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			For my father, Larry, who first told me the story.

			For my mother, Phyllis, who has always supported my dreams.

			And for Lydia, who lived it.

		

	
		
			

			Note to Readers

			Emmaline is a work of fiction inspired by true events. The broad historical arc and public figures in the novel are grounded in the historical record with scenes that have been dramatized. The central characters are inspired by the author’s ancestors and drawn from documented accounts by the pioneers of that era.

			The author has also used informed imagination and composite story-telling gleaned from primary sources. The goal is not to reconstruct history verbatim, but to share a story that is emotionally resonant and historically sound. For more on the intersection of storytelling and the historical record, please read the Author’s Note at the end of the novel.

		

	
		
			

			Definitions and Historical Context

			For readers unfamiliar with Mormonism, the following terms may be helpful. These definitions reflect how the terms were commonly used during the time in which this story takes place.

			Emigrant: Though immigrant may be more common in modern usage, European converts to the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints were referred to as emigrants during the nineteenth century.

			Endowment ceremony: A religious rite within Mormonism during which members make sacred covenants to God. In the mid-nineteenth century, endowments were typically performed in the Endowment House in Salt Lake City. Women often received their endowments immediately before marriage.

			Gentile: A term used by Mormons to refer to non-members of the LDS Church.

			Mormons / Latter-day Saints / Saints: Used interchangeably to describe members of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, founded by Joseph Smith in 1830.

			

			Plural marriage: Used interchangeably with polygamy, meaning the practice of one man having multiple wives. This is the preferred term historically used by the LDS Church.

			Priesthood: Divine authority believed to be granted by God to worthy Mormon men, giving them the authority to act in God’s name.

			Promised Land / Zion / New Jerusalem: Terms used interchangeably to describe the Utah Territory, which was being developed as a theocratic society outside US borders and viewed by believers as a gathering place for the faithful.

			Sealing: A religious ordinance performed by a priesthood holder to bind individuals together for eternity. In the nineteenth century, sealings were commonly performed in the Endowment House. The term is sometimes used interchangeably with marriage. Today, sealings take place in LDS temples.

		

	
		
			

			PROLOGUE

			october 19, 1856

			near present-day casper, wyoming

			The Platte had been our lifeline for weeks. We’d followed the river all through Nebraska and into Wyoming. It was our source of water and our guide. We were alive because of the Platte.

			But on the nineteenth of October—a day so bitterly cold that the winds bit straight through our bones—the river became our greatest foe.

			It ran wide and swift, with ice chunks bobbing over the rough waters. The river cut straight across our path. We had to get to the other side. And the only way past it … was through it.

			There was no bridge. No ferry. No choice.

			I stood next to Gideon and considered the unforgiving threat before us, our breath hanging like clouds around our heads as we spoke. “There has to be another way,” I said.

			Then with more urgency, “Don’t we have to turn back?”

			“We can’t,” Gideon answered softly, drawing a deep breath as he brought his trembling hands to his face. It was the first time I saw him scared. “If we go back, we’ll starve to death. Our only hope now is that the supply wagons will meet us on the other side of the river.”

		

	
		
			

			PART ONE

			EMMALINE KENDALL
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			CHAPTER ONE

			spring 1854

			I never talked about William because he wasn’t so much a brother as he was a ghost, a shadow that covered my mother and father in grief during most of my childhood and, I supposed, rendered me nearly invisible to them.

			I was so young during those years in Wiltshire, but I remember a doctor whispering about a fever, and neighbors saying things like “Nothing they could do” and “So sudden” as they dropped off stews and mincemeat pies. I think my mother sang before the darkness came. I think my father whistled. But my memories from that time are like dreams. I question the very ground beneath my feet when they come.

			What I know for certain is that William’s absence reshaped everything that came after. It started immediately and didn’t stop, like water seeping through the cracks slowly and then all at once. With Father too grief-stricken and lost in drink to work dependably, the jobs stopped coming. And then so did everything else.

			He had worked as a carter, hauling produce for farmers and merchants. But as time passed, his grief consumed him more, not less. I knew when I woke to the sounds of him stumbling through the house at night, I would likely not eat the next day.

			I wondered if he knew that.

