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THEY’D come for him a little after noon. He’d been boiling with sweat and hitched to the back end of a plow. Company was as welcome as a cool dipper of water, and he’d greeted the men with a smile. It hadn’t taken long for it to fade. He had been completely dumbfounded by the accusation. It was all a mistake, he’d assured them hurriedly.

Mosco Collier had never been guilty of a crime in his life. He’d never said a word untrue, never cheated in a poker game, never borrowed a chicken from a coop he did not own. Any wild, rebellious streak of youth had been sweated out of him by hard labor tilling rocky ground and shouldering a man’s responsibilities on a boy’s young shoulders. His whole life had been lived on the straight and narrow.

Nonetheless, he stood accused. He was innocent, yet he was found to be guilty. His punishment, it was determined, would be a life sentence.

Condemning eyes surrounded him. As he stood in the meetinghouse doorway, the words were read aloud.

“… for better, for worse, in sickness and in health, as long as you both shall live?”

Moss hesitated only a moment as he stood on the pine plank steps. Through his thin summer work shirt he could feel the cool metal of a shotgun barrel between his shoulder blades.

“I do,” he replied.

Moss glanced at the young woman at his left.

“And do you, Eula Orlean Toby, take this man to be your lawful wedded husband,” the preacher continued, “to …”

Moss glared at her. The conniving little Jezebel looked extremely pleased with herself. It was her word against his. And what kind of woman would lie about being dishonored?

The kind to whom Moss was about to be married.

Couldn’t they see she was lying? It was very obvious to Moss. Her tone was strangely high-pitched. She was talking very fast. And she was unable to look him in the eye. She was not a very good liar, yet everyone believed her.

“By the power vested in me by our Father in heaven and the state of Tennessee, I pronounce you man and wife.”

There was a collective sigh of relief. The shotgun was lowered from Moss’s back.

He turned to look at the face of the woman he married, or rather to stare at the freckles upon her face, which covered it completely. How could he have thought her pretty? That day by Flat Rock Falls, he’d actually thought her pretty. She’d been all golden hair and sweet innocence. That innocence had proved to be a mercenary ploy, and her hair … her hair was just stringy blonde.

“You may kiss the bride,” Preacher Thompson told him.

“No thanks,” he replied. “That’s what got me into this mess in the first place.”

He turned to face the half dozen other men crowded around the church steps to see justice done. They were subdued, satisfied, and self-righteous. They were not strangers. These men were his friends, his neighbors, his occasional drinking companions, and his hunting partners. Moss glared at them, openly furious that they believed Eulie and thought so little of him.

They accepted the story that he’d played fast and loose with a fresh young gal, laid with her out in the open woods, and then refused to offer for her. A man who’d do such a thing was too worthless to waste plugging with buckshot. That is what Moss had always believed. And that is what these men believed of him.

The female was standing beside him now. Moss didn’t even glance at her, but he saw that everyone else was looking in her direction.

“We wish you happy, Mrs. Collier,” Enoch Pierce said to her formally.

It had been Enoch who’d held his shotgun between Moss’s shoulder blades. Obviously, Moss’s happiness had not been Enoch’s concern. Moss pushed through the crowd angrily, unable to speak, unwilling to display the anger that he felt. If these men could believe the worst of him, well, then so be it. He’d never give them a thought once he was far away. Once he was on his own in the West at last.

“Thank you, sir,” he heard his new wife answer behind him. “We appreciate your good wishes.”

Good wishes! Moss was seething inside. The whole lot of them had wished him into a hell on earth. How would he ever get West with some no-account woman at his side?

Moss stormed across the clearing in front of the meetinghouse and grabbed up the dragging reins of his rust-colored gelding.

Red Tex was the finest saddle horse ever seen in these parts. And like a fine mount anywhere, Red Tex easily picked up on the temperament of his rider. He’d stood through the whole ceremony, calmly munching a tall bunch of fresh spring grass. Now, with an angry Moss beside him, he was skittish and alert.

It was one bit of extravagant luxury for a plowing man to own a fine riding animal. But Moss was willing to endure the criticism of his neighbors in exchange for the pure pleasure of sitting tall and proud in the saddle. And a man headed west needed a good horse. Moss Collier, in his most fervent plans and dreams, was headed west.

He mounted with an urgency born of the need to be away from this place, these people, the embarrassment of being judged as a liar and seducer, the humiliation of being forced against his will to take a wife. He wanted to be in the saddle, racing into the wind. He wanted to leave all this behind him. Red Tex sidestepped nervously, his head high and taut, his ears twitching to the side expectantly.

“Ransom,” Moss heard his new bride say to her younger brother, “you gather up Clara and the twins. I can stop by and get Little Minnie on the way to Mr. Collier’s farm.”

Moss reined the horse in tightly and turned to stare at the woman in disbelief. He was not alone. Every man among them was equally dumbstruck by her words. The silence in the little hillside clearing of the Sweetwood was broken only by the rustle of breeze through the oaks and elms and the muted barking of gray squirrels.

The old preacher gave Moss an anxious glance and then spoke softly to the stringy-haired blonde gal.

“Perhaps you needn’t take your whole family with you today, Eulie,” he suggested urgently. “It is your honeymoon, after all, and—”

“How much family you got?” Moss asked her coldly, not caring if he interrupted the preacher’s calm advice.

He hardly knew the woman, this Jezebel that was his bride, but he vaguely recalled having heard it said that Virgil Toby had left this world with nothing to call his own except a passel of children.

“I’ve got five youngers,” Eulie answered him, her chin lifted in pride as if it were some personal accomplishment. “My brother here and four sisters.”

Moss’s eyes widened and his jaw dropped in shock.

“Five!” He was incredulous. “Five new mouths to feed. Six, counting your own.”

The shouted words made the big horse uneasy. He pranced with agitation, and the men around him, unaccustomed to such a high-strung animal, moved back, giving him a wide berth.

Yeoman Browning, one of Moss’s most frequent hunting companions, was the first to speak up. He was a quiet, fair fellow, and Moss had often relied upon his judgment. At the current time he, at least, had the good grace to appear ill at ease.

“The boy is pretty near growed,” he assured Moss quickly. “He must be ten or twelve year at least.”

“I’m thirteen,” the boy spoke up, his chin raised in challenge. “But I work as hard as a man. Ask Mr. Leight, he’ll tell you the same.”

