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  More than fifty years have passed since “peak oil” has left the Earth without access to modern technology while great Cloud Cities for the rich float above the oceans.


  


  On the ground below, Vivian Yates leaves Oklahoma on an epic 700-mile journey east to her ancestral home. Early on, she encounters Elizabeth, who preys on Vivian’s inexperience and naivety, luring her into a brief affair that ends in disaster. Betrayed and withdrawn, Vivian sets out again on her eastward trek. Along the way, she meets the beautiful, lighthearted Ida. Together they face obstacles both natural and manmade. Ida brings Vivian, wounded in both body and spirit, back to life. Destiny has thrown them into each other’s arms where they find not only love, but hope, trust, and forever.
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  For my Cherokee ancestors.


  Chapter One


  


  Vivian Wildfire Yates raised the brim of her Stetson to scan the dusty landscape. She could barely make out the cloud city of Houston over the distance between where she stood and where it hovered near the horizon. Its enormous floating silhouette was hardly visible against the cobalt sky, like some faraway mountaintop untethered from the earth. In a different lifetime, in a different era, maybe she’d have been up there instead of down here, but not in this life.


  Vivian pulled up the bandana around her neck to shield her face from the new dust devil that formed outside the animal enclosure where she was standing. Green pastures had once been the norm across the Southeast Texas Territory, or so her grandfather had told her. But that was over a hundred years ago, before peak oil and before the depletion of the huge natural aquifer that once resided under the middle of the entire Midwestern region. Now, in the spring of 2185, fossil fuels were only remembered in history books.


  The land spreading out to the west was like an open palm baking in the merciless noontime heat. It was practically uninhabitable. As a result, those who dwelt nearby clung to the eastern edge of the Texas Territory, where the possibility of some limited cattle grazing and fresh water still existed. Oklahoma to the north, where Vivian had migrated from just over a month ago, was worse off than East Texas. Even still, this country, dry and nearly barren, was Eden compared to parts farther west where the ever-expanding desert made it impossible for anything or anyone to live.


  The midday sun had settled high in the arid sky. The unfiltered sunlight peeked under the lip of Vivian’s hat, momentarily blinding her. She lowered her hat and settled back into the task at hand. She primed the pump handle again, sloshing water into the deep wood-hewn trough where several thin and thirsty cattle gathered expectantly.


  Vivian left Oklahoma Territory after her grandfather had passed. He was the last remnant of family holding her in place and was one of only a few tribal elders of the Cherokee Nation who kept their oral traditions alive. Frequently since his passing, his words would come back to her. In the beginning, there was only darkness and water. Now there seemed to be only heat and dust.


  Vivian had left with nothing but what little possessions she could carry in a knapsack over her shoulder. She had decided to head east in search of her grandfather’s ancestral home in the Blue Mountains. Her ancestral home. She had walked southeasterly for days, picking up odd jobs along the way for food and board. Vivian had never known a time when hard currency existed. Barter was the only economy she and generations before her had known. The only real commodities in this modern age were land, houses, grain, cattle, and survival skills.


  After several days, Vivian stumbled onto the Hudson Ranch. They were looking for hands to tend cattle and to do other light farm tasks. Vivian, being more masculine than feminine in both stature and habits, asked for work and was accepted. That was little more than two weeks ago, and now she thought each day should be her last. She needed to continue her journey. But the truth was she still felt tired from the ground she’d just covered, and a few more days of steady meals and shelter might put her in the right spirits to continue her move toward the sunrise.


  If she were honest with herself, Vivian reckoned that there might be a reason besides fatigue that slowed her departure. She raised her head just enough to observe discreetly as that reason moved across the large patch of dry earth in front of the Hudsons’ main house. Vivian’s direct gaze hid beneath the shadow of her hat as Elizabeth Hudson pulled her chestnut-colored mare to a stop several feet from the porch. She dismounted in one swift movement and loosely draped the reins around a post before trotting up and into the house.


  Vivian had allowed her mind to drift, until a shadow fell across where she stood. Walt Hudson was looking at her with a frown, as if he’d just eaten something sour.


  “Stop daydreaming, Yates. Finish here and get those cows in the south pasture up here and out of the heat,” Walt demanded. “And then go help Anders haul hay to the barn.”


  His posture conveyed arrogance and so did his left boot on the edge of the water trough. He paused long enough to spit into the dirt and look back at Vivian before he turned toward the house.


  “Yes, sir,” said Vivian.


  Walt was one of the main reasons she shouldn’t linger on the Hudson Ranch. Despite the fact that she was at least two inches taller than Walt at nearly six feet, he still managed to look down on her. His every directive was delivered with the intention to make her feel small. How he could be the brother of someone as pretty as Elizabeth defied genetics. She shook her head as she gave the pump one last downward stroke.


  Vivian pushed thoughts of Elizabeth from her mind. Stay focused. Get fit, rested, and keep moving. Vivian needed to make this her mantra. Pining over the fetching Elizabeth Hudson would never amount to anything. Her daydreams and late-night fantasies were only serving to delay her departure plans and nothing more.


  Vivian’s back was toward the house, but she turned as she heard footsteps approach. She figured it was Walt back to give her more orders.


  “Would you mind seeing to my horse?” Elizabeth asked, holding the reins out to Vivian.


  “Sure.” Vivian feared that the look on her face communicated her earlier internal monologue. It was almost as if her musings had called Elizabeth forth.


  “You can take the reins. I won’t bite.” One side of Elizabeth’s mouth curled up into a smile.


  Vivian took a moment to savor Elizabeth’s green eyes, fair skin, and shoulder-length brown hair shimmering in the sun’s rays. Vivian couldn’t help but notice how the sun practically danced in her sparkling green irises. As was her habit, Elizabeth wore a fitted blouse and snug riding pants with tall black boots.


  Get it together. Stop staring. Vivian reached for the narrow leather straps. “I’ll take care of her.”


  Vivian took the reins and led the horse into the weathered barn’s dark interior, pausing to run her fingers through her thick damp hair and adjust her hat. Vivian patted the horse’s dusty neck once and got her into the stall. She removed the saddle and blanket, and set a bucket of water and grain near the back of the stall. It wasn’t until she’d placed the saddle on its rack that she turned and realized Elizabeth was standing beside her. Vivian froze. A combination of excitement and panic rose in the pit of her stomach, and she was sure the look on her face was something akin to a spooked deer.


  Elizabeth reached over to place her hand on Vivian’s forearm, exposed below her turned-up shirtsleeve. The contrast of Elizabeth’s delicate, slender fingers against Vivian’s sinewy, tanned forearm was striking, as if further emphasizing their differences.


  “I wondered if you could help me with something.” Elizabeth was looking down, her eyes focused on the spot where her fingertips brushed across Vivian’s skin. “Something in the house.”


  Heat registered under Elizabeth’s fingers on her arm. Vivian was struggling to decipher what she was feeling about both the touch and the request. Every fiber in Vivian’s body was sending her a warning signal. But Vivian knew that whatever Elizabeth requested, she would be powerless to refuse. Vivian still remained hopeful that it was something as innocent and mundane as catching a feral cat who’d found itself trapped in the pantry. Somehow, she figured that wouldn’t be the case.


  “Sure. What do you need help with?”


  “Come with me and I’ll show you.”


  Vivian had only been inside the main Hudson house twice, and both times only through the back door and into the kitchen. This time she followed Elizabeth up the front steps and into the sitting room. She was glad to take notice that Walt was nowhere in sight as she closed the front door behind them. Upon entering, Vivian stopped, looking down at the cleanly polished plank floors and at her muck-covered boots. Elizabeth turned and responded to Vivian’s questioning look. “Just take them off and leave them by the door.”


  Vivian sat on a bench along the foyer’s wall and slipped off her worn boots. Unfortunately, her boots had protected her from revealing the sad condition of her socks. Large holes ventilated each of her toes.


  “I could mend those for you,” said Elizabeth.


  “That’s kind of you. I can mend them. I should have done it already.” Vivian cleared her throat, set her hat on the bench, and stood to follow Elizabeth down the long entry hallway and up the stairs to the second floor, quietly padding along.


  “In here.” Elizabeth motioned for Vivian to follow her into one of the upstairs rooms, and once inside, she opened the door to a rather tall closet. She pointed to a wooden box sitting on the top shelf. “That’s my problem. I wondered if you could reach it for me?”


  Vivian realized she wasn’t offering any service that a well-placed chair couldn’t accommodate, but she was flattered and at the same time excited to have something that Elizabeth needed. In this case, five or six extra inches and maybe some added upper-body strength.


  Elizabeth stepped aside so that Vivian could move past her into the small space. As she reached up to retrieve the box off the top shelf, Vivian became hyperaware of Elizabeth’s nearness. Vivian let the box fall back onto the shelf and lowered her arms slowly, as if trying not to spook the beautiful young woman staring up at her. Elizabeth reciprocated by sliding her hands down Vivian’s rib cage. Both of them exhaled sharply at the physical contact.


  “What are you doing?” Vivian kept her hands up and out at her sides, as if waiting to catch something that was about to fall.


  Elizabeth grabbed Vivian’s shirt, just above where it was tucked into her belt. “What does it seem like I’m doing?”


  “Whatever it is, it’s not a good idea.” Vivian said the words even though they were at odds with her heart, and her libido.


  She felt Elizabeth release her shirt and step away from her. The loss of contact stirred something in Vivian. Why was she worried? They were alone, and obviously there was a mutual attraction. She took Elizabeth firmly by the shoulders and kissed her hard. She felt the softness of Elizabeth’s breasts press into her chest as she leaned into her against the back wall of the closet. Vivian came to her senses after a few seconds, pulling her lips away, breathing hard, only to have Elizabeth close the space between them again.


  An alarm sounded somewhere in the back of Vivian’s hormone-addled brain, and she pulled away again. She envisioned Walt bursting in on them, not the least bit happy to find his baby sister making out with the hired help.


  “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have done that,” said Vivian. She ran her fingers through her hair to calm herself.


  “Don’t be sorry.” Elizabeth was still leaning against the rough boards at the back of the closet. It was hard to read the expression on her face, but Vivian was fairly certain it wasn’t regret.


  Vivian stood awkwardly, not sure what to do next. Elizabeth stepped around her and pulled the door to the bedroom closed. The click of the latch snapped loudly in Vivian’s head, although she knew in reality there’d hardly been any sound.


  “Do you need help with something else?”


  “Yes, I do.” Elizabeth’s hand moved from the doorknob to the buttons of her fitted white blouse. She released the fasteners that Vivian noticed earlier had been straining over her full breasts. Vivian couldn’t help allowing her eyes to linger on the buxom cleavage as the buttons of Elizabeth’s shirt gave way.


  This wasn’t the first time a woman had asked for assistance with this particular thing. Vivian was lucky enough to have something that women seemed to be drawn to. It started when she was in her late teens and had not lessened in frequency. But for some reason, this felt different. Elizabeth slipped out of her shirt and her bra before she worked on the buttons of Vivian’s trousers. Vivian couldn’t help feeling a little like the fly who falls in pooled nectar at the bottom of a beautiful carnivorous plant right before she’s about to be eaten.


  Chapter Two


  


  Ida leaned against the porch railing and sighed. She would miss the view of the water, but not enough to stay. She heard footsteps behind her and turned, smiling at Kate, who approached carrying two cups of steaming tea.


  “I love this view in the early morning.” Kate cradled the warm cup in both hands as she sipped the hot liquid. Ida noticed her hands wore several small cuts and scrapes from her woodworking.


  “Is John up?” Ida asked.


  “He left really early. Something about helping his friend Jason with a barn repair. I think I was too sleepy to fully grasp what he was saying.”


  “Can John even use a hammer?”


  Kate laughed and shook her head. “I’m not sure, but I think he was feeling a bit ‘out-butched’ with all my boat building. He was clearly needing some ‘man time.’”


  They were silent for a moment, enjoying the quiet. The water’s surface was so glassy that it looked more like a large lake than the Gulf of Mexico. A light breeze, scented with salt, stirred Ida’s hair.


  “Kate, I’m going home.”


  “What?” Kate exclaimed with surprise.


  “I’ve been homesick for a while now. You and John are settled and happy. I want to go home.” Ida paused, tilting her head to meet Kate’s concerned gaze. “I can go back now and not worry about you.”


  “But I might worry about you. I don’t want you traveling alone. It’s too far, Ida.”


  “I feel so special when you worry about me.”


  “Don’t make fun of me. You know I’ll worry about you.” Kate gave Ida her best I’m serious look.


  “Well, don’t.”


  “Are you sure?”


  “I’m sure. It’s what I want.” Ida fussed affectionately with the collar of Kate’s shirt. “I miss my brother, and I haven’t seen my niece in more than a year. I’m sure she looks like an entirely different person by now. I don’t want her to grow up not knowing her aunt.”


  “Promise me you won’t travel alone. I’m serious. I won’t let you leave if you do.”


  Ida smiled at Kate’s old habit of looking after her. They’d been best friends since they were kids. Despite her admonishment for Kate not to worry about her, she knew if their situation were reversed she’d be just as concerned for Kate. Caretaking, for Ida, was as much a part of her DNA as blond hair and blue eyes. Ida was the caretaker and Kate was the adventurer. They would have made a perfect match if Kate had developed any romantic interest in women, but she never did.


  “There’s a family heading north and then east to Alabama. I’ve already worked it out to travel with them. Don’t worry about me, okay? I’m going to be fine. And so are you.”


  Ida had made the journey from North Georgia to Southern Mississippi with John and Kate over a year ago. They’d headed south about a month after Ida’s mother died. It had fallen to Ida to care for her mother in the last year of her life, which she did without regret. Her brother Samuel had a wife and a daughter, and in their father’s absence, the entire farm to run while Ida was left to tend their mother.


  The necessity of caring for her mother also gave Ida an easy out from a stagnant relationship. She and Chris had struggled for months, maybe longer, before Ida used the excuse of her mother’s illness to make the break official. Chris fought the decision, attempting to block the breakup or at the very least, control it, as she tried to control everything else in their relationship. Ida felt as if she had lost her identity while they’d been together and she desperately wanted to find herself again. The decision to leave Chris and care for her mother probably seemed like a sacrifice to an outsider, but it wasn’t.


  Ida loved her mother dearly, but witnessing the end of her life only cast in stark relief the fact that Ida had settled for less in hers. The bottom line was Ida wasn’t happy. So when the offer from Kate and John came to travel south, she jumped at it.


  In hindsight, Ida knew she’d left because she badly needed a change of scenery. She needed an escape from the familiar and some distance from a house that was a reminder of the sadness of her mother’s passing. But once she’d been clear of all of that for several months, she began to long for home. Not for the life she’d had with Chris. That was most certainly over. But she longed for her childhood home in the foothills of the Blue Mountains.


  “I’m guessing we’ll both worry about each other. Old habits are hard to change.” Kate pulled Ida into a hug. “If you’re sure you have to go, then I guess I’ll let you. I’ll miss you.”


  “I’ll miss you, too.” Ida released Kate from their embrace to hold her at arm’s length. “I think I’m attached to the Blue Mountains the way you are attached to the sea.”


  Ida felt sadness, but she knew she was making the right decision. For weeks, Ida had been suffering homesickness but hadn’t talked about it with Kate and John because she knew they’d feel bad about having brought her with them. She yearned for the farm her family occupied in the foothills. If a place could be sacred, Ida felt that the Blue Mountains fit that description, at least for her. She felt the absence of place like the loss of a loved one.


  Chapter Three


  


  Vivian tended to the horse while Anders unhitched the wagon. After unloading the hay near the back of the barn, they both sauntered over to the long one-story bunk house for their evening meal. Vivian was last to receive a heaping ladle of beans and potatoes next to her cornbread. Eugenia lingered for a moment, her plump hip almost brushing against Vivian’s arm. Vivian looked up to meet her glare, at which point Eugenia leaned in and spoke in a hushed voice, “You better watch yourself.”


  Vivian gave her a confused look. “What are you going on about?”


  “I saw Miss Elizabeth coming out of your bunk room earlier. You best be careful.” She paused for emphasis. “That one is trouble. Don’t you doubt it for a red-hot minute.”


  Vivian regarded Eugenia’s hand, the color of chocolate, still holding the ladle as the large pot rested on the plank table nearby. It was true, Vivian had felt cautious about any interaction with Elizabeth, but she couldn’t identify why, so she ignored it.


  “And her brother is trouble of a different kind. He don’t really like anyone with color, and if he finds out you and Miss Elizabeth have something going on, well, you just better watch your back.”


  Vivian gave a sweeping glance toward the other men digging into their food as if it was their last meal. They seemed to be ignoring the conversation. “If he doesn’t like us because of our color then why did he hire us?” Vivian asked.


  Eugenia veered closer. “He don’t have no problem having you do work that he don’t want to do, or that he thinks is beneath his station. But it’ll be a different story if he catches you with Miss Elizabeth. Trust my words when I tell you that.”


  Vivian just nodded as Eugenia moved with the pot back toward the kitchen. Eugenia had always been kind to Vivian. She had added extra food to Vivian’s plate when she’d first arrived probably looking like a walking skeleton. She knew Eugenia would have no other reason to say something to her about Elizabeth and her brother except out of genuine concern. And now she wondered what Elizabeth had been doing in her room. How does she even know which room belongs to me?


  Vivian ate the rest of her meal in silence. As some of the men settled back into their seats to smoke, she left and walked down the long porch toward her meager quarters. Vivian didn’t know what to expect when she opened the door. But in the sparsely set room, she noticed the new things right away.


  In the center of her bed lay a pair of new socks.


  Elizabeth had brought her socks. That might have been the grandest act of kindness she’d received since she’d left Oklahoma, maybe even before that. Vivian smiled as she remembered their afternoon together. Elizabeth had been surprisingly aggressive in bed. If Vivian had tried to guess at Elizabeth’s preferences she’d have been wrong. Once again, Vivian was reminded that she had a lot to learn about women.


  Vivian poured water from a nearby pitcher into the bucket on the small table near her narrow bed and began to wash up. She put on her only clean shirt and her new socks before heading out for a walk. She tried her best to foster an air of nonchalance as she left the bunkhouse, but inside she was in a knot of excitement, hoping she’d bump into Elizabeth. Maybe she did manage a calm exterior, but as thoughts of sex with Elizabeth traveled to the front of her mind, her insides began to churn.


  Eugenia is right. What are you doing? This has nowhere to go. But why not enjoy it while it lasts?


  Vivian marveled at her own feeble circular logic as she climbed a slight rise crowned by a grand old oak. The tree had such immense girth that Elizabeth was shielded from view until Vivian almost stepped on her. She was seated on a blanket with her back against the oak’s trunk, facing a flaming sunset made more vivid by the heat rising from the dry earth between the tree and the distant horizon line.


  “Hi. Imagine meeting you here.”


  “I’m just lucky, I guess.” Vivian smiled, pleased that her evening was likely about to take a pleasant turn. “Thank you for the socks.”


  “You’re welcome. Would you like to sit? There’s plenty of room.” Elizabeth patted the empty space next to her on the plaid wool blanket.


  Vivian took a seat next to her, but rather than face the sunset she looked at Elizabeth.


  “You don’t want to watch the sun set?”


  “Sunsets happen every day. I’d rather look at you.” Elizabeth smiled at the compliment.


  Vivian nearly jumped when Elizabeth touched her thigh and moved her fingers slowly across the rough heavyweight fabric of her pants.


  “Elizabeth, I—” Eugenia’s words of warning briefly rose to the surface then flamed out as quick as a shooting star when Elizabeth’s hand stroked her leg. Elizabeth’s hand had drifted dangerously up Vivian’s tightly clenched thigh.


  “Were you about to say something?” Elizabeth asked barely above a whisper.


  “Uh, no.” Vivian’s head began to feel fuzzy. Her hormones were leading her about like a trained pony and Elizabeth clearly held the reins.


  It was as if two voices had separated inside Vivian’s head and were having a moral debate about the prudence of this particular sexual encounter. One voice echoed Eugenia’s caution. The other pressed Vivian to enjoy the moment.


  The sun had dropped out of sight although its heat lingered in the darkening evening air. A slight breeze stirred the tall dry grass around them, and the rising quarter moon cast a low glow that made Elizabeth’s pale hands look almost ghostly as they moved over Vivian’s skin and through her now open shirt. Elizabeth pushed gently against the center of her chest.


  “Lie back, Vivian,” Elizabeth said.


  Vivian’s flesh tingled beneath her touch.


  Chapter Four


  


  Ida increased the pace of her gait so that she could catch up with Emily Franklin. Emily had a mane of dark wavy hair that fell just past her shoulders, skin the color of sweet caramel, and dark brown eyes. The moment she’d laid eyes on her, Ida thought she was strikingly beautiful. She seemed young to have two children already.


  The Franklins, Emily and Roy, had two daughters, a horse, a cow, and a wagon full of household goods. Plus Stanley Ebbs, who was traveling with them in hopes of staying on to help work their farm once they arrived at their destination. The group created a small caravan. Roy had called it “safety in numbers,” and Ida agreed with him. Mostly, the roads were benign, but not always, and it was a bit more intimidating to anyone considering orchestrating an ambush if there was a group to confront rather than a single nomad.


  Emily turned and smiled as Ida caught up to her. “Hey.”


  “Hello. Do you mind if I walk with you for a while?”


  “I’d love the company. Good conversation makes all this walking a bit more bearable, don’t you think?”


  “Absolutely.” Ida nodded as she allowed her stride to match Emily’s. “Where are you from, Emily?”


  “Originally, Baton Rouge. It’s on the coast. Have you been there?”


  “No, I’ve never been to Louisiana.”


  Ida knew from her childhood geography books that Louisiana had at one time extended much farther south, but the water-lying parts of the state, along with New Orleans, had long since been swallowed up by the rising Gulf. The cobblestones of the Crescent City had not been seen since the last category five hurricane washed over its levees over a hundred years ago. New Orleans was not a well-off city. As a result, when the wealthy rose from the ground to the cloud cities that now hovered over the open seas, New Orleans was left to sink.


  Most of the large Southern urban areas had been lost in the exodus of the wealthy. Only Houston and Miami had risen when everything collapsed. Jackson, Atlanta, Memphis, Mobile—had all been left to decay and decline, their city centers abandoned for open rural spaces where food could actually be grown. The buildings and trappings of urban life were left deserted to be reclaimed by the elements. Cloud cities, to most folks, seemed so farfetched. Their contrast to life on the ground was unimaginable.


  As she looked up to study the sun’s position in the sky, Ida found herself wishing she’d worn one of her dresses rather than slacks. If it was this hot already, by noon the temperature and humidity were going to be oppressive.


  Roy caught up to them and quickly began to pass them with his longer legs. “Hello, ladies. Just give a shout if you need a break.”


  “Thanks, honey. We will,” Emily said.


  They watched Roy as he drew up alongside the wagon and checked on his two young daughters. One of the girls reached for him with outstretched arms. He easily hoisted her out of the buckboard and swung her to the ground so that she could run along with the wagon.


  “I wish I had that much energy.” Ida adjusted the large satchel she was carrying, shifting the wide leather strap from one shoulder to the other. “How long will it take us to get to Meridian, do you think?”


  “Roy estimated three and half days if we make good time. I suspect we’ll head north to the main road that runs between Natchez and Meridian and then head east.”


  “I wasn’t sure because when I made this trip before, the group I was traveling with came by a different route.” Ida was regretting that she hadn’t asked John to draw her a map before she’d left McComb. Being too trusting was one of her faults, and now she realized she was placing her trust in Roy Franklin to know where he was going.


  Chapter Five


  


  Vivian was feeling restless. She was now way past the point at which she’d expected to be back on her eastward trek. If she waited too long to leave she’d be finishing the journey into the mountains after the snow started, and she knew that would make surviving on the trail much tougher.


  Vivian was slowly herding a small group of cattle, moving them toward water, when she pondered her situation. She was beginning to chafe under Walt’s ever-critical command. He was not someone that she looked up to or respected in the least, so the thought that he controlled her day-to-day existence on the ranch was becoming hard to tolerate. The only element of her life on the ranch that tempered her anger was Elizabeth, but even that was wearing paper thin.


  The livestock hit a dry patch, and their movement stirred a powerful dust cloud behind them. Vivian pulled her handkerchief up over her mouth and nose, then dropped back a ways. She allowed her mind to wander to the previous evening when Elizabeth had paid her a late-night visit. There had been several stolen kisses since their meeting at the oak, and then Elizabeth had shown up at Vivian’s door wearing nothing but a thin nightgown. They had spent the night together, and Elizabeth slipped out just before dawn, not wanting anyone to see her leaving Vivian’s room. The fact that Elizabeth was sneaking around and not open about their time together was a little upsetting. It was also unsettling that each encounter had been on Elizabeth’s terms and schedule. The balance of power in their relationship, if you could even call it that, was obviously not in Vivian’s favor.


  Vivian checked the sun’s position in the sky to gauge the time. Her best guess was two o’clock. She moved forward, prodding the lazy animals with a rod to get them to increase their speed. Today they were branding the calves. The sooner that task was over, the sooner she could end her day and turn in.


  Walt had seemed on edge the past couple of days, even worse than usual. Vivian knew Walt wasn’t stupid and had probably figured out something was going on between Vivian and his sister. He seemed more short-tempered, and in his eyes Vivian could do nothing right. Whether it was spreading hay in the stalls, grooming the horses, or cleaning tack, she had barely been able to keep herself from not responding to his angry retort after angry retort. She was attempting to keep it together until she had at least one more chance to be alone with Elizabeth. But she wouldn’t put up with Walt’s ill temper forever.


  Vivian had just closed the gate, corralling the cattle that were to be branded, when she heard Elizabeth’s voice. She was talking to Walt several yards away near the barn. As Vivian walked toward them, Elizabeth’s body language told her something was off. Elizabeth turned and looked at her as if she didn’t know who she was. That should have been Vivian’s clue to walk away, but she didn’t. As she drew closer, Elizabeth spoke to her in a clipped voice.


  “I left some things in the back of the wagon over there. Take them to Eugenia.”


  No please. No hello. No acknowledgment that just the previous night, she had been in Vivian’s bed begging her not to stop moving her tongue over very sensitive places.


  In addition to her hesitation to respond to Elizabeth’s command, there had to have been a look of disbelief on Vivian’s face, because that was how she felt. Even still, Elizabeth’s demeanor didn’t shift. Her glance was cold, and her body language remained reserved and distant. Vivian must have stood staring longer than she realized because she felt a shove at her shoulder.


  “Are you deaf? She gave you a direct command.” Walt had pushed her and stepped toward her as if he was going to do it again. Elizabeth stood motionless, her arms crossed in front of her chest. “Oh, did you think because she used you for sex that you mean anything to her? Or that she won’t treat you like the hired hand you are?” Walt’s tone was acerbic and his words slammed into Vivian’s chest as if she’d been struck by a heavy stone.


  Obviously, he knew they’d been sleeping together so why was Elizabeth sneaking around? Unless clandestine encounters were part of what made it exciting for her. Vivian thought she was already jaded by how poorly people generally treated one another. She’d seen enough in her life in Oklahoma to know more than a few individuals were predatory in nature. Yet this revelation about Elizabeth shocked her. Vivian felt sick and then she felt rage.


  Elizabeth must have seen the shift because her expression changed just barely, almost as if she were seeing Vivian for the first time. Vivian didn’t wait for another word to be uttered. She walked to the wagon, hefted the wooden crate of food supplies, and carried it to the kitchen at the rear of the bunkhouse. She didn’t look back.


  By late afternoon, Anders, another ranch hand named Simms, and Vivian were in the small pen closest to the barn branding some calves when Walt came to stand near the fence to watch. It was past the hottest hours of the day. The shadows were long across the pen from the low altitude of the sun, and dust was thick in the air as each calf struggled to move away from the branding iron when its turn arrived. After each calf was marked, the iron was placed back in the coals. Vivian wanted to keep it hot so that the whole process could be as quick as possible for the calf. She hated this task with a passion. In this desolate place was it really necessary to scar the calves with a brand that no one would see or care about? Brands didn’t keep desperate, starving people from stealing a steer. This was an ineffective exercise in ownership. Vivian felt it was all ego on Walt Hudson’s part, too, and for every burn to hide she inflicted, the anger and discontent in her chest grew. But they weren’t her cattle, and this wasn’t her ranch, and after one more hot meal, she was leaving. She’d had all she could take of the Hudson family.


  Only two calves remained in the holding pen when Walt stepped through the gate and walked toward them. Something about the way Vivian was handling this chore displeased him. She could tell by the strain of his jaw as he approached.


  “You’re not holding it on the hide long enough,” Walt barked loudly. Simms and Anders had already roped the animal’s legs and pulled him down on his side. Walt took the branding iron from Vivian and aimed it at the calf’s hindquarters. He held it to the flesh for what seemed like an eternity as the calf writhed and wailed.


  “Enough!” Vivian grabbed Walt’s arm and pulled it away from the calf’s smoking flank. “There’s no need to torture the poor animal just so you can mark him. You’re inflicting a wound that’s too deep.”


  Walt was seething. “Don’t fucking tell me how to brand my cattle, half-breed.”


  “What did you just call me?”


  Simms and Anders released the squealing calf and stepped aside.


  “I called you what you are, a fucking half-breed,” said Walt before spitting on her boots. By the time he looked up Vivian had toppled him. She punched him twice in the face before he could react. By the time he was able to shove her backward into the dirt he had blood streaming from his nose. Then they were both back on their feet, fists raised and clenched, ready to strike again. Walt swung high and Vivian dodged, landing a punch in Walt’s ribs. But she didn’t pull back soon enough, and he got an elbow to her jaw, sending her reeling backward.


  “You’re off this ranch, Yates!” Walt smeared blood away from his nose with the back of his hand.


  “You’re an asshole, Walt. I should have left weeks ago.”


  The standoff was drawing a crowd now as the two remaining men that worked the ranch came to stand just outside the split-rail fence. Walt and Vivian’s dislike of each other had been building for weeks, and now it erupted. Walt and Vivian lunged at each other. Walt had Vivian around the neck and pummeled her stomach, knocking the wind out of her. She gasped and dropped to her knees. Where she had the advantage over Walt in height and agility, he had the advantage in muscle mass. Every punch he landed seemed to carry more weight and do more damage. But she had righteous anger on her side, which spiked her adrenaline.


  Vivian grabbed Walt by the shirt and put her full weight into shoving him onto his back. As she sat, pinning him to the ground, she repeatedly punched his face. Vivian was so distracted by her furor that she didn’t see Elizabeth until it was too late. She felt the heat before she saw the sizzling red-hot branding iron aimed in her direction as Elizabeth lunged at her. In an effort to avoid contact, Vivian toppled off Walt and scrambled to get out of Elizabeth’s path. She almost made it, but scuttling backward, she was unable to fully get to her feet. She tried to block the next strike, managing to capture Elizabeth’s arm, but not before the hot iron seared through her shirt. The glowing metal only touched her skin for the briefest second before Vivian deflected Elizabeth’s forward motion. Even that slight contact sent a wave of shock and nausea washing over her. Vivian cried out. She had the vague recognition of someone screaming as she recoiled. She rolled onto her side, then struggled to her feet, staggering away from Elizabeth.


  It was Elizabeth who was screaming. “How dare you strike my brother! How dare you! Who do you think you are?”


  Elizabeth put herself between Vivian and Walt, who now sat in the dust, blinking as if he’d just been released from some moment of demon possession. He looked at the branding iron in his sister’s hand with a stunned expression on his bloodied face.


  As Vivian reached the rail fence at the edge of the enclosure, she dropped to her knees, leaning against the lowest boards for support. She was breathing hard and still feeling sick.


  “Get up, Vivian!” Elizabeth tossed the branding iron toward the fire pit and bent down to reach for Vivian’s arm.


  “Don’t touch me!”


  Elizabeth looked around the pen at the four other men who had stood silently watching the altercation. Walt got to his feet with an air of bewilderment.


  “She started it and I would have finished it. I didn’t need your help.” He spat in the dry dirt for emphasis, before seeming to notice the men standing nearby. “Everybody get back to work! The show’s over!” he shouted as he strode out of the enclosure.


  Vivian was on her knees with her forehead in the dirt, trying to calm the nausea that kept rising from the excruciating pain in her chest. Her shirt was burned and her chest underneath felt badly blistered.


  Elizabeth loomed over her. “Vivian, I said get up.” She placed her hand on Vivian’s forearm as if she meant to pull her to her feet.


  “Get away from me!” Vivian jerked her arm away and willed herself to get up. She got to an unstable standing position, her vision blurry from tears, and walked toward her bunk. After a moment, she heard footsteps following her.


  Once inside, Vivian leaned against the small table where she kept her bucket of water. Her eyes were closed and she was trying to steady her shallow breathing. She’d never experienced anything that hurt as badly as the branding iron she’d just encountered. Vivian wet a clean rag and tentatively placed the cool damp cloth over the burn. The sensation of touching the scorched flesh made her stomach pitch and roll. She bent over to keep herself from passing out.


  “Let me see.” Elizabeth’s words sounded like a command rather than a request.


  “Who are you? I don’t even know you.”


  “I know you’re angry with me, but I did that for your own good.” Elizabeth reached for Vivian’s hand where she’d braced it on the table.


  “Don’t.” Vivian glared at Elizabeth and turned her back toward her as she slowly removed the ruined shirt. She reached for another shirt draped over the only stiff-backed wooden chair in the room, and turned to regard Elizabeth as she worked with shaky fingers at the buttons.


  “I’m leaving,” Vivian said.


  “When?”


  “Now.”


  Before Vivian could say more, there was a soft knock and Eugenia stuck her head through the slightly ajar door. Eugenia regarded the scene without the slightest hint of surprise on her face. She had a bulging cloth sack in her hand.


  “Anders told me what happened. I brought you what I could spare. Here’s some salted beef, some corn cakes, and a few potatoes.”


  Vivian nodded. “Thanks.”


  “You take care of yourself, Vivian Yates,” said Eugenia. She placed the sack of provisions on the bed and gave Elizabeth a direct glare that seethed you should be ashamed of yourself before she left.


  “You aren’t leaving tonight.”


  “What did you say?” Vivian turned to face Elizabeth as she finished buttoning the last buttons on her shirt.


  “You’ll do what I say, when I say it.” Elizabeth regarded Vivian coldly.


  “You don’t own me. I’ll do as I please, and at the moment that means leaving.”


  “You can’t leave. You’ve got nothing and no one,” said Elizabeth with sheer condescension.


  Vivian felt the hurt of Elizabeth’s words as if she’d been struck again with the iron, but she didn’t respond. What could she say? She felt used, dismissed, hurt, and all of it at the hands of someone she thought actually cared about her.


  “So that’s it then? You fuck me and then leave like it means nothing?” Elizabeth stood defiantly between Vivian and the door, her arms across her chest.


  “Clearly, it meant nothing to you. And now you can go fuck yourself, literally.”


  Vivian had hardly gotten the words out of her mouth before Elizabeth slapped her hard across her face. The blow caught Vivian off guard. She glared at Elizabeth through the strands of hair that had fallen across her face from the blow.


  “I’ll always be under your skin now, Vivian. You’ll never forget me, I’ve seen to that.”


  Rage surged in Vivian’s chest, rivaling the heat she felt from the burn.


  She needed to get the hell off the Hudson Ranch. She saw the furious, arrogant look on Elizabeth’s face and realized she had no idea who this woman was or what she was capable of. They’d had a fling and it was over. It wasn’t as if it hadn’t been obvious to her on some level that Elizabeth was just toying with her, but she never anticipated this level of viciousness. In all honesty, they had both used each other. That was that. Vivian didn’t want any attachments and she didn’t need any attachments. She didn’t have anyone and she didn’t need anyone.


  After a moment of silence, Vivian moved about her small quarters, placing her sparse belongings into a leather bag. She stowed the food that Eugenia had brought. She rolled the blanket from the foot of her bunk and tied it to the outside of the bag. Elizabeth stood silently by as she watched Vivian retrieve her bow and a small quiver of arrows, the last two items she strapped to the side of the leather pack. She slung the bag over her shoulder, holding her hat in her hand.


  Vivian worked the muscles of her clenched jaw. She wanted to say something to Elizabeth, but what? Nothing seemed worth saying at this point. After a long moment, she lowered her gaze from Elizabeth’s face to the floor, pulled on her hat, and walked through the door, leaving Elizabeth standing by herself in the center of the small room.


  “You’ll regret this, Vivian Yates!”


  Vivian didn’t respond. As she passed the woodpile at the edge of the small toolshed, she pulled a hatchet from a wedge of wood, and without looking back strode purposefully toward the road and headed east, away from the now setting sun.


  


  *


  


  Vivian walked most of the night. She was far too angry to sit or sleep. Her heart pounded with rage at her own stupidity. Her chest felt so tight that her body registered the stiff seismic impact of every footfall. She had stayed too long. Long enough to care about Elizabeth, and long enough to be hurt by her. The burn ached, but no more intensely than the wound in her heart. Vivian had thought Walt was a narrow-minded bully, but he was nothing compared to the wrath his sister wrought.


  At one point, she opened the front of her shirt to allow the cool night air to sweep across the injury to her chest. The constant brush of the shirt fabric as she walked was irritating the now darkening “H” over her breast. She paused her furious march long enough to unbutton her shirt and pull the thin cotton fabric to the side. As she worked the buttons free, she looked up and realized the moon was full. She noted to herself that she would see the moon disappear and return to fullness again before she was within striking distance of the Blue Mountains.