			By the time we left Wiltshire for Liverpool in the spring of my twelfth year, William’s name seemed already forgotten in our home, if not our hearts. If I ever spoke it aloud, no one answered. He lies there still in Wiltshire—unvisited, I am sure. We have no people there.

			We went to Liverpool because Father had been told there was good work at the docks. He found a home at the courts on Pembroke Place. It was to be a new start, and oh I had such excitement to move to a city where Father would have a steady income and there would be no ghost of William. But ghosts do not stay so easily where you leave them.

			I had thought of Liverpool as something grand. A place of ships and trade and men in good hats and women in smart dresses. The kind of place where fortunes were made and dreams come true. But reality collides with your dreams quickly, even when you are twelve. I wasn’t prepared for the smoke, for the filth in the gutters, for the way the buildings closed in on each other, leaving no room for the sky.

			My nose detected the court housing first. We rounded the corner, and an unending expanse of red brick tenement housing with slate roofs and muddy, cobbled roads came into view. It was awash in the scent of crowded, filthy bodies, coal smoke, seaweed from the docks, and—worst of all—the shared outdoor privies and chamber pots emptied into a communal ash pit. The smell stung my eyes, and I wiped a lone tear falling down my cheek.

			“This is to be our home?” I asked.

			Mother and Father did not answer. They just kept moving toward it. At first they didn’t notice that I wasn’t following. My feet were heavy with dread, my legs frozen. I couldn’t fathom that we’d traded Wiltshire for … this.

			I found my feet and ran ahead to them just before they got lost in the crowd. I reached for Father’s arm. He pulled me close and kissed my head.

			Father was a good man, but a weak one. And a broken one. He drank to forget William, but in doing so, he forgot us too. He was not the type to get mean under the influence, not the type to rage. He was the kind who disappeared. In spirit first, then in body.

			When he wasn’t drinking, he sometimes shared his dreams with me. “Emma,” he’d say—he was the only one who ever called me Emma. “Emma, things’ll be better in Liverpool. I can get good work at the docks. We’ll be startin’ fresh. There’s nothin’ but possibility when you start fresh.” He and I shared that kind of naive optimism in those days. And when he wasn’t drinking, there was a twinkle in his eye that made me believe him.

			But this was not the Liverpool of our dreams. I tried telling myself that somewhere in this city was the promise Father spoke of. I trusted his dreams because I needed them to be true, not because I had reason to believe.

			I understood my mother less than my father, even though I was almost always at her side. She was constant and steady. Always moving, always working.

			She took pride in our home, even when we had almost nothing, cleaning and tidying our few possessions as if it made a difference. She never let herself be beaten down, but she never let herself soften either. It was only when I heard her quiet tears at night that I knew her heart was still broken. By William? By Father? By me? I didn’t know.

			There were no tears in the mornings. She was industrious and pragmatic and spoke to me mostly about what needed doing.

			“Tomorrow we’ll settle our home and talk to the merchants about taking in their mending. Always there’s mending to be done,” she said the day we arrived. “Your stitching’s coming along. You’re good enough to help now. We can double our pay.”

			I understood that to mean I would not be going back to school, and I wanted to protest. But I didn’t have the courage. I almost never had the courage in those days. I nodded instead, eager to please her. To reach her. To break through her carefully built walls.

			If I could know her, or she could know me, I thought I wouldn’t miss school so much. But I didn’t know how to break through.

			Father, Mother, and I squeezed into one room, all of us, with only the pump in the courtyard for water. At night I could hear the groan of its handle as neighbors filled their pails in the dark. I heard the uneven, clomping footsteps of drunken men. I heard the cries of children, suffering from things I imagined but couldn’t know.

			Each night that first week, I curled up in my narrow cot and pulled the covers tightly around me, the thin fabric inadequate against the cold dampness of the dark room. I counted the sounds of the drip, drip, drip as rainwater fell into a bucket by the door. A drip for every minute I would not sleep.

			I despaired at our circumstances and expected the darkness to settle upon us again, and it did—for a while. Work at the docks was not always guaranteed, even when Father was sober and eager to work.

			Liverpool held the same sadness as Wiltshire, just covered in filth.