Moss glanced assessingly at the boy, who favored his sister, he supposed. They both had that wan, stringy blond look. He appeared to be tall enough and strong enough to do a bit of work. But he was still just a boy, and one that seemed to have a chip on his shoulder and an inflated idea of his own value.

Yeoman nodded hopefully. “The boy can be a help to you, Moss. And the girls …” he hesitated momentarily. “They’ll … be good company for your wife.”

Moss felt the anger flash through him once more. He dismissed Browning’s suggestion and the proud young boy in the same condescending gesture. These men were expecting him to feed and clothe six more people on a rough piece of rocky hill that could hardly support him and his old uncle alone.

“Maybe it’s best if you wait a while, Eulie,” the preacher said once more. “You can get settled in and—”

“Bring the whole dadblamed lot of’em.”

Moss directed his words angrily to his new young bride. “If they are coming to starve at my house, they may as well start today.”

Eulie smiled pleasantly and turned to squeeze her brother’s arm in obvious delight. Her cheerfulness in the face of Moss’s bad temper was jarring.

For his part, young Ransom didn’t appear nearly as elated by the words as his sister.

Preacher Thompson stepped up next to Red Tex and patted the horse’s withers with an aged, gnarled hand, settling him down before gazing up at his rider. The preacher’s voice was no longer stern and strident, as it had been before the wedding. His tone was now conciliatory.

“It’s a big bunch to take on,” he admitted to Moss quietly. “It may well taste a hard and bitter cup today, son. But I promise you’ll feel differently about this and her and everything after that baby comes.”

“I told you, they ain’t no baby coming,” Moss answered between clenched teeth.

The preacher’s gray brow furrowed and he tutted in disapproval. “You’re married to her already. It makes no sense to persist in denials.”

Moss jerked at the reins, pulling his horse back away from the man. He wanted to be away from this place, away from these people, away, so far away. That’s all he’d ever really wanted, to get away. Now the dream seemed further in the distance than ever before.

“Get your whole family,” he ordered Eulie angrily. “And have them out to the farm by suppertime. I got plowing to do this afternoon.”

His young bride was still smiling, still happy. She must be feebleminded, he thought unkindly.

Moss dug his heels in the horse’s flanks. Yeoman called out to him.

“Ain’t you going to give the gal a ride back to your place?”

Eulie was still standing there, smiling as if this were a truly happy wedding day. That sweet, innocent smile—it was the same one she used when she was lying through her teeth.

“Red Tex don’t ride double,” Moss snarled back determinedly. “And she’s plenty used to walking.”

It was, without a doubt, the most conniving, low-life, sidewinder trick ever played on a man. Eulie was not proud of it. But it was for a good cause, and at least it had worked. By nightfall her entire family would be safe and cared for under one roof.

Of course, the husband-man was in a near bleeding choler about it. But it was best for him, too, she assured herself. Every fellow needed a wife, and Moss Collier had nobody. Eulie might not be the best candidate for wife in the Sweetwood, but she was absolutely certain that she was better than nobody.

She grinned at the uncomfortable men standing all around her. Moss Collier’s anger was embarrassing. And her own cheerfulness seemed to disconcert them even more. Eulie didn’t want to ride the husband-man’s big horse anyway. She much preferred to walk out to the farm with her brother and sisters. And she flatly refused to worry about the future or take offense at anything that was said.

A woman’s wedding day was supposed to be the happiest day of her life. If this was the happiest she was ever going to be, Eulie was determined to enjoy it.

She was Mrs. Moss Collier. Now and for all time. She’d just vowed it before God. And she had no intention of taking such a thing lightly. He was her husband-man till death to part.

She suspected that she’d known of Moss Collier most of her life. But he had come to her attention for the first time one Sunday morning last winter outside the meetinghouse. Not that Moss Collier had been attending the service. He avoided the monthly preaching with a regularity dependable as sunrise. But Eulie had spied him riding by tall in the saddle on his big red horse. He never hesitated on his way, but he tipped his broad-brimmed wool hat sort of vaguely in the direction of the churchgoers. His hair was the thickest, blackest, shiniest hair that she’d ever seen on a man. His face was weathered and determinedly strong-jawed, but somehow handsome in its own way. Eulie had felt almost a shiver at the sight of him.

“Who’s that fellow on the horse?” she’d asked Mrs. Browning.

“Why, that’s Mosco Collier,” the old woman had answered. “From up on Barnes Ridge. You know him.”

Eulie thought that vaguely she did, but she’d never given him quite a look before.

“Has he got a woman?” she asked.

“No, and more’s the pity,” Mrs. Browning answered. “He lives with his old uncle that was injured in the war. The man is a hermit, and Moss has taken care of him since he was little more than a boy himself. A fine, good fellow he is and a good friend to my son.”

Whether it was his good looks or Mrs. Browning’s high opinion, Eulie knew right then and there that when looking for a husband-man, she wouldn’t do much better than Moss Collier.

She glanced at the guilty-looking men standing around her. Shifting from one foot to another, they were embarrassed on her behalf and uncomfortable with what they knew of her most intimate life.

Eulie grinned broadly at them and tossed a hank of tow-colored hair back over her shoulder. The sun was shining, the breeze was warm, spring was in the air, and she was a married woman.

Preacher Thompson patted her hand, looking worried.

“You don’t have to go out there to his farm if you’re afraid,” he said.

Eulie gazed at him, incredulous.

“Afraid? Why would I be afraid?”

The husband-man was angry for certain. But Eulie was not in the least afraid of him. She considered herself a pretty good judge of the basic decency of people. And Moss Collier, mad as he could be, was basically a pretty decent man.

In truth she was excited to go, anxious to start her new life. She’d sneaked up to his cabin a couple of weeks ago and had a good look around. It wasn’t the most prosperous place on the mountain, but it was bigger than she had hoped. The wall timbers looked sturdy, and the roof was in good repair. A couple of the outbuildings were pretty disreputable, but nothing that couldn’t be patched together with a half dozen board feet and a hard day’s effort.

The preacher glanced around at the other men and then spoke to Eulie more quietly, as if he preferred that others didn’t hear.

“He’s your husband now, Eulie,” he said. “What’s between you two is none of our concern.” He hesitated thoughtfully. “If … if he beats you, you can come back to the parsonage. In your condition, Mrs. Thompson and I wouldn’t hesitate to take you in.”

