

[image: Cover]



Table of Contents

COPYRIGHT INFORMATION

AUTHOR’S NOTE

EXTENDED FAMILY, by Elizabeth Ann Scarborough

ABOUT THE AUTHOR




COPYRIGHT INFORMATION

Copyright © 2016 by Elizabeth Ann Scarborough.

Originally published in Lost Trails: Forgotten Tales of the Weird West: Volume 2.

Published by Wildside Press, LLC.

wildsidepress.com | bcmystery.com


AUTHOR’S NOTE

This story is an extrapolation of the legend of the Wampus Cat. The background is from historical research about the removal of the indigenous people, many of them assimilated property-owning citizens, to the Oklahoma territories on the journey known as the Trail of Tears.


EXTENDED FAMILY,
by Elizabeth Ann Scarborough

It’s a peculiar thing about families. You’d think if you knew anybody, it would be your own flesh and blood. Some of their stories you’ve heard so often you know them by heart. But there are other stories you never hear. Perhaps you’re not told because you are too young or maybe the story was too painful or just plain embarrassing. But the day may come when that untold story is the very one you need to know.

Stories are important to my mother’s people. Stories explain everything from how the earth was made to how Rabbit lost his tail. My grandmother used to tell them to me when she lived with us after Mama died, before Daddy married Mama Louise.

I went to school until the war started and Daddy joined up with Stand Watie in the Army of the Confederacy. Before Mama Louise came to live with us and gave Daddy sons, he took me hunting and fishing with him and taught me to run the trap lines and check the snares. When he left, the boys being bare-bottomed babies, I kept doing the trapping to feed us all, Daddy having taken the rifle to war with him. Game had grown scarcer in the mountains near us, and it was needful to go miles from the settlement to set the snares. I went further out every trip until the day came when by the time I’d checked the lines, night was falling. So I climbed a hickory tree, found a sturdy branch and lay down on it, just for a nap. Even though panthers and bears can climb trees too, I felt safer up there and determined to remain until morning.

As soon as the sun was up, I picked up the rabbits I’d caught and trekked back to our cabin on the outskirts of Patterson’s Ford.

I smelled the smoke a mile away and started running.

Our house was ablaze, only it and no others, and our goods lay heaped in the front yard while the neighbors picked through them and carried them off.

My Sunday school teacher rushed past me carrying our family Bible, which I knew from the quilted cover my mama had sewn for it when I was small, and a bolt of calico supposed to make dresses for Mama Louise, me and the babies. Mrs. Pruitt walked by me without saying a word or seeming to notice I was standing right there. When the farrier came around the house carrying our axe, I grabbed at it and shamed him for being a thief but he just glowered. He’s a big strong man and ought to be out protecting us from the Federals like Daddy, not stealing our belongings.

Mama Louise and the boys were nowhere to be seen, but I didn’t even fear they were in the house. All the things on the ground were undamaged, so there’d been time to get them out.

The yard was full of voices and movement so it looked like demons were cavorting before the hell fires, what with people picking through our clothes and grabbing everything, even the hooks and shelves that had been on the walls. The cabinets Daddy had traded pelts and smoked fish for were being loaded in the wagon of the man who made them.

I hooked my rabbits to my belt, knotted my shawl across my chest and under one arm, hitched up my skirts, and waded into the crowd of people I thought I knew.

“What’s going on here? Where’s my family? Hey, put that down. That was Grandma’s.” When people I had been taught to respect ignored me and snatched our things away from me when I tried to take them back I yelled as loud as I can, “You all get out! This is our yard! What’s the matter with you?”

“Run along, little girl,” the man who had built our cabinets growled at me as he jumped up onto his buckboard to drive away with them, bought and paid for though they were. “Your family’s gone now and if you don’t run, you won’t catch up with them.”

“Gone where?” I pretty near screamed at him.

Old Mrs. MacIlliney, who my Mama had tended when she was sick, cackled through her sunken mouth. “The new lands, girl,” the old woman said, gesturing down the road. “The Indian territory, where you belong. Your Mama and little brothers, the MacMillans, the Browns and the Perrys too. All you Indians.”

Was that what all this was about? Because we had some Cherokee blood in our family? Well, my Mama was Cherokee from Grandma’s side, but her daddy had had been from Scotland, like Daddy’s father.

I’d heard of the Removal soldiers taking away anybody they decided was an Indian in earlier times but I thought that those must be the ones who tried to live the old ways, without working or schooling or going to church. It had happened in the days before I was born and never to anybody I knew personally. I thought the whole matter had blown over.

If Daddy were home, they’d never dare do this. He’d have told them they were throwing out the wrong family. He had no way of knowing what was happening, though, even if he could have stopped it. We hadn’t heard from him in six months and did not rightly know where he was, but he was fighting to keep us safe, wasn’t he? So why were we not safe? And where were Mama Louise and the little uns?

People pretended not to hear when I asked them questions.

I noticed then that there were no animals anywhere in the yard. I wondered if the neighbors had them too or if they got taken along with the family. Daddy had ridden our only horse to war but I didn’t see the scrawny old chickens.

Mouser, our gray mama cat, slunk out from her hiding place under a bush and jumped onto my shoulder, like she’d done when she was a baby. Her claws dug in at first, but the pain helped me keep my head.

“You might be better off here,” I told her when she rubbed her face against my cheek, though I wasn’t sure about that. Since there was barely enough food for humans these days, she could end up in somebody’s stewpot, so I let her make her own decision as cats do.

Maybe I should have cried when I turned my back on the only home I’d ever known, but I was so mad, anger dried the tears and left my eyes hot and fixed on the road out of town.

I didn’t know I wouldn’t be coming back, because I meant to fix this if I could. I set off down the road without a glance back.

I started running, scaring Mouser, who jumped down and ran off into the trees. I figured if I ran fast enough far enough I should be able to catch the Removal men and a passel of folks on foot. Grandma and Grandpa Brown were pretty old and ought to slow down everybody else.

I wasn’t as fast as I thought I was. After what felt like hours, I collapsed by the side of the road. I’d never been this far in this direction although I wasn’t sure just how far it actually was. What now?
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