  Chapter Six


  


  The steady cadence of the horses’ hooves and the creaking of the wagon wheels on the hard dirt path was the only noise Ida could hear as their small group passed through the pine forests of South Central Mississippi. Perfectly straight and tall long-leaf pines anchored in sandy soil stretched as far as she could see. Old government-managed state delineations had long since disappeared, but general areas and regions still carried their former names. Even before everything went dark and the central government collapsed, the country had broken into small autonomous units as life became more intensely localized. Those units still carried most of the old names.


  The path they walked had once been a major highway, but now it was a wagon trail and a footpath. Occasionally, they came across black rocks that were the remnants of the once paved surface that had since been broken apart by water, earth, and weeds and further covered over by organic matter.


  It had been more than one hundred years since planet Earth reached peak oil. One percent of the Earth’s population, the wealthiest individuals of the world, rose above the chaos, literally, that erupted when the seas crested after oil’s demise. Enormous cloud cities were constructed to insulate the elite from the collapse they had contributed to on the ground. New York, Toronto, London, Stockholm, Houston, Miami, Hong Kong, Monaco, Rome, and other metropolises now floated above it all, among the clouds. Those that remained on the ground lived on the land that remained after the coastlines moved inland. Their world on the ground was reminiscent of a nineteenth-century existence where running water, central air and heat, electricity, cars, and supermarkets were now the stuff of folklore.


  Traveling to the Gulf Coast had been an epic endeavor for Ida. Up to that point, she’d never been outside the territorial border of Georgia. When she’d made the journey south to the Gulf, she’d had the company of Kate and John. Ida had never done anything remotely this adventurous alone. She and Kate had been constant companions since childhood. Upon reflection, she realized it was probably good for her to strike out on her own to prove to herself that she could do it. To prove to herself that she wasn’t afraid.


  Late in the day, they came upon the charred remains of conifers, silent markers to some catastrophic event.


  “Probably started by lightning.” Stanley, Roy’s hired man, stopped beside Ida in the roadbed to examine the destruction. “Looks like it didn’t spread too far. I guess rain must have started soon after the strike and drowned it out.”


  Without further comment, Stanley turned and walked on ahead.


  Lightning was a real threat. With the slight rise in global temperature, the frequency and severity of lightning storms had increased. She didn’t understand the science behind it, but there was no doubting the reality of its destructive force. Less water and more fire were modern-day realities. Ida lingered for a moment trying to reimagine the scene. The smell of burnt wood still lingered in the air. She had a healthy respect for fire. In truth, she was a little afraid of it, having witnessed how quickly a flame could spread. Once she and her brother, Samuel, had witnessed a brush fire near the back of the house, and before they could extinguish it, half the yard was scorched, the house itself blackened by the closeness of the blaze.


  Ida was lost in thought when she realized Stanley was back at her side. “Some riders are headed our way.”


  Ida strained to look around the wagon to the road ahead. She saw two figures on horseback moving in their direction. Stanley was a lean, thinly muscled man, probably stronger than he looked, but not the most intimidating fellow. He had a thick wooden rod in one hand and a large hunting knife in a leather sheath at his waist. His demeanor seemed tense as he watched the travelers on horseback approach.


  “Maybe you should climb into the wagon, Ms. Ida.”


  Ida nodded and accepted Stanley’s hand as he helped her climb up into the wooden shell of the wagon with Emily and the two girls.


  “What’s going on?” Emily asked.


  “Some riders are coming. I think Stanley and Roy want us to stay out of sight for a bit.”


  It annoyed Ida that she needed to seek protection in the wagon at the slightest threat. She carried a good-natured grudge against her father because he never helped or encouraged her to learn how to defend herself in a threatening situation. She vowed that when she returned home she was going to make her brother teach her to shoot a bow and maybe even use a knife. At the very least he could give her some tips. Ida wasn’t really angry with her father, but because she was more feminine in manner, his old-fashioned ideas had relegated her to the role of one who required protection rather than someone who could defend herself. Her friend Kate had been much more of a tomboy growing, up so she had learned to hunt and use a bow right alongside her brothers. Ida was sometimes envious of the equality that Kate enjoyed as a teen.


  The sound of hooves on the hard-packed ground brought Ida’s attention back to the present. There was a canvas opening at the back of the wagon that allowed her to see who was approaching. A man leaned sideways in his saddle and tried to peer past the slit of the wagon cover. As he did, Ida leaned farther into the shadows of the wagon’s interior, but not before she saw certain details of his face. His skin was prickled with a small growth of beard, and he had a scar from his temple all the way to his jaw on the right side of his face. Ida knew she would not soon forget the man’s features or the dark anger that emanated from his menacingly shadowed eyes.


  Chapter Seven


  


  A little more than two days into her journey, Vivian crossed the Kisatchie Forest. The understory was thick with ferns and the pines were mixed with hardwoods and cypress. Even the air smelled different. It hung heavy with the heat-baked scent of plant decay. Luckily, the dirt path she’d been following was still clearly etched out of the surrounding greenery. It was an easy path to follow. Occasionally, a small swampy pond would appear near the path, its water black from tannic acid. The dark water was safe to drink, but it had an odd, bitter taste. Vivian was hopeful she’d find a better water source soon.


  During one of her breaks, Vivian pulled out a tattered, yellowed map. She unfolded the weathered document and spread it out on the ground. The map had belonged to her grandfather. Over the years, he’d asked travelers about details of this region and then he’d made notations. It had taken him years to compile all the particulars. He had planned to make this trip at some point in his life. Of course, all the notations were based on rumor and secondhand information. Her granddad never made it this far.


  I guess I’ll know in a few days how accurate it is. If his figuring was correct, there should be a good-sized shallow lake at the halfway point between Carthage and Natchez. She hoped that was true. Vivian refolded the map and tucked it gently into a pocket inside her leather bag. She stood, resettled her hat, and headed east.


  It felt simultaneously eerie and reassuring to walk through so much wooded land without encountering another human. All the earth seemed quiet but at the same time very alive. Birds, moths, and even a few snakes silently crossed Vivian’s path as she marched deeper into the Kisatchie wilderness.


  The pathway narrowed through a particularly thick grove of broad-leafed shrubs and sumac when something off to the south caught Vivian’s eye. Curiosity got the best of her, as it usually did, and she veered off the trail to peer into a grove of cypress. Now completely encircled in greenery, Vivian saw the origin of the glint that inspired her to change course: a line of steel skeletal remains. Cars, as if stranded in some century-old traffic jam, were barely discernible above their vine-covered resting place.


  Vivian moved closer to brush some of the creepers aside and scan inside one of the relic’s former windows. She tried to imagine what it must have been like to live in a time when motorized transportation was readily available. She’d read in books how in past centuries almost everyone had a car, sometimes more than one. Now in the face of depleted energy resources, this opulence seemed like publicly sanctioned insanity.


  The abuse, dependence, and ultimate waste of the Earth’s fossil fuels had fostered the populations of centuries past to egregiously exceed the carrying capacity of the planet in every respect, until the planet literally seemed to collapse under the pressure of it all. And then Mother Nature joined in the fun. The last decade of available oil had been preceded by large-scale famine brought on when the climate teetered off its axis. That slight quiver produced a series of late springs and cool summers that resulted in shortened growing cycles, which caused mass food shortages. People suffered and so did their livestock. The weakened population was hit by a flu epidemic that spread rapidly, wiping out entire communities. It was a one-two-three punch that the world barely survived. And in truth, what endured looked quite different. The population had been greatly reduced and everything became extremely localized. Those who could grow their own food and owned land to do so fared the best. Communities that were the most self-sustaining remained even today.


  Vivian ran her fingers over a small patch of an exposed auto hood, now rusted and rough from the humid air. Shards of brown flaked off onto her fingertips, staining her skin. As she stood looking down at the remains of derelict excess, her grandfather’s words came to her. Man did not weave the web of life; he is merely a strand in it. What he does to the web, he does to himself.


  


  *


  


  Several days into her trek, Vivian came across a large, shallow, freshwater lake. On her hand-drawn map, the body of water had been given the name Catahoula. So far, the map had been fairly accurate, which led her to calculate that she was probably only three days from Natchez and the crossing of the great Mississippi River. The success or failure of that crossing would bear her forward into Alabama territory or abruptly end her journey.


  By early afternoon on the third day after leaving the lake, she began to see clear signs that she was getting near the Mississippi. The vegetation grew lushly, as it was prone to do near ample water. Vivian walked past a few homesteads set way back off the roadway and passed a couple of travelers without incident, one on foot and one on horseback. As she drew closer to the massive river, the remnants of old stone pylons stood side by side like ancient rock sentinels from a time before now, marking the spot where a bridge had once been anchored. Vivian stopped near the stones, which were on a bit of a rise above the water line, and surveyed the wide expanse. Swift-moving brown water swirled beneath her as she stood on the high bank surveying the massive waterway. Looking north and south, the river cut a broad liquid channel across the landscape as far as she could see. The churning torrent demanded respect, adoration even, as it continued its unchallenged southward journey to the Gulf. The ferry lines were visible below, running from one side of the river to the other. She could see a ferryboat returning from the eastern bank as she studied the vista spread out in front of her.


  Clearly, Natchez was a booming settlement. From where Vivian stood on the opposite bank, she could see horses pulling carriages loaded with goods, wood-sided buildings, stone buildings, and more people milling about than she had probably ever seen in one place. It dawned on her that she would probably not be able to cross this river by ferry without striking some sort of bartering deal. And she didn’t really have anything she could part with. She’d already stripped down her belongings to the bare minimum when she’d set out from Oklahoma. Somehow in her figuring she’d neglected to consider the need to barter passage. Somewhere in the back of her mind, she had imagined just being able to swim across the river. But now that she was at its edge, she realized swimming wouldn’t be an option. She’d already seen two alligators ease themselves from a sunny spot on the bank into the muddy water, and based on the tension working against the side of the ferry, there was also quite a strong current.


  As she stepped up on the plank landing, Vivian felt dwarfed by the wide expanse of dark water. It was almost as if she felt the weight and power of it deep in her chest. Only one other traveler waited for passage nearby. He had a mule loaded with goods. Sacks and boxes were tied all around the pack animal, which stood silently, shifting from foot to foot. Vivian fell in beside the man and waited for the ferry master to return. In her palm she held the short wooden handle of the axe she’d lifted from the Hudson Ranch. She was prepared to let it go in return for safe passage. One less remnant by which to remember the Hudson place is a good thing.


  Chapter Eight


  


  According to Vivian’s map, after crossing the region between Natchez and Meridian she would pass through the southern boundary of the Bienville Wilderness and end up near Bonita Lake, just past the village boundary of Meridian. The wide, rutted dirt trail ran straight, like a line of twine strung between two sticks, through thick groves of long leaf pines with sandy floors. The heat of late July was relentless. It hung around her like a copious damp cloud from early morning to late evening. She built small fires at night for cooking and to smoke the bugs away, but could hardly stand to be near the heat of the flames.


  A few days into her trek through the flatland pine forests, she came upon several mammoth earthen mounds. Fire ants with nothing but time to dig and build had constructed these huge, dried clay domes for themselves. Vivian gave them a wide berth.


  Each day, cicadas sang in the heat like huge symphonies of tiny high-pitched violins. They seemed to crescendo as the temperature climbed toward its peak every afternoon.


  Late in the afternoon on the fourth day after leaving Natchez, Vivian came upon a small group camped just off the road. She saw the thin thread of smoke from their cook fire, and as she drew closer she could see that they had a covered wagon, a couple of horses, a cow, and what looked like several members of a family. After traveling alone for so long, Vivian thought it might be nice to have a little company for one night. From the looks of things, they seemed like a non-threatening group so she approached, albeit cautiously, to find out if they would share their fire. Vivian had killed a rabbit not too far back up the road, so she at least had something to contribute to the evening meal if they were inclined to include her. One of the men stood as she got near. He moved out in front of the group a little ways to meet her.


  “Hello, there.” Vivian stopped several feet from the man.


  “Hi, yourself.” The man extended his hand in greeting. “I’m Roy.”


  “Vivian.” She gave his hand a firm shake. He seemed friendly enough. “I was wondering if you’d mind if I camped near your group for the night. I have some game I can share.” She held up the limp rabbit by its ears.


  “You must be a good shot.” Roy cocked his head as he studied the sight of entry just through the rabbit’s eye socket.


  “I can clean him if you like.”


  “Sounds good. Come, I’ll introduce you,” said Roy. He motioned for her to follow his lead.


  Vivian stepped behind him and moved closer to the small group around the fire. Her gaze came to rest on a beautiful young blond woman who was stirring the pot that hung low over the fire. The woman met her stare with what seemed to be equal curiosity. Vivian realized Roy was talking and tried to redirect her attention with limited success.


  “This is Stanley; my wife, Emily; my daughter, Lucy; and this is Ida.”


  When Roy said the last name, Vivian took special notice that he was pointing to the blonde who had captured her attention.


  “My daughter Anne is resting as she’s not feeling well.”


  Vivian nodded to the group.


  “My name is Vivian. I’ll just go clean this rabbit and we can add it to whatever you’ve already got for dinner.”


  She noticed that Ida kept watching her from across the fire pit. So much so that it was making her nervous.


  “I’ll be right back.”


  Vivian moved away from the group and eased her pack off and to the ground, laying the rabbit carcass nearby. She’d worn the straps of her bag over both shoulders for the day and was now realizing that had probably been a mistake. Trying to give the burn time to heal, she had mostly carried the leather satchel over her right shoulder, but that was causing serious fatigue so she’d opted to split the load between both shoulders today. The burning sensation over her left breast told her that the wound was definitely aggravated from the friction of the strap. She’d be feeling pain tomorrow for sure.


  Vivian moved away from camp to skin and clean the rabbit, then returned with the meat to the fire. Emily and the child had moved closer to the wagon, probably to check on Emily’s other daughter. Stanley and Roy were checking out the front wheel of the wagon. The only person who remained by the cook fire was Ida. She smiled at Vivian as she approached.


  As Vivian came to stand beside her, Ida reached over and handed her a large cast iron skillet. Vivian pulled her hunting knife free and cut the rabbit into smaller pieces before dropping them into the pan, to which Ida added some lard. Ida took the pan from Vivian and set it into the coals near the pot she’d been stirring. Neither of them spoke during this exchange. Vivian couldn’t decide if the silence made her more nervous or less nervous. She studied Ida as she stirred the food and added some salt. She assumed that Ida had no idea how lovely she was; her humble demeanor conveyed as much. She carried the sort of beauty that most women envied. Ida, with her floral-printed shirt buttoned snugly over her supple breasts, sleeves cuffed and rolled to her elbows, and slacks that were tailored just enough to show off her round hips. Her silky blond hair was pulled into a knot so that just a few strands hung along her soft jawline. Ida possessed crystal blue eyes and full pink lips. Like an angel, that was how Vivian would describe her. If Vivian had been some soldier wounded on some ancient battlefield, she would have wanted her field nurse to look like Ida. Hers would be the face to inspire you to fight to survive.


  Not only did she find Ida attractive, but Vivian had the strong feeling that they were connected in some way, as if she’d known her in a former life. Whatever the cause, from the moment she’d laid eyes on Ida, she had an aching desire to pull her into her arms and never let her go. The sensation increased Vivian’s anxiety as she stood beside Ida as she stirred the food. Vivian decided she needed to sit down and attempt to settle her nerves. She leaned back against a fallen tree that lay along one side of the camp, just a few feet from the fire, and watched Ida cook.


  “Do you mind if I sit here?” Vivian finally asked, breaking their silence.


  Ida glanced over at Vivian only for a moment as she continued her vigil over the group’s supper. “I don’t mind.” It was all Ida could do to keep her hands from shaking under Vivian’s gaze.


  When Vivian had first approached the group, Ida was struck by how attractive she was. As Roy had introduced their small gathering, Ida had watched Vivian unabashedly from across the fire pit. She couldn’t help but stare at the tall, darkly tanned woman with jet-black hair that hung loosely and casually near her collar, with a few curls turning up near her jawline. She was wearing straight-cut men’s trousers with a white shirt that, despite its travel-weary state, was quite striking against her sun-browned skin. Vivian’s frame was lean, her pants hung low, just clinging to her hipbones, and when she’d looked directly at Ida across the flames, Ida had felt the depth of her gaze in every nerve ending. Vivian’s dark brown eyes held a wildness that intrigued and excited Ida. And now Vivian was seated a few feet away, watching her cook.


  “So are you walking by yourself?” asked Ida.


  “Yeah. And what about you? How are you connected to this group?”


  “I’m—”


  Emily interrupted her as she returned to the fire pit. “Ida, I’m sorry I left you with the cooking.”


  “No problem. How’s Anne feeling?”


  “She’s no better. I’m a little worried that her fever is getting worse.” Emily stood next to Ida with her hands on her hips, gazing into the fire as if she were lost in thought.


  With Emily standing nearby, Ida felt her unease settle a bit. She wanted to talk more with Vivian, but she also needed to get a better handle on her emotions. Having Emily join her at the fire helped her calm down. They worked together to finish the meal while Vivian looked on from the sidelines. Every time Ida glanced in her direction, Vivian would quickly avert her eyes. The realization that Vivian was as curious about her as she was about Vivian made Ida happy.


  As dinner progressed, so did conversation.


  “So, Vivian, where are you from?” asked Roy.


  “Oklahoma.”


  “I thought Oklahoma was a desert.” Stanley chewed slowly while he waited on the answer. It seemed by his tone that he doubted Vivian’s response.


  “Most of that territory is a desert. I was living in the lower, southeastern edge. I dropped down through Texas and then cut across.” Vivian ate slowly, seeming to carefully choose her words.


  “Probably the best route since you’d find more water the farther south you go,” said Roy. Stanley could only nod in agreement at Roy’s endorsement of Vivian’s route.


  Ida was listening to the discussion intently in an attempt to gather more information about their handsome dinner guest. Emily rejoined the group after taking some supper to Anne, who was still resting on the platform bed in the back of the wagon.


  When Roy saw Emily’s face, the subject shifted. “Is she feeling better?”


  “I’m afraid not. I think her fever is higher than it was earlier. She wouldn’t even try to eat. I’m not sure what else to do.”


  They hadn’t been on the main road for more than a day when the child became ill. Both of the Franklin children were young. They had two girls, one six-year-old and one who was eight. The older started showing signs of sickness the previous night, and by noon, Emily and Roy were concerned. They decided to stop for the day, and if the situation didn’t improve, then Roy would consider turning back to Natchez to find a healer.


  News of Anne’s condition dampened further conversation as everyone sat silently focusing on their food. After a while, the group dispersed to ready the camp for nightfall. Dishes were scraped clean, animals watered, and each retired to their chosen spot to sleep for the night.


  Ida had lingered by the fire. Watching the slowly dying flames settled her and helped her relax. She could easily lose herself for some time just staring into the glowing embers. Her mind was miles away on thoughts of home so she didn’t hear Vivian walk up behind her until she spoke in a low voice.


  “Is that coffee? I wouldn’t say no to a cup if you have any to spare.”


  Startled, Ida looked up from her seated position. Vivian was standing closer than was necessary for Ida to hear the request, and her proximity caused Ida’s heart rate to surge.


  “I didn’t mean to surprise you.”


  “It’s okay. I was just letting my mind drift.”


  “Pleasant thoughts?”


  “Yes,” said Ida. She smiled as she poured Vivian a cup of coffee.


  Their fingers brushed and Ida was back to being unsettled. She tried to read Vivian’s expression but was at a loss. Vivian looked intently at her over the rim of the cup Ida had just handed her.


  “Staring at a fire causes my mind to drift, too.”


  Ida liked the way that Vivian seemed so comfortable in her own skin. She exuded confidence, but not in a showy sort of way. Before Ida could think of anything else to say, Roy walked up with stress evident on his face.


  “Anne isn’t getting any better. At first light, I think we’ll turn back toward Natchez and try to find a healer. Natchez is probably the closest large settlement.”


  “I’m so sorry,” said Ida, reaching out to gently touch Roy’s arm. She hadn’t known the Franklins long, but she already cared about them. “Is there anything I can do?”


  “Thank you, but I don’t think so. Emily is sitting up with her. I’ll try and get a little sleep so we can leave first thing. Mostly I don’t want her sister or anyone else getting sick.”


  “Maybe it’s not something someone can catch.” Vivian shifted on her feet as she spoke, sinking her free hand into the front pocket of her trousers.


  “I thought that, too. It could be her appendix or something else we can’t see,” Roy said. “Ida, I’m sorry. I know I promised I’d see you as far as Alabama Territory. You’re more than welcome to follow us to Natchez and stay with us until we’re on the trail again.”


  Ida considered Roy’s invitation. If indeed little Anne needed some sort of surgery then her condition could get much worse before it got better. The family might be required to stay in Natchez for a while. The last thing Roy and Emily needed was one more person to look after. What were her options? She needed to think this through before making a decision.


  “Thank you for being so considerate, Roy. You get some rest and don’t worry about me.”


  Roy nodded and headed toward his family’s wagon, now warmly lit by a hanging lantern.


  “What are you going to do?” asked Vivian.


  “I’d rather keep going. I’m anxious to get home. But I’m not so naïve that I don’t realize I might have difficulty by myself.” Ida bit her lower lip as she watched the jumping light of the dying campfire.


  “We could travel together. Or, what I meant to say is, you could travel with me.”


  Vivian’s voice pulled Ida’s from her thoughts. Light from the fire reflected in Vivian’s direct gaze.


  “What?”


  “We’re walking in the same direction. If you want to keep going then maybe we could walk together for a while.”


  “How far are you going?” Ida asked.


  “I’m going as far as the Blue Mountains in North Georgia.”


  “The Blue Mountains? That’s where I’m going.” Ida looked at Vivian with surprise.


  Ida regarded Vivian, trying to read her expression. Vivian shifted under Ida’s gaze, and for the first time, Ida noticed that when she shifted and moved her shoulder she seemed to wince. Ida hadn’t noticed this earlier when Vivian had first arrived, but she saw it now.


  “You’re hurt.” Ida stepped over so that she could see Vivian’s face more clearly.


  “No. I’m fine.”


  “I thought you were hurt just now when I saw you wince as you moved your shoulder. And now I see there’s blood on the front of your shirt.”


  Ida stepped a little closer, and Vivian took a step back. Ida looked into Vivian’s face and tried to convey the compassion she was feeling toward this woman she barely knew.


  “Sit down and let me take a look.”


  Vivian hesitated, but did as Ida requested.


  Vivian sat cross-legged, leaning forward so that her shirt hung away from her chest. The small dark patches of blood seemed to be in the spot where the leather strap from her shoulder pack would have lain. Ida made a move to open the collar of Vivian’s shirt and Vivian jerked back.


  “May I see?” asked Ida.


  Vivian sighed and leaned forward a little for her inspection. Ida unbuttoned the top two buttons of Vivian’s shirt and pulled the cloth open so she could examine her chest. Ida was a little shocked when she saw the angry wound. She examined the singed H and then Vivian’s eyes. Ida wanted badly to ask how the burn had happened, but she bit her tongue. Somehow she sensed that even allowing her to see the wound was more than Vivian wanted to reveal, so she didn’t ask more.


  Ida offered to mix some herbs into a paste that would help soothe the injury. Vivian sat quietly as Ida crushed the plant matter from her supplies into one of the bowls with just a splash of water and a dash of ash from near the fire. She knelt again beside Vivian.


  “Hold your shirt open so I can put this on the burn.”


  Vivian silently complied. She pulled away at Ida’s first touch with the cool, green-brown paste. “Sorry,” said Vivian. “I flinched.”


  “It’s okay. It must hurt pretty badly. Hopefully, this will help.”


  “Actually, it was feeling kind of numb, but I think the strap from my bag aggravated it today.”


  Vivian gave Ida a weak smile, watching her as she gently applied the herbal salve just above Vivian’s left breast.


  The sensation of touching Vivian’s bare skin did nothing to calm Ida’s nervous feelings, but she did her best to stay focused on her task as she applied the salve, and not on the alluring flesh she glimpsed. After a moment, Ida rocked back on her heels.


  “Okay, that’s all I can do for now with limited supplies.” She wiped the remaining herbal salve from her fingers onto the loose fabric of her slacks. “Better?”


  Vivian buttoned her shirt with a shy expression on her face and responded in a soft voice. “Yeah, thanks.”


  Ida was puzzled by her own behavior. What was it about Vivian that made her want to treat her as she would, well, as someone she cared about? She hardly knew her. But there was a warmth and soundness about Vivian that drew Ida to her. She would have to riddle more over the magnetic pull that Vivian seemed to wield.


  “I think I’m going to turn in.” Ida was still kneeling fairly close to Vivian. It was hard to discern if the flushed warmth she was feeling in her cheeks was from the ebbing fire or from Vivian seated next to her.


  “Listen, I appreciate the offer for us to travel together. I just want you to know that I won’t be upset if you change your mind by morning.” Although Ida hoped she wouldn’t, she didn’t want Vivian to feel any pressure to look out for someone she’d just met.


  “I won’t change my mind,” said Vivian.


  The sound of certainty in her voice sent a shiver up Ida’s spine.


  “Okay, then.” Ida stood to make her way to a spot near the wagon where her blanket and bag had been settled. “Until tomorrow.”


  “Until tomorrow. Good night, Ida.”


  “Good night, Vivian.”


  Vivian watched Ida cross the camp and begin to arrange her blanket on the ground near the wagon. Why had she offered to travel with Ida? Wasn’t the painful burn on her chest enough of a reminder that she should avoid women? She let out a long sigh as she got to her feet and moved away from the dying fire to set up her bedroll.


  Stretched beneath the dark heavens, Vivian tried to relax, but her mind was occupied with thoughts of all that had happened to her since she’d left Oklahoma. What did she hope to find when she reached the Blue Mountains? Could a place, even a sacred place, fill the space in her chest that felt hollow? She hoped so. But more immediately and more urgently, she was resolved to guard her heart from further injury.


  She would allow herself to seek companionship. But she would set boundaries that no one would be allowed to cross. This would be the only way to ensure that others had no control over her happiness. She alone would control how close she allowed anyone to get. She would not allow herself to be ambushed by betrayal again. Ever.


  She looked over to where Ida had settled in. Even camped so near others she felt utterly alone. At this moment, she knew she was a stranger even to herself. She hoped reaching the Blue Mountains would help her find her true self again. As she rolled onto her back to gaze up at the stars, she fought the urge to cry. Feeling sorry for herself would solve nothing. She made her own way in the world. She was tied to no one and nothing except the goal of reaching the mountains. Not everyone had the freedom she enjoyed, and she tried to rally positive thoughts around that notion as she willed herself to sleep.


  Chapter Nine


  


  As they stood in the roadway watching the Franklins depart, Ida was struck by the idea that she was about to embark on a journey with someone whom she barely knew. How did that happen? She smiled sheepishly when she realized Vivian had caught her staring.


  “What?” asked Vivian.


  “I just realized I’m trusting you, someone I just met, to know where we’re going. Does that make me crazy?”


  Vivian pointed over her shoulder. “That way is north.” She rotated her body just a little, altering the trajectory of her pointing. “We’re walking that way, northeast, for what will seem like forever.”


  “I’m so glad I’m not crazy.”


  In a matter of minutes, Vivian had instilled confidence and settled her misgivings. How did she do that? Was it the easy air of self-confidence? As if she knew exactly what she was doing? Ida might have found it annoying if Vivian weren’t so damn charming about it. She somehow managed to exude confidence without all the usual trappings of ego.


  “What’s your last name, Vivian? I feel like I should know your full name if we’re going to walk together for several days.”


  “Yates. And yours?”


  “George.” Having survived their first few minutes of one-on-one, get to know you conversation, Ida was feeling oddly encouraged about the entire adventure. Maybe I am crazy.


  Ida wondered what Kate would say if she could see her now. Trusting her fate to a woman she was totally crushed out on and whom she’d only just met less than twenty-four hours ago. Oh yeah, she was definitely crazy.


  


  *


  


  Vivian still wasn’t sure why she’d agreed to escort Ida after the Franklins decided to turn back toward Natchez. There was something about Ida that stirred Vivian. Even having known Ida for only a few hours before agreeing to travel with her, the thought of Ida alone on the road unnerved her. Vivian had the unfamiliar desire to protect Ida. From what, she was unsure. For all her talk about not needing anyone and not wanting anyone to depend on her, Vivian found herself enjoying the fact that maybe Ida needed her. Being needed, even in the most superficial way, made Vivian feel a little less lonely. It didn’t mean they were going to end up in a relationship or anything.


  Vivian was never very good at small talk, so she wasn’t very confident about making conversation. Although, to Vivian’s surprise, conversation somehow came easy with Ida. Ida had a quick sense of humor, which Vivian appreciated. She quickly discovered that Ida continually caught her off guard by reacting in unexpected ways. Vivian acknowledged to herself that she’d made particular judgments about Ida based solely on her more feminine appearance. For example, she expected Ida to be spooked by a rather large pit viper slinking across the dry roadbed in front of them, but instead Ida was fascinated by the way it moved. Despite her soft, friendly demeanor, Ida seemed almost fearless.


  Lunch consisted of two strips of cured beef and some corn cakes that Ida had cooked over the fire the previous night. They found a shady spot and reclined opposite each other, each leaning against her own tree.


  “So, do you have family in Georgia?” Vivian asked.


  “Yes, that’s why I’m going there. That’s where I grew up. My brother and his family are still there. And you?”


  Vivian realized that the problem with asking a personal question of Ida meant that she had to answer one as well.


  “No.”


  She realized that answer wasn’t going to be satisfactory and would inevitably lead to more questions.


  “Why are you going there?”


  Vivian chewed the dried beef thoughtfully.


  “The Blue Mountains are the ancestral home of the Cherokee Nation.”


  “You’re Cherokee then?”


  “Half Cherokee. My father was of German descent.”


  Vivian didn’t want to get into her whole family tree, which no doubt was a bit more non-traditional than Ida’s.


  They ate in silence for a few more minutes before Ida asked another question.


  “What do you think you’ll find when you get there?”


  “I’m not sure.”


  That wasn’t entirely true. Vivian was hoping to feel some connection to her ancestors. Her grandfather talked often of the Cherokee belief that the dead walked among the trees at night. She had a strong desire to find out if he was right. But she wasn’t going to say any of this to Ida.


  “I think I’m making this journey in honor of my grandfather. It was his dream to travel to the Blue Mountains. He died before he could make the trip.”


  “I’m sorry about your grandfather.”


  Vivian figured that Ida was smart enough to realize there was more to the story than Vivian was sharing. She liked that Ida seemed intuitive. Ida would no doubt make a great friend, but Vivian didn’t know if they could be friends. In order for that to happen, Vivian would have to overcome the growing attraction she was feeling for her. Vivian couldn’t deny the fact that she had felt physically drawn to Ida the moment she’d seen her. She wondered now if the attraction was mutual.


  When they finished their lunch, Ida stopped Vivian before she could lift her pack.


  “Before you do that, let me see how the burn looks.”


  Vivian hesitated. The thought of being touched again wasn’t going to lessen the attraction she was feeling for Ida. But she obliged.


  Ida was several inches shorter than Vivian, and it was clear by how her clothing subtly gripped her body that she had a very pleasing feminine shape. The summer-light cotton shirt clung seductively to the swell of her breasts, and the curve of her hips filled out the barely loose fitting slacks in all the right places. Vivian stood frozen, noticing all of these details as Ida loosened the top buttons of her shirt.


  They were standing so close that Vivian could smell the faint aroma of Ida’s cologne, which carried a hint of lavender. The opening at the neck of Ida’s blouse also gave Vivian a tantalizing view of her cleavage. Vivian closed her eyes and exhaled in an attempt to slow her ever-increasing heart rate.


  “I’m sorry. Did moving the shirt disturb the wound?”


  “No.” Vivian tried to keep her voice even, but her mind had other ideas. Her mind imagined how Ida’s lips would feel. She opened her eyes and looked down into the cool blue of Ida’s. “It’s not the burn that’s making me uncomfortable.”


  “Oh.” Ida seemed self-conscious and took a step back, putting space between them. She cleared her throat. “It looks less agitated than it did last night. I think the salve helped. I could make more of it tonight when we camp if you like.”


  “Sure, if you don’t mind.”


  The increased physical distance between them broke the spell. Vivian sighed, smiled faintly, and buttoned her shirt again.


  They walked for several more hours without much conversation. When the shadows lengthened, signaling late afternoon, they looked for a good spot to camp for the night.


  Luckily, Vivian was incredibly skilled with a bow. It was a gift, that’s what her grandfather had said. She could strike with an arrow through the eye of even the smallest of prey from thirty paces or more. On this evening, Vivian’s first arrow had rewarded them with a rather good-sized rabbit. Similar to their first meal together, Vivian skinned and cleaned the rabbit before she settled down against a tree to watch Ida cook for them. Ida contributed a potato and some wild onions she had foraged for their evening meal.


  It was clear to Vivian as she watched Ida work that cooking brought Ida joy. She seemed to take pleasure from cooking, a task that Vivian endured only out of necessity.


  “Can I ask you a favor?” Ida gave Vivian a sideways glance as she stirred the food.


  “You mean besides the favor where I escort you across two territory boundaries and into North Georgia?”


  “Hey, I didn’t ask, you offered.”


  “So I did,” said Vivian, smiling playfully. “Okay, what’s the favor?”


  “Will you teach me to shoot your bow?”


  “Seriously?”


  “Yes, seriously.” Ida took a seat on the ground nearby. “I’ve always wanted to learn, but my father didn’t think it was appropriate for some reason.”


  “If you want to learn then I’ll show you. It’s a good skill to master, in my opinion.”


  “Great.”


  Ida returned her attention to the food. She filled two bowls and handed one to Vivian.


  Traveling with Ida had offered Vivian a distraction from dwelling entirely on the awful violence she experienced at the Hudson Ranch and by the hand of Elizabeth. But part of Vivian wanted to hold on to her anger. She intended to use it to construct a wall around her heart so that she wouldn’t so easily trust again. It felt like the minute she let her guard down, she inevitably ended up getting hurt. How did she always miss the signs? Were there signs to miss? Obviously, she couldn’t trust her judgment either way. But as she quietly ate the food Ida had just prepared, she couldn’t help but want to know more about Ida. She was mulling over what to ask when Ida spoke first.


  “Have you been with lots of women?”


  Vivian almost choked on her food. “What?”


  “I was just thinking that women must find you very attractive.”


  Vivian paused with her fork midair, not sure how to respond. Ida wasn’t saying that she thought Vivian was attractive, but that other women might.


  “I think I could say the same thing about you,” said Vivian.


  “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have asked you such a direct question.”


  “I’m beginning to think you excel at direct questioning. Were you just trying to find out if I prefer women?”


  “Maybe. And do you? Prefer relationships with women?”


  “Yes. Most of the time.”


  “Most of the time?”


  “Well, either relationships with women or no relationship at all. Lately, I’ve had some bad experiences.”


  “Oh, I’m sorry.”


  “And you?” Vivian thought she knew the answer, but now she wanted to hear Ida say it.


  “I’ve been involved with women, although I haven’t had many experiences.”


  Vivian couldn’t believe they were talking about this so explicitly. She thought maybe putting everything out in the open might lessen the tension between them, but she found herself more stimulated than soothed by this conversation.


  “You’re very pretty.” There, Vivian said it.


  “Really?”


  “Yes, really. Beautiful, in fact.”


  Vivian didn’t know what to say after that. They quietly finished their food. Vivian was still seated when Ida bent close to retrieve her bowl so that she could clean it. Ida leaned toward Vivian, their faces so close that Vivian could feel the heat from Ida’s skin. Her lips were so close, too. Just kiss her. Just kiss her. But Vivian vacillated and the moment passed. She looked away and gave her flustered attention over to stoking the fire.


  Ida shook her head in disbelief that she’d actually asked Vivian so directly about her preferences. It was almost as if she had just blurted out the question she meant to only ponder internally. She wondered now what Vivian must be thinking of her.


  The attraction she’d been feeling for Vivian didn’t seem to be decreasing, but only becoming harder to ignore the more time they spent together, which so far had only been one day. She was in real trouble if this trek took more than a week, and she knew it would.


  She could have sworn that Vivian was about to kiss her just now. Ida had given her the perfect opportunity, but she hadn’t. Why? Maybe Vivian just meant she was “pretty” in the empirical sense, not in the I think you’re pretty sense.


  After she finished cleaning their dishes, Ida returned to the campfire to find Vivian had already made herself a bed. She was partially covered with the blanket and using her satchel as a pillow. Ida was a little disappointed that they weren’t going to continue their conversation, but maybe that was for the best. She’d obviously made Vivian feel uncomfortable.


  The night was pleasantly warm, but Ida still wanted the reassuring weight of a blanket wrapped around her shoulders. The feel of the fabric encircling her would help her sleep. Sleeping in the open air had never been a favorite pastime for Ida. As she settled in for the night, she realized this trip would likely test all her limits. Her body was fatigued, but her mind was ablaze with thoughts of Vivian. Sleep would be a while in coming.


  Chapter Ten


  


  Ida woke the next morning to find Vivian quietly watching her sleep. She didn’t think the hour was late, but it had taken her forever to fall asleep and now she’d slept later than usual and Vivian had let her. Blinking and yawning, Ida turned on her side to face Vivian.


  “Good morning.” Vivian smiled.


  It almost felt like a morning after smile, and that made Ida wonder what Vivian had been thinking while watching her sleep.


  They had a couple of apples for breakfast and then began their walk. It was already warm and the sun’s position suggested it was barely past nine o’clock.