Her eyes widened. The preacher thought Moss Collier might beat her. She had never even considered that. Although she did suppose she knew the fellow might be some put out with her. Most fellows seemed to want to choose their own wife. But Moss Collier was pretty old not to have gotten around to choosing. He looked easily twenty-five years of age and nary a potential bride in sight. It might even be said that Eulie had done the man a favor.

Of course the husband-man himself might not see it that way. And he might well be the kind of man who impressed his opinion upon his nearest with the aid of a strap or a switch. Eulie wasn’t really used to such. Pa had taken a razor strop to Ransom a time or two for sassing him. Her brother had a fresh mouth and an argumentative nature. It was a father’s duty to try to teach his son respect. But Pa had never been in a temper about it. He’d done it as if it were a distasteful chore that he hated more than Rans did.

Eulie supposed telling a lie that forced Moss Collier to marry up with her might well be a beating offense. If it was her due punishment, she’d take it, but she wasn’t about to allow nobody, not even a husband-man, to make a rug of her for his own comfort.

“Don’t worry about me, Preacher,” she assured him. “My family and me, we’ll be just fine. Eulie Toby takes care of her own.”

Her confidence was unshakable. The old preacher didn’t look so certain.

“You’re Eulie Collier now,” he pointed out.

A change of name wouldn’t make any difference.

With a spring in her step, Eulie began gathering up her things and her family. There was very little of the former and a lot of the latter. She’d left the Knox homestead that morning with all her worldly possessions tied into a ten-pound poke. The weather had looked sunny and bright and she’d determined that it was a perfect day for a wedding, so it might as well be hers. With yesterday being Preaching Sunday, she knew that the pastor of the Sweetwood congregation was still at home. He’d be setting off tomorrow to ride his circuit. If she didn’t get married today, she’d have to wait a whole month. She simply decided that sooner was better than later.

Smiling and cheerful, with her brother at her side, Eulie began making her way up the path toward Moss Collier’s place on the high ridge above the falls. She was as familiar with these narrow mountain trails as the back side of her own hand. Eulie had lived her whole life within the shadow of the tall, tree-covered peaks. It was where she was from and all she knew. It was all her mother and father knew. It was where the Toby family had lived out their lives for half a dozen generations. And Eulie was going to see that they survived here for a dozen more.

At her side, her brother was silent until they were out of hearing range of the men at the meetinghouse.

“I don’t like him, Eulie,” her brother declared. “No way, no how, I just don’t like him.”

She gave her ill-tempered sibling a dismissing glance of unconcern. “Oh, Rans, you don’t like anybody,” she reminded him.

Ransom didn’t argue the fact, but he still didn’t look pleased.

“I don’t know why you have to up and marry some fellow anyway,” he countered.

“I explained all that to you,” Eulie said. “It was the only way that we could all be together. Nobody in the Sweetwood is going to let a family of women and children sharecrop for them. And you ain’t big enough to do it on your own. If we are ever going to have our own place again, one of us gals has to marry some land.”

“Then you should have let Clara do it,” Rans told her. “Mr. Leight’s a fine fellow. I wouldn’t have no caution about him joining the family.”

Eulie turned to look her brother in the eye. His bowl-cut blond hair was not as clean as it could have been, and his face was in need of a good scrubbing as well, though it was difficult to tell how much was dirt stains and how much freckles.

“Clara is not marrying that old Bug,” Eulie stated adamantly. “I don’t know where you’d get such an idea.”

“From them,” Rans answered. “You ain’t seen them together, Eulie. I told you, they’re plumb lovestruck with each other.”

Eulie snorted in disapproval. “Well, sure enough he’d be lovestruck with her. Clara’s the sweetest, kindest, prettiest girl in the Sweetwood and I ain’t just saying that ‘cause she’s my sister. But him …”

Eulie screwed up her face in an expression of distaste.

“They don’t call him Bug ‘cause he’s got a pig-face.”

“It ain’t his fault, Eulie. The doctor down at McComb says he’s got some kind of glandular complaint,” Rans told her, not for the first time. “That’s what makes his eyes bulge out like that.”

“Well, my sister ain’t marrying nobody that’s got no glandular complaint, especially not one what looks like a click beetle.”

“Well, ain’t you just the belle of the valley,” Ransom sneered. “You’re not so dadblamed pretty yourself that you need to be carrying on about the shortcomings of others. Looks ain’t everything.”

“And looks ain’t everything the man’s doing without,” she countered. “Bug is as dull as a widow’s ax and easily half as smart.”

“I don’t care what you say, I’d still rather have him for a brother-in-law over a fellow who acts like he ain’t got no use for you nor none of your kin,” Rans told her.

Eulie waved his words away.

“Moss Collier’ll suit us just fine,” she assured him. “He just ain’t got used to the idea of marrying and starting a family.”

“The way I heared it, he done started one already,” Rans answered.

When Eulie didn’t answer, he stopped abruptly in his tracks and stared at her in disbelief.

“Good Lord save us all!” he said under his breath. “You lied about it, didn’t you.”

Eulie hushed him with her hand and glanced around guiltily.

“It ain’t no big catastrophe,” she assured him in a whisper. “Moss was sure to come around sooner or later. A little tall tale just had it happening more speedy than was perfectly natural.”

Rans had covered his face with his hands and was shaking his head in disbelief.

“No wonder he continued to deny it all, even after it was certain they was going to insist he marry up,” Rans said.

“He’ll just get used to the idea of all of us and he’ll be settled and resigned to it,” Eulie said with certainty.

“Lord, he’ll probably kill us all in our beds and feel right and justified,” Rans moaned.

“The man needs a wife, clear and simple,” Eulie declared. “It ain’t like I cain’t do the job.”

“Oh, my God,” Rans whispered under his breath. “Oh, my God almighty.”

“Quit taking the Lord’s name in vain!” Eulie scolded.

“Don’t be reproving me, Eulie Toby,” Rans snapped. “You’ve done told the biggest lie ever heard in the Sweetwood.”

“It ain’t all that big a lie,” she said “He did kiss me.”

“He kissed you.”

“Yes, he done kissed me,” Eulie said. “I made myself all pretty and then sort of chanced upon him. He kissed me of his own free will, so it ain’t totally a lie.”