			I had been right about not going back to school. This saddened me, but I knew it happened to many poor girls my age. Still, I was determined that I would not forget how to read. I was a good reader, earned the best marks in my class in Wiltshire, and reading was my only escape.

			In the evenings after supper, I sat on my cot and brought out the four possessions beneath my mattress: a copy of The Poetical Works of Felicia Hemans that had once belonged to Mrs. Harcourt, a widow from our parish in Wiltshire who often lent me books and told me a girl should never be without poetry; a royal primer from the years I attended school; and a leather-bound journal and pen I received for my eleventh birthday. Father had carved “E. Kendall” into the leather. I couldn’t control much, but I would still find ways to read and write.

			

			The journal was still blank. I wanted to have beautiful words for its lovely pages, but I was still waiting for the right thing to say. I dreamed of a life that might one day be worth recording. I didn’t know it then, but the events of the next five years would fill those journal pages.

			In the meantime I practiced my writing in the margins of my primer and on scraps of newspaper used to wrap fish or line our shelves, flattening them when no one was looking. I sounded out shop signs as we passed them, silently spelling each letter in my head. Liverpool would not take reading from me.

			Mother and I walked the cobblestone streets early each morning to spend one or two shillings on food. She would send me to the baker’s for day-old bread while she haggled over the price of fish or mutton.

			“I’ll not pay more than four pence, I won’t,” she’d tell the fishmonger before she walked away. He always called her back. Mother was something to watch. She did the best she could to feed us on our meager income.

			After shopping we worked on the mending, had tea and bread for lunch—with butter on the good days—and mostly stitched silently. What Mother thought about, I never knew, and that was my greatest sorrow.

			Vegetables like carrots and cabbages were bought when Father had a full week’s wages. If he worked a whole fortnight, we might have tea, milk, butter, and even eggs. One morning at market, I watched a girl my age sink her teeth into a crisp apple. My mouth responded before I could stop it, watering as if I’d bitten it myself. It had been months since I felt the flesh of an apple on my own tongue. My mind wandered to a summer memory of Grandmother helping William and me pick all the apples we wanted from the trees in her garden. How I longed to taste that tartness or to feel the juice of an orange dribble down my chin.

			Longing. That was what I knew best in the years since William’s death. Longing for food. Longing to be known. Longing to be enough for my parents.

			Still, I held on.

			Liverpool was not the first place to try to break me, and it would be far from the last.
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			CHAPTER TWO

			The men in the courtyard were causing quite a stir. Father had just come in from the docks, his dark brown curls dusted with coal and his freckled face still streaked black. He said it looked like some missionaries were outside. Mother and I silently scraped skins off potatoes for supper, but the noise was becoming too much to ignore. Father went out to investigate, and Mother and I set down our paring knives and followed.

			We saw two well-dressed street preachers who had drawn a small crowd in the twilight. The setting sun broke through the clouds, casting golden light on their heads—as if God himself had placed them there.

			The men looked almost identical to one another. They wore starched white shirts with crisp, dark gray waistcoats and smartly pressed woolen trousers. With trimmed brown hair and beards, I guessed them to be about my father’s age.

			They had polished leather shoes, fancier than anything I had ever seen, and the one who spoke carried two leather-bound books. One of the books looked like a newer version of our old family Bible. I couldn’t tell what the other book was.

			I had never seen such gentlemen standing in our soot-covered courtyard. They stood out from the crowd of dockworkers who all wore scuffed leather boots, patched-up woolen trousers, and dirty linen shirts covered with grime and sweat from a hard day’s work.

			The ministers’ presence commanded attention, and they spoke with eloquence that captivated the swelling crowd gathered around them.

			“You have prayed many times for blessings. Blessings of shelter and plenty on your table for your children and yourselves. There is a Holy Spirit ready to pour out temporal and eternal blessing upon you even at this time.”

			The words of the minister drew my father closer. I watched my mother follow him. Though her dark brown cotton dress and white apron were well worn, they were clean, and she walked with quiet dignity. I watched her untie her rose-colored headscarf to reveal her neatly pinned-up chestnut hair, a small gesture that felt like an act of deference to the preachers.

			It was not the first time we had heard about prayers and blessings. We were members of the Church of England, like everyone we knew. But there was something charismatic about these preachers, about the way they spoke of blessings. I continued to watch from the doorway of our home.