  The arid road seemed to stretch on forever. They walked most of the day, taking a few long breaks in the shade, although the temperature in the shade was hardly discernibly different from standing in the sun. Southern Mississippi felt like an oven prepped for baking pies.


  During one of their breaks, Vivian offered to give Ida her first lesson with the bow.


  “I always wanted to learn the things my brother did, but my father just didn’t think I could. Or at least that’s what he seemed to believe.” Ida lowered her pack to the ground. “When I pressed him he could never give me a good reason why. I know now that he was probably just trying to protect me, but back then he used to make me so angry.”


  “It’s hard for me to believe that anyone would grow up not knowing how to hunt or defend themselves. Especially a woman, and especially these days.” Vivian extracted an arrow from the quiver she usually carried over her shoulder and moved off the road with bow in hand to find them an easy target. “Once you learn to shoot accurately, do you think you’d be able to kill something?”


  “I appreciate that hunting, in the abstract, is a much easier concept than the reality of taking a life. But it’s my goal to be more self-sufficient, so I guess we’ll find out, won’t we?”


  “Yeah, I suppose we will.”


  Ida followed Vivian off the path into an open space facing some rather large pine trees.


  “Well, first things first. Your goal when hunting with a bow is all about precision.”


  Ida nodded to show that she was paying attention.


  Vivian handed the bow to Ida. “Are you right-handed or left-handed?”


  “Right-handed.”


  “So am I, so that’ll be easier since my bow is better suited for right-handed use.” Vivian stepped behind Ida so that she could help her with a proper stance. “Right-handed people are usually right-eye dominant. That means you want to hold the bow in your left hand and pull back with your right.”


  Vivian took the bow from Ida briefly to demonstrate, then handed it back to her. “Let’s see how you hold it.”


  Ida labored to pull the bowstring taut. It was much harder than she expected it to be, and her arm shook from the pressure of holding the bow in the ready position.


  “Before you release an arrow maybe you should roll this sleeve down. Until you’re more practiced you’ll want your arm covered so the bow string doesn’t scrape the skin when you let go.”


  Vivian rolled down Ida’s shirtsleeve for her since she had the bow in one hand and the arrow in the other. Vivian’s fingers brushed the soft underside of Ida’s arm ever so lightly as she unrolled the sleeve, which left Ida craving more contact.


  Ida appreciated that Vivian was taking this lesson very seriously. She thought Vivian was absolutely adorable.


  “Okay, now your body should be perpendicular to the target and the shooting line.”


  “What’s that mean?” Ida looked down at her feet as if that would tell her if she was in the right position or not.


  “It means that if you drew an imaginary line from you to the target, this line would go across the middle of your feet.”


  Vivian stepped close behind Ida. Vivian put her hands on Ida’s hips and turned her into a better position but didn’t move away from her. Instead, Vivian put her arms around Ida to help her adjust into the proper shooting stance.


  “Hold the bow with your left hand, point your left shoulder to the target, and take the arrow and string with your right hand. Keep your feet about shoulder-width apart.” Vivian’s mouth was very close to Ida’s ear when she said, “Try to relax.”


  As if. Had Ida not already been nervous enough to attempt to shoot, she was certainly a bundle of nerves now. Vivian was standing so close against her back that Ida could feel her warmth and smell her spicy, earthy scent. Ida closed her eyes in an attempt to calm her libido. She didn’t want Vivian to know how strongly their close proximity was affecting her. Breathe. She’s just showing you how to use a bow, not asking you for a date.


  “Attach the back of the arrow to the bow string and then use three fingers to lightly hold the arrow on the string. Like this.” Vivian covered Ida’s hand so she could demonstrate. “Then draw the string hand toward your face to an anchor point. The anchor is usually somewhere around your chin, cheek, ear, or the corner of your mouth. Whatever you use as your anchor point, remember it so that your shots will be consistent.”


  Ida felt the heat of Vivian’s hand over hers as she demonstrated the proper pull and anchor, but Ida now barely remembered what she was even trying to learn. All she could think about was how close Vivian’s lips were to the edge of her ear and the feel of Vivian’s firm body pressed against her.


  “Let go,” Vivian said, as she removed her hand to allow Ida to control the release of the arrow.


  The minute Vivian removed her hand, Ida dropped her arm so that the arrow shot into the dirt about ten feet away. Vivian watched with consternation on her face.


  “What were you aiming at? I—”


  Before the words were out of her mouth, Ida had turned into Vivian, wrapped her arms around Vivian’s neck, and pulled her down into a kiss. At first, Vivian tensed. She seemed unsure of what to do with her hands. But when Ida refused to release her hold on Vivian’s neck, she leaned into Ida and pulled her even closer into a deep and heated kiss.


  Ida released Vivian’s lips only for a moment. “I was aiming for this.” She ran her fingers through Vivian’s thick hair and leaned into a luxurious kiss, slowing the movement of her tongue as if savoring every slight contact between them. Her heart thundered in her chest and between her legs. As far as first kisses go, Ida declared this one epic. Earth-shattering. Soul searching. Passionate. Sweet. God, Vivian is a great kisser.


  The bow and quiver of arrows lay on the ground next to them, forgotten. Ida felt Vivian press her hips against hers; despite the heat of late summer, they could not get close enough. After a little while, the kiss slowed, and they released each other, breathless and flushed.


  “Your aim is amazingly good.”


  Ida laughed. “However, I think I may need another lesson with the bow.”


  “Only if I can get another kissing lesson.”


  Ida smiled and grabbed the front of Vivian’s shirt, pulling her close so that she could stand on her toes and kiss her lightly on the mouth again.


  “You, Vivian Yates, are an amazing kisser. I don’t think you need any lessons at all, but practice never hurts.”


  After a few more kisses, Vivian retrieved the arrow from where it had struck the dirt. They gathered their things and began walking again. Every now and then they smiled shyly at each other as they made their way east, away from the setting sun.


  Chapter Eleven


  


  After enduring a second day of the stagnant heat and having just crossed into Alabama, the sight of Bonita Lake was glorious. They dropped their packs and walked into the cool water, clothes and all.


  Vivian just happened to be looking in Ida’s direction when Ida stood up in the waist-deep water where her wet blouse clung to the soft curves of her upper body. Vivian couldn’t help but notice the pleasing round shape of her breasts and her firm nipples coming to hard points and pushing against the clinging fabric. Ida looked down, aware of what Vivian was looking at, and then blushed and dropped back into the water.


  “I’m so embarrassed!”


  “You shouldn’t be. You’re beautiful.” Vivian swam a little closer to where Ida had submerged herself in the shallow lake. Vivian was finding it more and more difficult to fight the attraction she felt for Ida. They’d kissed a few times since that first kiss, and even though Vivian had conspired to keep her emotional distance, the physical attraction just seemed to keep building between them.


  Vivian swam to within a foot of where Ida was and stood up, the water hitting her at her waist. As had been the case with Ida’s shirt, Vivian’s shirt also clung tightly to her chest, outlining her tight breasts.


  “I’m not beautiful, but thank you,” Ida said.


  “Stand up.” Vivian extended her hands to Ida.


  Ida stood slowly, watching Vivian’s face as she rose out of the water. Vivian pressed closer to her, allowing her hands to rest at Ida’s waist. Ida rested her hands, cool from the water, on Vivian’s forearms. Vivian looked down, noticing the contrast between Ida’s fair complexion and her bronze arms.


  “Maybe this is a good time for more practice.” They began to kiss softly, and Vivian teased Ida’s mouth with her tongue. The press of their bodies together, despite the damp clothing, was setting Vivian on fire. She began to move her hands up from Ida’s slim waist to the rounded contours of her breasts. Her thumb brushed across Ida’s erect nipple through the thin fabric of her damp blouse, leaving Ida shuddering, moaning softly into their kiss.


  “I don’t suppose you’d want to take your shirt off?” said Vivian. She sensed Ida smiling against her lips.


  “Vivian Yates, are you making a pass at me?”


  “Yes.” Vivian began to slowly unbutton the front of Ida’s shirt. “Yes, Ida George, I am most definitely making a pass at you.”


  “It took you long enough.”


  They only broke their kiss long enough to slip out of their clothes. Once they were fully nude, Vivian pulled them into deeper water. Vivian was a few inches taller, so she could stand, but Ida had to cling to Vivian since she couldn’t touch bottom. Vivian teased her, pulling Ida along and moving toward her so that their bodies touched. The feel of their breasts contacting in the cool lake water gave Vivian an ache deep inside that settled into her stomach before moving further down. They kissed and explored each other. Ida arched into Vivian’s hand as she caressed her breast.


  Vivian began a slow survey of Ida’s soft, rounded form. She traced her fingertips all along the outside curve of Ida’s breasts, down across her ribs, and to her hips, before making the slow return journey to bury her fingers into Ida’s hair. As she moved her hands up and down Ida’s body, she felt Ida press into her.


  Vivian wanted Ida. But in the short time she’d spent with Ida, she sensed that Ida was looking for more than just a physical connection. And a physical connection was all Vivian was willing to offer at the moment. She figured they should slow down or she wasn’t going to be able to stop. Ida seemed to have no idea of the effect she was having on Vivian.


  “Hey, should we get out of the water for a while?” Vivian asked. She kissed Ida’s lips between every other word.


  “Maybe we should.” Ida was still pressed against the length of her body. “We should either get out of the water or stay here forever.”


  Vivian watched the sunset dance in Ida’s eyes. Her heart felt light; she almost felt as if she could just float away. But then she reminded herself not to care. She reminded herself to keep Ida at a safe distance. Vivian closed her eyes and dropped her head under the water’s surface in an attempt to cool her raging libido. Then she began to pull them toward the shore.


  Ida watched Vivian as she disappeared behind some trees to change clothes. Something had shifted. Something had happened between their flirtation in the water and the swim back to shore. It was as if a stone wall had gone up between them. Ida had sensed Vivian’s playful mood change to one of reserved distance as if a cool wind had just swept through their camp. The sudden shift after what felt like such intimacy scared her a little. Ida’s intuition was sending her impulses to be cautious with Vivian, but the attraction she felt was hard to temper.


  After they were both no longer bare, Ida helped Vivian go about the tasks of setting up camp for the night, gathering wood, and building a small fire. Vivian fashioned a long spear and waded back into the lake to capture some fish for dinner. She seemed lost in her own world, solely focused on her task.


  As Ida watched from the water’s edge, she realized she’d wanted to kiss Vivian since the first moment they met. She wanted to do much more than kiss Vivian. Her emotional response to Vivian’s touch was strong. How could she tell Vivian that all she had to do was touch her once to send her into an emotional frenzy? She shook her head, smiling; it was probably best to keep that detail to herself.


  They camped for two more days by the lake, taking frequent respites from the heat in its cooling water. They swam, coming together to kiss and embrace but careful not to move their sexual play beyond a certain point. It was as if they were both savoring just the act of getting to know each other. They were having fun. And the more time they spent together, the more relaxed they became with each other.


  On the beginning of their third day, they returned to their northeastern trek.


  While crossing East Mississippi into Alabama, they had only been able to kill a few squirrels and rabbits for food, punctuated late one afternoon by a patch of ripe blackberries. If it had been closer to autumn they’d have surely found pecans on the ground, but it was too early in the growing cycle.


  After a tiring day of walking, they made camp and sat around the small cook fire they had made together. Ida reclined against her small pack with her legs stretched out toward Vivian. Vivian propped herself against her bag, pointing her body toward Ida. Gently, Vivian removed Ida’s ankle-high boots, pulled her legs across her lap, and began to rub Ida’s feet.


  Ida moaned with pleasure. “That feels so good.”


  Vivian smiled but remained silent.


  Ida thought they had become more comfortable with each other, but still Vivian didn’t talk much about herself or what she was feeling. Ida wanted to know more about this woman she couldn’t stop wanting to touch.


  The light from the campfire flickered across Vivian’s strong features, and Ida thought she saw the shadow of some dark thought pass across Vivian’s face. She looked away for a moment into the low flames of the fire, not meeting Ida’s gaze.


  “What were you thinking just now?” asked Ida.


  “Nothing.”


  “It didn’t seem like nothing.”


  “I’m not very good at talking about feelings.” Vivian shifted and began rubbing her thumbs across the underside of Ida’s other foot.


  “Everyone has a hard time talking about their feelings. Sometimes, when it’s important, you just have to make yourself say the things that matter.”


  The sky was fully dark now, and only the glow from the campfire illuminated them. Tree frogs sang in the distance.


  “‘The things that matter.’” Vivian repeated the words. “Maybe what I was thinking wasn’t as serious as you think.”


  “Just tell me what you were thinking.” Ida reached out and shoved Vivian’s foot playfully.


  “I was thinking that I want to kiss you, everywhere.”


  “Everywhere?”


  “Everywhere.” Vivian’s fingers were moving slowly around Ida’s feet.


  “Show me.”


  Vivian moved close so that she could press her mouth firmly onto Ida’s. The sexual tension that had been building since their first kiss seemed to explode between them like a wildfire across dry brush. As her tongue found entrance and the kiss deepened, Vivian pushed into Ida from her kneeling position so that Ida had to lie back onto the ground. Vivian gently lay on top of her. The full press of their bodies together felt so amazingly good. Vivian began to stroke her hands up and down Ida’s abdomen and the side of her breasts as Ida moaned softly beneath her. She pressed her thigh between Ida’s legs and continued her advance. She felt Ida’s fingers run through the hair at the back of her neck, pulling Vivian’s mouth more firmly against her own. It felt like Ida wanted this as much as she did.


  Ida grabbed Vivian’s fingers as they fidgeted with her top’s buttons and slipped her hand inside. Vivian’s mouth was luscious and relentless. Ida had never been kissed with such intensity. She had to break the kiss and catch her breath. When she pulled away, she felt Vivian hesitate.


  “No, Vivian, don’t stop. Please don’t stop. I just needed to catch my breath.”


  Vivian set upon Ida’s neck, down to the space between her breasts, and to the smooth sensitive skin of her navel. Vivian pulled the fabric of her bra aside and took Ida’s nipple into her mouth.


  Ida gasped. “Oh, my God. Don’t stop.” She held handfuls of Vivian’s thick dark hair in her fingers as Vivian lovingly kissed first one breast and then the other.


  Ida felt constricted by her own clothes. “Wait, let me take this off.”


  Vivian pulled her mouth away just long enough for Ida to bare her breasts fully.


  Ida didn’t want to give Vivian any reason to stop, but she desperately wanted inside Vivian’s shirt, to feel her skin. She hesitantly reached for the buttons. That was the only hint Vivian needed. She sat up and quickly got rid of her shirt, then pressed her bare chest against Ida’s. The arousal was immediate. Ida felt the most excruciating ache between her legs.


  Even in the low light from the dying fire Ida could see the wild darkness in Vivian’s eyes. She’d seen it the first night they’d met. She felt Vivian move to touch her between her legs, but Ida stopped her, capturing Vivian’s wrist with her hand. Ida spoke softly against Vivian’s neck, “Wait, I don’t know if I’m ready to go that far.”


  Vivian pulled back and looked at Ida’s face. “We can wait, but I should tell you that you’re driving me crazy.” Vivian kissed Ida’s neck and her chest again.


  “I’m making myself crazy.”


  Vivian trailed kisses all along Ida’s neck and shoulders while still pressing her leg between Ida’s thighs. Ida moaned with pleasure, continuing to run her fingers through Vivian’s mane. After being excruciatingly attentive to Ida’s breasts, Vivian rolled off her, breathing hard. Vivian seemed so aroused that she had to pull away from Ida for a moment to calm down.


  Lying beside each other on the ground, Ida sensed Vivian’s mood shift. It was the same as it had been that day in the lake. She felt Vivian closing down, and it was as if a cold draft wafted across her bare chest. She shivered and reached for her shirt to cover herself. What had just happened?


  Vivian sat up beside her. After a moment, she turned and gave Ida a weak smile.


  “I’m going to go get a bit more wood for the fire.” Vivian pulled on her shirt as she stood.


  She walked away, leaving Ida shirtless and confused.


  Chapter Twelve


  


  At some point during the night, Ida was awakened by a caress on her arm. It must have been deep in the night because the stars were twinkling brilliantly against the infinite blackness.


  “You’re awake?”


  “I’m sorry, I couldn’t sleep. And I couldn’t help touching you.” Vivian traced Ida’s arm with her fingertips and placed a kiss on Ida’s forehead.


  After the fire had died down, they had fallen asleep nestled in each other’s arms, Ida’s head tucked into the hollow space in Vivian’s shoulder. The sensation of being cradled in Vivian’s arms was the most wonderful thing Ida had experienced in a long time. Ida grazed Vivian’s neck with her lips. Maybe she’d just imagined Vivian’s emotional distance earlier. Things felt different now. She was hopeful that they had finally crossed some barrier. Their closeness felt good.


  Vivian stroked Ida’s hair and then her back, making circular motions. The heat of their bodies pressed together was simultaneously electric and soothing for Ida.


  “What’s your middle name?” Ida asked. “I feel like that’s something I should know now.”


  “Wildfire.”


  “How perfect.” Ida’s lips curled into a smile against Vivian’s shoulder. “You are a wildfire, Vivian Yates.”


  “The day I was born, there were huge grass fires on the plains in Oklahoma, ignited by lightning. My grandfather took it as a sign that this should be my name.”


  “Your name is magical. My middle name isn’t nearly as exciting. It’s May. Ida May George. And my mother used all three names when I did something that displeased her. ‘Ida May George,’ she’d yell.”


  After relating the story to Vivian, her mood shifted.


  “Is something wrong?” Vivian asked.


  “I miss my mother.” Ida closed her eyes. “I cared for her the last year of her life. That was partly why I traveled to the Gulf Coast with my friend Kate. The house was just too sad after Mom’s passing. I needed a change of scenery.”


  “Are you worried the sadness will be there when you get back?”


  “Maybe a little, but I miss my brother and his family. I miss the Blue Mountains more than I could have imagined. They’re like a member of the family that I’ve lost touch with. I need to reconnect with the place I’m from.”


  Ida outlined the mark on Vivian’s chest with her finger. “Do you mind if I ask how this happened?”


  Vivian sighed.


  “You don’t have to tell me if you don’t want to.”


  “It’s a burn from a branding iron.”


  Ida stiffened next to Vivian. She couldn’t imagine how much a burn like that would hurt. She waited for Vivian to explain further.


  “I was working for a few weeks on this ranch, owned by a family named Hudson. The guy that ran the place was pretty awful. I sort of got involved with his sister, Elizabeth, and then I stupidly got into a fight with him. The branding iron was within reach, and Elizabeth used it to break up the fight.”


  “Oh, Vivian.” Ida tightened her arms around Vivian’s waist.


  “I should have known better. I had this bad feeling that something wasn’t right, and for some reason I didn’t listen to my own intuition. I should never have stayed on the ranch as long as I did.”


  They were quiet for a few minutes in the darkness. Vivian pulled Ida close, and Ida rested her open palm on the center of Vivian’s chest. She could feel the steady pulse of Vivian’s heartbeat.


  “Were you in love with her?”


  “No.”


  The response seemed too quick and without inflection.


  “It was just a physical thing.” Vivian tried to be nonchalant, but Ida could tell by the sadness in her voice that Elizabeth had hurt her. Vivian had obviously cared enough to feel wounded, and not just from the burn.


  Vivian settled against Ida and they lay quietly together watching the stars overhead before they drifted off to sleep.


  Chapter Thirteen


  


  They woke at first light to break camp. As they went about the task of beginning their day together, Vivian realized she was grateful that Ida had gotten her to open up a little about Elizabeth. Her mood was somewhat lighter because of their discussion. She knew she still hurt from what had happened between them, but she’d been determined to bury it deep inside. Ida didn’t press her to speak of it further, and Vivian didn’t offer it up for examination. She wasn’t quite ready to let it go entirely. In some ways, she needed the anger to remind her not to care too much. If you didn’t care, no one could hurt you.


  It would take them a little more than a week to get from Meridian to Oxford on the shores of Logan Martin Lake, longer if they lingered. The days were bright and the evenings were magical. Time spent with Ida was making it difficult for Vivian to keep distance between them. Sometimes she even lost sight of her anger and began to relax. Making camp every night meant time to cuddle with Ida. They would kiss, sometimes so luxuriously that Vivian had a hard time not taking things further. But Ida had asked to wait, and she was making her best effort to respect Ida’s wishes. It was good that they were getting to know each other as they walked, their companionship becoming easier and more relaxed with each passing day. Sometimes when they stopped their trek for a kiss, the air around them almost seemed to crackle with an electric charge. Becoming more intimate had lessened the tension between them in some ways, but generated more in other ways.


  After walking for several hours, they crested a small rise in the roadway and followed the gradual slope downward into a large valley that had once housed a wind farm. The towering remains of faded white turbines stretched as far as they could see. The spawn of nearby forest groves had reseeded the grassy valley in recent decades so that hardwoods now mixed with the sleeping metal giants.


  Vivian approached the base of one of the mammoth machines and ran her palm across its cool, smooth surface. Whatever this material was, it hadn’t been aged by the elements in the same manner as the ragged auto frames she’d come across earlier in her trek. But in the end, without oil, wind turbines suffered the same fate as every other mechanized system. They stalled and then stopped moving altogether. Unfortunately, people realized too late just how much oil was needed to support their last-ditch efforts to save the power substructure. There were the machines that manufactured the replacement parts for the turbine engines, and there were the heavy machines required to install and maintain the industrialized windmills, just to name a few.


  Vivian could see that some of the spray-painted protest messages from long ago were still visible. A vocal few had seen the end of fossil fuels coming and had argued for their leadership to establish alternative energy sources before the oil-supported infrastructure collapsed entirely. “Oil = Death” was still legible just above where she was standing.


  “Do you ever try to imagine what it must have been like in the old days?” asked Ida.


  Vivian turned to face Ida, her palm still resting on the semi-worn alloy surface. “Sometimes.”


  “I can’t really picture it even though I’ve seen photos in books. It doesn’t seem real. It seems like something from another world.”


  Vivian tried to visualize the huge blades spinning, but she couldn’t. Any trace of a power grid was a distant memory by the time Vivian’s grandfather was a child. She’d heard the stories and read the history in books. Vivian was fascinated by how societies reacted to scarcity. It seemed to her that more often than not they divided the populace into classes, and then divided the resources accordingly with the super rich taking the biggest piece of the pie. That’s what happened during the final resource grab over a century ago, when the first cloud cities began to rise. They were small at first, not much bigger than a luxury hovercraft. But as technology catered more and more to the lifestyles of the wealthy, the floating cities expanded to suspend entirely above the scarcity on the ground. Over time, life below the clouds stabilized. But the elite class stayed in the clouds. Good riddance, thought Vivian.


  “My grandfather used to say the air is precious to us. The air shares its spirit with the life it supports.”


  “What does that mean?”


  “I’m not sure.” Vivian shoved her hands into her trouser pockets. “Maybe it means the air isn’t meant to be captured. Or maybe it’s just an admonishment to value and respect the forces of the natural world.” Vivian smiled in Ida’s direction. “I wish I’d asked my grandfather to explain some of his teachings in more detail. I suppose I thought there would always be plenty of time to ask more questions.”


  Ida stepped close to Vivian. She gently tugged Vivian’s arm as she leaned close to plant a kiss on her cheek. “I’m sorry I didn’t get to meet him.”


  


  *


  


  When they stopped later that day for a brief rest, Vivian pulled out her grandfather’s tattered map. She knelt to unfold the weathered document and spread it on the ground. Ida stood behind her, looking over her shoulder. This was the first time Ida had seen the map with the hand-drawn notations.


  “Can you read that?” asked Ida. “I don’t recognize the language.”


  “Yeah, it’s written in Cherokee.”


  “What does it say?”


  “It’s mostly made up of notes estimating distances, along with some descriptions of landmarks.” Vivian sat back on her heels. “This map belonged to my grandfather. He would ask travelers about features of this region and then make notations on the map. I think it took him years to compile all this detail.” Vivian removed her hat and ran her fingers through her sweaty hair. She began fanning herself with the brim, moving it from side to side as she studied the map. “Of course, it’s all based on rumor and conjecture. My granddad never made it this far. But so far it’s been pretty accurate.”


  “What does that inscription say?” Ida pointed to several words written in the margin.


  “Wakan Tankan Nici Un.” Vivian read the Cherokee words aloud. “Roughly translated, it means May the Great Spirit walk with you.”


  “That’s beautiful.”


  Vivian smiled up at Ida before stowing the map back inside her pack.


  


  *


  


  The flat, sandy terrain of Mississippi had transitioned into low, rolling hills covered with lush greenery and speckled with small freshwater ponds as they traversed Alabama heading east. At one point while hunting, Vivian could have taken down a deer with her bow, but decided against it because she didn’t want to waste what they would be unable to eat on the spot or carry with them. She kept to small game, and they offset that whenever possible with berries and the occasional peach tree. A couple of times they passed abandoned farms and were able to gather squash and tomatoes. Once, they even found a healthy stand of summer corn, which they roasted and ate with enthusiasm.


  During their two-week expedition, they passed the rare traveler. Usually folks were taking livestock across the territory for barter, or they were headed to visit relatives. Custom was to pass a kind word between migrants and glean from each other bits of news about road conditions, locations for fresh water, and weather.


  They were within a day’s walk of the lake near the Georgia boundary and had been walking for a few hours when Ida needed to stop.


  “I need to take a break.” Ida lowered her pack to the roadside.


  “What?”


  “I have to pee.”


  “Oh, sorry.” Vivian shifted her pack on her shoulders to allow the slight breeze to brush across her damp shirt underneath. “I’ll wait here.”


  Vivian watched Ida disappear into the woods. Today she’d worn a summer dress, and it swayed as she moved gingerly through the brush. Vivian was studying an opening in the canopy to gauge the time of day when she heard Ida scream. She dropped her pack and took off in the direction she’d last seen her walk. Vivian’s heart was pounding and tree limbs snapped at her clothing as if to deter her as she rushed toward Ida’s cries.


  “Over here!”


  “What happened? Oh!” Vivian could see that Ida had stepped into a steel animal trap, forgotten and covered in overgrowth.


  Tears were streaming down Ida’s soft features. “Don’t leave me, Vivian.” She grabbed Vivian’s forearm.


  Vivian looked at her with surprise. “I’m not going to leave you.”


  “Please! Don’t leave me!”


  She took Ida by the shoulders and looked her directly in the face. “Ida, look at me. I will not leave you. Okay?” Vivian was unsure why Ida was so afraid to be abandoned. Had her guarded emotional distance been that obvious? Even still, how could she think that Vivian would leave her injured in the woods?


  “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to doubt you. I…I just panicked.”


  “It’s okay.” Vivian brushed a tear from Ida’s cheek gently with her thumb. “We need to get you out of this trap.” Vivian studied the contraption for a moment. “When I pull this open, you need to get your foot out of there. We don’t want the trap to close on it again and do more damage.”


  Ida nodded.


  “Okay, ready?”


  “Yes.”


  Vivian carefully began to force the two half moons of the ancient steel trap to open. The hinges squeaked in complaint as she pulled them apart enough for Ida to remove her leg. As soon as she was clear, Vivian released her grip to allow the trap to snap shut again. Ida cried as she held her leg. The teeth of the trap had sunk into the upper part of her laced boot, and as she’d fallen, she’d wrenched her ankle.


  “Oh, God, it hurts. Do you think it’s broken?” Ida asked through gritted teeth.


  Vivian loosened the laces and tenderly moved her fingers around the injury inside the leather, just above her ankle, which was already beginning to swell. She didn’t feel any sharp edges that would have signaled a broken bone.


  “I don’t think it’s broken. Why don’t you see if you can stand?” Vivian took Ida’s hands and helped her to her feet.


  Ida attempted to put weight on her foot but cried out, falling against Vivian.


  “Here, sit back down.” Vivian lowered Ida back to a seated position. “It could be fractured and I wouldn’t feel the break, but it would hurt just the same. In any event, you can’t walk on it. Let me go get something we can wrap around it to maybe slow the swelling.”


  “You’ll come right back?” Ida pleaded.


  “I promise. I won’t leave you. I’m just going to get my pack.” She looked at Ida’s terror-stricken eyes. Vivian had no idea what had driven such fear into Ida, but she wasn’t going to ask her about it now. She needed to keep Ida calm and to see to her injury. After a quick reflection of her game plan, Vivian decided to take Ida to the pack instead of the other way around.


  Kneeling beside Ida, she put one arm under her knees and the other behind her back. “Put your arms around my neck. I’ll carry you back out to the road.”


  “You can’t carry me. I’m too heavy.”


  “Please. You’re about as light as a bird. Now stop arguing with me.” Vivian smiled. “I know you’ve been wanting me to sweep you off your feet since we met. Now’s your chance.”


  Chapter Fourteen


  


  Vivian lifted Ida and made her way back to the road where she’d left their gear. She rummaged around in Ida’s bag for a skirt, which Ida had directed her to tear at the hem for a bandage. They wrapped the leg as best they could with limited supplies. Vivian shouldered her bag, strapped Ida’s bag across her chest, and bent to lift Ida again into her arms.


  “You can’t carry all our stuff and me.”


  “I’m going to have to, oh ye of little faith,” said Vivian. She was trying to lighten the mood. The situation was serious, and she knew she needed to get some help for Ida or things with her leg might worsen. “I saw smoke near a cutoff about a mile back. I’m sure there’s a cabin or farm or something there. We need to find you a doctor, or at the very least, a place to rest.” She looked at Ida with seriousness. “You aren’t going to be able to walk on that leg for a little while.”


  Ida didn’t speak as the gravity of her situation seemed to sink in. She just nodded and put her arms around Vivian’s neck as she walked them back the way they’d just traveled.


  In truth, Vivian wasn’t sure how far she could carry Ida, but she was going to try her best to get them to shelter. She hoped her hunch was right about the farmhouse and that the smoke she’d seen had been from a chimney and not a campfire.


  After heading back down the road to where Vivian had seen the cutoff, they turned and made it another half mile when Vivian stopped and dropped on one knee. Her breathing was labored and her arms were shaking with fatigue.


  “You’ve got to stop, Vivian. You can’t keep carrying me. Rest.”


  “I just need a minute. Then we’ll keep going.” She could see that Ida’s leg was beginning to show a purple bruise just above where’d they’d wrapped it, and it was definitely swelling inside the unlaced ankle-high boot.


  “Let me try and walk for a while. I can hop on one foot if you help me.”


  Maybe Ida was right. Vivian could support most of her weight without having to support all of it, at least for a little while. They had to be getting close. The smoke Vivian had seen couldn’t be that much farther away.


  With one arm across Vivian’s shoulder and Vivian’s arm around her waist, Ida limped until she stumbled with pain from bumping her injured foot on the ground. She’d tried to keep it suspended, but they had stumbled and her foot had struck the dirt road.


  “Come on, I’ve rested. Let me carry you a while longer,” said Vivian.


  Ida reluctantly agreed as Vivian lifted her again in her arms. They had only walked for maybe another ten minutes when they rounded a bend and spotted an opening in the middle of which sat a wood-sided farmhouse. The area surrounding the house contained high grass with a split-rail fence as its boundary. Vivian headed through the open gate that hung a bit askew and up the front steps of the simple, whitewashed dwelling. The porch was a tad raised, with a few steps leading up under a long overhang that extended the length of the front of the house. Several chairs and one rocker were scattered about on the porch as if waiting for company.


  Vivian leaned forward so that Ida could knock on the door. They waited, but heard no sounds. Ida knocked again. This time they heard footsteps and the door slowly opened to reveal a woman, who peered suspiciously around the edge of the door.


  “Hi, we don’t mean to scare you, but my friend here is hurt and we need some help,” said Vivian. She was breathing hard from the exertion of carrying Ida for nearly two miles.


  The woman opened the door a bit wider and gave them a good once-over. She seemed to be weighing the truth of what Vivian was saying. After a moment, she nodded and stepped aside, motioning for them to enter the dark interior. The curtains were drawn, no doubt to keep the sun’s heat from baking the house’s interior space. It took a moment for Vivian’s eyes to adjust enough to see that the woman was directing them to a room off the main living space.


  “In here. There’s a bed in this room.” She indicated to Vivian that she should follow.


  Vivian gently laid Ida on the bed and dropped the two bags she’d been carrying on the floor nearby. A wave of exhaustion and relief washed over her.


  Now that her eyes had adjusted to the dim interior, she allowed herself a moment to study the woman who’d invited them in. She watched as the woman began to explore the bandage around Ida’s leg. She looked to be in her mid to late thirties. She seemed thin and maybe a little tired. She was wearing cotton trousers and a plaid work shirt. Even though Vivian didn’t know this woman, she somehow knew this wasn’t the stranger’s normal attire. The clothing seemed oversized, as if it had been borrowed from an older brother. Her light brown hair was pulled back and clasped at the back of her neck. After a moment, the woman noticed Vivian studying her, and turned to face her.


  “How long ago did this happen? And can I ask, what exactly happened?” She gave Vivian a searching look as Ida slumped back on the pillows, her jaw clenched in pain.


  “We were walking on the main road and stopped to take a break. She stepped in an old trap off in some brush,” said Vivian. “I had seen smoke from your chimney earlier when we passed the cutoff so we doubled back, hoping to find some help.”


  Vivian felt fatigue wash over her, and she swayed on her feet. The woman steadied her and, placing a hand on each arm, eased Vivian backward into a nearby chair. “I think you should sit down. I’ll get you some water.”


  She disappeared and came back with two full glass jars. “Drink this.” She handed one to Vivian and then held Ida’s head up so that she could drink from the other.


  “My name is Rebecca.”


  “I’m Vivian and this is Ida.”


  “Thank you so much.” Ida sank back into the pillows.


  “The first thing we should do is get her foot elevated.” Rebecca’s voice carried some authority, as if she’d handled this sort of situation before.


  As Vivian sat nearby, Rebecca filled a basin near the bed with water and slowly removed the cloth wrapping on Ida’s leg to more closely inspect the injury. Vivian watched over her shoulder. It seemed as if the leather upper of the boot had kept the jaws of the trap from puncturing the skin, but the force of the snapping closure and the subsequent fall had obviously done more than a little damage to Ida’s ankle. The pale skin around and above her ankle was distended and purplish. Rebecca took clean strips of cloth and wrapped Ida’s leg again, propping it up a little on a pillow after she’d finished.


  “I have something that will help with the pain. I’ll be just a minute.”


  Rebecca left them alone in the room. Ida reached out for Vivian’s hand, which she accepted. Vivian allowed their fingers to entwine. “Everything is going to be okay,” Vivian said.


  Rebecca returned with a small cup in her hand. She sat on the edge of the bed and helped Ida drink. “This is a willow and meadowsweet compound. It will help dull the pain.” She placed a gentle hand on Ida’s forehead. “You rest. I’ll bring you some food in a little while.”


  “Thank you so much for your kindness,” said Ida.


  Before Vivian followed Rebecca out of the room, she leaned over to caress Ida’s hair. “Are you okay?”


  “Thanks to you. I still can’t believe you carried me so far.”


  “My arms can.” Vivian was seated on the edge of the bed, smiling, still holding Ida’s hand.


  “I promise to give you a rubdown when I’m able.”


  “Hmm, I’ll hold you to that promise.” Vivian leaned down and kissed Ida, savoring the feel of Ida’s soft lips. “I’ll go talk to Rebecca and maybe get us some food. You rest and I’ll be right back.”


  “Thank you, Vivian, for everything.”


  “Ida, I want you to know you can count on me. I won’t let you down.”


  Vivian wasn’t sure why she’d said those words, but for some reason she needed to, even if just to hear them for herself. She would do her best to live up to them. Even if she was attempting to guard her heart, she wasn’t the sort of person who would abandon someone in need. Ever. She wanted Ida to know that. Vivian released Ida’s hand as she turned to leave the room, but before she stepped through the door, she turned to say one more thing. “I’ll be right outside that door if you need me, okay?”


  Ida nodded, smiling weakly up at Vivian from her reclined position.


  Vivian didn’t really want to leave Ida alone in her fragile condition, but she needed to discuss some sort of shelter arrangement with the woman who’d taken them in. Maybe they could figure out a way to stay for a few days to allow Ida’s leg to heal.


  It was late afternoon, close to the dinner hour Vivian guessed. Rebecca was in the kitchen, busy at a large cast iron wood stove.


  “Why don’t you sit down? You must be exhausted.” Rebecca motioned for Vivian to sit at the kitchen table. “I was just about to start something for dinner when I heard your knock.”


  Vivian dropped into one of the straight-backed chairs that surrounded the rectangular, heavy wooden table. She realized she was exhausted. After walking almost a full day, then carrying Ida for two miles, she was spent. She looked down at herself and became conscious of the fact that her clothing was covered with dirt. No wonder Rebecca had second thoughts about letting us in. I’m a mess.


  “After I put these vegetables on to cook I can find you some clean clothes.” It was as if Rebecca had read her mind. “I might have something that would fit you.”


  “Thanks. I just realized how awful I look.”


  “You two had been walking for a while?” Rebecca partially turned in Vivian’s direction as she cut up potatoes and carrots and dropped them into a pot on the stovetop. Rebecca stopped for a moment, opened the stove door, and stoked the wood fire before continuing with the food prep.


  “Yes, we’d been walking for a while.”


  “So, you two are, um, you’re together then?”


  Vivian froze. Were they together? Not really. They hadn’t discussed anything, but saying they were a couple seemed safer than saying they weren’t. Plus, if Rebecca thought they were together then she could avoid any potentially awkward moments that might develop.


  “Yes, we are.”