“Kissing ain’t getting a baby,” Rans told her. “If you had it in your head to tell such a tale, you should have at least a let him have a shag so he could wonder.”

“A shag?”

Rans stared at her incredulously.

“You don’t even know what it is, do you?”

Eulie was silent.

“You’re so dadblamed ignorant, you don’t even know where babies come from.”

“I do, too,” Eulie shot back. “I just didn’t know what you call it.”

Rans continued to shake his head. “We’ll be murdered in our beds.”

“Just stop that foolish talk,” Eulie said. “I don’t want to hear another word about it.”

“Eulie, this ain’t going to work,” Rans told her quietly.

“It already has,” she answered “Now it’s getting late and it’s a long way up the mountain. You best be getting the youngers. I want to get Little Minnie and still have time to fix the husband-man a good meal.”

“A plate full of hot food ain’t going to fix this,” Rans warned.

“Just stop your worrying,” she said “Everything is going to be just fine.”

As Eulie watched her brother take the ridge row path, she wondered if she believed the words herself. But she raised her chin and headed her own way, determined. Eulie had learned most of life’s lessons at her mother’s knee. And if there was anything that her mother had been certain about, it was that the more distasteful the job, the quicker it had to be faced. In the last few years, Eulie had been forced to face more distasteful jobs than she cared to think about.

Her mother, a strong, hearty woman who had always seemed capable of overcoming even the most daunting of life’s obstacles, had succumbed to childbed fever only a week after the birth of Little Minnie. Her death had been more than a husband’s grief for Virgil Toby. A sickly, often listless daydreamer, he’d counted on his wife both to do most of the work and to raise his children. His death last year was as much from simply giving up as it was from the weak, rheumatic heart he’d lived with from childhood.

At age seventeen, Eulie had found herself to be in possession of very little and the head of a large household. Clara had been able to take on most of the child-care duties of Little Minnie, Ransom, though prone to complaint and quick to take umbrage, was a very hard worker. And the twins were as biddable as two children could be. But it had not been enough to keep the family together. Within months they had all been farmed out, living at different places.

The twins had gone to live with Mrs. Patchel. The old widow, known as Miz Patch, was the finest weaver and tatter around. Lately she was bothered with aching bones, and she’d been eager to provide a home for the two nine-year-olds who could thread the loom and do needlework from daylight till dark.

Little Minnie stayed with the Pierce family. It was Enoch Pierce’s land that Virgil Toby had been sharecropping. The bond between landlord and sharecropper was usually tenuous, requiring only an occasional conversation and an annual payment. But the Pierces had taken an active interest in the Toby children after their mother’s death. Enoch checked on them daily and often brought meat and game for the table. His wife, Judith, had been equally kind and dependable. She had taken quite a shine to Little Minnie. Evicting the Tobys had been a necessary cruelty. It was made more palatable to the Pierces by their taking the youngest to be raised in their home.

Farmer Leight had hired on Ransom to help him. Bug seemed to be one of the few people in the world to get along well with Rans. When the farmer later offered room and board for Clara to cook and clean for him, it seemed an ideal situation. It might have stayed that way if the fellow hadn’t cast his bulging insect eyes upon Eulie’s sister.

But that was all in the past now. Eulie was married fair and square to Moss Collier. She’d have her whole family together again under one roof.

Unwillingly her thoughts drifted to what Rans had called shagging. She’d been raised outside for the most part and was not totally ignorant of the ways of procreation. Of course, she’d never been allowed anywhere near the pens when the hogs were bred, but she’d seen birds and squirrels pairing up.

Eulie swallowed a little unhappily. It didn’t look like anything she’d personally like to do. Downright embarrassing, she thought. Still, she supposed that now that she was married she’d have to let the husband-man shag a time or two. But if Moss Collier thought she’d be allowing that every spring like some barnyard animal, she’d simply have to dissuade him of the notion.

And if her brother Rans thought she was going to allow herself to be worried and anxious on the happiest day of her life, well, he was just as cross-hinged as a two-headed pup.
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MOSS didn’t return to his plowing. When he got back to the field, he’d hitched up the jenny. The dependable little she-mule was right, ready, and agreeable to pull, but when Moss stared at that rocky ground and thought about those extra six mouths to feed, he just got so mad all over again that he didn’t work a lick. He walked up and down the half-turned rows cursing a blue streak and wishing his new bride into perdition.

She was going to be sorry. Eulie Toby and her whole worthless, hungry family were going to be sorry. With them like a millstone around his neck, why, he might never get West. And if he didn’t, they’d be sorry. The whole sorry lot of them would be sorry.

He went over the events of the morning again and again. Even knowing what had come to pass, he still suffered from disbelief. How could a slip of a stringy-haired gal just walk up to the preacher and declare herself dishonored and point to him as the guilty party? It was as if his ability to resist temptation meant nothing.

He remembered that afternoon at the falls with vivid clarity. He’d been out with his old hound running a fox to ground when he’d happened upon her. Sitting on the big rock, she was dangling one foot into the water while she combed through her damp hair. Her unexpected appearance momentarily startled him. And the sight of her bare leg hastily covered by her skirt was equally disconcerting. All flushed and clean from bathing, her body was outlined with exquisite accuracy by her thin cotton clothes. His imagination had taunted him. What if he’d arrived only moments earlier? What if he had caught her wet and naked in the frothing water? The fantasy had him immediately aroused. The reality of the feminine charms within his reach was a lusty provocation.

“Morning,” he’d said, politely doffing his hat.

“A good morning to you, too, sir,” she’d answered. Her smile was broad and welcoming, all plump pink lips and pearly white teeth.

The old hound quit his tracking and hurried, tail a-wagging, to her side. She immediately began to scratch him behind the ears.

“What’s the dog’s name?” she asked.

Moss shrugged “I just call him Old Hound.”

She laughed at his words. It was a warm, enticing sound.

“Well, hello there, Old Hound,” she said to the animal and commenced talking baby talk to him in a pouty-mouth fashion.

As Moss watched her hugging and snuggling against the dog’s neck, prickles of excitement skittered upon his skin like lightning. If she had that much affection for an old hound, how much love might she have for a man?

She spoke to him with words so soft they could not be heard over the rumble of water cascading down the river over great flat boulders.

“What did you say?” he asked her.

