Winter Solstice

Chapter 1
“I can’t see my hand in front of my face, Mingo!” Daniel shouted to the man beside him also struggling through the blinding snow. The Cherokee did not reply, but bent even more to push against the howling west wind. The need for shelter was becoming crucial. Seconds later they leaned against the eastern side of two tall oak trees. Though leafless, the stalwart trees provided some shelter for the exhausted men.

There was an unexpected cessation of wind. Excitedly Mingo gestured to Daniel. “There’s a cabin only a few yards farther on! I see it.”

Daniel peered around his tree and saw what Mingo had seen. It was indeed a cabin, small but snug. Pushing with regained strength, Daniel staggered toward the welcome shelter. He could hear Mingo panting behind him. Loudly knocking on the stout door, Daniel breathed a white cloud of steam onto the planks. Seconds later it swung on its hinges, exposing a stocky man with iron-gray hair. Without comment the stranger pulled Daniel into his warm home. He quickly pushed the door to shut it, catching Mingo’s outstretched hand. Daniel spun at Mingo’s cry of pain. “My friend is with me!” Daniel exclaimed as he pulled the door open. Mingo stumbled over the threshold, holding his left hand protected underneath his right arm. The fierce wind blew his black hair over his face. 
The cabin’s owner let loose a string of curses. He ended with a definitive declaration: “No redskin is ever goin’ to warm his hide by my fire!” 

The three men stood only a few feet apart, exchanging looks of outrage. Daniel found his voice first. “This storm’s a killer. Your cabin is the only shelter we were able to find. I’m Daniel Boone, and Mingo’s my most trusted friend. It’s not Christian to refuse him shelter.”

“Christian!” the cabin’s owner burst out. “What does a heathen know of bein’ Christian?”

The man’s brown eyes bored into Daniel’s. “An’ what do you know about bein’ a Christian, claimin’ a heathen for a friend? The Bible says ‘learn not the way o’ the heathen’, don’t it?”

Mingo opened his mouth to speak for himself, but Daniel gripped his arm tightly. “Look, I seem to remember a number of passages about extending shelter to those in need. Mingo and I are in need. Unless you can point us to a cave within spittin’ distance, it seems that we have no choice but to stay here with you. It’s not to our liking any more than yours.”

The stocky man glared at Daniel for several seconds. Chunks of snow fell from the Kentuckian’s coat as he waited. Mingo’s long hair dripped as the snow contained within it melted. Finally accepting Daniel’s determined stand, the stranger pointed his finger at Mingo’s chest, punctuating his words with short stabs. “I ain’t feedin’ him. An’ as soon as this storm stops, out you go! Both of you.” Then he purposely pulled his rocker close to the fire where he could guard his bubbling pot of stew. 
Daniel cleared his throat to respond, but Mingo tugged on his arm and shook his wet head. He indicated the far corner of the cabin. Together he and Daniel walked the eight feet and sat on the packed earthen floor. Daniel reached for Mingo’s injured hand. Grimacing, Mingo allowed him to check for broken bones. “I don’t think anything is broken, Daniel,” Mingo murmured. “I think I am only bruised.” 

Daniel replied brusquely. “It shouldn’t have happened.”
“I don’t think he saw me, Daniel. I don’t think it was intentional,” Mingo replied. 

Daniel’s look of disbelief brought a frown to Mingo’s face. He sat silently as Daniel dug in his pack for pieces of dried meat. He handed one piece to Mingo, then walked to the door, slipped through, and returned with his tin cup full of snow. Without asking permission, he walked to the fireplace and set the cup near the fire. When the man seated there looked up, Daniel asked his question. “You know our names. We’d like to know yours. What is it?”

Rudely, the man refused to stand. He returned his gaze to the fire and murmured, “Humble Beakins.”

Daniel exchanged a quick glance with Mingo at the unusual name. Then he extended his hand to the seated man. “I’m pleased to make your acquaintance, Mr. Beakins.”

The seated man made no effort to accept Daniel’s outstretched hand. Daniel did not move. Finally, Humble slid a look from the corner of his eyes. “I don’t shake hands with a white man who’s gone wild.”

Withdrawing his hand, Daniel stared down at the man before him. Then he bent, snatched the partially melted cup of snow, and strode to Mingo’s side. His anger evident, he pushed the cup across the floor, sloshing water onto Mingo’s boot. Quietly the Cherokee addressed his friend’s anger. “Daniel, this man’s attitude is not unique. Let it go.”
“I know you’ve had more experience with this kind of attitude, so maybe your hide’s a mite thicker. But his meanness makes me mad,” Daniel countered.