  As soon as Vivian made the statement, she wondered if it were true. They were becoming friends, but they were already something else as well. Did that mean they were on their way to becoming a couple? She realized they hadn’t yet given it a name. Was she ready for the responsibility of what being a couple meant? She’d just promised Ida that she wouldn’t let her down. Why had she said that? It was as if her head wanted to preserve her autonomy, but her heart was drawn to Ida in a way that was hard to control. She’d definitely been letting things progress with Ida as they’d traveled together. Even though they hadn’t made love she was sure Ida was probably thinking of them as a couple. Her resolve for keeping emotional distance between them was weakening and she knew it.


  There was silence for a little while except for the sound of Rebecca’s knife on the cutting board. The house seemed tidy, but there was an atmosphere about it, almost as if sadness occupied a space in the room like an old worn sofa. The room seemed to carry an invisible weight. And Vivian was still puzzled about the way Rebecca was dressed.


  After Rebecca finished her preparation for what looked like a vegetarian stew, she joined Vivian at the table. They studied each other for a moment. Neither of them seemed unnerved by the direct gaze of the other. Vivian decided to speak first.


  “Do you live here alone?”


  “I do now. I had a husband.” Rebecca rubbed her fingers together, studying where a callus was beginning to form. “He died a little over eight months ago of pneumonia.”


  “I’m sorry to hear that.”


  “Yes, it’s been a bit hard to keep things up.”


  They sat in silence. Rebecca studying some mark on the table, but not seeming to really focus on it, Vivian studying Rebecca.


  “I don’t mean to impose, but maybe if we could rest here for a few days I could be of some help to you.” She let that suggestion sink in before continuing. “I’ve had experience working on farms. There’s not much I can’t do.”


  Rebecca studied Vivian’s face before she responded, as if looking for some hint of dishonesty or malice.


  “Okay, maybe we can help each other out for a few days.” Rebecca extended an open palm across the table, which Vivian accepted. “I could use the help.”


  “Thank you for trusting me,” said Vivian.


  “You’re welcome.” The corners of Rebecca’s mouth turned up into an easy smile. “Now, let me see about getting you some fresh clothes.”


  Chapter Fifteen


  


  Ida lay quietly in the spare bedroom listening to the muffled voices from the kitchen. She knew Rebecca and Vivian were talking, but she couldn’t make out the details of what they were saying. The light in the bedroom was growing dim as the sun sank. Even though her leg ached, she was enjoying the soft bed. She was aware that her clothes were worn and dirty and that she was wearing the miles they’d traveled. Maybe she’d be able to take a bath and change tomorrow, when hopefully her leg wouldn’t hurt quite as much.


  Reflecting on what had just happened, Ida couldn’t quite figure out why she’d panicked about being left by Vivian. Was there something about Vivian that led her to believe she would abandon someone when they were injured? Was she just afraid that Vivian would leave her eventually? Vivian did give the impression of restless searching. Searching for what, Ida wasn’t sure. She half expected Vivian to bolt the moment they got their first view of the Blue Mountains. And despite the days they’d spent alone together, Ida still had not quite been able to bridge the final distance with her. A space existed between them that she had been unable to traverse. If Vivian was having any second thoughts about their involvement, this would certainly be the perfect excuse to part company and keep traveling on her own. But Vivian hadn’t left her. Vivian had been a solid, calming presence, soothing Ida’s fears without condescension or ridicule.


  Ida wondered what they were talking about in the kitchen. Even though she hadn’t known Vivian for long, she knew her well enough to know that small talk was not one of her strengths. Ida smiled at the thought of Vivian struggling to make friendly conversation with a complete stranger.


  


  *


  


  Vivian had excused herself to bathe and change while Rebecca finished dinner. She returned to the kitchen wearing the borrowed clothing that Rebecca had provided and felt refreshed. Rebecca turned from the pot she was stirring and gasped. Vivian glanced down. It dawned on her that she was probably wearing Rebecca’s husband’s shirt and trousers. She felt sorry for any sadness she’d just brought fresh to the surface.


  “Sorry, I didn’t mean to shock you,” said Vivian. “The fit is pretty good.”


  “No.” Rebecca cleared her throat. “No, you didn’t shock me, it’s just—” She stopped what she was doing and gave Vivian her full attention. “You’re about the same height as Eric was. And seeing you in his clothes, well, it just gave me a small jolt.”


  “I’m very sorry for your loss. And I thank you for your charity. The clothes and the food are greatly appreciated.” Vivian shoved her hands in her front pockets, not really knowing what else to say. “I’ll begin making it up to you tomorrow. Just tell me what needs doing.”


  Rebecca smiled. “This stew is about done. Would you like to take a bowl in to Ida? I doubt she’d feel like sitting at the table. Then you and I can eat out here if you like.” Rebecca served up a heaping bowl of the stew and handed it to Vivian.


  Vivian knocked lightly at the door that had been left slightly open for Ida’s sake. “Ida, are you awake?”


  “Yes, I’m awake. Maybe you could light the lantern by the bed.”


  Vivian handed Ida the bowl of food and lit the lantern on the small bedside table near Ida. The soft golden glow grew and warmed the room.


  “This smells good. I’m starving.” She couldn’t seem to help sampling the stew.


  “We can stay here for a few days until you feel better. I worked it out with Rebecca.”


  “That’s great.”


  “She needs help around the place and you need a roof over your head. And from the looks of things, she could really use some assistance.”


  Ida put her spoon down and her expression grew serious. “Vivian, thank you for today. I was scared. I’m sorry I freaked out on you.”


  “Yeah, what was that about?”


  “I’m not sure.” Ida looked down at the bowl of food in her lap. “I guess I was afraid you wouldn’t want someone slowing you down.”


  “Ida, there’s no way I would leave you…you know, unless you wanted me to.”


  “Hey, come here.” Ida reached for Vivian. She pulled Vivian’s lips to hers, but before she kissed Vivian she said, “I don’t see that happening anytime soon.”


  Their lips were almost touching as they spoke in hushed tones.


  “How is your leg? Does it hurt much?”


  “Only when I breathe.”


  Ida brushed her lips across Vivian’s. Vivian sat on the edge of the bed so she could partially embrace Ida as they kissed.


  “You smell good.” Ida snuggled her nose into Vivian’s freshly washed hair. “Maybe you could work out a bath and fresh clothes for me, too?”


  “I’ll see what I can do. I’ll come back and check on you in a little while.” Vivian kissed Ida one more time then walked back to the kitchen where Rebecca had set two bowls for them.


  


  *


  


  Ida watched Vivian walk toward the kitchen. Vivian’s long stride was easy and confident, and the borrowed shirt and trousers clung to her lean frame in just the right places. Ida felt a surge of arousal just by noticing these details and turned away to finish the stew that Vivian had delivered. She hadn’t expected to fall for anyone, nor had she wanted to, but now that someone had captured her attention so fully, Ida realized how lonely she’d been. Ever since Kate and John had gotten together, she’d been more on her own.


  Setting the empty bowl on the side table, Ida could hear the muffled voices from the other room rise. She was sorry to miss out on the conversation between Rebecca and Vivian, but at the same time she was grateful to have some time to herself to reflect on the past few days. She wondered if Vivian would sleep in the room with her. They hadn’t discussed it, and maybe under the circumstances they shouldn’t. It was getting harder for Ida to pace the physical part of their budding relationship. She also knew her leg would be plenty painful, and she wanted Vivian to get some rest. She also definitely wanted to clean up before she let Vivian get close to her again. I must look awful. And I probably smell worse than I look.


  Ida shifted and made an attempt to elevate her leg by propping it up on the footboard. That seemed to relieve some of the pressure she was feeling on her foot. She could tell even in the low light from the lantern that her leg was swollen.


  


  *


  


  In the kitchen, Vivian ate slowly while Rebecca talked about how hard it had been to keep up the small farm without Eric’s help. It had been a constant struggle for the past eight months, which showed in the lines on Rebecca’s face. There was always some task that needed her attention, and every day the list of tasks grew. The horse needed to be tended and fed, the eggs needed to be gathered, and there were boards at the back of the pen that needed to be replaced so there would be eggs to gather. The vegetable garden needed daily care, and then there was the canning for the winter months. Rebecca had to let small tasks go, like keeping the lawn in front of the house trimmed. The front gate was hanging off its hinges. She stopped listing her flurry of to-dos and admitted to Vivian that the whole place was in disrepair. Vivian finally also found the answer to her question about the way Rebecca was dressed. She’d been wearing Eric’s clothes of late to save what few dresses she had. She’d lost weight from all the labor, and apologized for what little attention she’d been paying to her hair.


  Vivian sat silently and listened. It seemed obvious to her that Rebecca was very lonely and probably hadn’t talked with anyone in quite some time. She learned that Rebecca and Eric had homesteaded the place for about six years before he became ill. She had no family nearby, and nowhere else to go.


  “Sometimes, late in the night, the darkness presses in on me. From time to time I’ve slept with an old family Bible on my chest. Not because the words are comforting, but because the weight of it makes me feel less alone.” Rebecca looked up at Vivian for the first time in several minutes. The shadows under her eyes now seemed more obvious. “I’m sorry, I’ve only just met you and I’ve sat here and talked nonstop, telling you my whole, sad life story.”


  “I don’t mind. I’m very sorry you’ve had such a tough time of it.”


  “Everyone has tough times.”


  “Maybe you’re due for a break.”


  “Maybe.”


  “Rebecca, I’ll help in whatever way I can while Ida mends.”


  Rebecca smiled for the first time since she began to relay the details about her life. “It’s nice to have people in the house.”


  “Thank you for sharing your food with us. This stew is very good. You’re a good cook.”


  “Thank you. To be honest, it’s nice to have some company for supper.”


  “Maybe tomorrow I could get a rabbit or a turkey for us?” Vivian leaned back in her chair.


  “If you could, that’d be great. I haven’t had much meat lately. I’m not very good with a bow, and I can’t spare the chickens for cooking. I need the eggs more.”


  They ate in silence for a few minutes.


  “I don’t think Ida’s leg is fractured, but she should stay off it for a few days just to be safe,” said Rebecca.


  Vivian nodded. “I was thinking I could craft a set of crutches for her tomorrow, if you have something we could pad the cross pieces with for under her arms. Then at least she could get around a little, you know, to the outhouse or kitchen.”


  “I think that’s a good idea.” Rebecca paused for a moment. “I can put a chamber pot nearby for tonight. Also, I only have the two bedrooms, so I can bring you some blankets to sleep out here in the main room if that’s all right.”


  “That will be fine, thanks. After so many nights sleeping in the open I’ll be happy for the roof and a smooth floor.”


  Vivian knew it would be hard to sleep knowing Ida was alone in the next room. But she figured Ida needed to rest, and Vivian wasn’t sure she could keep from touching Ida if she were lying next to her. Maybe they were a couple after all. If not, they were getting close to something that felt like coupling.


  Having settled on a plan, after cleaning up the supper dishes Rebecca brought blankets and a pillow for Vivian and excused herself for the night. She sensed Rebecca watching her from her bedroom door, but didn’t look in that direction. Instead, Vivian set about creating a nest of blankets for herself on the plank floor near the fireplace. It had long since held a fire as the summer nights in Alabama were quite warm, but the lingering smell of wood smoke wafted from its soot-blackened interior. The scent comforted Vivian. The smell conjured childhood memories of nights spent around a stone fireplace with her grandfather.


  Vivian checked on Ida. Since it was getting late, she was reluctant to disturb Rebecca too much with getting a bath for Ida, and as she peeked into the room she could see that Ida was already fast asleep.


  Vivian moved back to settle into her nest of blankets. Exhaustion claimed her quickly as the soothing night murmurs of a cicada and tree frog chorus drifted to her from the open window.


  Chapter Sixteen


  


  Vivian heard sounds behind her as she sat up and rubbed her eyes with the palms of her hands. When she turned she saw Rebecca boiling coffee and making eggs. Vivian moved to join her. The smell of coffee was heavenly.


  “I hope I didn’t wake you.”


  “The sun took care of that.” Vivian stretched and got to her feet. “We haven’t had coffee in a while. It smells so good.”


  “I’ve been rationing the coffee, but I felt like we all deserved a cup today. There’s a traveling merchant who passes by now and then who will barter with me for coffee and other goods,” said Rebecca. “Unfortunately, I haven’t seen him in a while. He and his son make the route between here and Meridian every few weeks or so.”


  “Too bad we didn’t pass him along the way. I would have traded something for the small comfort of coffee.”


  “Vivian? Hello out there!”


  Vivian and Rebecca turned as they heard Ida call from the other room. Vivian stuck her head in the door. “Good morning.”


  “Good morning. Outhouse! Please, and hurry!”


  “At your service!” Vivian hoisted Ida and carried her out to the privy near the back of the house.


  While Vivian waited she spoke to Ida through the door. “I’m going to make you some crutches today so you won’t be so stranded in the house.”


  “Thank you,” came the muffled reply.


  “Did the chamber pot work last night for you?”


  “Sort of. I’d rather have privacy for these sorts of necessities,” said Ida with frustration in her voice. “I don’t want people having to clean up after me in that way. It’s completely demoralizing.”


  “I understand.”


  “I can tell you’re laughing. It’s not funny.”


  “I’m sorry. You’re right, of course.”


  After a few moments, Ida steadied herself on the door frame enough so that Vivian could again lift her and carry her back inside. Instead of returning her to the bedroom, she settled her into a chair near the big table where Rebecca served her coffee and eggs.


  “A girl could get used to this sort of treatment,” said Ida.


  Blond tendrils of Ida’s hair, tousled from sleep, charmingly framed her face. The thought of waking up with Ida on a regular basis flashed through Vivian’s mind. The fact that she liked the idea of more time with Ida spooked her a little. She cleared her throat and settled into a chair across from Ida.


  “Let’s have a look at that leg.” Rebecca moved around the table to sit next to Ida.


  “No, no, eat first. The leg will keep,” said Ida. “And, Rebecca, I need to tell you that you saved my life yesterday. The food and the rest were just what I needed. Thank you.”


  “You’re welcome.”


  They ate and savored the coffee before Rebecca examined Ida’s injury. She pulled a chair up near Ida and propped her leg so that the injured area rested on her thigh. It was obvious that the leg was swollen, even with the bandage, which she slowly removed to have a closer look.


  Rebecca wanted to put a fresh dressing on Ida’s ankle, but it was decided that Ida should probably just have a good soak in the tub first and then keep the foot elevated for another day before trying to move around too much. In the meantime, while Rebecca helped Ida into a hot bath, Vivian searched about for some young saplings she could harvest and craft into crutches.


  After that task was finished, Vivian returned to deliver the crutches to Ida. She knocked lightly at the bathroom door, and Ida beckoned her to enter. As soon as she stepped into the cozy room, which featured a large claw-foot tub as its centerpiece, she felt flustered. She didn’t know what she’d expected to find. She knew Ida was taking a bath, but somehow it hadn’t dawned on her that Ida would be nude. Vivian averted her eyes as she put the crutches on the floor within Ida’s reach.


  “Thank you.”


  Vivian heard the water splash as Ida adjusted herself to look over the side of the high-walled tub at the crutches on the floor.


  “You’re welcome.” Vivian cleared her throat. She felt sure she was blushing and she hoped Ida hadn’t noticed.


  “Are you blushing?”


  “Um, maybe.”


  “Adorable.” Vivian heard the water splash again as Ida reached for her. “Come here.”


  Vivian sheepishly settled onto a small stool near the tub. Ida pulled her into a kiss.


  “You’ve seen me with my clothes off before.” Ida smiled teasingly at Vivian.


  “I know. I don’t know why I’m blushing. I just—” Ida interrupted her with another kiss. This one lasted for a few moments, making Vivian want to peel off her clothes and climb into the tub of soapy warm water with her.


  “The blush looks good on you.”


  Vivian smiled. Ida somehow always managed to make her heart feel feather light. “Well, I should let you enjoy your bath. And I should go earn our keep.”


  “Vivian, thank you again for everything you’re doing.”


  Vivian leaned close to kiss Ida again. “Stop thanking me. I want to do this, okay?”


  “Okay.”


  “I’ll see you later.” Vivian smiled back at Ida, submerged in the sudsy water, as she pulled the door closed behind her.


  Once outside, Vivian walked around the small farm mentally cataloging items that needed repair or attention. It was past noon before Rebecca found her, mending the loose fence rails of the horse pen. She hadn’t been back to the house since she’d delivered the crutches for Ida and it was past the lunch hour. Rebecca brought a generous portion of cornbread and a glass jar of water to Vivian.


  “You read my mind. I was just thinking I was hungry.”


  “I made the cornbread a half hour ago. It’s still warm.”


  “Thank you,” said Vivian. As she reached for the offering, Rebecca must have noticed that she had blood on the knuckles of her hand. She set the food, wrapped in a cloth napkin, on the ground beside them and captured Vivian’s hand in hers.


  “Let me see that. What happened?”


  “Oh, nothing. Just a scrape. I wasn’t paying attention using the wood planer.”


  Rebecca raised Vivian’s injured knuckles to her lips and tenderly kissed the site of hurt. Then realizing what she’d done, released Vivian’s hand as if she’d been stung by it. “Oh, I’m sorry. I’m not sure why I did that. Habit, I guess.”


  “Hey, it’s okay.” Vivian reached for Rebecca’s wrist. “Rebecca, it’s okay. It does feel better.” Rebecca finally looked up to meet her gaze.


  “Now you’re just making fun of me.”


  “No really, it hardly hurts at all now,” said Vivian playfully. She reached for the cornbread and made quick work of it, along with the cool liquid. “Thank you for this.”


  “Don’t forget to drink plenty. It’s hot today.” Rebecca spoke over her shoulder as she turned and made her way back to the house.


  Vivian watched her retreating figure, once again clad in Eric’s oversized clothing, cinched with a wide leather belt at her waist, before returning to her task. Such a caring and attentive woman shouldn’t be alone. Vivian hoped that love would find Rebecca again.


  Chapter Seventeen


  


  Over the next several days, they settled into a domestic sorority. Ida’s leg was sore, but mending well enough. Although still dependent on the crutches, she was feeling up to assisting the others with cooking and small tasks around the house such as laundry and cleaning.


  Rebecca settled into a rhythm with Vivian. She helped her with certain farm tasks that required more than one pair of hands. Vivian seemed better suited to the heavier labor that Eric used to shoulder. Rebecca was even back to wearing her own clothes. Rebecca kept pointing out to the others that the dresses were nothing fancy, but on more than one occasion, Ida had commented on how the soft floral cotton patterns set off her light brown hair nicely. She also seemed lighter in both mood and movement when wearing them. As if she was feeling more comfortable in her own skin.


  Ida was enjoying the time at Rebecca’s farm. After traveling and camping for all those days, she realized she definitely wasn’t a wanderer at heart. She preferred hearth and home to the freedom of the wild. But this wasn’t home, and as much as she enjoyed Rebecca’s hospitality, she was anxious to see her brother and his family. She was also equally anxious for things to move forward with Vivian. Being in someone else’s home, and contending with her injury, had required a separation that was starting to make Ida more than a little impatient. She wanted time alone with Vivian. She wanted Vivian to sleep with her in the same room, in the same bed.


  On the fourth night of their stay at Rebecca’s, Ida was in bed mulling over all these things in her head when the door opened slowly and revealed Vivian. Almost as if she’d called to Vivian using the force of unconscious will. Vivian moved to the bedside without speaking. They looked at each other in the dark room. The only light seeping in through the open window was from a half moon. It was almost as if Vivian was waiting to find out if Ida would invite her to stay or ask her to leave. At a loss for words, her heart thumping in her chest in anticipation, Ida pulled back the covers as an invitation. Vivian smiled broadly before taking off her shirt and climbing in next to Ida wearing only boxer-style shorts. They snuggled next to each other, lying on their sides so that they were facing each other, speaking in hushed voices.


  “I thought you’d never come join me in here.” Ida caressed Vivian’s cheek.


  “Sleeping in the next room, knowing that you are in here alone, is driving me crazy. I couldn’t take it one more night.”


  “Me either.”


  “Will your leg be okay if we sleep together?”


  “I doubt I’ll notice the leg, assuming that you don’t mean we’ll actually sleep.”


  Vivian smiled again and leaned into Ida, covering her mouth with a passionate kiss, as she pulled their bodies closer together. “God, you feel so good.”


  “Hmm, so do you.” Ida ran her fingers through Vivian’s hair. Warm lips explored Ida’s neck, down to her shoulders. Vivian pulled the strap of her nightgown aside and placed soft, affectionate kisses all along her collarbone. The sensation of being caressed so luxuriously by Vivian’s lips elicited chills up and down her arms.


  This somehow felt different from the nights they’d spent under the stars. Maybe it was the buildup of anticipation, or maybe it was that Ida felt closer to Vivian after her rescue from the trap. Whatever the reason, her emotional response to every touch from Vivian seemed heightened.


  Ida moaned as Vivian slid down a little so that she could kiss one of Ida’s breasts. Through the thin fabric, Vivian caressed her nipple with her tongue, sending a shock wave to the warm place between Ida’s thighs. After a moment, Vivian slid back up to kiss Ida again on the lips while slowly stroking her breasts with her insistent fingers.


  “Oh, God, Vivian…” Ida arched into Vivian, wanting more contact. Vivian pulled Ida’s hips against her, centering one thigh between Ida’s legs. Ida settled onto her back to give Vivian better access. Vivian moved partially on top of Ida, her heat and scent sending Ida’s arousal even higher. Ida felt Vivian’s fingers explore the hem of her nightgown, and Vivian moved her hand up inside the garment to caress the ever so slight, rounded shape of Ida’s stomach at the space just before it plunged to the V between her thighs. She hesitated for a moment as if waiting to see if Ida would stop her. But this time Ida didn’t stop Vivian as her hand traveled farther down to caress the sensitive place between her legs.


  “If you want me to stop you need to say something now.” Vivian pushed ever so gently against the spot where Ida most wanted to feel Vivian’s strong fingers.


  “I don’t want you to stop.” Ida pressed into Vivian’s hand. “Please don’t stop.”


  While Vivian caressed and teased, Ida kissed her fiercely, moving her hands over Vivian’s broad muscular shoulders and back. God, she wanted this so badly. She craved the weight of Vivian on top of her, grounding her, making her feel safe and desired.


  For a moment, Vivian moved her hand away from between Ida’s legs, and in one upward motion, pulled the nightgown up high enough to expose Ida’s breasts to her hot mouth. Vivian centered herself over Ida, kissing one breast and then the other, while holding Ida’s arms pressed into the pillow above her head.


  “I want to put my hands on you.” Ida squirmed beneath her, so incredibly turned on that she feared she might reach orgasm without Vivian ever touching her.


  “Not yet.” Vivian trailed her tongue lightly down the center of Ida’s chest. “I need a little more time…right here.” Vivian paused her descent to kiss Ida low on her stomach.


  “You’re driving me crazy.” She freed her arms enough to pull the nightgown over her head, leaving only her panties and Vivian’s boxers to separate them.


  For a moment, the frenzy slowed. Vivian slid up so that she could see Ida’s face. The look she gave Ida was so intense and penetrating that she felt it slice through her chest like a sharp, hot blade.


  “Ida, I want you so badly. I’ve wanted you for days now.” Their lips collided in a deep kiss as she felt Vivian remove her panties. “I want to be inside. I want to feel how wet you are.” Vivian murmured the words against Ida’s cheek.


  There would be no turning back if she didn’t stop this now, which she had no intention of doing. She wanted to feel Vivian inside her, claiming her. She wanted to give herself over to Vivian completely. And so she did.


  “Come for me, Ida. That’s it.”


  “Yes, Vivian, oh…”


  Ida felt Vivian’s firm fingers inside, slowly at first. But as Ida’s hips rose to meet each thrust, the rhythm and intensity increased. Ida buried her mouth into Vivian’s neck so as not to scream out with Rebecca sleeping in the next room. She rocked under Vivian, taking more of her with each rocking motion until ecstasy exploded and her entire body shook. Vivian held her close until the tremors passed, pressing her full weight on top of her. As Ida settled, Vivian kissed her perspiring forehead.


  “Don’t move just yet.” Ida wanted the moment to last.


  “Was that okay?” There was such gentleness in Vivian’s voice.


  “Yes. Much better than okay.” Ida caressed Vivian’s back.


  After a few minutes, Vivian pulled out slowly, and Ida felt the absence of their physical connection immediately. She wanted more.


  She opened her eyes and looked up at Vivian with pure affection. Kissing her cheek and her jaw, Ida trailed her hands down Vivian’s ribs until they found the top of her briefs and slowly pushed them down, past her pronounced hipbones.


  “I want to feel you, Vivian. All of you.” Vivian shifted, centered over Ida’s thigh, so that Ida could place her hand between them. Ida watched Vivian’s face as her eyes closed and her jaw clenched. She knew from touching her that she was as aroused as Ida had been just a few moments earlier. She pushed inside as Vivian began to move on top of her, bracing herself on her elbows to allow for more movement. As Vivian tightened around Ida’s fingers she pulled Ida’s other thigh up next to her hip and thrust into her again.


  “I want to feel you again.”


  “Vivian, yes…” She was going to bring them both to climax. The sensation of being inside Vivian while Vivian was inside her was excruciatingly sensual. Vivian held fast as they came together in a rush. Only after the waves of orgasm subsided did Vivian allow Ida to pull out and she released her.


  Ida was breathless and clinging to Vivian. “I’ve never felt anything like that.” She worried that she’d dug the nails of her free hand into Vivian’s back in the last seconds of orgasm. “Did I hurt you?”


  “If you did, then please hurt me again in a few minutes.” Vivian settled her head onto Ida’s shoulder as she shifted her weight off to one side. “If I had known it would feel like this I would never have agreed to wait.”


  Ida kissed Vivian’s forehead and caressed her hair. “You are incredible. Truly. A wildfire.”


  Vivian chuckled softly. “I knew I should never have told you my middle name. Now I’ll never hear the end of it.”


  “No, you won’t.” Ida tilted Vivian’s face up so that she could kiss her. “I’ll let you rest for a little while, but then I’d like a little more of you.” They snuggled close, and despite a mutual desire to make love again, they drifted off to sleep.


  Chapter Eighteen


  


  Vivian thought she was dreaming, but then she realized the kisses were real. She fought to wake up. Her lids were heavy and her brain was foggy. But thanks to the sensation of Ida’s delicate mouth on her skin, other parts of her body were wide-awake. At some point after they fell asleep, Vivian had rolled onto her back and now Ida was tenderly kissing her chest, taking special care to pay close attention to each breast as she made her way from one side to the other and slowly back again. Her hair fell across Vivian’s chest and made feather-soft caresses across her bare skin every time Ida shifted her head from side to side. Ida smiled up at her when she realized Vivian was awake. The room was very dark. It was still nighttime, so they must have just dozed for a little while.


  “Hey, come here.” Vivian pulled Ida’s soft warmth on top of her. She pulled Ida’s hips firmly in place over hers and instantly registered how wet Ida was.


  “I’m sorry. I woke up and there you were, right next to me.”


  “I’m glad I was here.” Vivian placed a hand at the back of Ida’s neck and pulled her down into a kiss. How had she managed to fall asleep with Ida lying next to her?


  Ida departed from Vivian’s lips, and slowly and seductively began to kiss her way down Vivian’s body. Ida slid her hips between Vivian’s thighs as she glided along her body, positioning herself just at the tip of Vivian’s torso. Vivian moaned. Ida’s mouth was so attentive Vivian’s overly sensitive abdomen twitched with every sensuous brush of Ida’s soft lips.


  At the first contact of Ida’s mouth at the apex of her thighs, Vivian seized a handful of Ida’s hair, signaling for her to increase the pressure. Vivian couldn’t keep still. She rocked her hips as Ida held her, keeping her mouth in constant contact with Vivian’s aroused flesh.


  “Ida, you’re too far away. Come up here so I can touch you.”


  Ida stayed where she was, until the orgasm that had been building in Vivian subsided in shuddering quakes against Ida’s mouth. Only then did Ida release her, crawling back up to rest her head on Vivian’s chest. But she didn’t get to relish that position for long. Vivian rolled her over on her side and cradled her body around Ida’s. She pulled Ida’s tousled hair aside and kissed the back of her neck, then her shoulders. Vivian was able to fondle Ida’s breasts with one hand while Vivian’s other hand caressed the sensitive skin along Ida’s inner thigh.


  “You woke me up; now you must suffer the consequences.” She could tell Ida was smiling. She kissed Ida’s cheek, her neck, and then pressed her front down to the bed so that she could kiss all along her back. Her back was milky and so receptive to Vivian’s tongue. She traced the delicate contours of her shoulder blades with her lips.


  Vivian lightly kissed the base of Ida’s neck as she slid her hand slowly between Ida’s legs and began to massage her.


  “You’re so wet.” Vivian tried to go slow, to tease, but she couldn’t resist pushing gently into Ida from behind. Ida moaned with pleasure. Her sounds partially muffled by the pillow near her face, as Vivian pressed into her back and hips. Vivian was going to come again just from the friction of moving her burning center against Ida as she rhythmically thrust in and out.


  Ida reached her hand around and grabbed Vivian’s hair. She was coming fast and hard.


  “That’s it, baby. I’ve got you.”


  “Oh, Vivian, oh—”


  The orgasm claimed them both with force, and even after their breathing had returned to normal and the shuddering subsided, Vivian didn’t move her hand. She wasn’t ready to lose the bond between them. After a few moments, Ida twisted in her arms seeking Vivian’s mouth. Vivian relinquished on command, slowly removing her fingers and allowing Ida to turn over to face her. They kissed tenderly and deeply.


  As Vivian cradled Ida, she knew she was completely smitten. Ida had possessed her senses in a way she’d never experienced before. A feeling of vulnerability washed over her. She was emotionally exposed but she felt safe at the same time. This was a new experience for Vivian, and she wasn’t sure she was ready for it.


  Chapter Nineteen


  


  Ida yawned and stretched only to discover the space next to her in bed was empty. Light streamed through the open window indicating that she’d slept later than she intended. No doubt Vivian had woken up early, as was her habit, and left quietly, not wanting to wake her. Ida luxuriated for a few moments, rolling over and smelling the scent of Vivian on the pillow next to her. Still nude under the covers, she replayed their night together. Heat rose to her cheeks as she remembered the things they’d done. Things she was anxious to do again. Since when did she become so sex crazed? She had to smile at her circular train of thoughts as she dressed slowly, still mindful of her mending leg, which she had not thought of at all during the night.


  When she stepped out of her room to the kitchen she was surprised to see Rebecca lingering there with coffee at such a late hour. It had to be way past eight in the morning. Rebecca greeted her with a smile and a playful tilt of her eyebrows as Ida reached to pour herself some coffee.


  “Good morning.” Ida added a bit of warm cream to her coffee. It was such a luxury to not only have coffee, but also fresh cream from the farm’s cow.


  “I’d say it’s an even better morning for you.” Rebecca tweaked an eyebrow.


  “Oh, no, did we make that much noise last night?” Ida blushed furiously at the idea that Rebecca had heard them making love.


  “You were quiet, but sounds travel in an all-wood house.”


  Ida groaned and covered her face with her hand.


  “You’re glowing, by the way. It’s a good look for you.” Rebecca pulled Ida’s hand away from her face. “I’m happy that there is love in this house again. I think it’s a good thing. Please don’t feel embarrassed.”


  “I’ll try not to, but I’m not sure that’s possible.” Ida sipped her coffee and moved away from the stove to settle into a chair at the table. She still had a slight limp, but her leg was feeling much stronger. “Did you see Vivian this morning?”


  “Only for a moment. She was up very early. She said she was going turkey hunting.” Rebecca took a seat opposite Ida. “A baked turkey would be a real treat.”


  “Did she blush as much as I just did?”


  “No, but then again, I didn’t let on that I knew anything had happened. She seemed lost in thought as she was leaving. I really only saw her for a minute before she headed out the door.” Rebecca rested her arm on the table and placed her chin in her hand. “So, details. Please tell me details. Was it as amazing as it sounded?”


  Ida groaned and laid her head on the table. “I thought you said we were quiet!”


  


  *


  


  Vivian studied the turkey carcass lying prone by her foot. She’d been lucky and spotted the large tom turkey over an hour ago in the dim, early morning light. But instead of heading back to the farm, she’d settled next to a tree to think. She knew that the others would be grateful that she’d gone hunting for all of them. But she also knew that wasn’t the real reason she’d roused herself at sunrise.


  She’d woken with a start, a bad dream that she couldn’t remember. The only lingering recollection she had from it was the feeling of being trapped. Ida’s warm body next to her challenged all her senses. She was instantly aroused and at the same time frightened by what had transpired between them.


  She realized that she cared enough about Ida to be really hurt by her. She wasn’t sure she was ready to be in a situation where someone else had such power over her. She’d promised herself she wouldn’t let this happen, but her desire for Ida was so strong that she’d given in. But this had been different from her time with Elizabeth. Something out of her control happened when she was with Ida. Something that made her want to let Ida into her heart for real. All the way in.


  She’d fallen asleep feeling safe but had woken with doubts. Rather than linger for what she expected to be an awkward morning-after conversation, she’d decided to be alone to think. The excuse to go hunting hadn’t presented itself to her until she’d run into Rebecca in the kitchen. No doubt Rebecca had a good idea of what had happened between her and Ida because she saw Vivian exit from Ida’s room. Anyone would assume they slept together. She didn’t relish a discussion with Rebecca first thing in the morning any more than she did with Ida, so she’d reached for her bow and made a quick escape. But now it was time to head back and clean the bird for its long bake.


  Even in her youth, hunting had sometimes been her excuse to be alone. Her grandfather knew this and never offered to accompany her unless she specifically invited him. Usually time alone with trees would help her sort out whatever problem was bothering her. Something about the stoic silent sentinels, with roots buried deep and arms reaching skyward, invoked in Vivian’s imagination the wisdom she assumed their fibers contained. As she’d slowly walked south from the farm she’d occasionally stopped and placed an open palm on an old growth maple or oak, hoping to get some spark of insight from its age-wizened vantage point. It was dumb luck that she spotted the turkey in the low brush ahead of her because hunting had been the last thing on her mind.


  At some point during their stay at the farm, late summer had shifted to early fall. Dry leaves crackled under each boot fall as Vivian tromped back toward the road that would lead to Rebecca’s homestead. The weather was still warm during the day, but nights were cooling as September had arrived and October waited on its heels.


  When she got back to the farm, Vivian didn’t go to the house right away. She decided to clean the turkey behind the barn on an old chopping block. When she finally delivered the bird to the house, only Rebecca was in sight. Ida was in the back of the house taking a bath. Relieved, Vivian handed the large bird over to Rebecca and made an excuse for leaving again. She’d seen some damaged fence railing down on the far side of the lower field when she was walking back.


  Rebecca took the bird gratefully, but Vivian sensed that she could see something else was going on. Thankfully, Rebecca didn’t ask. Vivian rationalized that she just needed a little more time to herself today to better understand what she was feeling. Her emotions were like rough water, tossing her about. One minute she’d be bathed in warm thoughts of Ida entwined with her in bed. The next, she’d have the cold ache of uncertainty. She should have just stayed in bed and talked with Ida. The longer she avoided her today, the more uncomfortable she would be. Her plan to gain some distance was only making her more confused about what was happening between them.


  


  *


  


  Ida towel-dried her hair and walked out toward the front porch. Something good was baking in the oven. As she stepped outside, Rebecca was just coming back to the house with some potatoes.


  “How does that turkey smell?” Rebecca asked.


  “Great.” Ida moved to the side so that Rebecca could use the steps to the porch. “I suppose that means Vivian is back. Is she here?”


  “She was in and out. She said something about fixing one of the lower fences.”


  The news that Vivian came to the house and didn’t even bother to say hello to her settled like a knot in Ida’s stomach. She didn’t want to be paranoid, but she was beginning to get the idea that Vivian was avoiding her. Why would she do that? Had something happened last night that bothered Vivian? Was she having regrets that they’d slept together? Ida wanted to talk to Vivian and sort things out. She hoped she was just being overly sensitive. Unfortunately, it would be another couple of hours before she could get her answers.


  After helping Rebecca with laundry and putting a fresh pan of cornbread in to bake alongside the basting turkey, Ida stepped out of the house to look for Vivian. She found her in the barn sharpening arrow tips. Vivian looked up as she approached. Ida’s first thought after closing the barn door was that Vivian looked sad.


  “Hey,” said Ida.


  “Hey.” Vivian stopped what she was doing and leaned against the workbench, facing Ida. There were two windows, one on each side of the barn. But they were small so they could be shuttered in bad weather. They cast very little light inside, especially at this late afternoon hour.


  “I was hoping I’d see you this morning.” Ida moved toward Vivian. Unable to read her body language, she was careful to give her some space.


  “Yeah, sorry. I thought it would be good if I did a little hunting for us. I didn’t want to wake you.”


  “But then you didn’t come find me when you got back.” It was hard for Ida not to reveal the hurt she was feeling in her voice. “Did I do something to upset you?”


  “No. Why would you think that?” Vivian turned back toward her work and shifted items around on the bench.


  “I don’t know. I just wondered if you were avoiding me.”


  “Just because I didn’t get a chance to hang out in the house today doesn’t mean I’m avoiding you.”


  Vivian said the words, but to Ida, their meaning didn’t match their tone. She wasn’t going to let Vivian off the hook that easily. After making love the night before, like she’d never done with anyone, Ida thought she deserved more from Vivian than distance and attitude.


  “I don’t believe you. I think you were avoiding me, and I want to know why.”


  “You don’t believe me? Why would I lie to you?” Vivian’s voice was noticeably louder.


