline. But she ran and hid, frightened like a wild creature and would not answer our calls. We scattered out in search. But saw and heard nothing more, we could not delay.”

“You left her? You left Katy?”

Facing the boy’s accusation, torn between moral and military duty, he felt like he’d halved the proverbial baby. “Listen, I’m sorry for your sister, but she’s no longer at their mercy. We have to press on for the two still held captive.”

A stout colored trooper mounted beside the Lieutenant sensed the boy’s frustration turning to anger and said, “Lieutenant, suh…if I may…speak to the boy?”

Relieved to share the burden, the Lieutenant granted permission.

“Certainly, Sergeant Asa, but keep it brief.”

“Yes suh,” he nodded then addressed the boy. “Like the Lieutenant says, we seen her a couple-three times. Then she’s gone, spooked like a ghost through the timber. Our dark skin mayn’t helped her fear o’ men after such rough handlin’. Could be she’ll answer to a voice she knows. It’s but a short ways east once you hit the Saline. A mile or so, maybe. There’s a giant ol’ cottonwood all stripped o’ bark like the thigh bone o’ God…bleached white ’n scorched black…lightnin’ struck, I guess. It’s thereabouts we searched…” Already riding forth as the Lieutenant waved them on, the Sergeant leaned back and hollered, “Hope ya find her!”

Gripping that hope, he rode to the creek, watered his horse and filled his canteen.

It was nearing sundown when he finally reached the old cottonwood that stood like a splintered bone charred to the marrow. He lashed his horse thereby and called for her again and again. Each time he waited and heard nothing but silence and the accursed wind. He entered the timber and searched the thickets along the river. The final rays of sunlight knifed through the limbs and leaves casting stark shadows and cross-hatchings as if to taunt the eye, both seek and conceal. Then he glimpsed something white. On a low bank above the roiling current, he found her hanging from a grapevine she’d fashioned to her grim task. Her tattered underclothes still clung to her wounded flesh. Her long hair tangled. Her eyes and mouth full open in final plea.

He clinched her waist, grabbed his sheath knife and cut the vine, then shouldered her limp body up through the timber and heaved her over the saddle. From there he led the horse to higher ground distant from the river, well above flood stage. Nightfall, early stars beginning to appear, he unrolled the oilcloth and blanket and gently lifted her down and laid her there, staring to the sky she once loved to gaze upon. He gazed as well, to the gibbous moon and gathering stars. Then he did his best to close her eyes, folded her hands across her breasts and tucked the ribbon beneath and covered her with the oilcloth and blanket. Too numb for tears he simply knelt for a time.

Finally he stood, removed the saddle and bridle and hobbled his horse. Then he pulled his sheath knife, dropped to his hands and knees and began to dig. Working by moonlight for he feared a fire would wake and draw her soul…and theirs. Now dead, he preferred they slept. Fleeing such thoughts he stabbed and clawed through the sod earth to gravel and rock, tossing off debris with bloody hands to reach a depth exceeding his height, all the while sensing her shade crouched above while the wolves circled calling across the night. On and on he labored, frantic to give her peace. At last he climbed out, edged her over and eased her down.

By dawn he’d filled in the grave and covered it with rocks. He sat facing the pale sunrise. His meat gone, felt no hunger, nor will to hunt, only a deep urge to lie down and never rise again. He stirred himself and stood, saddled up and rode north.


V. Liam

Mother said Liam was gone a full seven days, and not a bite to eat the latter half. A lean growing boy when he left, when he rode up to the cabin that evening he was so trail-beat and starved they hardly recognized him. Leaning in his saddle, half-dead, silent, he stared a moment then fell to the ground. Father carried him in and mother spooned him broth till he slept then cleaned and bandaged his torn hands. He didn’t wake till late next day and they wondered of his hands and the fact his bedroll was missing, but when they asked about Katy, he turned his head away and simply said she was gone. More, they did not ask Thereafter whenever he heard her name or any of his dead family mentioned, he ducked his head and walked outside and stood staring off in silence.

By the second day he was back on his feet. Mindless of his hurt hands, he sat and honed his knife, then stood ready for whatever task ahead, ever willing and helpful, no longer a boy, not yet a man. But no, never cheerful, wore that deep silence, earnest and sober — and that was the irony, for hard drink and drunkenness would claim him. Though that came later.

By age 14 Liam was nearly tall as father and gripped each labor without grudge or complaint. Tireless behind the plow, likewise swinging scythe or ax. And he’d work a whipsaw till Glen gave out then set both handles to his end and keep a steady push and pull right up to the dinner bell. When he’d promptly come in and wash up. Sit and eat, speak when spoken to, polite but solemn. Never once spoke of what he’d found.