“It angers me also. However, experience tells me there is little we can do about it. We will shelter here for a day, then never see him again. I surmise his attitude has been with him many years. What can we do in one day to change his mind? I neglected to bring my magic wand with me.” Mingo’s brown eyes held a spark of laughter in their dark depths. 

His attempt to lighten Daniel’s mood was successful. A small smile crossed the frontiersman’s face. “Drink up, my wild friend. I’ll get some more.” He reached for Mingo’s cup. Again he gathered a cupful of snow, again he melted it by the fireplace. Then he sat beside his dependable friend and shared a meal of stiff dry meat washed down with snow-water. Sitting so close to the fire that the heat singed his wiry gray hair, Humble Beakins wolfed down his large helping of venison stew.

Chapter 2

Mingo and Daniel were both sleeping soundly, leaning against the log wall wrapped snugly in their blankets. The whirling snow had not lessened. The wind continued to howl around the corners of the cabin. As Humble bent to lay another log on his fading fire, a particularly strong gust of wind shoved against the northern wall. The sound caused a deep shudder to pass through the man’s sturdy body. Like a small child he held his hands against his ears to block the sound. Behind his eyes the image formed for the thousandth time. His tavern companions sneaked through the dense summer forest. A hundred yards ahead of them the first lodges could be seen. Remnants of a large band of Lenape, the few people were set apart when smallpox ravaged the town. Inside the small huts lay sick and dying Indians. Men, women and children, all were delirious with infection. It was a simple thing to kill them. The enraged Pennsylvania men moved quietly through the lodges, clubbing the inhabitants to death. The sound of the clubs swishing through the air was mimicked exactly by the winter wind.
Humble Beakins had been one of the avenging citizens. Filled with the false courage of alcohol, swept along by his companions, he killed with abandon just as they were doing. When every Indian was dead, the group of men gathered to celebrate. Splattered with the blood of their victims, they slapped each other on the back, laughed and recounted their acts of valor. The loudest laughter came from Humble Beakins. “Prob’bly did ‘em a favor, killing ‘em. They was dyin’ slow anyways!” he chortled to his appreciative audience. 
Humble was Hanover’s most dependable victim. For weeks tales had poured from his sodden brain. Plied with mugs of rum, he invented fantastic stories of Indian depredations against fictional settlements. He embellished his tales with bits of realistic horror. The facts of every disaster were fuzzy, but that mattered not at all to the hangers-on of the Salty Horse Tavern. They sat or stood around the recently arrived drifter, mouths agape as he spun his tales. 
One afternoon, so filled with rum that he was drooling, Humble told the most fantastic of his tales. “She was this big,” he blubbered, his hands shaping a tiny waist. “My Rachel. My darling Rachel.” Collapsing with his head in his arms, he began to wail in misery. All around him sympathetic men whispered together. When the alcohol was finally released from his body, he awoke chilled and shaking to a vacant room. Shuffling outside, he found the midnight filled with ghosts. Alone on the shadowy street, he sank to his knees in the doorway of a bakery. There the constable found him in the predawn coolness.
He slept the day away inside a small jail cell. Then he was treated to the best meal he’d had since leaving his parents’ home twenty years before. He had drifted aimlessly during those twenty years, working now and then, begging, living off the kindness of strangers. 

During that time he had learned how to tell a convincing story, practicing on officers of the law, magistrates, storekeepers and ministers. By the time he found Hanover, he was an accomplished liar.

But in all those years of drifting he had never killed anyone. Stolen, yes. Robbed, yes. Taken advantage of kindness and innocence, certainly. Not until the Lenape murders had he ever physically harmed another human being. The enormity of what he had done, the way his lies had been used, pounded inside his head until he was sick with the pain. One night he disappeared into the darkness. The citizens of Hanover looked for a day, then decided that the memories he’d shared had driven him back to his place of origin. They went on with their well-ordered lives. Humble continued to drift ever farther west. He crossed the mountains as a hired teamster. He never stayed in one place long enough to put down roots. Finally, after leaving Libertyville behind him, winter threatened to catch him in the wilderness. Frantically he spent two weeks building an eight by ten cabin against the coming cold. There he sat, alone, living a hermit’s life until the December storm drove Daniel Boone to his door.