  “I don’t know. You tell me. Does this have something to do with what you went through with Elizabeth?” Ida threw out a hunch, and quickly learned she’d hit a nerve.


  “I’m sorry I ever told you about her. She has nothing to do with you and me. Nothing.” Vivian gave Ida a stern look.


  Ida ignored the end-of-discussion signal and pressed forward. “You said you weren’t in love with her, so this must be about something else. What aren’t you telling me?”


  “Why do you assume there’s anything to tell? We had sex. I was out all day. End of story. Don’t make more of this than it is.”


  “We had sex?” And then in a louder voice. “We had sex?” Ida stepped closer so that she could more clearly see Vivian’s face. “That, Vivian Yates, was not just sex. You know it and I know it. What happened between us last night was something bigger than just sex. You go ahead and try to minimize your feelings about it. But I was there. I felt you inside me.” Ida was standing close to Vivian now, jabbing her forefinger into Vivian’s chest. “I saw you, Vivian, really saw you. Don’t pretend I didn’t!”


  As she said the last few words, angry tears began to trail down her cheeks. She was heartbroken that Vivian would make so little of what she thought they both had experienced the night before. It was as if the wind had been sucked from her lungs. She wiped at her tears. The last thing she wanted to do was cry in front of Vivian.


  “You’re a coward, Vivian Yates. My only regret is that I didn’t see it sooner.”


  Ida turned away from her and made quick strides to the door. Vivian rushed to stop Ida’s exit.


  “Ida, wait—” But her plea was cut short. Her head was met with a heavy blow just as she stepped through the barn’s threshold.


  Chapter Twenty


  


  Vivian’s eyes fluttered open. She knew instantly something wasn’t right. The musty scent of saturated ground invaded her nostrils. The side of her face was against a sodden earth floor. Her head ached. Her movements were hindered. She discovered that her hands and feet had been bound by rope, and after another few minutes of gathering her senses, she reckoned that she’d been shut up inside the small springhouse near the barn. As her eyes adjusted to the barely visible moonlight seeping in around the edges of the plank door, she could make out the shelving stocked with canned vegetables in glass jars and the rough white oak baskets filled with potatoes by her feet.


  Why was she in the springhouse? What happened? She remembered being with Ida in the barn. Ida was really upset. Then Ida ran away from her. And then a blinding, bone-jarring jolt struck the side of her head. If she was in here, where was Ida? This worried her more than she could consider at the moment. First order of business was to get out of the bindings. She got herself in a seated position and looked for any tool that might be used to cut through the ropes. Nothing presented itself. She usually carried a knife, but she hadn’t had it while working on arrow tips in the barn.


  After a moment, her gaze settled on the reflective surface of a glass jar of beans. Glass cuts and could cut rope. She just needed to figure out how to break one of the jars.


  If she could kick one of the supports from under the shelving, maybe the fall would break one of the jars. More than one would have to fall to make her plan work as the damp dirt floor probably wasn’t hard enough to break a single jar as it fell. Vivian lay on her back, and with both feet still tied together, she began to kick at the old rack near the door. Once, twice, ten times she kicked with all her might until finally she knocked the post loose and jars cascaded off the downwardly slanted shelf. Jars rolled and shattered near her feet as they fell one on top of another. The noise sounded deafening in the previously silent space.


  Vivian sat still for a moment listening for any footsteps that her clamor might have called forth. When none came, she set about searching for a shard of glass large enough for her to hold and work it through the strands of the thick twine around her wrists. Once she scooted around and got her hands on such a piece, the task of cutting seemed to take forever. She had also cut her hands in the searching for and working of the shard. The sticky warmth of her blood gathered in her dirty palms.


  When she finally loosened her hands, she reached down to free her feet. Feeling suddenly woozy, she felt along the side of her face. Blood, both dried and wet, seeped from a cut on her forehead. She stood up, swaying, and moved in the small dark space toward the door, which to her surprise wasn’t latched.


  Vivian had no idea how long she’d been unconscious, or who had hit her. But her heightened senses told her to exercise caution. Only when she was outside the small stone springhouse and slipping silently along the shadowed side of the barn did she hear laughter coming from the open windows of the main house. It was a man’s laughter. Near the other side of the barn a horse hitched to a wagon stood munching the low grass of the front lawn. Several loud, indecipherable masculine voices now emitted from the windows. Vivian decided to move closer to the house for a better look.


  She scurried to one of the side windows and eased up just enough past the windowsill to get a quick view of who was inside. Two men. One was standing next to the table, next to Ida! He roughly shoved Ida and raised one of the kitchen chairs over his head to slam it onto the floor. The sight of anyone touching Ida in such a rough manner made Vivian furious. When the chair didn’t break, the man used it to swipe the entire table, sending dishes neatly arranged for the evening meal cascading against the far wall in a symphony of broken glass. He threw the unbroken chair across the room, barely missing Rebecca, who was seated on the floor.


  Vivian ducked again and, after a moment, gave another quick look. This time she spotted a second man with a club standing across the room, laughing at the antics of his partner. He must have been the one who hit her as she was leaving the barn. She never saw him as she stepped through the door. What’s that? Movement caught Vivian’s eye and she saw that there was also a young boy in the room, standing apart from the others.


  Vivian took the whole situation in. She knew Ida and Rebecca were not safe, and that she needed to figure out some way to intervene. She fought off the nausea that threatened to rise as she imagined what these men might do to Ida. Rage thumped in her chest. No one would harm Ida, not while she was still breathing.


  It was a mystery and a blessing that the two men had seen her as more of a threat than the others and had chosen to separate her. Now she just needed to use that to her advantage.


  From her crouched position under the window, she overheard one of the men say loudly, “Boy, go fetch us a bottle from the wagon. We’re celebrating tonight! And, woman, get us some food!”


  Vivian heard footsteps on the plank floor of the porch. She saw a small figure move across the front lawn toward the wagon. She was on him quickly. With a hand over the boy’s mouth, she pulled him behind the wagon out of sight.


  “Don’t be afraid. I’m not going to hurt you,” Vivian whispered. “I’ll move my hand if you’ll be quiet. Do you understand?”


  The boy nodded, and she removed her hand. Somehow she had known that the boy was not family to these men. Maybe it was the tone of the man’s voice as he commanded the boy to do his bidding.


  “I’m Vivian. What’s your name?”


  “Peter.”


  “Peter, are these men friends of yours?”


  The boy shook his head.


  “Have they hurt you?”


  “Only a little. When I don’t do things fast enough, they hit me. They hurt my dad real bad. He never got up after that.” Tears welled up in his eyes. “They’ll hurt your friends, too. I’m sure of it.”


  “So am I,” said Vivian. She was kneeling beside the boy who looked to be no more than eight or nine years old. He had sandy hair and she could make out freckles even through the dirt smeared on his face. The two of them didn’t make the most intimidating pair, but they had surprise on their side, and Vivian planned to use that.


  Plus, earlier that day, Vivian had managed to fashion some new flint tips for arrows. Her bow, and a small supply of newly minted shafts, waited for her just inside the barn. She had the start of a plan, but she would need Peter’s help for the execution.


  Chapter Twenty-one


  


  Ida cried out as the man shoved her toward the wall. She banged her thigh on the side of the kitchen table as she weaved and stumbled. This man’s smell was as rank as his temperament. Unfortunately, he was much larger than she was so he easily overwhelmed her attempts to dodge his blows. She felt with her hand the spot on her cheek where he’d struck her. What was going to happen to them? Where was Vivian, and was she okay? These questions swam in her head as she leaned against the kitchen wall, attempting to shrink away from his chaotic swings with a chair that he now held aloft.


  He had ordered the boy to go outside to fetch booze from the wagon, and now he motioned toward the pot on the stove. He and his friend had already eaten one huge serving each of the turkey that had cooked all afternoon. Now shards of those plates were scattered all about the kitchen floor. Ida moved cautiously toward a cabinet to retrieve a clean dish, all the while chancing a glance over her shoulder in Rebecca’s direction. Rebecca was still on the floor.


  Ida had been so angry and upset when she fled the barn. Her eyes so full of tears that she’d run right into the arms of one of the men who’d been patiently waiting outside. In the split second after she’d realized what was about to happen, the other man swung at Vivian in mid sprint. She’d gone down hard, blood slowly streaming from a cut at the side of her brow. Ida struggled to look back at Vivian as she was dragged toward the house. She screamed Vivian’s name, but Vivian didn’t stir. The club-wielding intruder had remained, standing over Vivian’s body waiting for the same sign of life.


  Once in the house, Ida screamed at Rebecca to run, but it was too late. The man held Ida with one hand and swung at Rebecca with the other, sending her tumbling to the floor. The man left Rebecca crying on the floor and demanded food, which Ida quickly fetched for him. Shortly, the second man entered the main room, dragging a small boy behind him by the arm.


  “You stand there and don’t move!” the man barked at him.


  Rebecca had managed to slide far enough on the floor so that she was sitting up with her back against the wall. The young boy stood sheepishly above her, his eyes cast downward.


  The man who brought the boy in dragged Rebecca to one of the upholstered chairs close to the hearth. He settled himself in the twin armchair to her left.


  Ida didn’t like the look of either of the men. The malice in their leers was like a physical presence in the room bearing down on them. As Ida approached with the second serving for the man who seemed to be the leader, he snatched the bowl out of her hand and slapped her across her mouth, sending her reeling to the floor. Despite the pain, Ida quickly looked back at the man. And then it came to her, as if he’d shaken the memory loose when he hit her. This man was the same man she’d glimpsed from the cover of the Franklins’ wagon. The man with the long scar on his face.


  With his mouth full, he turned and shouted loud enough for the boy to hear him from outside. “What’s taking so long, boy!”


  Then he noticed that Ida was staring at him. “What are you lookin’ at?” He punctuated his question by kicking her with his boot.


  


  *


  


  Vivian coaxed Peter to return to the house without the bottle of booze so that he could ask one of the men to come outside and help him find it.


  “I’m counting on you to be brave, Peter. I know you can do this.” Vivian kneeled in front of the frightened child, resting her hands on his shoulders. “I’ll be right here when you come back. I won’t let him hurt you.”


  The boy nodded and walked into the house. Vivian heard loud, angry, muffled voices before she saw a large hulking figure follow the boy out of the house and across the open space toward the wagon where Vivian stood waiting just out of view. The wagon was built for storing and transporting goods. Its sides were converted into tall cabinets, and she was easily hidden from view behind them.


  The man gruffly shoved the boy as he rounded the wagon. “Out of my way, boy! I’ll get the damn whiskey. I don’t know why I have to—” His reprimands were cut short by the sight of Vivian standing ten feet away with her poised bow arm outstretched. Its string was taut.


  The man reached to pull his knife, but the blade hadn’t cleared the sheath when Vivian loosened the shaft that struck him square in the center of his chest. He fell back like a heavy stone. She swiftly moved to his side as a gurgling sound emitted from his throat, along with a splattering of blood as he tried to speak. Vivian felt no pity for such a creature as this. Who would kidnap a young boy, and do God knows what else when left to his own base inclinations? She took the blade from his limp hand and forced it between his ribs and into his heart. This was no less than what she would have done for a badly wounded deer. But she would have felt more remorse for the deer.


  The boy sat frozen on the ground where he’d fallen after the man had pushed him. His eyes were wide as he stared at the knife protruding like a gleaming steel tombstone from its burial in the man’s chest.


  “Peter.” Vivian spoke softly as she moved to kneel beside him. “Don’t be afraid. This man would have killed me first if he’d been given the chance.”


  The boy nodded and slowly looked away from the still figure to meet Vivian’s gaze. “I know,” he said.


  “Listen to me. You’ve done your share here. I’m going into the house to finish this, and I want you to stay out here where it’s safe.” Vivian brushed the sticky strands of hair from his forehead and tried to give him a weak smile. “If I don’t come back in a few minutes, you run and hide. Do not stay here. Do you hear me?”


  “Yes. But come back, okay?”


  She smiled down at him. “I plan on it.”


  Vivian stood studying the house’s exterior for a moment. She bent to retrieve the knife from the body near her feet and slipped its still bloodied blade under her belt. She adjusted the strap for the quiver over her chest and pulled a fresh arrow free, holding it downward, loosely against the bow. Vivian gave the boy one more reassuring look before she strode through the dark. She urged herself to push through her fear of what awaited on the other side of the home’s entryway. If she discovered that Ida had been injured in any way while she’d been tied up in the springhouse, she wouldn’t be responsible for the wrath she would unleash on the man inside.


  Silently, Vivian moved into the main living space. The lantern light danced eerily around the walls of the great room as a breeze from an open window pushed past. Vivian didn’t speak and she didn’t meet Ida’s wide-eyed gaze. She focused all her attention on the man seated at the table. She wouldn’t kill a man who wasn’t facing her, even a low-life mongrel such as this one. She didn’t have to wait long for him to sense her presence.


  The man slowly pivoted his head as if he’d become aware that Ida, still on the floor near his feet, was no longer looking at him. His gaze followed Ida’s until he settled on Vivian standing just inside the doorway with her taut bow in hand.


  He stood to face Vivian as if to measure her threat. Vivian carried the bloodied knife at her waist, and the side of her face felt sticky and warm from the blood that still drained slowly from the wound on her head.


  The man looked as if he wanted to say something. But as she raised the bow, the words never came. He pulled Ida up and in front of him, poising his hunting knife at her side. He clutched her delicate throat with no remorse.


  “Drop the weapon, girl,” the man commanded. He spat the words over Ida’s shoulder as he used her as a shield.


  The man was wrong to doubt Vivian’s marksmanship. She didn’t obey his request or respond verbally. She didn’t hesitate to see what his next move or taunt might be. Vivian released the arrow, and it struck through his left eye, just passing the side of Ida’s face. The man uttered a strangled sound as he dropped to his knees, falling sideways away from where Ida stood.


  The boy, who hadn’t done as he was told, ran from where he’d been watching just outside the open door and hugged Vivian around the waist. She looked down at the small creature clinging to her. She had the sensation of having just been released from some dark trance. She placed her hand on Peter’s back to comfort him. Vivian turned to meet Ida’s shocked gaze, her eyes filled with unshed tears.


  Chapter Twenty-two


  


  They had dragged the bodies outside and burned them as far away from the barn and house as they could manage. Vivian tossed onto the burial pyre the kitchen chair that had been broken by the man’s unexplained rage. Ida swept up the broken dishes from around the table. Rebecca fed the boy, who seemed nearly starved.


  Vivian watched with an unfocused stare into the blaze until Ida returned to bring her into the house. Vivian had cleared the debris and had made a fire ring of sorts so what remained of the flame wouldn’t present a danger and could be left untended.


  Vivian looked down as she felt Ida’s fingers slip between hers.


  “Come into the house, Vivian.”


  Vivian didn’t speak. She only nodded as she allowed herself to be led inside, where Ida pushed her into one of the chairs around the kitchen table. Rebecca was seated nearby with her elbows on the table, her head in her hands. She had made some evening tea for herself and the others after settling the boy in to sleep on the pile of blankets in the main room near the fireplace, the place that Vivian had occupied when she first arrived at the farm. Ida brought a basin filled with water to the table and sat facing Vivian. She gently dampened a clean cloth and wiped at the blood smeared down the side of Vivian’s face.


  As she tenderly cleaned Vivian’s wound, Ida knew that they were destined to be lovers. Whatever it was that existed between them was too strong. It had been folly to think otherwise. Ida now knew that for however long this could last, whether long or short in time, she would have to give herself over to it. She regarded the wild darkness in Vivian’s eyes as she brushed her thick black hair away from her forehead. She knew Vivian was looking at her, but not seeing her. Ida needed to bring Vivian back from whatever dark place she’d traveled to in order to do what she’d just done. Tenderly, Ida pressed her lips to Vivian’s for a few moments then pulled away. Vivian’s gaze seemed to shift focus, and Ida sensed the tension lessen in Vivian’s body.


  Vivian looked down and saw the feathery tendrils of red swirling about in the basin. She’d forgotten about the wound on her head. Adrenaline seemed to have kept her head from pounding from the injury. As Ida continued to clean her wound, Vivian winced as if she’d just that minute returned to take up residence in her own body. She also finally noticed the bruise on Ida’s cheek.


  Vivian reached to brush the back of her fingers across the bruise only to become aware of how black and dirty her hand was from soot and dried blood. She turned her hand over and studied it as if it belonged to someone else.


  “Why don’t we draw a bath? You’ll feel better after,” Ida said.


  “I must look pretty scary at the moment.” Vivian looked down at her torn and soiled clothing.


  “You look like a warrior.” Rebecca spoke for the first time since Vivian sat down. “And for that, I am grateful.”


  Vivian smiled weakly at Rebecca, exhausted, but at the same time relieved that they were all safe. She looked over to where the boy lay sleeping. She hoped what she had done would in some way right the sad path his short life had taken.


  Ida excused herself and filled the claw-foot tub with cool water. She used the still-hot water from the kettle to top it off and helped Vivian shuck her garments and sink into the soothing warmth. Ida closed the door behind them before she disrobed and slipped into the tub behind Vivian. They had never bathed together, and while under different circumstances this might have been incredibly erotic, at that moment, what they both needed was solace.


  Vivian sank back into Ida’s embrace, allowing herself to be comforted as they washed the remnants of the day from each other’s skin. Ida lightly wiped at the cuts and scrapes around her wrists from the ropes and the broken glass shards she’d used to sever them. As Vivian lingered in Ida’s nurturing arms, she allowed herself to reflect on the events of the past few weeks. She had experienced things and done things that she could not have imagined. Vivian pulled Ida’s hand to her mouth and kissed it with reverence before settling it down over the hollow space above her heart.


  “Ida, I’m so sorry about how I acted earlier today. You didn’t deserve that.”


  Ida kissed her temple. “Shh, it’s okay. We don’t have to talk about that now.”


  “You were right. I was being a coward.” Vivian shifted to the side a little so that she could see Ida’s face. “When I thought I might lose you, I regretted everything I hadn’t said to you.”


  “Sweetheart, you are many things, but a coward is not one of them. I should never have said that to you. I was angry.” Ida kissed Vivian’s forehead. “We have time to talk later. For now, just rest.”


  Vivian settled against Ida’s soft chest. “Okay.” She knew there was more she needed to say, but those things could wait.


  Chapter Twenty-three


  


  The next morning, Vivian stood near the remnants of their once smoldering bonfire. All that remained were black shards of things previously alive—trees and men. She had risen before the others, poring over the map she hadn’t removed from her pack in many days. Vivian studied the notations and reasoned that, barring unforeseen obstacles or delays, they could reach the Blue Mountains in eight days. Had she subconsciously known she was that close and lingered out of fear? Meeting one’s destiny was terrifying. She dismissed the notion, knowing they had lingered to give Ida time to heal.


  Footsteps approached from behind. Vivian turned to greet Ida, who had a cup of coffee in hand for each of them. Vivian accepted her steaming mug gratefully.


  “There was coffee in the wagon. I thought we might as well have some.”


  “I think that wagon is Rebecca’s now, especially if the boy stays here with her.” Vivian paused for a moment to take a few sips before continuing. “She will let him stay here, won’t she?”


  “Yes, of course. We lost one evening to those bastards. He lost his father and whatever life he had before this.”


  They stood side by side, looking away from the smoking rubble toward the barn and the field that lay beyond. The horse, unhitched from its wagon, was slowly circling the fence in search of fresh blades of grass.


  “Are you ready to leave, Ida?” Vivian asked as she brushed the back of her hand ever so lightly over the bruise on Ida’s cheek. “Does it hurt?”


  Ida smiled, taking Vivian’s hand in hers, and pressing her open palm against her lips. She closed her eyes, allowing herself this extended moment to be committed to memory. All of it: the smell of Vivian’s skin, the brightness of the early light waking up a cloudless sky, the smell of dry hay wafting from the field, and the fondness in her heart.


  They hadn’t revisited the argument from the previous day. Instead, they had bathed together, and gone to bed nestled in the safety of each other’s arms. She knew now that they would be together until they reached the mountains. Beyond that, she could not see.


  Once they made the decision to leave, they decided not to draw out their departure. As soon as everyone had eaten breakfast, they gathered on the front stoop to say good-bye. Rebecca had filled Vivian’s and Ida’s satchels with as much food as she could, including a fair ration of coffee. Although they hadn’t discussed it at great length, Vivian knew the boy would remain. She was happy to know Rebecca would no longer be alone. She needed Peter, and Peter needed her.


  As they prepared to leave, Vivian spoke with Peter. She regarded the boy with seriousness as he stood close enough to Rebecca that his shirtsleeve brushed against the loose material of her flowing, knee-length skirt.


  “Peter, do you know what your name means?” Vivian spoke quietly to him, balanced on one knee to be on his eye level.


  He shook his head.


  “In the old language, in the old book, Peter means the Rock.” Vivian placed a hand on his shoulder to emphasize her words. “The rock that can withstand all manner of assault. The rock, upon which things are broken while it remains firm. The rock, upon which good things are built.” She brushed the hair away from his forehead affectionately. “Be the rock, Peter.”


  Peter closed the space between them. Vivian wrapped her arms tightly around his little body. “You saved us, Peter.”


  As they released each other, Vivian kept her hands on his arms and looked him in the eye. “Take care of Rebecca for me, okay?”


  Peter nodded, smiling.


  As Ida released Rebecca from a warm embrace, Vivian turned to do the same. She pulled Rebecca into her arms. “Thank you for sheltering us when we really needed it.” As she pulled back, tears glistened on Rebecca’s cheeks.


  “I will miss you both. Please take care of yourselves.” Rebecca looked down and pulled Peter close. “Who knows, maybe we will see you both again sometime.”


  “I hope so,” said Ida.


  Vivian hoisted her pack, shouldered her bow, and then reached for Ida’s hand as they walked away from the porch together toward the front gate. Vivian sensed that things were about to change for them. Whether this was a deliberate joining of fates or not, Vivian felt one emotion more than any other as they walked through the gate and turned east: hope.


  Chapter Twenty-four


  


  There were few signs of human habitation in the miles after they crossed into the territory known as Georgia. Vivian decided they should head north of whatever village she expected to find at the intersection of the main road and the Tombigbee River. Ida let Vivian direct their route since she’d spent the most time studying her grandfather’s map.


  Dams to the north had long since given way and so the river ran wide and shallow. They were able to swim and wade across without any real difficulty. After crossing the waterway, the terrain began to become hilly with the occasional granite outcropping. They walked among hardwoods covered at their roots by lush fern beds, occasionally passing through sections of the forest where kudzu, left unchecked, had swallowed entire groves.


  On the evening of the third day after leaving Rebecca’s farm, Vivian sat by the flames of their small campfire as she rummaged through her satchel for the last of the cornbread Rebecca had packed for them. After she pulled out the snack, Vivian realized she was within days of reaching her goal and arriving at the Blue Mountains. The truth of it was that she wasn’t sure what she planned to do when she got there. Maybe on some level she never believed she’d actually make it that far. These thoughts stirred up a small whirl of self-doubt. Had she really been unhappy in Oklahoma? Had she made a mistake in leaving? Why could she not just settle down and be satisfied? Did she really have a destiny?


  While walking these past few days, Vivian had reflected on the pieces of herself she’d left along the way: her ability to trust at the Hudson Ranch, her naivety at the Mississippi River, and her innocence that terrible night on Rebecca’s farm. She had killed two men and carried no regrets. What sort of person was she going to be when she finally arrived in the Blue Mountains? Vivian sensed that Ida was studying her and looked across the flames to meet her watchful eyes.


  “What were you thinking just now?” asked Ida.


  “Truthfully?”


  “Of course.”


  “I was wondering what will happen after I reach the mountains.” Vivian handed half the cornbread across to Ida and slouched back into her seated position.


  “What do you mean?”


  “Well, I guess a part of me thought that reaching the mountains was such a long shot that I never bothered to figure out what I’d do once I arrived.”


  Ida watched Vivian’s face to try to discern what Vivian felt about what she was saying. Ida had wondered the same thing but hadn’t asked. Secretly, she wanted Vivian to stay with her at the farm. She wanted the chance for them to have a normal courtship and to see where things might take them. Ida decided to take a chance.


  “I think part of me hoped you might stay on with me at the farm.” Ida spoke quietly, as if speaking softly might be less frightening for both of them.


  “Really? You thought that? Even after the way I acted that day in Rebecca’s barn?”


  “I did.” Ida still wasn’t sure what had really happened that day.


  “You didn’t say anything about me staying with you.”


  “I know.” Ida looked down at the food in her hand. “I guess I was afraid you might think it was too soon to consider something more serious.” She met Vivian’s eyes again. “But the truth is, Vivian, I would like a chance to be with you. Not just out of necessity but because we choose to be with each other. I’d like the chance to see if we have a future.”


  Vivian didn’t respond right away, which made Ida’s stomach sink. She’d said too much.


  “I would like that.”


  “You would?”


  “I would.” Vivian moved around the fire to sit close to Ida, facing her. “At least for a while, if it’s really okay with you.”


  “Oh, Vivian.” Ida stroked the side of Vivian’s face with the palm of her hand. “Sweetheart.” She leaned over and kissed Vivian tenderly. “Stay with me. At least long enough to give us a chance.”


  “If I do stay, I think I owe you an explanation for what happened that day in the barn.” Vivian settled back, sitting cross-legged in front of Ida. “You were right. I was avoiding you that day.” Vivian cleared her throat. “I think…I think I have a hard time allowing people to get close. No, that’s not the complete truth. I chose not to let you get close and when we made love I realized I couldn’t keep you distant from me. I was scared of what that meant.”


  Ida sat quietly eating, waiting for Vivian to continue.


  “You asked if Elizabeth was the reason. I think I’ve been blaming Elizabeth, but I think it goes back further than that.”


  “Is it because of your mother?”


  Vivian’s eyes darted in shocked surprise. “What? Why would you say that?”


  “Because you’ve never once mentioned her in the entire time we’ve traveled together. When talking about your childhood, you only ever mention your grandfather.”


  “I never talk about my mother. Ever.” Vivian picked up a stick and began sketching shapes in the dirt near the fire ring.


  “Is she dead?”


  “Who knows?” Vivian stood and began pacing. “She left me with my grandfather when I was six months old and never came back.” She stopped moving for a moment to peek back at Ida. “I don’t even know who my father was. I guess some drifter.”


  Ida quickly went to Vivian, pulling her into a hug. “It’s not your fault that your mother left. I’m so sorry.”


  Vivian returned the embrace, burying her face in Ida’s hair. “I’ve never told anyone about my mother before you. I think I’ve tried to pretend she never existed.” Vivian pulled Ida closer, breathing her in. “It’s the unanswered question that haunts me. The not knowing why.”


  Ida took Vivian’s face between her hands so that she could look into her eyes. “Don’t let an unanswered question define you, Vivian. You’re so much more than where you came from or who your parents are. You’re making your own destiny.”


  “You think so?”


  “I do. With conviction.”


  Maybe Vivian had no vision beyond arriving at her destination because when she set out on her journey fate hadn’t yet introduced her to Ida. It continually surprised Vivian how good Ida made her feel. Not just when they made love but in even the smallest caress or embrace. Previous physical acts and sexual encounters with other women felt like they took something away from her, an intangible siphoning of emotional capital. Intimacy with Ida was different; there was a giving rather than a taking away. Vivian felt more whole every time she was with Ida.


  “I’m so glad you talked to me about this.” Ida rested her cheek on Vivian’s chest. “Let’s just promise each other that the next time we get scared we’ll talk it out.”


  “Sometimes you just have to say the things that matter,” said Vivian.


  Ida laughed at hearing her own advice delivered back to her. “Yes, someone wise must have said that.”


  “Very wise. And beautiful.” Vivian kissed Ida. They kept kissing, their dinner forgotten for the moment as their bodies connected in a lingering hug by their fire.


  Chapter Twenty-five


  


  The next day, the rain began and did not stop. They were forced to huddle under a large granite overhang to get a brief reprieve. The downpour had soaked them to the bone. Building a fire was nearly impossible so they wrapped themselves in the damp blankets they had and huddled close to maximize their body heat. None of the food they’d carried from Rebecca’s farm remained except for a small pouch of coffee. Vivian sensed that they were close to the next obstacle of their odyssey, the Chattahoochee River. She wasn’t interested in attempting its crossing at night. They would sleep and try the river in daylight. Hopefully by then the rain would let up.


  Vivian slept fitfully. In addition to hunger and exhaustion, she was chilled and couldn’t get comfortable enough to sleep soundly. When she opened her eyes to the cloud-shrouded morning, Vivian saw that it was still raining. She decided the best way for them to warm up was to just start walking. Maybe the weather would clear if they kept working their way east.


  After an hour of trekking, Vivian heard the sound of rushing water. The river was just ahead. The pathway leading toward the river was clear and well traveled. But the bank of the river was hidden by thick greenery. Lush plant life gathered near the moving water, creating a thick buffer that hid the river from clear view until they were standing right at its edge.


  Unlike the previous water crossings, it appeared that someone had gone to considerable trouble to partially maintain the Chattahoochee River’s ancient bridge. In the year of its creation, the bridge had no doubt been much wider. But over time, it had been patched and pieced with just the bare essentials, making the bridge now nothing more than a rickety foot passage.


  Vivian surveyed the expanse of the overpass and leaned over to see the muddy, swirling torrent that passed under the crossing thirty feet below. Two days of rain had swollen the river, creating a speed and current far too daunting to dare swimming. Vivian stepped back from the suspended passageway’s edge.


  “Do you think it’s safe?” asked Ida.


  “I don’t know. Something about this seems off.” Vivian took another step back and surveyed the banks north and south of their position. “If someone was going to go to the trouble of maintaining a crossing like this, wouldn’t they work the boundaries to charge some barter fee for passage?” The fact that there were no signs of life anywhere near the bridge gave Vivian pause.


  “It does seem like they would. Maybe they just aren’t here at the moment because of the weather.”


  The rain continued to fall in a steady stream as Vivian approached the edge of the waterway again, considering their options.


  “Well, we can’t swim it. I suppose we have no choice but to use the footbridge.”


  Vivian set out first on the narrow conduit. Rough boards were placed loosely over exposed, rusted rebar. The boards had been tied down with makeshift cord. A single, thick rope had been strung along each side of the footbridge to be used as a handrail. Vivian was careful to step near the center of each plank, testing the solidity of each before putting her full weight on the crosspieces. “Watch where I put my feet and follow my steps, okay?”


  Ida nodded as she gingerly stepped out to follow, looking down through the spaces between each slat at the roaring muddy water beneath them.


  Vivian concentrated on her footing, which was made even more difficult by the rain now falling in torrential sheets driven by a strengthened wind. These distractions kept her attention focused on the footbridge rather than on the riverbank in front of them. As Vivian peered ahead, she wiped a hand across her face to clear her vision. She now saw two dark figures. Vivian turned to look back only to find other dark figures standing in the spot they’d just left. Her stomach clinched. Damn. This crossing was obviously a trap, and in their hunger and fatigue they had stepped right into it. But now what? Vivian needed to consider options quickly. She wasn’t about to allow them to be captured, or worse.


  Ida stopped and looked up to see why they were no longer moving. Vivian took a half step back, placing a protective hand on Ida’s arm to indicate she should stand still. Anger, which seemed to be hovering just beneath the surface ever since Elizabeth’s betrayal, surged in Vivian’s chest. After everything she’d been through, Vivian wasn’t going to allow her journey to get derailed by an ambush. She checked both directions quickly. Neither group had stepped onto the bridge. They held their positions. What are they waiting for? There was no way she could take multiple assailants in a fight. She considered drawing her bow, but her footing was tenuous and visibility was terrible. Plus, taking a defensive stance would only make Ida an unarmed target. There was also the wind, which would make accuracy a challenge. They would have to jump and risk the current, or stay and risk possibly losing their lives.


  Vivian gripped the rope lines tightly and looked down to measure the drop for a jump. Before she had time to fully consider the distance she felt a sharp pain strike her right shoulder. The arrow knocked her off balance, causing her foot to slip through a ragged opening between the slats. She fought to free her boot. Ida moved forward in an attempt to help her.


  “Go! Jump!” Vivian grabbed Ida’s arm for emphasis. “Jump!”


  “Not without you!”


  “Go! Now! I’m right behind you!”


  Luckily, the second arrow sailed past without finding its mark. But they both saw it.


  “Go!” Vivian shouted.


  As soon as Ida plunged into the fast-moving water, Vivian struggled to get to her feet so that she could better control her dismount from the bridge. But before she could do that, the vibrations of multiple boots hit the footbridge from both sides. No time for a controlled leap. Vivian swung out on the rope line. Her freshly injured shoulder gave way, leaving her to drop into the raging water in an uncontrolled tumble.


  The current was so fast that she was swiftly swept away from the surprise attack. In the murky, rain-swollen river she had to concentrate to figure out which way was up. When she surfaced she searched frantically for Ida. She heard muffled shouts from the direction of the bridge as she felt herself carried downstream. Vivian could also feel the shaft of the arrow still in her upper arm. She made an attempt to grab the wooden staff but realized she needed both arms moving to keep her head above water. The pack she still carried was filling with water, morphing into an anchor. It was several minutes before she managed to make any movement toward the eastern side of the river. There was rubble all along the bank, rock, weathered wood strips, even rusted pipe shards. It seemed nearly impossible to find a clear spot to approach land. And then she felt someone grab her from behind.


  


  *


  


  Ida thought if she could just get close enough to the riverbank, she’d be able to grab a dangling branch and pull herself ashore. After struggling to cross the current for what seemed like an eternity, Ida finally got hold of a low-hanging bough strong enough to secure herself against the raging current. She looked for Vivian and found her traveling full-speed in her direction. Ida inched toward the muddy, overgrown riverbank, pulling Vivian behind her. But before they could get their footing, the bough gave way, tossing them back into the undertow.


  Ida kept her grip on Vivian’s uninjured arm as the current spun them along the river’s edge. Vivian managed to reach for a partially submerged limb to stop their downstream free fall.


  “You first!” Vivian shouted over the roar of the water.


  Ida, clinging to Vivian’s shirt, pulled herself around Vivian and up onto the bank. She turned and helped Vivian, who was struggling with her wounded shoulder. After heaving themselves up onto shore, they collapsed under heavy shrubbery. The packs they’d been carrying were completely soaked, doubling their weight. Ida dropped hers then tried to ease Vivian’s off her shoulder, but the narrow rod of the arrow shaft made the second strap hard to remove. Ida unbuckled the leather fastener and let the pack fall to the ground.


  While listening for signs of the men from the bridge, Ida examined Vivian’s wound. The wooden shaft of the arrow had broken off midway. No doubt it had been impacted by the river’s strong current and debris. The force of the blow had also further torn the entry wound. Ida reasoned that this might make it easier for her to pull the arrow point free.


  Ida met Vivian’s pained gaze. “We need to get this out of your arm.”


  Vivian nodded.


  Vivian placed the free end of the leather strap from her pack between her teeth and bit down. She nodded for Ida to do her work. They couldn’t afford to make any noise and risk giving away their location. Vivian clenched her teeth against the damp leather, and Ida tugged with all her might. As the stone tip pulled free, ripping her tender flesh, Vivian doubled over with pain. Blood ran down her arm, soaking her water-logged sleeve.


  Ida pulled Vivian’s face against her chest. “I’m so sorry. I know that hurt,” she said. “I’m so sorry.”


  Ida started from the hole the weapon had made and ripped the rest of the shirtsleeve free. She tied the strip of fabric as tightly as possible around Vivian’s wound to slow the bleeding. After that task was complete, Vivian collapsed. Using one of the soggy packs as a pillow, Ida cushioned Vivian’s head, and they huddled under the thick, wet tent of shrubbery and allowed exhaustion to claim them.


  


  *


  


  Muffled voices jerked Vivian awake. Her head felt fuzzy and she was unsure of the time. The rain had slowed to a drizzle. Ida stirred beside her, and Vivian put a finger to her lips for Ida to remain silent. She listened for the voices she’d just heard.


  “There’s no sign of the bodies.” It was a man’s voice.


  “Well, the river was moving pretty fast. If you’d been a better shot we wouldn’t have this problem,” said a different man.


  “Regardless of my shot, we’d still likely be fishing a body out of the river. The rain made the bridge slick. We should have just waited until they were closer to the bank.”


  “Woulda, shoulda, coulda. It’s too late now regardless.”


  The voices seemed to be heading north.


  “At least the rain is slowing up.”


  There was one more muffled comment that Vivian couldn’t make out as the two men continued walking northward away from their hiding spot. They must have passed just at the crest of the riverbank above. Vivian suggested that they wait until dusk to move. That would give them enough time to make sure no others lurked about searching for signs that they’d made it out of the river.


  Ida shivered next to Vivian, who pulled her close. Their clothes had no chance of drying. Ida’s teeth chattered and Vivian’s shoulder throbbed. Vivian was also feeling extremely hungry and thirsty. She fished out a glass jar partially filled with water, drank half, and gave the rest to Ida. Her hunger would have to wait until they put some distance between themselves and the river.


  


  *


  


  The rain finally stopped as sunset neared. The shadows were growing long when Vivian and Ida quietly climbed the steep bank to get a better idea of their position. Vivian was unsure of just how far they’d floated south before extracting themselves from the muddy torrent. Maybe a half mile? Maybe more. At any rate, they were now far south of the dirt path they’d been following east. They would need to find their way through the forest until they were at a safe enough distance to turn north and try to rejoin the roadway.


  The position of the sun was low on the horizon. Vivian could just glimpse it through the humid haze of the damp forest grove. She used her uninjured arm to bring Ida close so she could plant a kiss on her temple. Ida’s skin still felt cool and damp. “Are you okay?”