She raised her hand to him and he helped her off of her rocky perch. Stepping up within arm’s length of him, she smelled fresh and sweet. She gazed up at him with eyes of awed anticipation and innocence.

“I’ll have to get closer to hear you,” she replied.

Moss wondered if she could hear the pounding of his heart. It was certainly sounding loud enough in his own ears.

“I hope you don’t mind me washing in your falls,” she said.

He nodded mutely, unable to reply.

“I guess I wasn’t really in your falls,” she continued. “I was sitting there on that rock next to the falls. It’s on the creek side. Nobody owns the creek.”

“No … nobody owns the river, or the falls, neither,” he assured her. “It just is smack-dab in the middle of my acreage.”

He didn’t want to talk about farmland. He didn’t want to talk about anything. She was there, so close to him. He didn’t want to talk at all.

“You’re looking right pretty, and real welcome,” he said.

She blushed and lowered her chin before glancing up at him beneath demure lashes. She seemed to be such a cheerful, happy person, it was difficult to look at her without smiling. It was like sunshine bubbled up inside her bursting to get out.

“My name’s Eulie,” she said. “Miss Eulie Toby. Thank you for allowing me to wash in your water.”

The reminder that she was so recently naked teased him, and Moss felt a near-irresistible desire to do likewise. He raised a questioning eyebrow.

“Do you mean that you don’t intend to pay?”

“Pay?”

“Why yes, Miss Eulie,” he said. “Don’t tell me you are unaware of a tariff on the use of Flat Rock Falls for bathing.”

“A tariff?” She looked genuinely concerned. “How much is the tariff?”

Moss smiled at her.

“Well, it depends,” he answered. “For somebody’s old stray milk cow, I usually charge a bucket of sweet cream skimmed from the top. For a noisy old goose, I might roast her offspring for Sunday dinner. Now a pretty little gal like you—well, I suspect a kiss might seem a fair enough trade.”

He’d half expected her to huff up and give him what for. That’s what nice females had a tendency toward, he was certain. But she didn’t do that at all. She raised her head and pursed her lips, closing her eyes in expectation.

Moss had looked at that upturned mouth for a very long moment. He’d been careful to avoid the young gals of the Sweetwood. They were looking for mates. He’d made certain that he was always looking in the other direction. Best not to catch the eye of a maiden who was marriage-minded. As he gazed down at the slim young woman with the pretty blonde hair and the puckered little mouth, his resolve faltered. One kiss wouldn’t hurt anything, he assured himself.

One kiss had ruined his life. He should have just walked away. While she had her eyes closed he should have turned his back on her and run as if his life depended upon it. Because in a way it did.

Moss gave a whispered curse under his breath.

She’d trapped him. She’d lied about him and trapped him like some fool rabbit in a snare. If he had any sense at all he’d take off running now. It still wasn’t too late. He could just walk out on the whole lot of them. Leave them high and dry and head out west on his own. That’s what they deserved. That’s what she deserved.

In his fury, Moss eyed the big sandstone boulder that he’d been plowing around all his life. It graced the center of his cornfield, ever unmovable, ever in the way. Today that rock looked even larger than it had before.

Frustrated, he kicked it, then howled in pain at the ungiving reception it had offered his foot. He’d acted the fool and now he was suffering for it.

Limping, he unhitched the mule back from the turning plow, which he left standing in the field. He gathered up the leading strings on Red Tex and led the animals down the mountain toward his place. He still felt shame at his public humiliation and anger at the conniving Jezebel. Those emotions, however, were overridden by an incredible gnawing sense of disappointment that was so sharp he could nearly vomit. He was tied now. Tied with the bonds of matrimony. Tied to that woman and her kin. Tied to this place, once again.

As a boy it had looked so easy. All he had to do to get away was grow up. And growing up happened without even trying. He’d grow up and he’d move away. He’d leave behind the hardscrabble life that made men tired and old. Break free of the restraints and constriction of mountain ways. Declare his freedom from the land that held him prisoner.

But he’d learned that growing up could be different than a man thought. He’d learned that as he leaned tearful over his fevered mother’s deathbed.

“Promise me you’ll take care of Jeptha,” she’d whispered. “He ain’t going to have nobody but you. You got to promise to care for him all his life.”

“I promise, Ma,” he’d whispered. “I promise to take care of Uncle Jeptha. Now you promise to get better. You promise to get well, Ma.”

She hadn’t made the vow she couldn’t keep. They’d lowered her into cold Tennessee ground less than a week later.

He hadn’t worried much about Uncle Jeptha. Jeptha was old and sick, ruined from the war and not long for this world. That’s what young Moss had thought. Ten years later, his uncle was exactly the same as he had always been. He seemed not older, nor sicker, nor any more eager to meet his maker.

Not that Moss wanted him dead. That was not it at all. The old man was family, his only family. And he would always keep his mother’s dying wish. Still, Uncle Jeptha stood in the way of his leaving. And Moss couldn’t quite help but resent that.

But now it wasn’t just him. Now it was all of them. Stringy-haired Eulie and her five youngers would forever be a rock he couldn’t move, one he’d spend the rest of his life plowing around. Moss cursed once more, while only Red Tex and the old jenny could hear him.

He made his way down, around, and up once more to the homestead. The earth smelled of spring, fertile with forest duff and green moss. In the distance, a lark sang in the meadow. Closer, a big grasshopper whirred in the tall grass.

The cornfield was almost within shouting range of the house, but the rocky ridge paths that skirted the water’s edge made the traveling route from one point to the other three times the distance. The high land next to the river was surrounded by dense woods and reed-thick backwash marshes. The cold, clear water bred fish and fowl in abundance. That had apparently held a keen attraction to his mother’s ancestor, the old Scotsman, who had settled upon the land over a hundred years ago.

Glancing around the homestead where five generations of his family had been born, Moss thought about the old Scotsman. He had chosen this place to live. All Moss’s life, he’d craved the same opportunity, to choose his own place to make his own mark. The last thing that he’d wanted was simply to live out some destiny that had been forced upon him. A destiny some lying Jezebel had forced upon him.

The barn, like the rest of the buildings on his place, had been constructed before the war. Aged and sagging now, it could hardly manage to keep the weather out. The pens and split-rail enclosures were weak and rotted. Red Tex and the mule stayed within their confinement only by force of habit.