			They began to tell the most curious story.

			“Many of you are faithful Christians. You know how the Lord has, in every age, raised up prophets. Did he not call unto Noah? Did he not speak from the burning bush to Moses? Did he not appear to Paul on the road to Damascus?

			“And now, in our day, the Lord has again stretched forth his hand. He has called a prophet—a humble boy named Joseph Smith. This boy knelt in a grove of trees in New York, seeking to know which church was true. And lo, a pillar of light descended, brighter than the noonday sun, and in that light stood the Father and the Son!”

			The crowd thinned as the men continued to speak. My stomach growled, and I wished my parents would come back inside. But they only looked more engaged as the preachers droned on.

			

			“‘Join none of them,’ the Lord said, ‘for they draw near with their lips, but their hearts are far from me.’”

			I tried to make sense of what I was hearing. A boy prophet had seen Jesus Christ? On the American continent? I had never heard of such things. As I pondered the words, I watched my father inch closer toward the ministers.

			Suddenly, the crowd turned violent.

			“Filthy Mormons!” someone spat.

			“How many wives do yer Joseph Smith have?” yelled another.

			Someone hurled an egg at the ministers. It hit one of their shoulders. A wet slap against his fine coat. My heart jumped to my throat, and I took an instinctive step backward. Shouts filled the courtyard.

			And then someone threw a rock. I had never seen men inspire such rage. I ran inside. But my parents did not. I watched from our one small window as my father reached for the minister who’d been hit with an egg, lightly grasping the man’s arm with a hand that usually held a bottle of ale. Most of the crowd had scattered by now, but my parents and several others continued talking with the ministers.

			Back in our dark, damp home—the entirety of which was smaller than our kitchen in Wiltshire—I finished peeling the potatoes. The sermon echoed in my mind. It was unlike anything I’d heard at parish churches before.

			“There is a Holy Spirit ready to pour out temporal and eternal blessing upon you even at this time.”

			I doubted it. By the age of twelve, I had learned not to expect blessings. I saw this entire encounter as little more than an entertainment to liven up my dull existence.

			But I wondered what kept Mother and Father out there so long.

			I put the potatoes on to boil and set three plates on the small round table. The rough pine surface was scarred by years of faint knife scores; the wood darkened by years of spilled broth and candle wax. I sat down on a chair that wobbled if you didn’t adjust your weight just so, cradled my head in my folded arms, and rested my eyes. Sleep came dear in these conditions.

			My parents did not say much when they came in for supper. I was used to quiet meals, but this felt different. The silence was almost deafening, as if the words not being said were overtaking the room. I didn’t know what those missionaries had said to my parents in the courtyard, but whatever it was must have been deeply impactful. Something was happening inside of my home.

			The next morning before the sun rose, my father prepared for his day at the docks. I heard the most peculiar sound. Something familiar from when I was a little girl: He was whistling.

			Later, Mother and I sat together having porridge before our daily mending began, and she related to me the events of the night before.

			“Emmaline, I have never heard such truths spoken. The Bible was explained to my understanding like never before.”

			I had seen Mother negotiate the price of fish with the confidence of Queen Victoria, but never had I heard her speak with such awe. It startled me, like the way thunder does when the sky is blue.

			The men, she said, were elders of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints. The Mormons. It was the first time I ever heard the name of that church. They had given my parents a new book of scripture, the Book of Mormon.

			As I tried to work out how my parents had been so enamored with new spiritual ideas from one conversation, she explained they’d been invited to go to a special service with the elders that very evening. I would stay home until my parents understood more about this new religion. But one thing was certain: It had already begun to change our little family.

			Later that night, my parents went to the service, leaving me behind. At twelve, I was old enough to be left alone but unaccustomed to it.

			

			I was used to the kind of loneliness you felt in the presence of another person, and I was not sure what I thought about this new independence. The constant din of neighbors and passersby penetrated the thin walls and only increased my sense of isolation.

			Sitting on my little cot, I unbraided my hair and brushed my long, dark brunette curls—a trait I inherited from my father, along with his freckles. Our single room, dimly lit by two oil lamps, was both my sanctuary and confinement. It felt especially cold and damp, so I took a woolen shawl from a nail on the wall and wrapped it around my muslin nightdress.