  “I should be asking you that. How’s your arm?”


  “It hurts, but I can move it. So that’s good news.” Vivian smiled weakly at Ida. “That was pretty scary. A close call. Thank you for pulling us to the bank.”


  “Thank me? I never even saw those men at the edge of the bridge. If you hadn’t seen them, I don’t know what might have happened.” Vivian felt Ida shudder and pressed her lips on Ida’s wet hair. The truth was the entire event had scared her badly. She felt they were lucky to be alive and walking.


  “Let’s keep moving. That’ll help warm us up.”


  Ida nodded.


  They began walking east, keeping the sinking sun at their backs. An hour into their trek, they stumbled into a blackberry patch and picked a few handfuls for dinner. What they really needed was some protein, but Vivian didn’t think they were far enough from the river to build a fire to cook game. More substantial food would have to wait.


  As darkness descended, Vivian found a spot protected on three sides by large granite boulders. They could get some rest there and only have to worry about a stranger approaching from one direction.


  Chapter Twenty-six


  


  As soon as Ida roused herself from sleep, she realized something wasn’t right. Her head hurt and her body had small aches everywhere, but that wasn’t what worried her. Vivian was shivering next to her on the ground. Ida touched her forehead to see if she had a fever, but she wasn’t sure. Something was definitely wrong. Feeling Ida’s hand on her forehead, Vivian woke up.


  “Hey, how are you feeling?” Ida stroked Vivian’s clammy hair from her forehead.


  “Not good.” Vivian coughed and slowly dragged herself into an upright position. “I feel light-headed and my shoulder is throbbing.”


  “Well, we need to eat some real food today. That’s probably why you feel light-headed.” Ida offered hunger as an explanation but silently she worried that Vivian’s wound had gotten infected. There was no way to know what might have been swimming in that river with them, given the runoff from two days of rain and all the debris they’d seen along the banks.


  Vivian managed to get to her feet with Ida’s help and braced herself against a large red oak. She tried to remember what they’d eaten last. A couple of apples yesterday? Blackberries the night before? Her foggy head couldn’t recall. Had they walked one day or two since the river crossing? She was unsure.


  “How long has it been since we crossed the river?” Vivian asked.


  “Two days.”


  Vivian swiveled her body to mentally scale the height and position of the sun. It was still early. They shouldered their packs and began walking toward the sunrise. Her grandfather’s map hadn’t fared so well after heavy rain and a swim in the Chattahoochee. Its markings had blurred or disappeared entirely. The eastern edge of his route was damaged beyond recognition, so now Vivian was truly left to her own devices.


  Vivian decided they should turn north in the hopes of crossing the road they’d previously followed. After a few hours of walking north, they stumbled out of a particularly thick patch of mountain laurel onto a wide footpath. It wasn’t a road. There was no sign that wagons had traversed it, but the trail was well worn. If they were lucky, following the path to the east would lead them in the right direction.


  As they stood in the opening around the path, Vivian could see a strange tall shape in the distance. It was tall and narrow, jutting skyward.


  “What is that?” Vivian couldn’t get her head around what she was seeing.


  “I think it was part of an old building.” Ida followed Vivian’s gaze to the west. “Yeah, it looks like it might have been a few stories high.”


  From this distance, it looked like a finger-shaped green tower. But it was just a remnant of some tall building that was now covered in kudzu. Inland communities were the places that hadn’t fared well in the exodus of the elite. With no coastal access and transportation at a standstill after fuel ran out, the dense southern forest that surrounded most land locked settlements had slowly swallowed up the structures that remained standing after the looting ended. Too bad, because if a village still existed here they’d have been able to find a doctor by now to see to Vivian’s shoulder.


  As the day progressed, Vivian began to feel worse. Even if she did find a rabbit or squirrel, her hands were shaking so badly that her bow would be useless. Her head swam and she swayed on her feet. Ida moved quickly to catch her.


  Ida was afraid Vivian might fall at any moment, her gait was so unstable. They needed rest, food, and a healer. The best chance of finding all of those things was to get to Ida’s family farm. They had to be getting close. She put her arm around Vivian’s waist and insisted that Vivian lean against her. Ida felt Vivian’s forehead. It was burning up. Worry enveloped Ida. If Vivian got too sick to walk, Ida knew she wouldn’t be able to carry her.


  The trail carried them northeast and Ida began to see landmarks that looked familiar. They were close. Eventually the path led into an open pasture. At the far edge of the open green, Ida saw a small gathering of exposed wooden structures. She recognized the old mill. They had made it. She helped Vivian stagger to the side of one of the buildings before Vivian stumbled and dropped to her knees. Ida couldn’t get her back on her feet.


  “I’m just going to rest here for a minute.”


  “Vivian, we’re so close. Don’t stop now.” Ida tried to rouse Vivian, but the fever had claimed her and she was out cold. “Oh, Vivian, no. Wake up!”


  Ida scanned the village from where she stood. She spotted Kent Riley just as he was about to climb up into the seat at the front of his buckboard.


  “Kent! I need your help!”


  Ida saw recognition slowly cross Kent’s face. She was probably the last person he expected to see since she’d left the community more than a year ago. She no doubt also looked like a homeless urchin, starved and with several days of trail dirt, and now river sediment on her clothes. But Ida didn’t care about those things at the moment. All that mattered was getting Vivian help.


  Chapter Twenty-seven


  


  Kent pulled the wagon up as close as he could to the porch so they’d have less distance to cover in case they had to carry Vivian. Ida climbed up into the wagon and helped Vivian sit up.


  “Do you think you can walk?” Ida asked. Vivian nodded, barely opening her eyes.


  The three front steps to the house were the toughest part of their journey. Ida was at just the right height to fit under Vivian’s shoulder. Kent took position on the other side. Together, they all moved slowly toward the bedroom at the back of the house.


  “Hang on to her for just a minute, Kent.” Ida removed the white sheet sheltering the bed from dust.


  Vivian collapsed onto the bed. Ida removed her boots and stood over her. Exhaustion was making it hard for her to focus.


  “Kent, thank you for your help,” Ida said finally.


  “Are you sure you’re okay, Ida?”


  “I will be.” Ida dusted at her soiled clothing. “I just need to get cleaned up and eat something. We ran into a bit of trouble a few days ago and Vivian was hurt.”


  “Well, what else can I do?”


  “Would you mind terribly finding my brother? Samuel didn’t know to expect me so he has no idea I’m here.”


  “I’ll go find him.” Kent pulled on his hat and headed for the door.


  Alone, Ida could now see that Vivian’s wound was not healing. How had she missed this earlier in the day?


  Ida decided the first order of business was to get herself together before her brother arrived. She knew in her current state she would only worry him. Ida hurried to the bathroom, primed the dormant pump, and sloshed water into a pan near the claw-foot tub. No one had been living in the house since she’d left, but it was obvious that Samuel’s wife, Rachel, had kept the place tidy in her absence. After Ida drank and splashed her face with water, she put on a rumpled blouse before rummaging the kitchen for food. Ida found just one jar of peaches. She ate half the jar, barely pausing to breathe between bites. Feeling a bit more human now, she placed some peaches in a bowl and carried them to Vivian.


  “Sweetheart, can you eat something?” Ida brushed her palm across Vivian’s forehead. Her face was hot to the touch.


  Vivian’s eyes fluttered. She responded with a hoarse voice. “Yes.”


  Ida held the bowl close as Vivian tried to rise up on the pillows. Ida was able to feed Vivian three small spoonfuls of peaches before Vivian sank down again, exhausted. It was at that moment that Ida heard quick footsteps in the house. Her brother’s disheveled blond hair appeared in the doorway. He broke into a grin as she set the dish aside. She’d never been so happy to see anyone in her life.


  “Ida!” Samuel hugged her tight. “You’re back! I didn’t know you were coming!” He held Ida away at arm’s length to examine her. “Are you hurt? Are you okay? How did you get here?” And then he took notice of Vivian in the bed.


  “Samuel, that’s Vivian. She and I have been traveling together since I left Mississippi. I’m okay, but she’s hurt. Can you get Francis?”


  Samuel nodded. “Of course, right away. I’ll stop by the house on my way and let Rachel know you’re here. I’m sure she’ll bring you both some food.”


  “Thank you. God, it’s good to be home.” Ida pulled him into another hug before he left to go in search of the local healer, Francis.


  Now that help was on the way, Ida decided to remove Vivian’s tattered jacket and shirt and attempt to clean her up a bit before Francis arrived. She found one of Samuel’s shirts in a closet in the other room that she thought might fit well enough until she got them both some clean clothes. Ida refilled the basin with warm water and placed it on top of a small table by the bed with some clean towels. After another moment of consideration, Ida decided the best thing to do was to cut away Vivian’s old clothing. She figured the garments were beyond repair. Ida fetched scissors and began to slowly cut at the jacket and thin cotton shirt underneath. Even in this injured condition, Ida was struck by how handsome Vivian was. Her breasts, now alert having been exposed to the cool air, were paler than her lean, tanned torso. Vivian was definitely thinner than when they’d first met, but still very attractive. Ida felt herself blush at the thought of their intimate moments together. What might have happened if Ida hadn’t been with Vivian when she’d been struck by the arrow? Ida couldn’t bear to think about it.


  Ida soaked the soft cloth in warm water and cleaned Vivian’s upper body. Vivian stirred as Ida softly caressed her chest, neck, and face with the warm, damp cloth, but she did not wake. Ida took special care cleaning around the wound in Vivian’s right shoulder, which now looked angry and swollen. Vivian would definitely need the attention of the local healer as soon as possible. Even the burn over her left breast looked aggravated and red.


  After doing the best she could with the cloth and water, Ida propped Vivian up enough so that she could slip her arms into Samuel’s shirt. Vivian began to mumble.


  “The river…can’t make it…”


  Ida gently laid Vivian back onto the pillow and covered her with a blanket, leaving the shirt loosely gathered but open in the front so Francis could more easily examine her shoulder.


  “You’re safe, sweetheart. We made it. Just rest,” Ida whispered as she placed a soft kiss on Vivian’s fevered forehead.


  Chapter Twenty-eight


  


  Not long after Ida had gotten Vivian cleaned and settled with a blanket, Samuel’s wife, Rachel, showed up with a plate of food. It was nearly dusk when Samuel returned with the healer. He’d had some difficulty locating her.


  Ida’s niece, Cole, ran up as soon as the healer arrived by horseback.


  “Who’s sick?” asked Cole. She was barely six years old and hated to miss out on anything.


  “A friend of Ida’s,” said Cole’s mother, Rachel. “Say hello to your aunt Ida. She’s been on a very long journey since we last saw her.”


  Cole gave Ida a tentative hug.


  “Cole, how you’ve grown! I’m so pleased to see you.” Ida knelt to be closer to her niece.


  “Can I see your friend?” Cole asked.


  “Not just yet. Let Francis have a look at her first.” Rachel tousled Cole’s hair before giving her a tight embrace.


  “I hear you have a visitor who isn’t well,” said Francis. She dismounted and ambled toward the front steps carrying a small leather bag at her side. Her boots wore the miles that she traveled each week to see patients in need across North Georgia.


  “She’s in the spare room at the back of the house. This way. I’ll show you.”


  Samuel and Rachel waited in the kitchen. Cole, her young mind having lost interest already, ran back outside. Francis pulled a chair close to Vivian’s bedside as Ida stationed a lantern for optimum light. Francis rolled her shirtsleeves up and studied Vivian as if deciding where to begin her exam.


  “Has she woken up since you laid her here?” asked Francis. She felt for a pulse and placed her broad, rough hand on Vivian’s forehead.


  “No. She said a few words when I put the clean shirt on, but she wasn’t really awake. It was more like she was talking in her sleep.” Ida hovered as Francis worked. “She was struck by an arrow in her right shoulder. That’s the injury I’m most worried about, in addition to the fever.”


  Francis studied Vivian. She pulled back the blanket and lifted up the side of her shirt so that she could get a closer look at the wound on her shoulder.


  “This looks infected. That could be the reason for the fever. Can you hold the lamp closer so I can take a look?” Francis reached into the leather satchel she’d carried in and retrieved a small set of tweezers. Ida held the lamp closer as Francis gently explored the wound. “I don’t see foreign material in there, so that’s good.”


  Francis opened the other side of the shirt and spotted the H-shaped burn. “What’s this? Looks like a burn.” She gently explored the old injury with the tips of her fingers. “This seems a tad inflamed too. But my best guess is that the shoulder is what’s brought her condition to this point.” She moved back to show Ida the opening in the skin. “See how this is red and puffy around the outside? That’s likely the infection.” She closed the shirt, pulled the blanket back up around Vivian, and sat back in her chair before turning to face Ida.


  “She’s probably not going to be well for several days. Are you sure you’re able to tend to her?” Francis was never one to beat around the bush when a patient’s needs were in question.


  “Yes, I’ll be able to take care of her. If you just tell me what needs doing, I’ll do it.”


  “All right then.” Francis stood and motioned for Ida to follow her out to the kitchen. “That shoulder is likely going to need some stitches, but it would be best to bring the infection down first. I can come back in a couple of days and see about sewing it up if she’s lost the fever by then.”


  For the next twenty minutes, Francis measured out tinctures and teas with instructions to Ida about how each was to be administered. There was goldenseal tincture for the infection. Francis explained that this particular remedy wouldn’t taste good so she’d have to mix it with something carrying a better flavor. Then there was turmeric and chamomile, diluted in water, to be applied directly to the wound. Lastly, boneset and catnip tea for the fever. Each herbal tonic was to be given three to four times a day until Ida saw a noticeable improvement. Francis vowed to come back before week’s end to check Vivian’s progress as she waved good-bye and pointed her mare toward the dirt roadway.


  Rachel started toward their house to see about getting Cole bathed and ready for bed. Samuel lingered for a few minutes with Ida before joining his family.


  “Are you sure you’ll be okay here by yourself?”


  “I’ll be fine.”


  “Okay. Well, I’ll check in with you tomorrow. Good night, Ida.”


  “Good night, brother. And thank you.” Ida gave him a quick hug before he stepped off the porch and headed toward the flickering lights of his own home.


  Ida watched Samuel disappear into the darkness before she returned to her parents’ house, which now that she’d returned, was hers. Rachel had thankfully started a vegetable soup earlier in the evening. Vivian definitely needed to eat something more than few spoonfuls of peaches. Ida figured broth might be the most Vivian could handle tonight.


  Ida set the steaming bowl aside while she braced Vivian’s head a little higher on the pillows. Then, seated beside her on the bed, Ida slowly began to tempt Vivian’s lips with the warm broth. Vivian opened her mouth just enough to allow the broth to settle on her tongue. Several spoonfuls later, Vivian began to stir.


  Vivian fought to sit up, but her body conspired against her. Her arms felt heavy and uncoordinated, her whole being replete with aches.


  “Just relax, we’re safe.”


  The shape of Ida’s head and torso were silhouetted by the golden hue of candlelight seeping into the darkened room from the open door behind her. Her quiet voice was soothing. Relishing Ida’s tender caress, Vivian allowed herself to drift off into blackness.


  Chapter Twenty-nine


  


  Vivian blinked against the sunlight streaming across the bed. Where was she? She had dreamed last night that someone fed her soup. Was that real? She tried to focus; her eyes felt like they were filled with grit and fog. Her head hurt, her shoulder throbbed, and she still sensed a chill even though she saw that blankets were piled on top of her.


  “Hello there.”


  Vivian heard a sweet, feminine voice. She was not alone. Ida’s softly rounded figure greeted her sleepy gaze. Vivian smiled. She looked well and rested. Vivian was relieved.


  “Hi.” Vivian’s voice cracked.


  “Here, drink a little water.” Ida held the glass to Vivian’s lips.


  “Thank you,” said Vivian.


  “I’m very happy to see you awake. You’ve been asleep since yesterday.”


  “I can’t remember how we got here.”


  “We made it as far as the village just south of here. Luckily, my friend Kent was nearby with his wagon. He helped me get you home.”


  “I don’t remember any of that.” Vivian swallowed hard and blinked as if that would help her remember. “We’re at your house?”


  “Yes. We’re home.”


  The fact that Ida had used the word “home” was not lost on Vivian. They were silent for a moment as Ida offered Vivian a cup with a bitter-tasting tea.


  “The healer left me with some medicine for the infection and fever. This tea is part of it. I’m sorry. I know it doesn’t taste very good.”


  Vivian couldn’t take her eyes off Ida. Her face was bordered by feathery blond wisps that seemed to be attempting to escape the braided knot at the back of her head. Her pale fingers were delicate as they held the teacup up to meet Vivian’s dry lips. Ida’s blue-gray eyes, despite their cool color, had a softness that exuded warmth. Vivian had missed those eyes. She felt a knot form in her stomach as she reflected on what had happened to them at the river crossing. What if something had happened to Ida? Vivian wouldn’t have survived such an event.


  “Hey, these aren’t my clothes.” It was more of a statement than a question as Vivian realized that she was nearly nude under her shield of blankets.


  “I’m afraid your shirt and jacket were ruined. I cut them off and helped you into one of my brother’s shirts. Late last night you managed to get to the outhouse, with my assistance. But when you returned to bed you took your pants off.”


  “I have no memory of that either.” Vivian blushed as she imagined a scene where she stripped down to her boxers.


  “I’m not surprised. You had quite a high fever. You were more than a little out of it.”


  Vivian accepted some small bites of venison and potatoes from a plate that Ida offered. As she chewed, she considered her situation.


  “Thank you, Ida.” Vivian felt emotion rise in her throat, and it caused her to cough before she could continue. “I don’t remember much about the past few days except that I wanted to keep you safe. I knew I wasn’t able to do that in my injured state. I was so afraid. If anything had happened to you…”


  Ida was surprised to see tears on Vivian’s cheeks. She reached out to brush them away with her fingers. The tender gesture was meant to calm Vivian, but the contact also stirred her heart. She would never have known Vivian had been afraid. Vivian seemed to act without fear.


  “Hey, we’re okay now,” Ida said. “You did keep us safe. If we hadn’t jumped when we did I’m not sure we’d be here right now.”


  Vivian sniffed and wiped at the tears with the back of her hand. “Sorry, I don’t know why I’m crying.”


  “Because you’re hurt and tired. Why don’t you rest a while and then we’ll see about getting some more of this tea into your system.” Ida set the cup aside. “Before I let you rest, though, I should put some of this medicine on your arm.”


  Ida soaked a cloth in a bowl of brownish liquid. She reached for Vivian’s shirt but paused. “Okay?”


  Vivian nodded.


  Ida pulled Vivian’s shirt away from her sore shoulder and gently placed the damp cloth over the wound. She repeated this several times, allowing the herb mixture from the cloth to seep into the open cut before closing the front of Vivian’s shirt.


  “Thanks,” said Vivian.


  “You just rest now.” Ida placed her hand on Vivian’s forehead for a moment as she stood. Vivian looked up at her through heavy lids and nodded. Ida knew it would only be a matter of minutes before Vivian was asleep again. She was weak and Ida guessed it would take at least another day of food and rest for her to regain some of her energy.


  Ida removed the teacup and uneaten food, stepping quietly out of the room and into the kitchen. After tidying up a bit, she stepped back into the bedroom to find Vivian sound asleep. Ida settled herself into the chair at the bedside, allowing herself a few minutes to study Vivian in the warm morning light. Vivian’s long dark lashes fluttered occasionally as she slept. Ida let her eyes take in the view of her defined forearm and long fingers. Ida couldn’t help but admit how much she was falling for Vivian. She only hoped that after everything they’d been through together, Vivian had the same feelings for her. Ida had to fight the urge to curl up beside her. She knew that what Vivian needed was rest, and Ida wanted to do anything but rest when she was in bed with Vivian.


  After lingering for a few more moments to study her, Ida stepped out of the room to begin her chores. She figured Samuel would be by soon to check on her. He wasn’t the most trusting fellow, especially when it came to his younger sister housing a wayward outsider. Once he got a chance to know Vivian, Ida knew he’d feel differently.


  


  *


  


  Late in the night, Ida was awakened by the muffled sounds of distress. She jolted awake, feeling disoriented for a few moments about where she was. Ida was sleeping in the spare room instead of with Vivian, and as the fog of sleep left her, she realized the sounds were coming from Vivian’s room. She tossed the covers off and moved quickly down the hallway.


  Vivian was tossing about as Ida drew near to the bedside. Ida tried to wake her.


  “It’s okay, you’re okay! Vivian, you’re safe.”


  “No, no, can’t…have to leave…you don’t own me!” Vivian fought against Ida, taking a swing at her and almost striking her in the face.


  Ida decided she’d have to use her body weight to keep Vivian from tossing herself completely out of the bed. She climbed on top of Vivian, trying not to put pressure on her injured shoulder but still hold her arms down. “Vivian, wake up! It’s me, Ida. Vivian, honey, can you hear me?”


  “What?” Vivian’s eyes fluttered open. The house was dark, but the moon shone brightly through the open curtains. “Where? Where am I? The river?”


  Ida could tell from the heat coming off her body that Vivian was burning up. Worry seized her chest, making it hard for her to breathe for a minute.


  “Ida?”


  “Yes, Vivian, I’m here. You’re safe.”


  Vivian slumped back on the sweat-dampened pillow. She was spent. Strands of moist hair clung to her forehead and her cheeks. She reached out and Ida captured her hand, pulling it to her face and kissing her palm.


  “I’m here, sweetheart. Just lie still for a minute. I’m going to get you something to drink.” Ida jumped off the bed and returned a moment later with a glass of water and a basin she’d also filled with water. She knew she needed to figure out a way to cool Vivian off a little. Maybe cold compresses would ease the fever’s grip.


  After she got Vivian to settle down enough to drink some water, Ida began to use cool compresses on her face and chest. She’d pulled the covers back and opened Vivian’s shirt so that she could repeatedly place the cool rag on her skin.


  Ida could tell Vivian was struggling against the fever to get her bearings. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to wake you up.”


  “Don’t worry about that, Vivian. Just try to relax. You need rest so that you’ll feel better.” Ida couldn’t stop the tear that slowly rolled down her cheek. To have gone through everything they’d gone through and then have Vivian so weak and ill, it was more than Ida thought she could bear. In her mind she’d envisioned them coming home together, being with family, and enjoying getting to know each other. Getting Vivian this far and then losing her to a fever was not at all how Ida envisioned their future, and dammit, she wasn’t going to let anything happen to Vivian. She sniffed and wiped at the tears with the back of her hand as she continued to dip the cloth in cool water and press it to Vivian’s hot skin.


  Ida wasn’t sure how long she’d kept at the compresses, but eventually Vivian calmed and fell back asleep. When Ida felt her forehead, Vivian was still warm, but maybe her approach had helped ease her temperature a little. Vivian looked so weak that Ida couldn’t bear to leave her alone. She curled up next to Vivian in bed.


  She must have fallen asleep without realizing it. The next thing Ida knew, light was streaming in through the partially open window and she was spooning up against Vivian’s back with her arm draped around Vivian’s waist.


  Ida sat up slowly and peered over Vivian’s shoulder. She seemed to be sleeping peacefully. Ida touched her forehead. The fever had broken! Thank God. Thank you, thank you, thank you. Ida offered up prayers of gratitude.


  Vivian began to stir. She rolled onto her back, right into Ida’s arms. Her eyes fluttered open. “Ida?”


  “Yes, baby, I’m here.”


  “You slept with me last night?”


  “For a while. You had a rough spell for a few hours, but I think you’re finally past the fever.” Ida caressed Vivian’s face. She was so incredibly relieved, hoping that they were now past the worst of things.


  “I had bad dreams.”


  “I know. It’s okay though. Everything is going to be okay now.” Ida placed a tender kiss on Vivian’s forehead as relief swept over her.


  Chapter Thirty


  


  Francis stopped by to check on Vivian’s progress a couple days later. Ida noticed her approach by horseback from the kitchen window. She was drying her hands on a small towel when she welcomed Francis. After the usual pleasantries, Francis followed Ida into the house so that she could be officially introduced to Vivian. It was clear from Vivian’s puzzled expression that she didn’t remember meeting Francis.


  “So, how’s that shoulder feeling? Can I take a look?”


  Vivian nodded.


  Francis pulled up the sheet to give Vivian a buffer of privacy as she pulled back the right side of her shirt to expose the injured shoulder.


  “Hmm.” Francis leaned close. “I think this is gonna need a few stitches. Do you feel up to that?”


  “I suppose, if you think that’s best,” said Vivian.


  “This will likely hurt a bit. Why don’t you sip a little of this laudanum for the pain?” Francis handed her a flask from her black leather bag.


  Vivian nodded and took a couple of good swigs.


  “Is there anything I can do to help?” asked Ida.


  “I’m not sure you even want to see this. Have you ever seen anyone get stitched up before?”


  “No, but I’d like to be helpful if I can.”


  “Okay, then. Why don’t you sit on the other side of the bed there and make sure Vivian doesn’t squirm too much during these stitches?”


  Ida settled on the bed next to Vivian and watched Francis thread the needle with dark strands of thread. She dunked the entire business into a small bowl filled with clear grain alcohol. Francis gave Vivian a confident smile. “Ready?”


  Vivian nodded. As soon as the needle pierced the tender flesh, Ida could see Vivian’s jaw clench. Vivian shut her eyes tightly against the visual of Francis repeatedly using the needle and thread. Ida reached for Vivian’s free hand, and Vivian gratefully accepted it. Her grip was so strong, but Ida held firm, stroking Vivian’s forearm as Francis made quick work of the dark sutures.


  As Francis tied off the last stroke, Vivian finally exhaled against the pillows. Ida felt certain she would have been a blubbering basket case if she’d been the one to receive the stitches, but Vivian had been stoic through the entire event.


  “You’re lucky that Ida here has such a soft spot for hard luck cases.” Francis smiled at Vivian as she stowed her things in her medical bag.


  “I feel lucky.”


  “I’m the lucky one,” said Ida.


  At that, Francis smiled again at Vivian and gave her a wink. “Hmm, I see.”


  Ida blushed.


  Francis patted Vivian’s hand. “You’re going to be fine, Vivian. You just need a few days of food and quality rest. Okay?”


  Vivian nodded. She watched Ida and the healer exit the room and allowed her eyes to close. The stitches had hurt quite a bit, but now the pain in her right shoulder had subsided to a dull throb. After several minutes, she heard footsteps and opened her eyes expecting Ida but instead saw a youngster standing just inside the room.


  “Hello,” she said. “I’m Vivian.”


  “I’m Cole.” The child moved a little closer to the bed but still kept a safe distance. “My first name is Ruth, and my middle name is Coleman, but everybody calls me Cole.”


  “My first name is Vivian, and my middle name is Wildfire, but everyone calls me Vivian.”


  “I like your name.”


  Cole moved a little closer. Her short dark hair was a rumpled mess, and her clothing was androgynous, so much so that had she not informed Vivian that her first name was Ruth she might have assumed the child was a boy. She smiled at the same mistaken gender identity that had also so often befallen her.


  “Do you mind if I ask how old you are, Cole?”


  “Six. How old are you?”


  “Twenty-four.”


  “You’re pretty old.”


  Vivian laughed and then coughed. Ida seemed to appear out of nowhere, offering her water.


  “Cole, I said you could say hello, not pelt her with a bunch of questions,” Ida chided her gently.


  “I only asked a few questions.”


  “She’s fine.” Vivian sipped the water and smiled at Ida. “Really. Thank you for the water.” Vivian pushed herself up to a seated position in the bed, causing Ida to regard her skeptically. “I think I’d like to try to walk around a little.”


  Even though Vivian still felt tired and weak, her restlessness was beginning to win out. Plus, she wasn’t very good at having others tend to her needs.


  Ida brushed her fingers affectionately through Cole’s hair to smooth it down a bit. “Would you like to have lunch with us, Cole?”


  “Yes.” Cole smiled, not taking her eyes off Vivian.


  Ida turned her attention to Vivian. “Maybe you should walk to the kitchen first, and then after you eat, Cole and I can show you around a little. But don’t overdo things, okay?”


  Vivian smiled and nodded as she slowly swung her legs over the edge of the bed. Just sitting up for a few minutes made her feel faint. She paused to let her blood pressure even out, then slowly eased her feet onto the floor. Ida reached to take her arm and Vivian didn’t resist. She knew she wasn’t entirely stable.


  With slow movements, Vivian pulled on her trousers. They were freshly laundered thanks to Ida. But she still had Samuel’s shirt, which was a bit oversized for her. After a few tentative steps, the three of them made their way to the small block table in the center of the kitchen. Vivian rolled up her sleeves as she settled into a chair, allowing her elbows to rest casually on the edge of the table.


  “My mom always tells me not to put my elbows on the table,” said Cole.


  “Cole! Hush.” Ida fussed at her from the stove nearby.


  “Is your mom Rachel?” asked Vivian. “Your mom is right. I know better.” She leaned back in her chair so that her arms fell away from the table and into her lap.


  Vivian was still attempting to get her bearings on who all these new faces in her life were, and how exactly they were related to each other. She’d heard Ida and Rachel talk in hushed tones in the kitchen. She’d met both Rachel and Samuel, but only briefly.


  “Rachel is my mom, Samuel is my dad, and Ida is my aunt. She and my dad are brother and sister.” Cole seemed proud of herself for being able to explain all the connections.


  Ida sat a plate of food in front of both of them then set one down for herself. Lunch was an array of vegetables: roasted potatoes and carrots with fresh tomatoes on the side. Vivian inhaled her plate deeply, realizing how hungry she was.


  After lunch, Ida made quick work of the dishes and followed Cole and Vivian out to the porch. The weather was warm and clear, a perfect early autumn day. Vivian leaned with her good shoulder against the front porch railing as if that was something she did every day.


  The truth was, while Ida was happy to see that Vivian was feeling better, she had enjoyed the intimacy of caring for her. While tending to Vivian, Ida was reminded of how lonely she’d been before they met. The last time she’d tended to someone who was ailing, it had been her mother. The days spent taking care of Vivian brought memories of that sad time with her mother, filling her with mixed emotions. Thoughts of her mother, whom she missed greatly, blended with thoughts of how she now considered Vivian part of her family. She was anxious for Vivian to be well enough for them to pick things up where they’d left off. She was missing Vivian’s sensual touch. Ida blushed as she joined Vivian on the porch, as if Vivian were able to read her thoughts and knew where her mind had traveled.


  “You’re blushing. What were you just thinking?”


  “Nothing.” Ida gave her a sheepish sideways look as she allowed her fingers to entwine with Vivian’s.


  “It’s probably the same thing I’ve been thinking.”


  “I hope so.” Vivian raised Ida’s fingers to her lips and kissed them. Ida felt that brief brush of Vivian’s mouth all the way to her knees. “Would you like to walk around the place a little?”


  “I would.”


  “Just know that if I see you getting the least bit fatigued, we’re heading right back to the house.”


  “Yes, ma’am.”


  Cole ran ahead of them, stopping occasionally to pick up a stone to throw it or run a stick through the tops of the tall golden grass in the field that separated the two farmhouses. Ida explained that the house she occupied had belonged to her parents, who had passed away, and that Samuel and Rachel lived in the house that had belonged to her grandparents. The entire property encompassed about thirty acres, bordered on one side by a sizeable creek and a ground-fed spring on the other. A big old barn stood in between the two farmhouses, closer to Rachel and Samuel’s place. Ida also explained to Vivian that their property sat at the foothills of the Blue Mountains.


  Vivian stopped their stroll in its tracks and reviewed what Ida had said with wide eyes. “The Blue Mountains? We’re close to them?”


  “We’re in them. You can see them from here. We can walk into the hills when you feel up to it.”


  Vivian looked around in wonder. She was indeed standing in a valley, surrounded on all sides by rolling blue ridges. She’d been here for days but hadn’t been outside to get a better look at her environs. “I made it.”


  “We made it.”


  Vivian studied Ida’s face. Was she finally living her destiny? Was Ida part of that destiny now?


  “What?” Ida gave Vivian a puzzled look.


  “Nothing.”


  Vivian took her eyes off Ida’s lovely, upturned face for a moment to take in her surroundings. She’d actually made it to the Blue Mountains and she hadn’t even realized it. But this was the place where she’d come to heal, in more ways than just one. It had to mean something that her body had begun the healing process here. Maybe her soul could find some recovery, too.


  


  *


  


  Later that night, after Ida had gone to bed and the house was dark and silent, Vivian woke with a start. She sat on the edge of the bed for a moment, allowing her heart rate to slow. Another bad dream had pulled her from a restless sleep. She stood, pulled on trousers, and leaned against the door frame to steady herself before leaving the bedroom and walking out onto the long front porch.


  Vivian didn’t know what time it was, but the full moon had crested the mountain ridge that she could see from the porch railing. Now that she’d made it to the Blue Mountains, she was anxious to be out among them. To climb the high crests and look beyond. To get a view of the world around her.


  She realized that over the past few days she’d been forced, through illness, to let her guard down with Ida. She’d needed Ida and she’d let Ida get close. She fought against the panic that rose in her chest at the thought that she not only wanted Ida, she’d needed her. Realizing that despite her best efforts to keep firm emotional boundaries in place, she hadn’t. Maybe that was okay. Maybe that was the natural progression of things. Ida had given her no reason to believe she harbored anything close to resembling the cruelty that Elizabeth seemed to carry. She had known Ida to be beautiful, inside and out.


  She also knew that she wanted Ida. Ever since the night they’d made love she’d longed to be with Ida again, but she knew that would further weaken any barriers she’d tried to keep in place between them. Ida had a way of climbing over the fortifications she’d set in place like they were a child’s play set. Once Ida truly got inside her heart, she’d be done for. There’d be no saving herself then. She already suspected that she was falling for Ida, and the longer she lingered here, the harder it would be not to. Would that be the worst thing? Not for her, but maybe for Ida. In the deepest part of her heart Vivian truly believed that Ida deserved better. What did she bring to a union such as this? Nothing.


  She was lost in her downwardly spiraling thoughts and didn’t realize Ida had approached until she felt a gentle touch on her arm.


  “Are you okay?” Ida looked up at her as she covered a yawn with her hand.


  “I’m fine. You didn’t need to check on me.”


  “I was thirsty, so when I went to get water I looked to see how you were doing.” Ida hugged herself and took a deep breath. “It smells so good here, doesn’t it?”


  “Yes, it does.”


  They were quiet for a few moments. Vivian wanted to say something to Ida, but she wasn’t sure how to begin.


  “Ida…”


  Ida was standing very near and looked in Vivian’s direction. The moonlight was reflected in her eyes. The look on her face seemed pensive and it caused Vivian to falter, but she forced herself to continue.


  “Ida, I want to thank you for everything you’ve done for me. I want you to know I’m grateful.”


  Ida felt her stomach sink as she watched Vivian struggle with her words. She knew there was a “but” coming. She tried to brace herself for whatever Vivian was about to say.


  “Have you thought about what happened at Rebecca’s farm?”


  Ida wasn’t sure if she was talking about the night they’d made love, or the fight that had followed, or the men who’d attacked them.


  “I have. A lot happened while we were there.”


  “I worry that I’m not the person you think I am, Ida.” Vivian shoved her hands in her pockets and looked down at the floorboards. “I’ve done things.”


  “We’ve all done things, Vivian.”


  “I’m pretty sure I’ve done things that you would never do and you’d probably think less of me if you knew about them.”


  “Are you talking about the men you killed? You had no choice, Vivian.”


  “Other things, too.”


  “Why are you telling me this now?” They’d walked together for weeks. Why was Vivian just now wanting to reveal some flaw she perceived in her character?


  Vivian looked over at Ida with a pained look on her face. “I worry that you’re expecting us to be together in a way that I can’t be.”


  “What does that mean?” Ida felt herself chill despite the warm evening and hugged herself more tightly.


  “I’m not good enough for you, Ida. I know I’m not.” Vivian’s voice broke.


  “Vivian, don’t say that.” Ida had started to cry, which was the last thing she wanted to do. “Please don’t quit on us before you even give us a chance. You’re just tired and you need to rest.”


  Vivian sniffed and brushed away a tear with the back of her hand. Ida wanted to reach out to her but she was unsure if she should. Vivian seemed to be struggling with something bigger than just their relationship. Or maybe she was misreading things.


  Vivian looked at Ida, the moonlight highlighting the path of tears on her cheeks. “I don’t think I’ll be any good at this. I…I don’t know how to let you get close and keep you there.”


  “You don’t have to know everything right now. Just give it some time. Give us time to know each other better. The closeness will come by itself if it’s meant to.” Ida could stand the space between them no longer, so she put her hands on Vivian’s arms, turning her so that they faced each other fully. “Promise me you’ll just give us a little more time?”


  Vivian nodded but didn’t seem convinced of what Ida was saying.


  “Vivian, if you decide you don’t want to be here then I certainly won’t put pressure on you to stay. This has to be good for both of us or it won’t work for either of us.”


  Vivian nodded again and a tear slowly trailed down her cheek.


  “You’re a good person, Vivian. I know it. I’ve seen who you really are.” Ida leaned into Vivian, pressing her cheek against Vivian’s chest. “I’m as scared as you are about the way I feel. But let’s not let fear stop us from trying, okay?”


  She pulled Vivian more tightly against her and they held each other for some time before turning and going back into the dark house.


  Chapter Thirty-one


  


  More than a week had passed since Ida’s return, and today was the day she and Rachel had planned to do some canning. Ida carried the crate of glass jars in both hands and kicked the door shut behind her as she entered the kitchen, where Rachel was starting the process.


  “Hey, there. I started cooking the apples. We almost let them get too ripe,” said Rachel. She was busy at the wood stove, stirring a huge pot.