We all loved him, perhaps even more for that dark sorrow he carried.

When I was a little girl of 4 or 5, just learning my letters and numbers on the slate, he’d take me on his lap in the evenings and help improve my hand, patient, never cross. Sometimes he’d read one of the Grimm’s Tales, of which Goldilocks was my favorite. Finished, I’d beg him to read it again and he often did. Always generous and kind to me, but never playful, and rarely smiled.

Whereas Glen could be a prankster, liked to run and chase. Laugh and tickle. All great fun till I could not breathe then I’d cry out, “Stop it, Glen! No more!” Still mother said that early on, like Liam, he was slow to smile. But father could draw him out and make him laugh. Called him, “Cut-a-hay” for Callaway, as in “Cut-a-hay…did you hang up that harness ’n brush them mules? How about that horse stall, Cut-a-hay, is it mucked out?” Unlike Liam, Glen could be lax in his chores and needed prodding. Fortunately, father preferred to coax a boy rather than whip him.

Liam, on the other hand, never once needed spurred. Crops sown, stock tended, he’d grab the ax and saw and head into the trees. And there was good timber along our creek that fed into the White Rock — ash, oak, walnut, red and white elm, hackberry and cedar. Among those virgin stands some giants measured 4 to 5 feet in diameter. Father, an experienced woodsman, having grown up clearing land in Iowa, helped fell the larger ones. Then left the boys to delimb, section, and split. Liam did the greater share while Glen snagged every chance to help father with carpentry on the various improvements that needed made, all of which required lumber. The boys would haul raw timber to a water-powered mill on the White Rock and trade for sawn lengths suitable for corrals, corncrib and the like. And they’d usually pocket a dollar or so in change.

The mill was owned by Heinz Roiter, a dark stout German so dutchy he seldom spoke beyond stating price and payment, shrewd to the last penny, then with an abrupt “Goot day!” went back to working his saw and maintaining the millrace. Folks took to calling him “That gruff ol’ Beaver” which made him rather proud, I think. At least that’s what father said. One day Liam and Glen let me ride along, but I stayed in the wagon for fear of the mean-looking bulldog that stood guard by the door.

Old Heinz winked and said, “No vorry, is goot boy…he bite, no eat. Ha!”

Leaving there, Liam and Glen stopped by the tavern. That’s when I learned of the Indian skull painted red — spied through the open door while I sat on the buckboard and watched them pitch pennies to the sockets. When they came out each gripped a ginger beer and Liam handed me my first ginger ale in a blob-top bottle that mother later used for a flower vase.

Meanwhile Heinz kept his saw buzzing unless broke down or a drought slowed the water, then he suffered like Job to live a day without gaining one nickel. In a few years when the railroad came, looking to increase efficiency and profit, he ordered in a steam-powered saw. “No vaste time!” he loudly asserted, “Bring saw to trees!” This worked well enough until the day the boiler blew up, leaving Heinz stone dead, his head bashed against a fresh-cut stump.

As father wryly observed, “His damnable greed finally got ’im…”

Of course, father also had ambitions. The summer of the Indian attack, after Liam’s return, he and the boys added another span to the cabin, nearly doubling its size. Over the next few years, they built a barn and corncrib. And to secure the Callaway land claim they built a small hut and tack shed there as well. From the ruins of the sod house they erected a stock shelter with adjoining corral. Nor did they neglect the graves, fenced them off and set a crude headstone at each and chiseled in the names.

By 1874 the boys had a stake. As head of the family Liam was now a landowner, yet showed little interest beyond his constant labor and made no plans. That same year, when he turned 16, father surprised him with a fine saddle horse. Both now the same height, father looked him in the eye, handed him the reins and said, “He’s yours…” That did bring a smile. Liam loved that horse. Whenever he finished his chores he’d saddle up “Captain,” as he named the horse, and ride out. The land largely unfenced, untilled, they could range for miles and miles.

This happened mostly on Sundays. And our family, the Briars, seldom to never attended services. Father joked that we were “Summa-the-time Christians” — the only honest sect, the rest “Mostly busy-body hypocrites ’n pretenders that’ll praise you on Sunday ’n damn you come Monday,” so he vowed. However, we did own a Bible from which he and mother read on occasion, claiming there was good teaching to be had in those pages, but neither of them cared for preaching. With no further Indian raids after the one that hit our family, settlers flooded in, among whom were many highly devout Dunkards, Friends, and of course Baptists. Most Sundays we did observe our rest, and in fine weather, while Liam was off on his horse, father would take us on a wagon ride. One hot summer day passing the Dunkard church, the door left open to catch a breeze
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