Moss had not spent money or time on a new barn or new fences. He was leaving this place. He was leaving it all behind. He was going west. As he awaited his opportunity, he neglected his farm. Only the essential tasks were accomplished; all his profits were hoarded and stored.

Moss unhitched the mule and casually surveyed his surroundings. They did not look like fields and farm capable of supporting eight people. They looked poor. They were poor. The sack of coin stowed away in the strongbox beneath his bed notwithstanding, the place was kept no better than a sharecropper’s hovel.

He shook his head. He would have thought that a scheming Jezebel determined to force a man to marry her would have at least picked a fellow who appeared prosperous. Of course, maybe this dreary place seemed familiar. Certainly the poor, rocky scratches that her father had farmed looked no better. He recalled with some displeasure how cheerful and pleased she was at the wedding. Perhaps the woman was just not quite right in the head. That would explain a lot.

Moss snorted in disgust. That would just top it all, he decided. Not only was he saddled with a woman he didn’t know and her whole hungry family, she was probably teched to boot.

When he finished with the mule, Moss rubbed down Red Tex carefully and adoringly. The big red horse was the living symbol of all that Moss wanted and all that he dreamed about. He was a Texas horse, bred for wide plains and working cattle. He was tangible proof of the commitment to go west. Moss loved him.

The horse had been run hard that day, hard enough to lather. And then he’d been left to stand while Moss had cursed and kicked rocks. He deserved a bit of attention and some good treatment. It sure wasn’t the horse’s fault that that no-account lying woman had slithered in and ruined his life. Lingering over the task, he thought once more of his lawfully wedded wife, and it drew his mouth into one thin line of displeasure. He thought of her damp clothes against her body. He thought of her arms so lovingly wrapped around his old hunting dog. Grimly, he thought of the matrimonial trap he had fallen into.

“If she’s so dang fond of that old hound, maybe I’ll have her sleep under the porch with him,” he boasted to Red Tex unkindly.

Once the horse was clean and relaxed, Moss gave him a bucket full of oats and headed for the cabin. He had to give Uncle Jeptha the news, though he dreaded it like the plague. He didn’t want to talk about what had happened. He didn’t want to have to explain himself to anyone. But the subject couldn’t be avoided She and her family would be showing up before supper. Moss couldn’t just allow them to arrive unexpected. He had to tell Uncle Jeptha. And he wasn’t at all sure how the old man would take it. Moss had been shackled to this land all his life, but it was, after all, Jeptha’s farm.

This homeplace, the double cabin that had been sitting on the flat of this ridge since the old Scotsman built it, was two windowless rooms with a wide porch running the total length of the front and side. The kitchen and smokehouse were separate, a stone’s throw away. That building had burned once and was rebuilt, though the fireplace, blackened both outside and in, bore witness to the ferocity of the blaze. Moss had laid brown river rock chiseled flat and even as paving for a walkway easy to traverse and free of spring mud. But the safe distance from the cooking fire could seem a lengthy trip on a cold winter morning.

The double cabin had a small fireplace of its own that was used only in the very frostiest weather. He and Uncle Jeptha didn’t require a lot of space, so they lived in one room and used the other for storage. The two men were satisfied with the arrangement and it saved them from the need to replace the leaky roof on the grain shed.

Moss deduced with annoying certainty that with the place about to be filled to the rafters with unwanted children, he’d be repairing those shake shingles atop the shed very soon.

With spring already nearly upon them, Moss had removed the front door and replaced it with a frame-stretched wire screen. It would keep the worst of the pests and insects out of the place and offer a bit of ventilation to the windowless building.

He stepped up onto the porch and, without bothering to open the screen, hollered out to the cabin’s occupant.

“Uncle Jeptha!”

There was a slight screech of wood and sound of wheels turning on white pine floor.

“Did those men find ye?” the old man called back. “They’s a whole passel of them looking for ye. I said you were up at the cornfield.”

“They found me,” Moss answered quietly.

“What’d they want?” his uncle asked. “They looked as sober and determined as a lynch mob.”

“You’ve got the right of that,” Moss answered.

“What’d they want?”

“They wanted me to go down to the meetinghouse with them,” he said.

“The meetinghouse? In the middle of the week? What for?”

“To get married,” Moss answered.

A moment of complete silence followed his words, and then the scrape of wheels against wood was heard once more as Uncle Jeptha propelled himself to the doorway.

“To get married!” the old man exclaimed with disbelief.

The subject was so abhorrent, Moss could hardly meet the man’s eye.

“I married Eulie Toby this afternoon,” he said simply. “She and her younger brother and sisters ought to be here by suppertime.”

Uncle Jeptha stared at him in disbelief as he ran a worried hand through his waist-length steel gray hair and then pulled thoughtfully upon the long white whiskers that hung nearly to his belly.

“You done married her?” His voice was incredulous. “I didn’t know you’d even been courting her.”

“I ain’t courted her,” Moss answered.

It was on the tip of his tongue to declare that he never would have courted her. He wanted to denounce her as a scheming, bald-faced liar. He wanted to declare his innocence in the whole shameful, sordid story. But she was his woman now, for better or worse, and a man who spoke ill of his wife was as low-crawling as Eden’s serpent.

“I ain’t courted her, but I married her,” he said simply.

Uncle Jeptha’s brow furrowed in concern. His words were only a little above a whisper.

“I take it the men this morning were thinking the gal had a grievance against you.”

Moss shrugged He was tired of denials. He was tired of explanations.

“I married her,” he said simply. “She’s on her way up the mountain with her kin. You’d best be expecting strangers come to live here.”

“They’re all coming to live here?” Jeptha asked. “They’re all to come here, for permanent?”

Moss nodded.

“Four young gals, one near enough to marrying age, but the rest still children,” he said. “The boy’s about half-growed, but considers himself more so.”

“Here? Here in my cabin?” Jeptha’s expression was mutinous. “They cain’t come here to live in my cabin.”

Moss raised an eyebrow and gave the old man a long look. “She’s my wife and they’re my wife’s kin.”

“I’m your kin,” Jeptha proclaimed. “This is my farm. I don’t see people and I don’t like strangers. You cain’t just bring in a bunch of strangers I don’t know and make me live with them.”

“Would you have me turn them out?” Moss asked. “We’re all just going to live here together. It will all be fine, I’m sure of it.”

Moss didn’t even believe his own words as he said them.