Now behind him slept a man with jet black hair and bronzed skin. Two trains of thought fought for prominence in his mind. He could kill the Indian, rid himself of the reason for his writhing conscience. Or, he could continue to suffer because of the man’s presence. He glanced behind his back at the still forms. He could kill them both. He would have to do that. If he only killed the Indian, the man called Boone would kill him. Coldly he began to plan his deliverance as he reached for the pistol laid on the fireplace mantle.
In the far corner Mingo moved restlessly. He opened his eyes in the dim firelight. The throbbing in his bruised hand continued to plague him. It hurt more than he was willing to admit to Daniel, sleeping soundly beside him. He replayed the slamming door in his mind. Before the heavy wooden planks crashed into his mittened hand, he had seen the hard eyes scan his exposed brown wrist. Daniel had been right. The man knew he was there and closed the door anyway. Why? The obvious answer troubled him. 
Pushing the thought away from his mind, he slowly stood. He needed to ice his hand. The numbing cold would take the edge off the pain, and would also reduce the swelling that made closing his hand difficult. If he was going to be able to function when they left this cabin, he would have to be able to use both hands. 
In the red light of the glowing coals Mingo could make out the man slumped in the rocking chair, a pistol held in his lap. Soundlessly he slipped to the door. Seconds later he was through, following the log wall to the more protected south side. There he squatted on his heels and carefully pushed his hand into a snow drift. The biting cold hurt, but he knew it was necessary to speed the healing. He watched the swirls of snow spin into the freezing air. No living thing was stirring. His own breath fogged white in the blackness. 
Deciding that his hand had been sufficiently treated, he cautiously opened the door. Humble Beakins’ eyes watched every move. Mingo walked to his corner. The solitary man made him uncomfortable. He could feel the hermit’s icy gaze between his shoulder blades. Daniel stirred as he sat down beside him. “Mingo? Is everything alright?” his friend asked anxiously.

“I was treating my hand,” Mingo replied softly. Daniel looked quickly in the direction of the fireplace and saw Humble’s expression of hatred. 

“You’d better let me know the next time,” Daniel cautioned. Mingo frowned in exasperation. Before he could speak, Daniel cut him off. “I know you’re not a child. But neither is that man glaring at you behind your back.”

Mingo turned to look over his shoulder and met Humble’s murderous look. Instantly the decision was made. Mingo lifted his chin and issued his challenge. “Mr. Beakins, I am not your enemy.”

“Oh really?” Humble returned, slowly standing. “You’re a savage ain’t you? A heathen, a thing that sprang full-born from the jaws of Hell. That makes you my enemy.”

Daniel leaped to his feet, anger pouring from his tall body. “That’s enough! Why are you so filled with hate? Mingo’s done nothing to you and you know it.”

Humble opened his mouth, then shut it with a pop. He pulled his chair into the corner beside the fireplace, turned it, and sat facing the tiny room. Menacingly he propped his rifle against the wall. “Maybe not. Maybe that’s only an accident of timing. But I intend to keep it that way.” He pressed his lips tightly together as his finger crept to the pistol’s trigger. The winter storm continued to push violently against the stout logs. Whistles and shrieks echoed from the cabin’s corners. Trapped inside, the three men stared at each other with barely contained violence.

Chapter 3

Dawn was slow in coming as the heavy clouds blocked the sunrise. Mingo sat with closed eyes, breathing slowly. Daniel glancing at his friend’s swollen hand. Then he looked toward the fireplace. Humble’s eyes were there, still filled with hate. Now Daniel was faced with a problem. He didn’t feel that he could leave Mingo alone in the cabin. But he was uncomfortable and needed to go outside. 
His dilemma was resolved as Mingo woke. Together they left the cabin. The wind still blew, but in the west a glimmer of sky was visible. The snowfall was greatly lessened. Smiling in relief, the two men walked back into the cabin to gather their belongings. Humble was brewing a pot of coffee as they entered. He looked up, the hatred covered over by a sheen of hospitality.

Mingo exchanged a long look with Daniel. Then they each drew their tin cups from their packs to receive the hot liquid. They sat cautiously at the tiny table facing their host. Humble returned to his rocking chair. None of them said a word. A quarter hour later, Daniel finished his coffee and stood. “Mr. Beakins, at the very least you made our life much easier last night. It could be you saved us. If you ever get farther west, stop by Boonesborough. I’d like to return the favor.”