  Ida set the jars on the far end of the table. Rachel was wearing one of Samuel’s old shirts over hers, no doubt to guard against splatters. Her dark brown hair, the same color as Cole’s, was pulled back into a ponytail away from her face. Her brown eyes were dancing. Ida enjoyed canning, but didn’t have the same glee that Rachel seemed to have about it. Cooking something that wouldn’t be savored until later was too much delayed gratification for Ida. She enjoyed much more the act of cooking and then eating right away, especially baked goods, like pies. Ida’s face must still have carried the small frown she’d brought over from her house. Rachel noticed right away.


  “What’s wrong?”


  “Nothing’s wrong,” said Ida.


  “Tell me. Isn’t that half the fun of canning? That we stand around solving all the world’s problems while we’re doing it?”


  “I suppose.”


  “So? What’s the matter? Did you and Vivian have a fight?”


  “Why would you assume this has anything to do with Vivian?”


  Rachel gave Ida an Are you kidding me? sideways look.


  “We didn’t have a fight. We just had a talk the other night and now I can’t help…worrying.”


  “Worrying about what?”


  “That she doesn’t feel the same way I do.”


  “You can’t be serious,” said Rachel with amusement in her voice.


  “What do you mean by that?”


  “Seriously?”


  “Yes, seriously.”


  “Ida, sweetheart, Vivian never takes her eyes off you. And you’re no more subtle than she is, except apparently to each other.” Rachel chuckled softly as she stirred the large steaming pot.


  Ida stood with her hands on her hips across the kitchen. “What are you saying?”


  “I’m saying that it’s clear to me, and to Samuel, that the two of you are completely in love with each other. It’s written all over Vivian’s face every time she looks at you.”


  “Then what is she so afraid of?”


  “She’s afraid? Is that what she said?”


  “Well, sort of.” Ida studied her hands resting on the table. “That and I think she also believes she’s not good enough for me. She’s said as much.”


  “You two have slept together, right?” Rachel began to spoon some of the apples into glass jars.


  Ida’s face turned scarlet. She glanced away from Rachel and out the window, biting her lower lip. The minute Rachel mentioned sex, Ida felt her insides flip.


  Rachel moved to stand near Ida and gently put her hands around her shoulders. “I’m sorry, that was too personal. I didn’t mean to upset you, Ida.”


  Ida turned to look at her just as a tear spilled over and down her cheek.


  “Oh, sweetie, it can’t be that bad. Come here and sit down. I’ll fix us some tea.” Rachel pulled Ida toward a chair. Ida slumped in, propped her elbows on top of the table, and rested her chin in her hands.


  “It is that bad,” said Ida.


  “Talk to me.” Rachel filled the kettle and nestled it near the large pot before taking the chair nearest Ida.


  “I’ve completely fallen for her and I have no idea how she really feels. I have no idea if she’s going to wake up tomorrow and tell me she’s leaving. In which case, I would be devastated. I feel like I have no control over what’s happening between us because I have no idea what’s really going on in her head.” Ida sniffed and looked over at Rachel.


  “Well, what are you going to do about it?”


  “I don’t know.” Ida felt completely frustrated.


  The whistle on the teakettle began to squeal. As Rachel got up to fill their cups, she turned to Ida. “I have an idea.”


  “I’d love to hear it.” Ida accepted a steaming cup from Rachel as she returned to her seat at the table.


  “Well, I think part of the complication with you two is that up to this point, your relationship has been on uneven terms. Vivian was quite ill when she first arrived so that put you in a position of being her caregiver. Not only that, but she’s in your home, with your family. She’s completely in your world. Now, I could be entirely wrong about this, but I get the feeling that Vivian is a strong person and needing someone’s help like that was probably really hard for her. I would hazard to say that she’s probably not feeling so good about herself right now.”


  “I never thought of it that way,” said Ida.


  “So, I think if we can get you two interacting in a more equal way, then nature will take its course.”


  “Vivian did say this morning that she wants to work around the farm. I think contribute was the word she used.”


  “I knew it,” said Rachel triumphantly.


  “Excuse me, but since when did you get so smart?” Ida raised an eyebrow in Rachel’s direction as she sipped her tea.


  “How do you think I got your brother to propose?”


  “I guess I assumed it was all his doing.”


  “That’s because that’s what he was led to believe,” said Rachel.


  “I guess I came to the right person for advice then.”


  “Ida, you just be your usual enchanting self and everything else is going to take care of itself. I promise.”


  Rachel beamed with excitement.


  “Wait, what else are you thinking?”


  “Let’s have a double date. I’ll make dinner.” Rachel nonchalantly sipped her tea. “What are you doing tomorrow night?”


  “I think I have a double date.” Ida smiled, feeling relieved and hopeful.


  Chapter Thirty-two


  


  Vivian checked her reflection in the mirror. Rachel had extended an invitation for Vivian and Ida to join them for dinner, and she wanted to look her best. She tucked her shirttail into her belted trousers and ran her fingers through her hair once more.


  After working with Samuel in the field for the day, she’d gotten to learn the layout of the farm. Vivian had also discovered that he’d had a problem with rabbits getting into what was left of their vegetable plot. Vivian offered to cull that brood for Samuel a bit with her bow. A few of the rabbits she’d killed would be their dinner this evening. Vivian was more than happy to be able to subsidize in some way for her food and shelter.


  After Samuel realized how gifted Vivian was with a bow, he made plans for them to hunt for deer. Vivian had readily agreed. The weather was cooling off considerably, so it would be the perfect time to cure the meat. As a matter of fact, Vivian was realizing as she stepped out now onto the front stoop that she needed her coat. She quickly retrieved it and waited for Ida so that they could walk to Rachel and Samuel’s place together. She was struck by the thought that hunting with Samuel and curing meat for winter sounded an awful lot like planning for the future. It was true that she was feeling better about things. Ever since the night she and Ida had talked, her fears had subsided a little.


  After a few moments, Ida joined her on the porch. Vivian smiled rather sheepishly as she offered her arm to Ida. It was quickly accepted. Vivian felt light as a feather. This was shaping up to be a good evening.


  Ida stepped through the doorway first when they arrived, and Samuel helped her out of her coat. She couldn’t help but notice her brother’s clean-shaven face and pressed shirt. She knew that Rachel had probably coached him about everything before they arrived. Ida appreciated her big brother’s warm welcome after what she figured had been a hard day of fieldwork. Vivian had mentioned on the walk over that earlier in the day she’d been helping Samuel cut and store hay in the barn. However, since she wasn’t quite back to full strength, Vivian’s workday had to be shorter than Samuel’s.


  Samuel took Vivian’s coat next, and the four of them chatted genially while Rachel finished setting bowls of rabbit stew along with a bowl of hot apples from the canning they’d done the previous day on the table. Samuel disappeared for a bit before returning with a pint jar of blackberry wine.


  Ida felt almost giddy. So far, the evening was going beautifully. Rachel’s idea for a double date was perfect, and Vivian looked gorgeous and had been completely attentive. Just the thought of that made Ida’s heart do little butterfly flips in her chest. Ida had abandoned her usual workday slacks for a dress, and Vivian had been sweet enough to comment on how pretty she looked. Ida’s hair was pulled into a knot at the back of her head, but a soft curl of blond hair had blown out along the way. When she caught Vivian looking at her, she blushed and self-consciously tucked the errant lock behind her ear.


  Ida looked over to admire Vivian. Vivian had put on a clean white shirt that framed her dark, strong features. Her black hair hung loosely near her jawline. Ida found the whole package incredibly sexy. Vivian smelled of rose soap on the walk over, and all Ida could think about was snuggling into the crook of Vivian’s neck and kissing her. Over and over and over. Ida realized that Rachel had been talking to her and she snapped her attention back to the present.


  “I’m sorry, what?”


  Samuel covered his smile with his hand.


  “I said, we’re ready if everyone would like to sit.”


  “Thank you so much, Rachel. The food looks amazing.” Vivian pulled a chair out for Ida before she sat down.


  Samuel gave Rachel a knowing look. Ida saw the exchange, but luckily, Vivian had been distracted getting Ida settled. Ida was going to have to do something especially nice for Rachel in return for this dinner.


  Everyone held hands while Samuel said grace. Ida couldn’t help but notice that Vivian seemed reluctant to release her hand following the mealtime prayer. She could have sworn that Vivian even squeezed her fingers slightly before she dropped her hand to her lap.


  Dinner was a huge success. Rachel was an amazing cook and the conversation was light and at times even jovial. It seemed that the energy of attraction between Ida and Vivian had infected everyone. Ida noticed how sweet Rachel and Samuel were being to each other throughout dinner, flirting as if they hadn’t already been married for seven years. They told funny stories of their early years together and charming stories about being new parents after Cole’s birth. Cole was spending the night at a friend’s house to give them all some “adult time.”


  As the evening progressed, and the blackberry wine had rounded the table more than once, Ida was sure she could see some of the tension Vivian had been carrying leave her shoulders. It was such a treat to hear Vivian genuinely laugh. God, she was so gorgeous in all the right ways. Ida began to feel that insatiable ache building in her core. As much as she was enjoying dinner, she couldn’t wait to get Vivian alone.


  The plan she and Rachel had settled on had been to have dinner, and then as a group play a game of cards or some other party-type activity. But now, all Ida could think about was getting Vivian to herself. She decided during dessert that if the suggestion of games came up she was going to propose a different direction. Vivian had been so attentive to her all night that Ida felt her confidence rise along with her body temperature.


  Vivian left the room to help Samuel bring in some wood for a fire, which gave Ida a moment to help Rachel alone in the kitchen.


  “Ida, you’re glowing.”


  “I feel like I’m glowing,” Ida was practically giddy with excitement. “Rachel, I can’t thank you enough for this. I think this was just what we needed.”


  “Do you still want to try your hand at cards?” asked Rachel.


  “I had something else in mind. But suggest a game so that I can suggest my alternative plan.”


  “Consider it done.”


  They joined Vivian and Samuel back in the living room.


  “Hey, should we play a game or something? It’s still early, and I don’t think I’ve had too much wine to not be useful as a card partner.” Rachel moved to stand next to Samuel by the fire, who then lovingly wrapped his arms around her slender waist.


  “That was such an amazing dinner, Rachel,” said Ida. “I was wondering if Vivian would like to take a walk. It’s such a beautiful evening. And that way you two could enjoy some time to yourselves, which we all know is a rare event.”


  Ida looked in Vivian’s direction to assess her level of interest in that suggestion. Vivian was thankfully smiling broadly.


  “I’d love to go for a walk,” said Vivian.


  After they said their good-byes, with promises to make dinner together a more regular event, Vivian and Ida struck out on their evening stroll. The air was crisp but not so sharp as to be considered cold. The night sky was clear and the stars blinked knowingly overhead. The moon was half full so they didn’t really need a lantern for their promenade. After they were several yards from the house, Vivian offered her arm for Ida, who gladly accepted.


  “That was fun,” said Vivian.


  “It really was. Rachel and Samuel are a joy to be around. I feel lucky to have them both in my life. And Cole, too, for that matter.”


  “Yeah, Cole is a great kid. I told her today I’d teach her to shoot with a bow.”


  “I hope she’s better at it than I was.”


  “In your defense, I think you were distracted.”


  “Blissfully so,” said Ida. “You do realize that Cole adores you.”


  “I’m not sure about that,” said Vivian shyly.


  “I am. And she might not be the only one.”


  “Hmm, is that so?” Vivian was happy it was dark out because Ida couldn’t notice the color she felt sure was rising to her face. Throughout the entire evening, every time Ida had touched her, no matter how fleeting, the spot where they’d connected left heat. Vivian tried her best to keep her thoughts in check, but frequently during dinner she found herself staring at Ida’s lips. Then her mind would wander with thoughts of where she’d like to direct those lips. And for that matter, where she’d like to place her lips on Ida.


  They’d been walking for a while but at a very slow pace. After almost a half hour, they’d only now made it as far as the pond just past the boundary of the George property. The moon seemed unusually bright as it cast its reflection on the smooth surface of the undisturbed water. Vivian couldn’t resist tossing a small stone just to see the moonlight bounce in ripples across the surface. She heard Ida speaking softly about something, but Vivian couldn’t focus on the words. Ida’s lips mesmerized her. Ida’s words were cut short by Vivian’s mouth on hers. She could no longer ignore the excruciating impulse she felt to kiss Ida.


  Relaxing against Vivian, Ida slowly moved her hands up Vivian’s arms, then encircled Vivian’s neck and drifted through Vivian’s thick dark hair along the way. Ida felt Vivian tease her lips with her tongue until Ida relented and opened to her. The kiss was soft and then hard, all the while sensuous. Ida felt her stomach sink and her knees go weak. And then that ache again deep, deep inside. What was Vivian doing to her? Her body was no longer under her control. If Vivian kept kissing her like this, Vivian could ask anything of her and she would be unable to refuse.


  Ida pressed into Vivian as she grabbed the back of Ida’s coat to pull them closer together. She could feel Vivian’s pelvis move against hers. Suddenly, Ida couldn’t breathe and broke their kiss.


  Vivian took Ida’s face in her hands and tilted her head up so that she could study her face in the moonlight.


  “Ida, I know I’m not very good at telling you how I feel.” Vivian placed a kiss on Ida’s forehead and pulled her head to her chest. “You make me feel things that I’ve never felt before.” Vivian wrapped Ida in her strong arms.


  Not since Elizabeth had Vivian wanted to kiss someone so badly, and even that kiss had felt nothing like the kisses she’d shared with Ida. Every time she was with Elizabeth, she sensed that Elizabeth held back. That she calculated their every encounter, doling out intimacy in small doses. Vivian knew it now, even though at the time she chose to ignore it. What she felt from Ida was very different. What she felt from Ida felt right.


  Chapter Thirty-three


  


  Vivian shifted in bed, folding her arm behind her head so that she could roll onto her side facing Ida. Hours had turned into days. Days had turned into weeks. Vivian had now been a resident of the George property for three weeks and she was feeling almost back to her old self. Her torn shoulder had healed well, and the muscle was coming back in her upper arm. In this time span she had grown even more attached to Ida, who was pressed against her in bed. She savored the sleepy early morning time when Ida slept so soundly next to her. She could stare at her lovely face without discovery. Ida’s features were completely relaxed, her golden tufts spread across her pillow.


  Maybe this was how love happened, gradually, slowly eclipsing everything else in your world until all you could see was the person who’d captured your heart. Sometime between their late night talk on the porch and this moment, Vivian had begun to relax. The fear she’d felt hovering above her like a small dark cloud had lifted, at least for now.


  The ever-brightening sunrise began to bathe the room in a warm glow. As streaks of light crisscrossed the bed, Ida began to stir. She smiled when she saw that Vivian was already awake and watching her.


  Vivian caressed Ida’s arm, exposed above the covers. “Good morning.”


  “Good morning to you.” Ida covered her face as she yawned. “How is it you always wake up before me?”


  “Just lucky, I guess.” In truth, Vivian usually woke with a jolt as if coming out of some tense dream. She would then remember where she was and her nervous system would settle. She wondered if she’d ever fully settle down and be able to sleep as soundly as Ida.


  Vivian positioned herself so that her mouth was next to Ida’s. She delivered a kiss that was tender and sweet, one that only Ida deserved. As they kissed, Vivian ran her fingers through Ida’s hair. Despite Vivian’s best efforts, she began to arch her body into Ida’s as she couldn’t help noticing how good Ida’s body felt pressed against hers. She felt wetness gathering between her legs, coupled with a deep ache for Ida to touch her. All the while, their mouths explored each other. Ida’s lips had drifted to the left so she could sprinkle light kisses down Vivian’s jawline to her neck, sending chills down Vivian’s arms. Vivian wanted to give Ida a chance to ease into her morning, but she was having a very hard time keeping her hands from roaming the soft curves of Ida’s body now pressed so tightly against hers.


  “I know you just woke up, but I want you…now.”


  “You can have me.”


  Vivian felt Ida’s fingers at the bottom edge of her shirttail as Ida trailed her fingertips across Vivian’s stomach. Ida pushed the material of the shirt up in an attempt to get Vivian to take it off. After uttering a small moan at Ida’s hand on her midsection, Vivian obliged and pulled the loose cotton shirt off over her head. Now with even less of a barrier between them, Vivian could see Ida’s nipples harden with desire through the sheer fabric of her nightgown.


  “I love the way you kiss me.” Ida ran her hands through Vivian’s hair, placing a kiss on top of her forehead.


  “Ida, please forgive me.”


  “Forgive you for what?” Ida shifted next to Vivian so that she could see her face.


  “For being afraid to let you into my heart,” said Vivian. “I say that, but the truth is you are in my heart. I could no more deny you entry than I could go without water or air.”


  Ida caressed her face and let her fingers gently trail across Vivian’s shoulders. “I’ve fallen for you. I’ve fallen so hard, Vivian.” She needed to say those words to Vivian, regardless of how Vivian responded. Not saying them didn’t make them any less true.


  “I had made a vow to myself that I wouldn’t let anyone close.” Vivian traced her forefinger along the edge of Ida’s face as she searched for words. “Not so much physically close, but emotionally close. When I look at you like this, so close, so unguarded, I feel something. I feel it deep in my chest.” Vivian wrapped her arms around Ida and held her tight, resting her cheek on the top of Ida’s head as she spoke. “I need you and that scares me.”


  “Vivian, every relationship involves risk.” Ida stroked Vivian’s back as she spoke. Ida pulled away a little so that she could see Vivian’s face. She wanted so much to heal Vivian’s hurt. Ida knew that opening up to Vivian held risk for her, too. But feeling the intensity of emotion between them was overriding any sense of caution.


  Ida pulled Vivian’s head down until their lips met. She kissed Vivian for some time, until she could no longer stand the want pounding in her chest.


  “Vivian, I won’t hurt you.”


  “You don’t know that. You can’t know that.”


  “I promise to try.”


  Vivian was at a loss for what to say. Several things rolled around in her head, mutating into a jumbled mess of fear and rationalizations. Until finally, recognition of the truth rose to the surface. She knew that she was in love with Ida. Deeply. Desperately. Acknowledging that truth to herself seemed to loosen some tether inside Vivian. Tears began to gather at the edge of her lashes. Vivian buried her face in Ida’s hair.


  Ida cradled Vivian’s head in her arms, holding her tightly. She kissed Vivian’s cheek and whispered against her ear, “Please trust me. Don’t be afraid to let me in.”


  Vivian looked at Ida, the wet paths on her face glimmering in the early morning sunlight. She allowed Ida to pull her into a deep kiss. One that was warm and salty from her tears.


  Vivian regarded Ida with affection. The soft swell of her breasts, the slight curve of her stomach, and the pleasing contour of her shapely hips.


  “Ida, you are so beautiful.”


  Vivian swept her fingertips lightly along the outside of Ida’s breasts, following the rounded contours down to her hips, where she began to gently push down her underwear. Vivian followed the downward movement of the garment, trailing kisses all along Ida’s thighs.


  Vivian was trying to read every subtle signal that Ida was sending with her fingers and her lips as she explored the ample landscape of Ida’s form as if it were the topography of some sacred place. Vivian watched Ida’s face closely as they moved against each other in a sensual dance. They climaxed simultaneously with such force that Vivian felt as if something broke loose inside her. All that she’d been holding back broke free—the anger, distrust, desire for some cosmic revenge. It all came undone. Her heart pounded loudly in her ears. She sensed her flight response. It was as if she were standing on the edge of an abyss about to tumble into the blackness below. Her breathing was shallow, her eyes wild and unfocused.


  “It’s okay, Vivian. Let go. I’ve got you. You’re safe. It’s okay to let go.” Ida tenderly kissed Vivian’s temple and held her tight.


  Eventually, Vivian’s frantic breathing subsided. Ida held her close as she felt her body finally relax next to hers.


  “I’ve got you.”


  Chapter Thirty-four


  


  Vivian pulled her jacket closed and buttoned it as she stepped off the porch. It was a chilly morning. Her breath puffed in front of her and then vanished, swallowed up by a light wind. Ida was planning to do some baking this morning. Vivian knew she needed to get out of the house or she’d either keep trying to distract Ida from her task or she’d want to eat everything Ida was cooking. Neither course of action was particularly helpful. Besides, a walk up to the ridge would do her good. Since her recovery, Vivian found herself wanting to take more walks up into the foothills of the Blue Mountains. Ida had been right when she’d said there was something special about this place. Vivian felt it, too. There was a peace that settled over Vivian’s spirit when she crested the ridge and looked out over the blue ridges.


  As she cut across the yard, the dead brown grass crackled under her boots. It almost sounded as if there might be a bit of frost pushing up from the ground. Vivian turned the collar of her jacket up around her ears. It would be chilly for another hour or two until the sun got a little higher in the sky. She stepped onto the dirt road in front of Ida’s place and headed north toward an overlook she’d discovered on one of her recent hikes.


  Quick footsteps approached and Vivian turned to see Cole running in her direction from the neighboring house.


  “Hey, Vivian! Where are you going?”


  “Just taking a walk up to the ridge.”


  “Can I come?”


  “It’s okay with me, but go tell your mom where you’ll be. I’ll wait here for you.” Vivian smiled as she watched Cole sprint back toward the house from the road. “And put on a jacket!” Vivian yelled after her.


  Cole returned in a matter of minutes and they began following a trail that left the roadway and headed up toward the ridge that overlooked the valley. They walked silently except for the sound of dry leaves crunching under each footfall. Sweet gum, red oak, poplar, and maple trees surrounded them and had begun changing into their fall colors and dropping dead leaves onto the forest floor.


  Halfway up the ridge Cole found something that caught her attention. An old snakeskin was wedged between two saplings growing close together at their bases. Using a stick, Cole picked up the long and narrow translucent skin.


  “That was a big one.” Vivian leaned closer but couldn’t really make out what sort of snake had worn the skin. It could have been a copperhead. They seemed the most prevalent here. The skin had likely been shed near the end of summer so it’d been on the ground for some time.


  “Why do they shed their skin?” asked Cole. She held the skin close to her face to study it.


  “They outgrow it. Kind of like when you have to get new clothes because your old ones get too small for you.”


  “How can they outgrow their skin? We don’t outgrow ours.” Cole looked up at Vivian with a puzzled expression on her face. Her eyebrows were scrunched slightly as if she wasn’t quite sure she accepted the explanation.


  “Snakes are different from us. They move without legs, too. I think that might be even stranger than shedding skin.”


  “Can I keep this?” Cole was still holding the thin skin with the stick.


  “If you want to. Hang it on that branch and we’ll get it when we walk back down to the house.”


  Cole did as Vivian suggested, and they resumed their gradual climb up the trail. The crest of the ridge could be seen through the trees not too far ahead of them.


  “My grandfather used to say that the snake is a symbol of life. A symbol of throwing off the old and continuing to live.”


  “Throwing off the old what?” Cole asked. She was walking behind Vivian, whacking trees with a stick as they passed by. Vivian thought that it was a good thing they weren’t trying to hunt. This had not been the quietest walk she’d been on.


  “Throwing off whatever holds us back from growing, not just physically growing but spiritually growing.” Vivian stopped and turned to face Cole on the trail. “Maybe you need to move to a different place, or maybe you start a family, or maybe you fall in love…or maybe you are afraid of something and that fear is holding you back.”


  “Oh, I get it.”


  Vivian smiled. Cole was a terrific kid, genuinely curious and sincere. Vivian had never spent much time with children, but she was growing very fond of Cole. She realized that she didn’t really talk to Cole as some people might speak to a child. Vivian talked with her as if she were maybe capable of understanding more.


  As they crested the ridge, they stepped out onto a large granite outcropping that was free of trees. The small clearing around the large stone surface afforded a view of the blue ridges spread out before them. Although today they weren’t only blue. They were blue mixed with yellows and reds as the hardwoods signaled the arrival of autumn. Fall had arrived and the color flamed across the ridges.


  They settled down on the rock to enjoy the vista before them. The early morning sky was clear so that the moon was still barely visible against the blue. More of her grandfather’s words came to her as she sat looking up at the partial moon. The snake sheds its skin the way the moon sheds its shadow.


  After sitting for a little while, Vivian and Cole turned back and began walking down the mountain toward the farm.


  Chapter Thirty-five


  


  Ida fussed with her hair in the mirror as she put the finishing touches on her Sunday best. The Sabbath had arrived at the end of a very pleasant week. Ever since their dinner at Rachel and Samuel’s house, things had seemed back on track for Vivian and Ida. They continued to break through whatever emotional barriers existed between them, growing closer with each passing day. Ida had never felt so happy.


  Ida stepped out of the bathroom to find Vivian sitting quietly at the table waiting for her. This would be the first time that Ida had attended church since they’d returned. She felt like it was finally time for Vivian to have her introduction to the larger community. The best way to achieve that was Sunday service.


  More than a century ago, churches had almost completely disappeared. Not because people ceased to have faith as much as they ceased to have faith in something larger than themselves. Society over the preceding decades had become more and more secular. And as populations focused on self more than other or community, the need for the fellowship of the church faded into history. When the collapse happened, communal gatherings mattered again.


  Ida wasn’t sure she would describe herself as particularly religious, but she would never doubt the strength of kinship and support that her local church group offered. It was one of the things she’d missed when she was down south with Kate. She wanted Vivian to experience the communal gathering firsthand, now that she was becoming a part of the community herself.


  They rode together on the narrow front seat of the buggy. Ida had allowed Vivian to handle the reins. Ida snuggled close against the early morning chill. Several horses and buggies were already tied to hitching posts near the small white wood-sided building by the time they arrived. Members of the congregation were speaking in friendly voices to each other and settling into long wooden pews when Vivian and Ida entered the sanctuary. Vivian pulled off her hat and Ida took her free hand, pulling her to a seat about halfway up the aisle.


  Bringing Vivian to the service was like making a public declaration that they were a couple. Ida hoped Vivian didn’t sense her nervousness. It wasn’t that she had any doubts about how she was feeling about their relationship, but it was always stressful to invite potential comments from others. She smiled when she saw Rachel, Samuel, and Cole pass through the entry and head in their direction. Ida had picked an open pew in the hopes that they would arrive and settle in next to Vivian, which they did. Now Ida had the visual support of her brother, which meant a lot.


  A few friends came over to introduce themselves. James said hello to Samuel and gave Ida a big hug before introducing himself to Vivian. James had a son, Marc, who was one of Cole’s closest friends. Marc wasn’t feeling well, so he and his mother had stayed home.


  Next came Ben. His daughter, Jessica, stood shyly in front of him as he reached out his hand in greeting to Vivian. Ida fussed over Jessica, commenting on how much she’d grown. Jessica was only slightly younger than Cole and completely adorable in her dress with the tiny floral print fabric.


  Ida was happy to discover that Chris, the woman she’d been involved with for more than a year before she left for south Mississippi, was not in attendance. Ida wasn’t looking forward to their first meeting, and she certainly didn’t want to add any tension to Vivian’s first public appearance.


  Piano music began, signaling for everyone to settle into seats. A man in a dark suit moved to stand behind the podium. Opening a tattered book that rested on the stand next to him, the man began to speak in a strong, but soothing voice. “Today I will read from Colossians chapter two, verse eight.” He looked down at the text in the book as he read. “See to it that no one takes you captive by philosophy and empty deceit, according to human tradition…”


  He closed the book and smiled at those seated in front of him. “In the olden days, we turned toward philosophy and science and away from God. We allowed ourselves to be surrounded by those who doubt the power of unseen forces at work in our daily lives. Forces like doubt, fear, anxiety, mistrust, and greed. I’d like to talk today about how God appointed gratitude and love as guardians for our souls against these forces.”


  Ida enjoyed the sermon. The minister was calling on the congregation to support each other with gratitude and love. So that, knit together, they would provide a safe haven for each other against the harsh demands of surviving in the world. And in doing so, would not just survive, but actually live with abundance. He may have intended other messages as well, but this was the part that captured Ida’s attention. And she did feel grateful for many things in her life, not the least of which was the woman seated next to her, listening intently to the words spoken from the front of the sanctuary.


  As he drew his message to a close, he signaled for all to stand for the closing hymn, “In the Garden.”


  Ida’s voice faltered as emotion knotted in her throat. This hymn had been one of her mother’s favorites, and she was unable to hear the tune without conjuring her mother’s sweet face. As she attempted to wipe at her tears with the back of her hand, Samuel reached over to offer his handkerchief. She smiled and accepted, sniffing and dabbing at her eyes. Ida felt Vivian put a comforting arm around her shoulder as she joined in the chorus.


  By the time the song ended, Ida had gathered herself enough that she could chat easily with other folks as they departed the sanctuary. She introduced Vivian to numerous local residents. There would be no way Vivian could possibly remember them all, but that would come with time. Vivian met each introduction with an open and friendly manner. She seemed truly at ease amongst Ida’s friends. The oddest part of all of this was that Kate wasn’t there. The person who’d been closest to Ida wasn’t there to meet the woman she was falling madly in love with. Ida missed Kate tremendously and would have loved nothing more than a chance to sit down and talk over tea about all that had happened since she’d left the Gulf Coast to return to Georgia. Her brother interrupted her thoughts.


  “Hey, sis, why don’t you two come by our place for lunch on the way home?”


  “Sounds good.” Ida accepted the invitation as she and Vivian headed toward their buggy. “We’ll meet you there.”


  Vivian snapped the reins, urging the pony to head toward the roadway. “Well, how’d I do?”


  “You were a big hit, I think.” Ida hooked her arm through Vivian’s.


  “Good. I felt like this was sort of our debut. I wanted to make a good impression for you.”


  “You were perfect. This is perfect.” Ida leaned her head on Vivian’s shoulder. “I’m so happy that it scares me a little.”


  Vivian leaned over and kissed the top of Ida’s head. “I know what you mean.”


  Late in the afternoon, Vivian sat on their porch reflecting on the day. She knew it was important for Ida to introduce her to the community at large. Did that mean that their relationship had moved to some new level? She was unsure, but somehow she thought it had. Vivian felt settled in a way she would have never thought possible. Maybe settled was the wrong word. It was more that she felt content. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d been in a place or time where contentment descended over her in the way it had recently. She smiled to herself as she propped her boot up on the porch railing in front of her and leaned back in the rocker.


  “What are you smiling about?”


  Apparently, Ida had been watching her from the doorway for a few minutes.


  “Nothing. And everything.” Vivian dropped her foot and signaled for Ida to join her. “Come here.”


  Ida settled into Vivian’s lap, wrapped her arms around Vivian’s neck, and kissed her affectionately. “Thank you for today.”


  “You don’t need to thank me for being with you.” Vivian couldn’t help but begin to feel aroused with Ida’s hips pressed against her lap. She brought Ida’s hand to her lips and kissed her palm.


  “I’m practicing gratitude in my daily life.” Ida brushed her fingers through Vivian’s hair and kissed her forehead. “It’s chilly out here. Aren’t you ready to come inside?”


  “I’m not so chilly now. You’re keeping me warm.” Vivian nuzzled Ida’s neck playfully.


  “Your nose is cold!” Ida pushed off her lap and reached back to tug Vivian indoors. “Come inside, I’ll make you some hot tea.”


  As Ida fussed at the stove, preparing to heat some water, Vivian stepped up behind her. She placed her hands on Ida’s hips and kissed the back of her neck softly. “There are other things we could do to warm up, you know.”


  “Is that so?”


  Ida reached back and pulled Vivian’s mouth firmly against her neck, leaning into Vivian’s body. She shivered as she felt Vivian’s chilled fingers loosen the fastener at the back of her dress and slowly release each button down to her waist. As Vivian pushed the fabric apart to reveal the slip underneath, Ida felt delicate kisses on the back of her neck and across her shoulders, sending chills down her arms. Her nipples were so hard they ached against the fabric that Vivian was slowly pushing aside. Once the dress had been pushed off her shoulders and down to her waist, the slip was next. Vivian kissed Ida’s shoulders as she slipped the narrow satin strap off to the side and swept it down her arms.


  “I love the way your skin feels,” Vivian murmured against the delicate arc of her shoulder.


  Ida pulled her arms free from the top of her dress and slip that now gathered at her hips. She filled her fingers with Vivian’s hair, pulling her lips against her neck again. A need was building between her legs with force as she felt Vivian’s arms encircle her waist and her strong hands move up her stomach to cover her aching breasts. Ida collapsed against Vivian as she felt her tease and massage.


  “Oh, Vivian.” She turned in Vivian’s arms and pulled her into a deep, luxurious kiss. This was the perfect end to a perfect day.


  The notion of tea forgotten, Vivian pulled Ida toward the bedroom. Vivian tugged Ida on top of her. Vivian was still fully dressed even though she’d managed to partially disrobe Ida in the kitchen.


  “Ida, you’re so pretty.” Vivian kissed and caressed her as they lay on top of the covers. Ida shivered under Vivian’s touch. “Are you cold?”


  “It’s not the cold that’s making me shiver.” Ida slid to the side so that she could push her clothing off and onto the floor; she was now fully nude lying on top of Vivian. She began to work at Vivian’s belt and the buttons at the waist of her trousers, all the while keeping Vivian engaged in a fierce kiss. Ida pushed her hand inside Vivian’s trousers and began to stroke back and forth, causing Vivian to moan against her mouth.


  Ida loved the power she felt over Vivian’s desire. Her own arousal grew as she stoked the flame of Vivian’s. She felt Vivian move a hand between them and push inside her. Their orgasm was building in unison until, moments later, it exploded.


  Vivian wanted Ida again only moments after their first climax. Almost roughly, she tossed Ida onto her back and quickly shucked off her clothes. Ida had slipped under the covers and now lay watching Vivian quickly strip down. Ida’s cheeks were flushed and her hair had been loosed from its clasp. Her delicious pink lips were swollen, ready to be taken again. Vivian jerked the covering away from her. She wanted to feel their heat surrounded by the crisp, cool air.


  She pushed Ida’s legs farther apart as she slid her hips between them. As she slid up, she tried to run her lips over every inch of skin between Ida’s hips and her mouth, at last settling into a searing kiss.


  “This feels so good. Ida, you make me want to have my mouth on every inch of you.”


  Something was different. Maybe it was that publicly declaring their coupling in some way gave Vivian hope that this was actually real. They were going to be together. Maybe Ida was falling in love with her. Vivian knew in her heart that she was in love with Ida. She somehow wanted Ida to feel this as intensely as she did. Vivian knew she was being a little rougher than usual, a bit more forceful with need, but it was as if some wild thing inside of her had been set free to roam the landscape of Ida’s soft form.


  Beneath her, Ida squirmed and arched into her hand as she moved her open palm down Ida’s neck, across her breast, and in one fluid move, thrust inside her.


  “I want you so badly. Come for me…That’s it…” Vivian pressed her full weight on top of Ida as she moved in and out while still exploring Ida’s upper body with her mouth. She felt Ida grab fistfuls of hair. Vivian interpreted this as a signal to continue rather than relent.


  “Oh, Vivian, oh God—” Ida’s words were cut short as Vivian brought her to climax.


  “Don’t stop.” Vivian rode Ida’s thigh so that her orgasm quickly followed Ida’s. As she collapsed on top of Ida, she felt Ida peppering her with kisses all about her face and neck.


  Ida shuddered with post orgasmic tremors. “Vivian, you’re an amazing lover.” Vivian was still inside her. Ida wrapped her leg over Vivian’s hips, holding her in place as small orgasms continued to ripple through Ida’s entire body.


  Sensing that Ida was still quite aroused, Vivian began to slowly caress inside with her fingers. “Is this okay?” She raised up on her elbow so that she could look into Ida’s bottomless blue eyes.


  “Yes, more…”


  “As much as you want. I could do this forever.”


  Maybe just getting to the Blue Mountains wasn’t enough. Maybe that wasn’t all that there was. Maybe Ida was what made Vivian feel whole. Place alone would not answer all of Vivian’s need.


  Vivian kissed Ida’s swollen lips as she continued the caress between her legs. “Ida, I’m so in love with you.” She felt Ida’s nails dig into her shoulders as the orgasm claimed her again.


  Vivian could see tears gathered at her lashes as Ida pulled away to look into her face. “I love you, too. So much.”


  Chapter Thirty-six


  


  The autumn air was brisk and arid. Golden poplars and red maples dotted the hillsides around the farm, interspersed with orange and brown oaks.


  Sensations of Ida underneath her the previous afternoon stayed with Vivian as she began her day’s chores. She shuddered just thinking about the feeling of Ida’s soft curves pressed warmly against her. Vivian fought her arousal as she hitched the horse to the plow and walked out toward the field. She had told Samuel the previous day she was strong enough to guide the plow behind the mare and turn the field in preparation for the next planting season. As they reached the edge of the plot, Vivian lowered the till point into the earth, draped the reins around her good shoulder, and snapped the leather straps resting on the horse’s back to get her moving forward. There had been little rain, so the dirt was stiff and hard. This could make for a long day.


  Still buried in her own thoughts, Vivian lost track of how long she’d been behind the plow until she saw Samuel heading in her direction. As she halted the horse and looked up at the sky she realized it was past noon. Sweat had drenched her shirt, and her arms ached.


  “Hello there!” called Samuel as he approached.


  “Hello!” Vivian wiped sweat off her forehead with her shirtsleeve.


  “You are a woman on a mission out here,” said Samuel. He stepped close to where Vivian was leaning on the plow. “Rachel said you didn’t take a break for lunch so I thought I’d best come check on you. This doesn’t all have to be done today, you know.”


  “Yeah, I guess I was a little lost in thought. And then lost track of time, but I’m feeling it in my arms now.”