“It’s my place, you cain’t just bring a passel of children to live here,” Jeptha insisted.

“It’s where I live,” Moss told him. “It’s where I work. I’ve got a perfect right to bring a wife into this cabin. A wife, and her kin, and even a one-eyed possum if that’s what I’ve set my mind to. You’re my uncle and I like and respect you, but I’ve worked this farm like it was my own since I was a boy. I got some say about the place, too.”

Jeptha’s expression became steely and determined.

“There ain’t no room here for a new family,” he said with certainty. “Children take up a lot of space and there just ain’t none.”

“We’ll empty out all that storage,” Moss told him. “I’ll put a new roof on the shed and we can move the barrels and grain out there.”

The old man snorted, disgruntled. “It’d be better to put the noisy children out in that shed.”

“Uncle Jeptha …”

“Is that her coming?” the old man asked, looking beyond Moss to the ridge path.

Moss turned in that direction. It was her, all right Her and one of her sisters. The little one was done up very fine in a pretty and serviceable calico, long blonde curls hanging down to her shoulders. His wife didn’t look half so well. Her gray homespun had seen far better days, and her stringy hair was flying around her face like a loose dishmop. She was a bit too tall, a bit too thin—a bit too much married to him.

Suddenly looking at her, Moss felt too tired to even argue with Uncle Jeptha. He didn’t want the girl or her family here any more than the old man did. She’d ruined his life, but there was not a thing he could think to do about it. With a sigh of resignation he leaned his shoulder against the porch pillar and watched them approach the cabin.

His new bride had a ten-pound poke tied to a stick balanced upon her shoulder. The younger girl carried a small handsome carpetbag. When she spied Moss watching her, the little one was brought up short in hesitation.

His wife glanced up and saw him and she actually smiled as she urged her sister forward. She was, it seemed, still as cheerful and pleased to be wed as she’d been this morning.

The screen door slammed open against its hinges, and his uncle wheeled himself out onto the porch to get a better look at the new arrivals, the ones who were taking over his house, the ones who were invading his private sanctuary. He was red-faced and angry, his teeth clenched.

The little girl caught sight of Uncle Jeptha and gasped.

“Look, Eulie!” she hollered out pointing at him. “That man ain’t got no legs!”

At that moment, that precise moment when she was hoping to make a fine impression on her new husband and his family, Eulie Toby, who had never once raised a hand to any of her siblings, could have gladly cut a peach tree limb and switched Little Minnie’s legs to blisters.

She had hurried to the Pierces’ home with a spring to her step, grateful that at last she could bring her family together. There had been some uncomfortable moments. She’d been forced to tell that outrageous lie to the preacher. Moss Collier had publicly denied her. She’d been married with the groom under threat of a shotgun. Her husband-man showed every evidence of hating the sight of her. And now practically all the men on the mountain believed her to be a young woman of assailable virtue. But it was all going to turn out fine. Of course it would. She would make sure that it would. It just had to.

Rather than being delighted and thrilled at the news that the Toby family would all be together once more, Little Minnie, dressed like a doll in one of the many new dresses Mrs. Pierce had bought her, turned stubborn and set up a pout.

She didn’t want to go live up on the mountain. The Pierce house had wooden floors with soft rugs. Minnie had her own room that she didn’t have to share with anyone. And Mrs. Pierce let her eat biscuits and honey whenever she wanted.

“I don’t want to be one of those nasty Toby children,” she complained.

If her sister’s childish whining hadn’t been annoying enough, Mrs. Pierce had taken to sniveling even before Eulie got there. Apparently Mr. Pierce had hurried home with the news, and his wife had immediately begun to blubber. Her sister was a sure-enough cutie, Eulie couldn’t deny, but who would have thought that after only a few short months the childless Mrs. Pierce would grow so attached to the girl?

Eulie tried unsuccessfully to cheer the woman up. But there was simply no cheering. Judith Pierce sobbed uncontrollably and clung to Little Minnie as if she would never see the child again. Eulie explained repeatedly that they would just be going as far as Barnes Ridge and they would attend services at the meetinghouse every month. But even that didn’t seem to comfort the woman.

They’d left Judith in tears. And Little Minnie complained every step up to Barnes Ridge. Eulie had managed to keep her determined good temper with difficulty. However, when she looked up and saw Moss Collier on his porch, obviously waiting and watching for her, she was heartened.

He was still wearing his wedding clothes. Of course, he hadn’t really been dressed for a wedding. But the sturdy brown ducking trousers fit him well, and the leather galluses that held them up looked handsome enough against the plain cloth buttonless overshirt he wore.

He was really a very nice-looking man—tall and sturdy, with a broad, powerful back and shoulders and all that thick black hair. And if his gentle kiss was indication of anything, he could be tender, No, it was not going to be any big sacrifice for Eulie to ease his sad loneliness. And once Moss Collier saw how pleasant her family could be, he’d forget all his anger over the dirty trick she’d played on him. She was sure of it.

“Look, Eulie!” her sister hollered out, pointing toward the cabin doorway. “That man ain’t got no legs!”

Eulie looked up, stunned and horrified. She knew, of course, that Moss Collier’s old uncle was a war veteran who’d lost his limbs in battle. But she had never seen the man so much as darken the church door. He was a hermit. He never left the Collier farm, and Eulie supposed that she thought him a poor suffering saint who never left his bed. But here he was on the front porch, sitting in a low wheeled cart and looking decidedly unfriendly.

Little Minnie clutched her leg tightly, fearful.

“He’s just a man,” Eulie assured her, trying to pry the child loose from her so that she could walk. “He’s my husband-man’s uncle. I guess that makes him our uncle as well.”

“Ain’t no legless man a relative to me,” Minnie whispered with certainty.

Eulie continued to half lead, half drag her sister forward. This was their new home, and these men were their new family. It was important to make a good impression. Unfortunately, Little Minnie was disinclined to make an effort. And neither of the men appeared particularly welcoming.

The husband-man leaned against the porch post in a posture that should have indicated indolence. But Eulie could see that even in the relaxed pose he was rigid with anger.

“Howdy!” she said, smiling as if nothing had happened.

Neither man bothered to respond. At the foot of the step, Eulie released her sister, and the little girl immediately hid behind her.

“Howdy,” Eulie said again. This time she directed her words to the man in the cart and extended her hand. He was pale and scraggly and appeared to be dirty and amazingly unkempt.