Standing silently by Daniel’s side, Mingo watched the effort Humble was making to appear friendly. He kept his eyes on the rifle leaning beside the rocking chair. He could see that the man was pretending. Uneasily he shifted toward the cabin door. As he passed behind Daniel he heard the unmistakable sound of a cocking hammer. Instantly he dropped to the floor, knocking Daniel’s legs out from under him. The pistol ball whizzed above them, exactly where Daniel had stood seconds before. Rolling quickly, Dan got to his feet with his drawn knife. He leaped across the small space. He grabbed Humble by the shirt before the other man could get his rifle into position. He pressed his large knife against the other man’s throat. “Tell me why!” Daniel shouted. “I’m not feelin’ very forgiving right now. You’d better talk!”

Mingo got to his feet cradling his hand. He hadn’t been able to protect it as he fell and it was throbbing with sharp stabs of pain. His eyes were hard as flint as he faced the

collared man. “Explain, Beakins. I can understand wanting to kill me. But why Daniel?”
Humble refused to talk. He stood limply in Daniel’s grasp, his eyes on the floor. The tiny cabin was filled with smoke. All three men began to cough. Mingo strode to the door and opened it to the cold bracing air. Then he went to the fireplace and laid another log on the coals. Daniel shoved Humble into his rocker, towering over the man like a tree over a stunted stump. A thin streak of daylight pierced through the smoky haze. Humble’s eyes fastened on it. He stared at it for several seconds, then looked up at Daniel. Swallowing hard, he looked at Mingo and answered. “It’s him. Some time ago me and a bunch of men killed a couple dozen sick Lenape up in Pennsylvania. I never killed anyone before. It was so easy! It wasn’t like I was killing a person. They just laid there and let us club ‘em to death.”
Humble stopped and swallowed again. “Until I got to this one boy. He was nearly growed. The pox covered him so bad he was lumpy with ‘em. But he opened his eyes and looked at me. Just looked at me. I couldn’t do nothin’ but stand there and stare at him. One of the other men stepped around me and killed him. Now I can’t forget him. Day and night, he sneaks into my mind. I hate him!”

Daniel and Mingo stood unmoving as the horror sank into their minds. Mingo spun on his heel, grabbed his rifle and disappeared through the door. Humble watched his retreating back. Without turning his head he spoke to Daniel. “I can’t stand to be around anyone. Everyone reminds me of that Lenape somehow. Even you.”

“So you tried to kill us to make yourself feel better? That’s crazy,” Daniel said in disbelief. 

Humble lifted his eyes to Daniel’s face. “No sir, it ain’t. It’s mean. That’s what I am. I’m a mean, useless man with no one to care if I live or die.” He allowed his head to sink onto his chest and closed his eyes in weariness. Daniel gazed out the open door into the clean Kentucky air. He sighed in unhappy understanding. Then he gathered his pack, Mingo’s pack, and his rifle. Without another word he walked from the tiny cabin into the frosty December day.

Mingo was easy to track in the freshly fallen snow. He found the Cherokee waiting for him a half-mile to the west. He was sitting just inside a snug little cave, his left hand up to the wrist in snow. His dark eyes were filled with irony as he waved Daniel over. “Another few minutes, Daniel, and we would have found this cave. Why do you suppose Beakins didn’t tell us about it?”

Daniel frowned. He shook his head. “I don’t know. He’s so messed up in his head that I doubt he even remembered it.”

“Every time I meet someone like him I’m surprised all over again. I know mankind is a vicious, beastly creation. But somehow I always forget.” Mingo shook his head at his own flaw.

“I don’t think you’re forgetting, Mingo. I think you just have trouble believing what you know,” Daniel explained. 

Mingo’s eyes were filled with sadness as he looked at his friend. Slowly he nodded. Daniel returned the gesture. Then he slapped the Indian’s knee. “I’m hungry as a bear an’ I’ll bet you are too. I’m going to go find us somethin’ to eat. But first I’ll get a load of firewood and you can brew us a pot of coffee. We’ll have us a hospitable meal before nightfall or my name’s not Daniel Boone!”