			The room held space only for my cot, my parents’ narrow bed on the opposite wall, the time-worn kitchen table with three wobbly chairs, a small set of shelves, and two rocking chairs that we brought from Wiltshire. My father’s old steamer trunk sat at the foot of my parents’ bed and held most of our earthly belongings.

			Near the entrance of the room, a small stove provided the only warmth. Its heat barely warded off the pervasive dampness. The walls were stained with years of unsanitary living.

			I needed to use the privy, but that would have meant a trip outside to the courtyard, and I dared not go alone. I decided to wait for Mother and Father.

			I shivered as a rat scurried across the floor. For a moment I considered blowing out the lamp so I wouldn’t have to see another one, but the thought of hearing a rat without seeing it felt worse. I pulled my shawl tighter and tried to keep still, listening for my parents’ return.

			Just then they burst through the door with great excitement, full of incredible stories of people being healed by the laying on of hands. The elders claimed if they administered consecrated oil to the sick and also prayed, they would recover. And many did, my parents said.

			My father told of a ganger at the docks who’d crushed his hand bad. Pinned it right under a crate of coal.

			

			“I was there, Emma, seen it happen meself! His hand, trapped tight—just last week, just last week it was! Doctor said plain as day, he’d never bend them fingers again. But he come tonight, and the elders anointed his hand with oil, prayed over him, and, Emma, by God, the swellin’ went down right before our eyes!”

			Mother nodded, eyes bright. “Aye, and more besides. Sick little ones burnin’ with fever, now right as rain. And an old woman, blind for a year, now she’s up and seein’ clear as ever.”

			I wasn’t sure what to make of it all. Maybe this was what it looked like when people found light again. I wanted to ask questions but didn’t know exactly what to ask. I knew I was grateful that something had ignited my parents, had them really talking again—to each other and to me. I listened intently when they told me the new things they were learning.

			The next evening while my parents were at another service with the Mormons, I pulled out our old family Bible and flipped through the Psalms, which had always been my favorite. My grandmother used to read them to me when I was a little girl. She passed several years after William did, but I remembered well reading with her. I stopped when I found what I was looking for in Psalm 103: “Bless the Lord, O my soul, and forget not all his benefits: Who forgiveth all thine iniquities; who healeth all thy diseases.”

			The Bible did foretell of great miracles. It was right there in the Psalms. I still didn’t understand everything, but I felt comforted. I couldn’t find anything about Jesus on the American continent, but maybe the missionaries were right about this new prophet. It was true, after all, that there were many prophets in the Bible. Why couldn’t God give us one for our day? Why shouldn’t he?

			Over the next several months my parents became so zealous with these teachings that they decided to join the church and be baptized. My mother and father made many friends, and my father stopped drinking altogether. Just like that. I liked these Mormons. They were kind to me and good to all who were in trouble.

			I may not have been certain of the truth of all I was learning yet, and I sensed that my parents’ zealousness had less to do with revelation and more to do with filling the void William had left behind. Still, the joy it brought into our home was enough for me.

			If my parents needed me to be a Mormon, a Latter-day Saint, for us to be whole again, I found that to be a modest sacrifice. So I devoted myself to prayer and study, hoping the truth would be revealed to me as well.

			And only once, in the quiet of a sleepless night, did I let myself wish—wickedly, fleetingly—that it had been me who made them this happy.
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			CHAPTER THREE

			I almost yelped as the cold water filled my boots, but I silenced myself in reverence. As I descended farther down the bank, my cotton dress darkened with the industrial silt and coal dust in the River Mersey. Water filled my bloomers, and a light current caught my unsteady legs. I gripped the elder’s arm tightly. Sunshine warmed my face, but my teeth still chattered.

			It was my baptism day: May 29, 1854.

			Three months had passed since my parents were baptized, and I knew they’d eagerly been awaiting the moment when I, too, would make this decision.

			By that time the mission house had become a second home to us. I was getting well acquainted with other young people, and I even sang in the church choir.

			Baptism among the Mormons was unlike anything that had happened in the Church of England, where I’d been sprinkled as a baby. Many Saints from our branch gathered at the river for that sacred day. I was one of twelve who would be baptized. Each one of us immersed in the filthy river and made clean.