“I’m Eulie Toby, I—” She stopped herself midsentence, shook her head and giggled. “I mean, I’m Eulie Collier.”

She shot a quick smile toward Moss. His expression was so grim she turned immediately back to the older man.

“You must be Mr. Collier’s uncle. It’s so nice to meet you.”

“Jeptha Barnes,” the old man responded as he accepted her handshake without enthusiasm.

“This is my sister Minnie,” she said, trying unsuccessfully to pull the child to her side. “She’s just a child.”

It was an explanation as well as an excuse. Children couldn’t be expected to know that pointing out a man’s missing legs did not fall into the realm of good manners. In truth, Eulie thought that Little Minnie was old enough to know better, but it was not the time to go into that now.

“Where’s the rest of them?” Moss asked her.

“Oh, they’re coming,” Eulie assured him. “Rans went to round up the twins and my sister Clara. I thought Minnie and I had better hurry up so I’d be here in time to start supper.”

Moss eyed her unpleasantly. “We’ve been cooking for ourselves a long time,” he said.

She nodded. “Of course, but we couldn’t expect you to cook for us,” she said.

His tone was cynical. “I don’t know why not—you’re all expecting to eat my food.”

It was not a kind thing to say, and Eulie blushed with embarrassment. He was plainly still angry. Of course, it had only been a few hours since the wedding, so she supposed she couldn’t exactly accuse him of holding a grudge. Still, Eulie was quite ready for him to simply get over it. They were married now, and she was ready to live happily ever after. She guessed that it might take him a while to come around to that way of thinking. But she was sure that he would.

“I’m a really fine cook,” she informed him, not even attempting to hide her pride. “I’ve been hired out over at the Knox place and them younguns of theirs quite prefer my vittles to the ones their own mama fixes.”

Moss Collier shrugged.

“We eat real plain here,” he told her. “Bread and gravy, potatoes and corn. Spring vegetables when we got them.”

“And that’s exactly what I like to cook,” she said. “Plain food, but better than you’ve ever tasted.”

The husband-man did not appear awestruck at his good fortune.

“Have you put in your garden yet?” she asked him. “I’m a wonderful gardener. Best on the mountain, iffen I do say so myself. You give me a little plot of land, tired and poor as you please, and I’ll grow you food till all your stores and cellars are full to bursting.”

He still didn’t look all that impressed.

“Garden plot is on the other side of the kitchen,” he said, indicating the nearby building. “I put down some, but with all your brood come a-begging we’ll need more than twice that measure at least.”

Eulie disliked the inference of her family as beggars, but she swallowed down the insult as if it were a joke.

“Yes, sir, there’s a full mess of us Tobys, all right,” she said, chuckling. “But we’re a hardworking family, used to pulling our own weight. We won’t never be no burden to you.”

The husband-man’s expression was incredulous, as if her words were completely beyond belief and he was primed to say so. But he glanced down toward the old man and perhaps for his sake held his peace.

He relinquished his position against the porch post and turned toward the front of the cabin.

Seeing it close up for the first time, Eulie was elated that even in its very worn, weathered state, the chinking was in good condition and it appeared snug and tight. The old man in his little cart blocked the doorway so she couldn’t so much as get a glimpse inside. But she was not discouraged. She could make a home out of a prairie dog tunnel as long as her family would be all together.

“We’ll have to crowd here in the south section of the cabin for now,” the husband-man told her. “Once I get a new roof on the shed we can move the grain in there and you-all can have the north space.”

Eulie nodded It was on the tip of her tongue to tell him that she and her youngers would be happy to put on the new roof. But their only experience in such was some poorly done patching that was essential just for keeping the rain out.

“It will be kind of close for a while,” he said. “But it will only be temporary.”

“We don’t take up much room,” she assured him. “And it’s kind of family-like to be all bunched up together.”

He met her good humor with stark stoniness. Glancing toward the old man for a moment, he turned his attention to her, his eyes boring into her, his tone of voice stern.

“Uncle Jeptha ain’t used to children and don’t feel well enough to tend them.”

Eulie turned to Uncle Jeptha, intent on assuring him that he was just going to love her younger brother and sisters. The old man’s expression was so slit-eyed and cold, it caught her up short. Indeed, he did not appear to be a man interested in the care of children or even in their existence.

“Keep your youngers out of his way,” the husband-man added.

Eulie couldn’t imagine how that would be possible in such a small place, but she indicated agreement anyway.

“They are all well-behaved and easygoing,” Eulie boasted optimistically. “I’m sure we’re all going to get along just fine.”

Moss Collier looked as if he’d just eaten something extremely disagreeable.

“Is that them coming?” Uncle Jeptha asked.

Eulie turned to see Clara, Rans, and the twins coming up the path. Clara was pretty as a picture, even from this distance. And the twins were neat and well groomed, as always, and looked like they’d grown a couple of inches since the last time she’d seen them. Rans was dragging a flat skid behind him with all their possessions loaded upon it. Eulie was momentarily grateful for Clara’s stow-it-all, hoarding ways. The wheelless pull might be piled high with all the useless things her sister couldn’t part with, but at least it didn’t look as if Eulie’s family was coming to Barnes Ridge empty-handed.

“Look how full that skid is,” Eulie pointed out to the husband-man. “My brother must be about as strong as any young fellow on the mountain to be able to drag it up here that way.”

At that very moment, Rans apparently complained to his sisters, and Eulie watched as Clara grabbed up one of the ropes to help him with the task.

Eulie swallowed the bad taste in her mouth.

“Course, my sisters are nearly as strong as boys themselves,” she added.

Moss Collier said nothing. He didn’t even look in her direction.

Uncomfortable in the less-than-happy silence, Eulie tried to involve little Minnie in conversation.

“Here comes your brother and sisters,” she said, trying to get the child to loosen her grip on the back of Eulie’s skirt.

The child showed no interest.

“I don’t suspect you’ve seen all of us together in some time.”

“I don’t like them nasty Toby children,” her sister said. But she peeked out from behind Eulie at last. While Minnie was uninterested in the arrival of her siblings, she seemed morbidly curious about Uncle Jeptha. She even screwed up her courage to question the old man.

“How’d you come to have no legs?” she asked, her chin raised in courageous defiance.

Jeptha’s eyes narrowed in anger and he glared at her.

“The
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