Daniel leaped to his feet, his light eyes twinkling. Above them the snow clouds faded away leaving behind blinding sunlight. Mingo built a small fire near the back of the cave, brewed the coffee, drank a cup and let his mind drift to happy memories. Daniel returned as promised with a turkey in his hand. He had it cleaned and spitted before the faint December sun signaled midday. The two friends ate, sipped coffee, talked, and dozed the day away. As the sun slipped behind the trees they became aware of footsteps crunching through the snow. Alerted, Daniel lifted his rifle. The stranger waved his hand in a gesture of friendship. “Come on in,” Daniel called. “Share our fire.”

The stranger sat and accepted the offered cup of coffee. Daniel extended his large hand. “I’m Daniel Boone. This is my friend Mingo. What should we call you?”

“Elias Hamilton. Pleased to meet you. You too, Mingo,” he said with a smile. Daniel offered a slice of turkey. Elias sat and talked to the two friends until the light left the sky.

Then he looked carefully into their eyes. He cleared his throat. Daniel and Mingo exchanged a wary look. “Less than a mile to the east there’s a cabin,” the man began. He looked at Daniel and the frontiersman nodded. “Inside that cabin is a man. He’s dead. Shot through the head. You know anything about it?”

“No,” Daniel said shortly. “He was alive when me and Mingo left him at daybreak.”

The stranger removed his hat and brushed the hair from his forehead. “That’s what the sign says too. He’s been my neighbor for two months, and no matter how often me and my wife invited him to supper he never accepted. He was a strange man, that’s for sure. Anyway, you and your friend were the last to see him. Any idea why he’d kill himself?”

Mingo shifted on the cold cave floor. His bruised hand rested carefully in his lap. “He was a haunted man. His own faults tormented him. Did he ever tell you about the Lenape village?” 

“No. What Lenape village? There’s no Delaware around here is there?” the visitor replied. 
Daniel began to explain. In short sentences he told about Humble’s part in the murder of the dying Indians. When he finished Humble’s neighbor shook his head sadly. “That explains a whole lot about him. Thanks, mister.” Then, as he stood, he made a last offer. “I’ll be burying Humble tomorrow. You’re welcome to come if you want to. But I’ll understand if you don’t.” With one last look at Mingo, Elias replaced his hat and left the snug cave.

At midmorning of the next day Daniel and Mingo stood beside Elias Hamilton and his family as the remains of Humble Beakins were placed in the cold ground. Katie Hamilton laid a tablecloth over her stocky neighbor. Wordlessly Elias shoveled the frozen clods over the stiff body. Then he recited the Twenty-third Psalm. Katie and Daniel joined in. Seconds later, so did Mingo. Soon Elias guided his wife and three children back to their home. Daniel and Mingo remained a while longer, sitting silently in Humble’s tiny cabin. Their somber mood was not lightened by the small cold space. Finally Mingo looked up from the rocker and addressed the man at the table. “I didn’t know him, I didn’t like him, but somehow his solitary death troubles me. What darkness so smothers a man’s spirit that he feels he must take his own life? Why didn’t he seek help?”

“He couldn’t. He didn’t feel that his life was worth anyone’s help,” Daniel explained. “The memories wouldn’t leave him any way out but to blast them from his mind.”

Mingo’s eyes widened at Daniel’s explanation. Suddenly he understood. “Ah, yes. Milton understood what you’re speaking of, Daniel. ‘He that hides a dark soul…benighted walks under the midday sun.’,” he murmured softly. “I wonder if he would have done this if I hadn’t appeared at his door? I brought back all the memories.”

“You can’t blame yourself, Mingo. I doubt that you’re anything more than the spark that lit the fuse already laid in the heap of gunpowder. It’s the darkest time of the year. Shut up inside this tiny cabin, apart from everyone, unable to even talk to his neighbors, he was dead anyway. He just made it permanent.” Daniel got to his feet and stretched. “I’m ready to go set some more trap lines. The season’s not near finished. Let’s get on about our business.”

Mingo followed Daniel. He pulled the door behind himself and heard the solid seal as it shut. It was a good, tight cabin. Humble Beakins had been a careful builder. He had not planned to take his own life. Something had smothered his spirit, something so heavy that all light was squeezed out. He couldn’t escape the feeling that somehow he had drawn down the blackness. The late December light was reaching its full power as he caught up to Daniel. Together they walked to the west. They would talk of Humble Beakins for weeks until finally they were eased of his burden. But they never forgot the solitary man whose overwhelming need for acceptance caused the deaths of innocents, and finally, his own. 