  “Why don’t I take a turn? I’ll make a few more passes, then we’ll call it a day and give the horse a break, too.” Samuel adjusted his wide-brimmed hat to offer his eyes a bit more shade.


  “Maybe you’re right.” Vivian lifted the reins from around her shoulder and passed them to Samuel. “I might be done for the day anyway. My stamina isn’t quite back to normal yet.”


  “Well, I’m glad I came to find you then. Take a break and we’ll see you later. We should all have dinner together again soon.”


  “Yeah, definitely.” Vivian smiled at Samuel as she walked in the direction of Ida’s house. She thought she’d eat a little food, clean up, and change shirts. She might even take a nap. Then she’d be good and rested when Ida returned home from her trip to the village mill.


  


  *


  


  The sun was high in the sky as Ida trekked to the mill. Had there been a town center, the mill would have been located just at the far end of Main Street. There really was no town, but instead more of a collection of wooden and stone structures facing out along a dirt road that lead up to the old stone community-run gristmill.


  A village of structures, used for a common purpose. Most of the buildings served as open markets where local residents could trade and barter for goods. Honey was traded for cloth, handwoven blankets were traded for birch wood baskets, along with a wide assortment of other handmade goods. Transient workers would sometimes lounge about the front of the buildings and hire themselves out for a day’s labor in trade for food and sometimes lodging.


  Ida traveled past the market buildings and headed toward the mill. As she passed she waved at people she knew and gave them a smile and a “good day.” It was nice to be home surrounded by familiar faces that belonged to folks Ida had known her entire life. She didn’t regret her time away; in fact, she felt certain time and distance had only served to help her appreciate the familiar. There was comfort in being known.


  As Ida and her horse-drawn buggy approached, she idly wondered who was running the mill today. There wasn’t much to running the old mill. The stream did all the real work, as long as there was enough rain so that the water passing through the sluice gate carried the necessary volume to turn the large vertical water wheel that operated the pit wheel and subsequently the actual milling stone. When the mill was open, someone had to manually operate the sluice and close it when the mill shut down for the day. Farmers from all over the area brought their grain to this mill so that it could be ground and bagged as flour. In the winter months, cornbread was a staple of the local diet so it was important to keep the mill working as regularly as possible.


  It was still early in the afternoon, and it looked as if Ida might be the only customer at the moment. She pulled up next to the old stone building and stepped down from the high seat that squeaked loudly as she moved off and dropped to the ground. She lifted the sack of dried corn from the back of the buggy and headed toward the mill’s dark interior.


  The mill was located on a rise along a wide stream, which could almost be considered a river, overlooking several valley farms at a slightly lower elevation. The thick stone walls captured and held the dampness of the creek as it passed through. During certain months, feathery moss gathered on the rough rock walls nearest the wood-sided sluice. This damp microclimate kept the summer temperatures quite cool within the dark interior of the mill, and in the winter, it was downright frigid. As she stepped through the small stone entryway, Ida noticed the smell of the damp earthen floor hanging in the air.


  It took a few seconds for Ida’s vision to adjust to the dark interior. She heard the sound of movement. To her left, she could see someone silhouetted against one of the small windows that made a feeble attempt at shedding light inside the building. Ida recognized her right away, and a knot in her stomach followed that realization.


  “Hi, Chris.” There was no way to avoid the encounter with her ex, so Ida decided just to push through it. They were the only two in the place, and that meant that Chris was running the mill for the day. If she wanted to get the corn ground, she’d have to suffer through whatever Chris had to say while she waited for the grinding stone to do its work.


  Chris moved away from the window so that the large grinding mechanism was between where she stood and the opening where Ida stood, just inside the door frame. Chris was of average height with a square build. Her dark hair was cropped short, her plaid shirt tucked into boxy trousers, with the sleeves rolled to the elbows. Chris gave Ida a look that was hard to read. Maybe she was trying to go for neutral, but she instead just looked annoyed.


  “Ida, what a surprise.” Although Chris didn’t really seem surprised. She came close to Ida and acted as if she might give her a hug, but she could obviously read Ida’s body language, so she stopped herself.


  “I’m sorry. If I’d known this was your day at the mill I wouldn’t have come.” Ida moved from the doorway and stepped inside, still holding the ten-pound sack of corn.


  Ida couldn’t pinpoint exactly what it was about Chris’s manner that set her nerves on edge, but it was hard to ignore the tension hanging in the air between them. They hadn’t parted on the best of terms. Ida had left Chris and moved back home to care for her mother. Chris had assumed that Ida would come back to her after her mother’s death, and when she hadn’t, Chris was less than pleased. She’d always tried to control Ida when they’d lived together, and when she couldn’t coerce Ida into moving back in with her she’d gotten pretty angry. Chris’s inability to let go had contributed to Ida’s reasons for leaving and traveling south with Kate and her husband.


  “I’m glad you’re here. We were bound to run into each other sooner or later.” Chris scuffed the dirt with the toe of her boot and shoved her hands in her pockets. “I wanted to see you. If I hadn’t run into you soon I was going to swing by your place.”


  Ida cringed at the thought that Chris might have shown up while Vivian was still recovering. “I’d prefer if you didn’t just stop by, Chris. It’s probably not a good idea.”


  “Yeah, I heard you brought some stranger back with you from down south. I heard she’s staying in your house with you.”


  So much for appreciating the familiar. It obviously hadn’t taken long for Chris to find out what was going on in her life, whether she chose to share the news or not. “You make it sound like I brought home a stray.”


  “Isn’t that what you did?” Chris reached to take the bag of grain from Ida and moved to empty it in the trough in front of the slow-moving grinding stone. The thick-timbered spokes creaked as the large round stone followed its circular grinding path.


  “I don’t really want to discuss my personal life with you, Chris. I don’t need your permission or approval for what I do in my own house.” Ida wasn’t sure why she let Chris get to her. They hadn’t seen each other in over a year, and it had taken less than five minutes for Chris to cause Ida’s temper to flare. She knew if she lingered to wait for the corn meal they would get into a fight, so she made an excuse to leave. “I need to go down and see the healer about some medicine,” Ida lied. “I’ll come back in a little while to pick this up.”


  “I could bring it out to your place later. There’s no need for you to come back and get it.”


  “Thank you for the offer, but it won’t take long with Francis. I’ll be back.”


  “I’ll bring this by your house.” Chris made the statement as if Ida hadn’t just told her she wasn’t welcome to come by the house. She clearly wasn’t listening.


  Ida had been trying to make her escape, but after hearing the self-assured declaration from Chris, she spun on her heels. “I said I’d come back for the corn meal and that’s exactly what I’ll do. I don’t want you to bring it to the house.”


  “Okay, okay, no need to get so defensive.” Chris’s patronizing tone flew against Ida’s heated cheeks like a brisk wind.


  “I’m not being defensive, Chris. I’ve just told you that you aren’t welcome at my house and you act like you can just bully your way back into my life.” Ida had stepped closer to Chris so that even in the low light of the mill’s interior Chris wouldn’t be able to miss the look of frustration that was no doubt present on her face.


  “Okay, I get it.” Chris took a step back.


  “Do you? Do you ever really listen? Did you ever really listen even when we were together?” This might have been the first time Ida had really stood up to Chris’s controlling nature. When they’d split up it’d been easier just to leave than to continue arguing. Standing up to Chris felt good. She hesitated, waiting for Chris to respond, and when no response was delivered she turned and exited the mill.


  Ida shook her head as she walked down the hill toward Francis’s office. How did I ever let myself get into a relationship with her in the first place? Unbelievable.


  As she walked she had a realization of how different things were with Vivian. Her relationship with Vivian was more equal. Obviously, she and Vivian were very different but their oppositeness only seemed to enrich who they were together. She smiled as she imagined a future with Vivian. A future with Vivian had unlimited possibility because Vivian would never try to hold her back or control her the way Chris had done. She knew with certainty that Vivian wanted Ida to be her own person and would allow her the space to have her own dreams.


  Ida’s chest expanded with a sense of love and rightness. She would do everything in her power to make a go of things with Vivian. They were good together and she realized now that goodness should be cherished and nurtured.


  She hoped Francis was in. If not, she’d have to figure out some other way to waste time until the grain was finished. She wasn’t going to get forced into some other tense argument with Chris. That would just ruin her whole day. As thoughts of Vivian filled her mind the day was just looking brighter and brighter and she didn’t want anything to wreck her fine mood.


  Chapter Thirty-seven


  


  Vivian looked out at the clouds growing heavier and more foreboding by the minute and realized she was glad she’d come in from the field early. She’d washed up and was finger-combing her damp hair as she walked out onto the porch. The air was so thick with humidity that her clean shirt was already plastered to her back. A flash of lightning ripped across the sky; a booming rumble quickly followed. Vivian’s scalp tingled and her forearm prickled as the small hairs on her skin rose with the static electricity in the air. Damn, that was close. Apprehension gathered and crept through her mind. It hadn’t yet begun to rain, but the deep purple-gray of the boiling cumulus overhead signaled its approach. Her thoughts went to Ida, and how her pony would certainly be spooked by the thunder if she was now on her way back from the village.


  Vivian scanned the sky again, her eyes settling on a particularly furious dark cloud. She frowned. That wasn’t a cloud. That was smoke coming from Rachel and Samuel’s place! She leapt off the porch and started across the field between the two houses as fast as she could run. Her movements were slowed by the soft ridges of piled soil. Vivian was sinking almost up to her ankles in some places, stumbling over clods of dirt, and cursing. This suspended moment was like one of those dreams where you were running and running, but you couldn’t get to where you need to be in time. Apprehension filled her chest.


  As she got closer, Vivian could see that the smoke billowed from the old wooden barn. Vivian ran through a quick list of items that couldn’t be lost in the fire. The doors swung wide open and a dark column of smoke licked from the high opening of the hayloft and the eaves. One of the horses burst past her and out the large door, knocking her over. Scrambling to her feet, she heard hooves drumming against wood in the back of the barn. Straining to peer through the smoke, she realized Rachel was in the barn, trying to free the second horse. Vivian’s heart pummeled in her chest as she looked up to see flames licking overhead, the loft fully engulfed, the air full of smoke. When she reached the back of the barn, the mare was kicking and turning panicked circles in her stall. She was whinnying, calling to the other horse that’d already made his escape. Rachel opened the stall door, but the mare was focused on the flames skimming along the ceiling overhead and the burning hay raining down. Vivian lunged for a blanket. By the time she got to the stall, Rachel had a hand on the mare’s halter and was holding on for dear life. Vivian threw the blanket over the frantic horse’s head. It stilled, trembling while they tucked the blanket into her halter. As Vivian lowered the blanket, she could see the orange glow from the flames just outside the stall reflected in the glassy pools of the horse’s frantic eyes. The searing heat inside the structure was so intense that it seemed to suck the oxygen right from Vivian’s lungs.


  “Vivian! Thank God. I couldn’t get her to move.”


  “We need to get out of here! The fire is spreading too fast!” The crackling of the flames almost drowned out her voice. Vivian tried to soothe the frightened animal as they moved toward the door.


  “Rachel! I’ve got this, get out!” Rachel was at the horse’s flank, strangling on the smoke-filled air. “Rachel!”


  But Rachel couldn’t hear Vivian over the roar of the fire. Timbers aged and thick with long-trapped resin now popped and sizzled from the heat all around them.


  As the mare neared the door, Vivian let the blanket fall away as the horse bolted from the flaming structure. Rachel was nowhere in sight. Panic choked Vivian’s throat as badly as the smoke. She forced herself to march back into the burning barn. Rachel was heading toward the door, dragging a harness and a heavy plow collar, visibly struggling under the weight of the gear. Vivian took the equipment from her. She veered toward the open door and sprinted for safety, hoping to God all the while that Rachel was following her.


  The searing heat pressed against her tender flesh without even touching it, so great was the temperature inside the flaming structure. Vivian lurched as the ground shifted under her feet. Almost at the same instant she fell, Vivian heard a thunderous crack. The ground trembled as a huge section of the barn’s upper level came crashing down all around her. She had fallen near the large front opening of the barn, but even with the fresh air so close, Vivian was fighting to breathe. Her eyes burned and she was coughing furiously. Just when Vivian needed saving, strong hands grasped at her under her arms and pulled her toward the open door. Clinging to the tack and collar, she pulled them along to safety.


  Samuel knelt down beside her. “Vivian, are you all right? I saw the smoke. I got here as fast as I could from the far field.” Between the run and the smoke, Samuel was gasping for air.


  “Rachel!” Vivian rasped and coughed. She pointed toward the barn’s flaming interior.


  Samuel didn’t hesitate. He charged into the smoke and fire-infested barn, leaving Vivian lying in the dirt, gasping for breath.


  


  *


  


  As the sky began to darken earlier than usual, Ida decided she should get herself home ahead of the storm that seemed to be moving in. She was almost there when the first bolt of lightning flared and then boomed. Her pony skittered and snorted, spooked by both the flash and the noise. Ida tried to calm the pony but then the second strike sounded, louder than the first. The second hit was so loud that even Ida was startled.


  A north to south wind had picked up considerably in the past half hour and the temperature dropped. Ida pulled her coat more tightly around her with one hand as she snapped the reins again with the other. As they rounded the last turn in the rutted dirt road that emptied out into the far corner of their farm, Ida saw a long, thick plume of smoke coming from the direction of the barn. Panic struck through her chest. No, no, no! Leaning forward on the wooden plank seat of the buggy, Ida took the leather straps in both hands and slapped them sharply on the pony’s back.


  


  *


  


  Vivian was getting to her knees when a burst of movement caught her eye. Cole! She was running headlong after her father. Cole crossed the threshold of the flaming barn before Vivian managed to grab her arm. Vivian snagged her and hoisted her away from the blaze.


  “Daddy! Mama!” Cole writhed frenetically as she fought to free herself from Vivian’s grasp. Vivian could sense the child’s panic as if it were her own. In this moment of connection it was hard to tell the difference.


  It seemed like an eternity, but it had likely been only seconds since Samuel had run back in after Rachel. As Vivian continued her fight to restrain her, a deafening crunch sounded behind them as heavy timbers in the center of the wooden structure buckled and gave way, sending sparks, flames, and huge plumes of black smoke skyward.


  “Noooooo!” Cole wailed.


  Vivian cradled Cole’s face against her shoulder, her tears soaking through Vivian’s soot-covered shirt. She faced them away from the collapsing inferno. Vivian turned back for a second, while shielding Cole’s view, to see the remaining struts of the building collapse inward and flame up like a huge pyre. The temperature was so intense Vivian staggered backward as the heat pulsed over her in waves.


  “Vivian!”


  Ida ran toward them as her terrified gaze focused on the disaster unfolding in front of them. Soothing arms enveloped her waist as Ida attempted to capture both Vivian and Cole in her arms. Cole turned and reached for Ida. As Ida pulled Cole close, she turned to Vivian with her eyes full of tears.


  “Samuel?”


  Vivian shook her head.


  “Rachel?” Ida’s voice broke.


  Vivian shook her head again and shut her eyes. The pain on Ida’s face was more than she could suffer. As if it were her own, as if some strange entity had reached into her chest clenching its fist around her heart. There was nothing to be done now and no one left to save. Rachel and Samuel were lost to them.


  Vivian paced. She turned to see Ida crying into Cole’s neck as the dry, crumbled timbers continued to burn hotly in front of them. Through her tears, Vivian watched the wind swallow the billowing black smoke swarm as it climbed into the storm-darkened sky. As she watched the dark column taken up by the wind, she heard her grandfather’s voice. The wind receives our first breath and our last sigh.


  


  *


  


  It was hard to know what to do or how long to linger as the rain came and the embers sizzled and steamed long after sunset. Ida took Cole to her house. Vivian watched them walk away, exhausted and heartbroken. Cole’s chin rested on Ida’s shoulder as she carried her home. She seemed to look back at Vivian with empty eyes.


  Vivian remained a few moments longer by the destroyed barn. It seemed too soon to leave the site where she’d last seen Rachel and Samuel. The rain soaked through Vivian’s shirt, and rivulets ran down her neck and inside her shirt collar. After a while, after the cold badly enveloped her body, she turned and walked toward the house. Soggy soil clung to her boots, making her steps labored and slow, as if echoing the burden of sadness she carried on her shoulders. If she’d only gotten to the barn sooner. If she’d only been able to stop Rachel from going back inside. If. If. If.


  Vivian stepped out of her boots on the porch and moved into the low light of the main room where Ida sat with Cole.


  “Get out!” Cole strained against Ida, pointing her finger at Vivian who stood ghostlike just inside the entryway. “She can’t be in here!”


  “Cole! Stop. Why would you say such a thing?” asked Ida.


  “I could have saved them. She stopped me! It’s her fault.”


  “Cole, it was a fire. An accident. It was no one’s fault,” said Ida.


  “She can’t come in here!”


  “I’ll just wait on the porch.”


  Vivian stepped back outside as Ida gave her a pained look. She took a seat in an old rocker on the porch and listened through the open door as Ida tried to soothe Cole. It took a while longer for the child to settle down enough that Ida could put her to bed.


  Gentle fingers brushed along Vivian’s shoulder when she realized she’d been lost in thought.


  “I’m so sorry, Vivian. She’s just confused and angry. You didn’t deserve that.”


  “She didn’t deserve what happened today either. No one did.”


  Vivian believed that chaos was a part of the natural world and that it was important to be able to tolerate a certain amount of chaos, which she’d always interpreted as the world’s tendency toward unfairness. This would be one of those times. But her tolerance was maxed out. She wished she was also a child so she could rage against God and ask for answers, but she knew the Great Spirit held its own counsel. She doubted even if she demanded them that answers would come.


  Chapter Thirty-eight


  


  As was the custom, the women came and brought food for those who mourned. The men from nearby farms came to help with the cleanup and the burial of the remains. The next day, as if to mock them, the weather was beautiful. The sky was clear and blue as the mourners gathered at the sites of the graves set one beside the other in the small family plot at the edge of the George property. As each person left, they solemnly tossed a handful of dark soil onto the wooden boxes deep set into the earth, one for Samuel and one for Rachel. A lone female voice, soulful and earnest, sang the graveside service’s closing hymn. Softly, tenderly Jesus is calling. Come home, come home.


  Standing next to Ida and Cole, Vivian placed her hand on Cole’s shoulder only to have it shaken off as Cole gave her a dark look before running away from them.


  “She doesn’t mean it.” Ida took Vivian’s hand in hers.


  “I think she might.”


  Cole was angry and Vivian could hardly blame her. Since there was no one or no thing to target with her rage, she had chosen to place it on Vivian. In her child logic, Vivian reasoned, she was the one who’d held Cole back and kept her from saving her parents. Cole had said as much the first night, hours after the fire when they had tried to get her to sleep.


  All that was left now was to cover the plain wooden boxes that held the remains of Ida’s brother and his sweet wife.


  “You go be with Cole. I can stay and help with this.”


  Vivian meant to stay and help James and Ben shovel dirt to close the graves. Both men had been incredibly thoughtful and helpful since the horrific accident.


  Ida nodded to Vivian and allowed their fingers to drift apart as she walked after Cole, who’d headed back toward the house. Ida had spent a small amount of time moving a few of Cole’s things over to her house in the hopes that she’d be more at ease. But Vivian knew it was going to take more than a few items of clothing and toys to soothe Cole’s anger over what had just happened.


  The sound of loose soil echoed on top of the wooden boxes. Vivian reached for the shovel buried in the dirt pile next to her, standing as if at attention. Mimicking the somber movements of the two men next to her, she joined them in replacing the upturned dirt back onto the graves.


  Funerals were sad events to be sure, but nothing made the passing of a loved one as real or absolute as shoveling the dirt over their coffin. Ashes to ashes. Dust to dust. If it was possible that such a menial task could be done with reverence, that was what the three of them attempted. As Vivian pivoted with the shovel, each time filling it with the dark earth, she thought of her grandfather and how she missed him. The earth does not belong to man; man belongs to the earth. These days his words seemed to resurface in her mind more often. As her experiences had expanded, his messages resonated with her more than they ever had when her world was small, before she left Oklahoma.


  As they finished, Ben gathered the shovels and began walking toward his wagon, leaving James and Vivian standing alone for a few minutes. Vivian had never had a sibling. She could only guess at the grief Ida was feeling over the loss of her brother. A man that Vivian felt she barely got the chance to know.


  “I found this.”


  Vivian extended her palm to receive a soot-covered pocket watch, the crystal cracked in two places, no doubt from the heat of the fire. “This was Samuel’s watch.”


  Vivian rolled the watch over in her hand and looked up to James’s eyes. “Thank you.”


  “He would want Cole to have it. When she’s ready.”


  “I’ll keep it for her until then.”


  James nodded and pulled on his hat, lowering it over his eyes. Vivian cradled the watch in her hand as she watched James’s slow retreat.


  Chapter Thirty-nine


  


  Several days after the fire, Ida thought maybe she should look through the things in Samuel’s house. There would be clothes to disperse to folks who might be in need. There were other household goods that could be bartered for what they might need around the farm. There was equipment that had been lost in the fire that would need to be replaced, and Ida would have to figure out a way to replace it.


  All of these and more were the mundane tasks of the living that remained after the loss of loved ones. Since the fire, Ida had gone back to the house only once to collect some things for Cole, but she was having a difficult time mustering the emotional fortitude to begin the task of dismantling her brother’s life. In truth, she could leave some chores for later, but there were a few things that needed to be dealt with sooner rather than later.


  Ida had decided today would be the day to take some of those first steps toward dealing with things in the house. As she approached, she noticed the front door was open. She glanced around and saw that Vivian was far across the field, near the back of the springhouse.


  Ida approached the open door with caution. It wasn’t unheard of to be visited by scavengers looking for food or other things if a house looked uninhabited. If anyone had been watching the place they’d have plainly seen no activity for several days.


  The timbers of the front steps creaked as she put her full weight on them. She hesitated between steps and listened but heard no sound coming from the house. She stepped across the threshold and listened again. Nothing.


  And then as she moved farther into the interior she heard it, a muffled sound coming from the main bedroom. Stepping as lightly as possible, Ida approached the bedroom door and leaned in through the doorway.


  Her stomach clenched at what she saw.


  Cole was standing in the closet, with her mother’s clothes gathered into her arms, crying. Her face was buried into the folds of hanging fabric and her back was toward the door so she didn’t know she’d been discovered.


  Witnessing this moment of private grief gripped Ida’s chest like a clenched fist. She covered her mouth to smother the sob that rose quickly in her throat and backed out of the house. Once she was in the front yard, she began walking in slow circles taking deep breaths in attempt to settle her tears. She brushed them away with the back of her hand as she paced back and forth in front of the porch steps.


  She looked at the open door, considering what she should do. Was it better to allow Cole this moment alone or should she go try and console her? Ida wasn’t sure what the right thing to do was. She wanted to allow Cole to grieve in her own way, but she also wanted Cole to know that she could turn to Ida when she needed comfort.


  After a few moments of deliberation, Ida decided to go back inside. Cole was still holding on to an armful of her mother’s dresses as Ida approached.


  She put her hand gently on Cole’s back and knelt down beside her.


  “Cole, sweetheart, why don’t you come sit with me?” She rubbed slow circles on Cole’s back.


  “I miss her so much,” Cole said through muffled sobbing sounds.


  “I know you do.”


  “Her clothes still smell like her.”


  Ida’s heart ached, it thumped in her chest, dull and heavy. “Come here, baby.”


  Cole partially turned and Ida pulled her into her arms. Cole leaned into her, throwing her arms around Ida’s neck.


  “Everything is going to be okay, Cole. I know it hurts now, but it will get easier, I promise.”


  “I don’t think it will.”


  “I know you don’t right now, but it will. And until it does, you don’t have to be sad alone, okay? You can always come find me, okay?”


  She felt Cole nod against her shoulder.


  


  *


  


  Vivian had seen Ida pacing in front of the house. Something about the way Ida was moving worried her and so she’d crossed the field to investigate. She’d entered the house after Ida and quietly watched from the bedroom door as Cole and Ida embraced. She heard them talking in hushed tones but couldn’t make out what they were saying.


  Ida looked in her direction but she couldn’t read her expression. Did Ida want her to stay or go?


  She felt like an outsider. And not wanting to intrude, she turned and swiftly exited the house. She hadn’t meant to interrupt this intimate family moment.


  Even though she and Ida had professed their love for each other, she wasn’t family and Cole was still angry with her for what had happened the day of the fire. Vivian was at a loss as she stood with arms crossed on the porch.


  After a few minutes, she heard footsteps. Cole stepped past her and, without speaking, she ran down the steps and back toward Ida’s house. She’d given Vivian a scowl before making her escape across the front lawn.


  After another moment, Ida stepped out onto the porch beside her.


  “I don’t know what to do to help her.” Ida hugged herself as she stood beside Vivian watching Cole’s figure retreat.


  “She just needs time.” She reached to touch Ida, but then didn’t. She shoved her hand in her pocket instead.


  “I just don’t know. I feel that I’m as sad as she is. I’m no help.” Ida turned toward Vivian, her eyes red rimmed.


  Vivian wanted to say something consoling, something wise, something. But nothing came. Instead selfish thoughts rose to the surface.


  How could she leave Ida now even if she wanted to? She’d told Ida she loved her and she knew she did, but had she meant she would stay? Ida needed her; whether she wanted her or not, she certainly needed her now. The sensation of feeling trapped crept over Vivian like a slowly lengthening shadow cast by the setting sun. Tightness settled into her chest. She sensed that Ida was looking at her, waiting for her to say something, but she couldn’t look at her.


  “I’ve got a bit more to do. I’ll come to the house later.” She turned and walked away from Ida without looking back.


  Chapter Forty


  


  Two months had passed since the day of the fire. It seemed now that life was organized by what happened before the fire and what happened after the fire. As if all order was reset by that single, catastrophic event. Thanksgiving was almost upon them. It would be hard to be in the spirit of the season given all that had been lost so recently. Thanks seemed elusive.


  Vivian had done her best to comfort Ida. In truth, they had grown much closer over the past several weeks. Every now and then, doubts still crept up on Vivian and she wondered if she was worthy of the trust Ida seemed to place in her.


  The leaves were all gone from the trees now, leaving them stripped and bare against the gray sky of the approaching winter. Vivian had put all her efforts into getting them ready for the cold season—curing venison, storing potatoes and other root vegetables, along with the canned goods that Rachel and Ida had finished just before Rachel’s death. It would be with a heavy heart that those apples were consumed as jam or baked into pies.


  Cole continued to struggle to come to terms with the loss of her parents. She was still angry but not so much at Vivian anymore. Her admiration had returned somewhat as Vivian tried to help her with distractions around the farm. She was teaching Cole to shoot with the bow, and she seemed to have a natural affinity for it. Vivian could see that Cole would one day be quite a gifted marksman. They had worked together to craft a smaller bow for Cole to practice with. Even the shafts of the arrows had been shortened and carried only wooden tips so that she could do limited damage.


  Ida watched Vivian walk toward the house one chilly afternoon, having just given Cole another shooting lesson. Cole had stayed out in the pasture to practice. She was to shoot at a straw target, retrieve her arrow, and shoot again. Vivian made slow progress back toward the house, turning every so often to glance back in Cole’s direction. Vivian was wearing a heavy wool coat against the cold breeze that had arrived. Ida pulled her sweater more tightly around her as Vivian neared the porch steps.


  “How is she today?”


  “Every day she gets a little better.” Vivian scuffed mud off her boots as she climbed the steps. “I’ll have to take these off before I come in.”


  Some days were better for Ida than others. Today was not one of those better days. She’d come across one of Samuel’s old felt hats in the back of a closet, and the sight of it had triggered a dull ache in her chest. Losing her older brother felt like losing her anchor in the world. She relied on him. She counted on having him nearby as they grew together into old age. Without him, she was afraid she wouldn’t be able to keep the farm. Ida worried she’d be no better off than Rebecca had been after she’d lost her husband, Eric. Plus, now she was left to raise a child that she’d only just reconnected with after being away for more than a year.


  But what worried Ida the most, the thing that kept her up late into the night after everyone else was asleep, was the fear that Vivian was only staying now because she felt pity for Ida. Vivian hadn’t said anything to that effect, but Ida’s fears held sway nonetheless. As Vivian stepped up onto the landing next to her, Ida lost her battle with tears. She wiped at them with the hopes of shooing them away before Vivian could see them glistening on her cheeks.


  “Hey, what’s that about? What’s wrong?” Vivian put her hands on Ida’s arms and bent down to meet Ida’s gaze.


  “Nothing, I’m fine.”


  “Come on, talk to me. Aren’t you the one who is always telling me to talk about my feelings?”


  Ida couldn’t help smiling through her tears. “Yes, and I hate the way you always remember what I say to you.”


  “No, you don’t.”


  “You’re right. I don’t.” Ida sniffed and wiped away another tear with the palm of her hand.


  “So what is it? Please tell me so that I don’t worry.” Vivian pulled Ida into the warmth of her coat and Ida gratefully snuggled under Vivian’s chin.


  “I’m worried that you’re only staying because you feel sorry for me. And how could you not when I’ve been feeling so sorry for myself?” She felt Vivian kiss the top of her head. “With all that’s gone on, how can I know the real reason you’ve stayed?” She pulled back to look up into Vivian’s eyes. “And now I have a child to raise. It’s too much. It’s not fair for you to inherit an instant family…a woman and a child that isn’t yours.”


  They’d been concentrating so keenly on each other that neither of them had noticed Cole’s approach until it was too late. Ida saw her, but only after she’d already made the statement about Vivian raising a child that wasn’t hers. Cole looked crestfallen. She hesitated for only a moment before she turned and ran toward the tree line.


  “Cole! Wait!” Ida broke free from Vivian’s embrace and yelled after her. She leapt off the porch to follow her, but Vivian stopped her, seeing that Ida wasn’t dressed warm enough for the chill.


  “I’ll go. Cole and I need to talk some things over and it’s long overdue.”


  “Are you sure?”


  “I’m sure.” Vivian pulled Ida into a kiss. “And when I get back, you and I will talk some more, okay?” She cupped Ida’s face between her hands. “Everything is going to be okay.” Ida nodded, tears beginning to fall slowly down her cheeks again. “Now get inside before you get too cold. I’ll be back shortly with Cole.”


  Vivian smiled over her shoulder as she trotted in Cole’s footsteps. She didn’t catch up to her, but in the dry, partly frozen grass and dirt, it was easy to follow her trail. Cole ran pretty far before Vivian finally spotted her. She had traveled maybe a mile from the boundary of the farm, up the ridge, and was seated on the steps at the base of what looked like some sort of old lookout tower.


  Cole was drawing shapes in the dirt with a stick when Vivian sat down next to her.


  “This is a pretty interesting place.” Vivian looked up the steps toward the landing that wrapped around the entire upper structure.


  “It’s an old fire tower,” Cole mumbled, resting her chin in her hand, propped on her knee.


  “Is it? I’ve never been in a fire tower.”


  “I’m gonna live here one day.”


  “Well, your house will have a great view then.”


  They sat silently for a few minutes. Cole didn’t look at Vivian, but instead continued moving the tip of her stick around in the loose dirt near their feet. Finally, she spoke. “Are you gonna leave because of me?”


  “I’m not leaving, Cole.”


  “But I heard what Aunt Ida said. She said having a kid to raise is too much.”


  “Cole, I know that you’ve been really upset, but try and think about all the ways that Ida is upset, too.” Vivian rested her arms on her knees as she spoke, quietly, in an even tone. “You and I have never had a brother, so we don’t know what it feels like to lose one. Ida really misses her brother. She’s scared without him, I think.” Vivian reached for a stick and began to mimic Cole’s drawings in the dirt until Cole stopped and looked over at her. “Your aunt loves you very much. You should know that she would do anything for you. What you heard was only part of what she was saying, and none of it was really about you.”


  Cole was still hurt and angry. “Well, I don’t care. I don’t need anyone to take care of me anyway.”


  Vivian figured she and Ida had let Cole’s anger simmer long enough. It was time to work on getting her past it.


  “Can I tell you a story, Cole? It’s a story my grandfather used to tell me when anger settled inside me and wouldn’t leave.”


  “What were you so angry about?”


  “I was angry that my mom left me and I never understood why.”


  “Where did she go?”


  “I don’t know. One day she just left and didn’t come back, and it made me really angry. So angry that even now I still think about it.”


  “What was the story your granddad told you?” Cole looked at Vivian expectantly.


  “An old Cherokee elder was teaching his grandson about life.” Vivian looked off into the distant trees, trying to remember all the details of the story that she’d not heard since she was a child seated at her grandfather’s knee. “He said a fight is going on inside me. It’s a terrible fight and it’s between two wolves. One is evil—he is anger, envy, regret, greed, arrogance, resentment, and ego. The other is good—he is joy, peace, love, hope, kindness, empathy, truth, compassion, and faith.”


  Vivian looked over at Cole, who was listening intently. “This same fight is going on inside you—and inside every other person, too.”


  “Is that true?”


  “Yes, it’s true.” Vivian leaned forward, resting her elbows on her knees. “So, the grandson thought about it for a minute and then asked his grandfather, which wolf will win? The old man simply replied, the one I feed.”


  As Vivian finished the story, the impact of her own words settled like a weight in her chest. She realized she’d been talking to Cole, but that she also needed to heed the message she’d just delivered.


  “I want to feed the good wolf,” said Cole softly.


  Vivian put her arm around Cole and pulled her close, “Me, too.”


  She felt Cole shake beside her as she sobbed quietly against Vivian’s side. Vivian leaned over and pressed her lips into Cole’s hair. “You’re going to be okay, Cole. We all are.”


  After a little while, the tears subsided, but Cole remained leaning against Vivian.


  “Hey, I have something for you.” Vivian opened her hand to show Cole the watch. “It was your father’s watch. I think he’d want you to have it now.”


  Cole took the watch, rolling it over in her small fingers. She sniffed again and plunged the large pocket watch into her trousers. “We should probably head back so that Aunt Ida doesn’t worry.”


  “I think that’s a good idea.”


  As they began to walk back toward the farm, Vivian felt Cole slip her tiny hand into hers. That simple gesture of affection caused Vivian’s heart to swell. She blamed the cold air for the tears that gathered at the edges of her eyelids, but deep down she knew the reason for their appearance.


  They walked hand in hand all the way back to the house. Only when they stepped into the golden grass at the boundary between the road and the farmhouse did Cole release her grip and run toward Ida’s pony. Cole’s cloud of sadness was set aside for the time being. Vivian stood watching Cole running through the tall, dry grass until she reached the pony and rubbed its neck.


  Ida came to stand beside Vivian, watching.


  “What did you say to her?” Ida entwined her fingers with Vivian’s.


  “A story my grandfather used to tell me when I was mad at the world.” Vivian turned to regard Ida. “I realized as I was telling it that I needed to hear the story again myself.”


  “Maybe you’ll share it with me sometime?”


  Vivian turned to face Ida. The red hue of the sunset reflected against her translucent blue eyes. She stroked Ida’s cheek and tucked her favorite errant strand of blond hair behind her ear. “Marry me, dearest Ida.”


  Ida closed her eyes and smiled, hesitating for just the briefest moment while the words she had so longed to hear washed over her.


  “Marry me.” Vivian said the words again.


  “Yes, my love. I will marry you. Without reservation and with my whole heart.”


  “I love you, Ida. You must know that I love you because of who you are and because you inspire me to be a better person. I want to stay with you forever. Not because I feel pity for you but because I know that I am nothing without you. You and Cole mean the world to me.”


  “Oh, Vivian. I love you so much.”


  They held each other close, standing silhouetted against the reddening sky, sheltered from the hurt of the world, in the refuge of each other’s arms. Vivian tilted Ida’s face up so that she could kiss her tenderly. As their lips met, she knew in her heart that she had finally found what she’d been searching for. She felt her destiny envelop her in a loving embrace.


  Epilogue


  


  On the eve of the New Year, Vivian insisted the three of them walk up the ridge to a spot she’d grown attached to. There was a gap at the crest of the ridge, a low place, where a stand of poplars, uniform in size, gathered in a circle as if they were a boundary for some natural cathedral. It was cold and dark, and as they climbed the hill to the ridge, their breath cast before them in white puffs.


  When they entered the small open clearing in the midst of the poplar grove, Vivian knelt and began digging a small trench with her hunting knife in the frozen earth. After she had a space she felt was deep enough, she removed her grandfather’s map from her coat pocket. She kissed the faded yellow paper and placed it in the freshly dug hole. As Vivian was covering the map with dirt, Cole became distracted by ice crystals pushing up through the dead leaves like tiny crystalline castles, and pulled Ida over to look at them.


  Vivian patted the freshly turned dark soil over the now buried map and as she glanced up, she saw the ghostly white shape of her grandfather. For a moment, she held her breath, afraid to move or speak. The spirit of her grandfather smiled and nodded, then slowly turned and disappeared into the thickening forest of the Blue Mountains. She realized no one else had seen him. Vivian smiled and turned to look up at Ida from her kneeling position.


  “Are you ready?” Ida extended her hand to Vivian and helped her up.


  “I’m ready.” Vivian stood and brushed bits of dry leaves off from her knees with her open hand.


  “Let’s go home,” said Ida. She called for Cole to join them.


  And for the first time in a very long time, Vivian truly understood the meaning of the word. She knew that home was not a structure with four walls, it wasn’t about a geographical place but rather a place where love resided. And that place was with Ida and Cole.


  Vivian and Ida linked arms, and Cole’s small hand slipped into Vivian’s as they began their descent from the crest of the ridge toward the house. Vivian leaned close and spoke softly. “Yes, my sweet love, let’s go home.”
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