			Before we began, an elder had spoken words of blessing to all who were gathered: “This is the gate, my brethren and sisters. Through baptism, you take upon yourself the name of Christ and enter into his covenant. You bury the old life and arise in newness of spirit.”

			Then, as I stood in the river, he held me steady and spoke, “Sister Emmaline, are you prepared to follow Christ all your days?”

			“Yes,” I said solemnly.

			And I meant it. Even if I wasn’t certain whether I believed, or if I was just following Mother and Father, I rejoiced that this church had transformed my family and my home. I had prayed and sought the Lord. I had not yet felt the “burning in my bosom” the elders spoke of—they said it was a tingling in your chest that testifies of the gospel’s truth—but I was sincere in my desire to feel it. I trusted it would come if I obeyed. The elders and my parents promised that it would.

			Straightaway, all I felt was water. Over my head, in my ears, in my mouth, which I had forgotten to completely close. My last thought was, Will this be my death?

			Before I could complete the thought, I was standing again, shaking water from my ears. The first thing I saw was my parents’ smiles. Every other feeling melted away.

			I wondered if something magical had happened to me. Was I simply overwhelmed by my parents’ joy? Would the burning come now? I still didn’t fully understand, but I saw that I had made my parents proud. That was all I needed.

			As the elder helped me out of the water, he declared, “Rejoice, for today you have become a child of the covenant.”

			I stood shivering on the shore of the Mersey, and Mother wrapped a faded quilt around my shoulders. It had been hand-sewn by my grandmother’s nimble fingers decades ago. The dusty blue-and-green fabric enveloped me, almost like Grandmother was giving me a warm hug. I wondered what she would think of all this—her daughter and granddaughter stepping into a new faith, leaving behind the church she had so loved.

			

			My new friend Eliza was to enter the waters next. As her name was called, she looked back and searched my face. I believe she was looking for the courage to proceed. I knew Eliza was excited to be baptized, but she was even more frightened than I of the river. I smiled and nodded, trying not to let her see my body quake with chills.

			Eliza walked slowly. Her blonde, almost white hair was pulled into one long braid, and her porcelain skin was pale with fright. Her naturally wide smile was hesitant today, but she walked forward confidently.

			When the baptisms had finished, my heart felt oddly weightless, as if the river had rinsed a year’s worth of worry from my bones, if only for an afternoon. For once, I wasn’t the girl counting stitches by candlelight, worried about her next meal; I was simply twelve, alive in clean sunlight, sprinting beside my best friend.

			We tore up the riverbank toward the meetinghouse, braids flying. We laughed about the way our skirts had billowed in the river and tried to shush each other when a cluster of boys glanced our way, but we couldn’t stifle the giggles.

			That evening I slept at Eliza’s house. Her mother made mutton, stewed vegetables, and apple hand pies. I loved Eliza’s house. It was a two-bedroom cottage on the outskirts of Liverpool. You could neither hear nor smell the city from her bedroom.

			Best of all, she had her own bookshelf with more than twenty books. She let me borrow a new one each time I visited. Eliza still attended school, and she was generous with her lessons and school texts as well.

			They bored her while they excited me.

			I pulled a delicate volume from the shelf and ran my hands over the cover. Lyrical Ballads by William Wordsworth and Samuel Taylor Coleridge. “We had this at school,” I said, looking through the pages to find my favorite.

			The thin paper crackled as I gently turned the pages. I quickly found what I was looking for: Wordsworth’s “We Are Seven.” I touched the corner of the page as if it might vanish. I hadn’t read it since we left Wiltshire, but I had recited it often in my mind, especially when I thought of William.

			The poem began with a child. A cottage girl who looked like me. Thick curls, fair eyes, mother close by, death even closer.

			“And when the ground was white with snow,

			And I could run and slide,

			My brother John was forced to go,

			And he lies by her side.”

			“How many are you then,” said I,

			“If they two are in Heaven?”

			The little Maiden did reply,

			“O Master! we are seven.”

			“But they are dead; those two are dead!

			“Their spirits are in heaven!”

			’Twas throwing words away; for still

			The little Maid would have her will,

			And said, “Nay, we are seven!”

			I felt the familiar sadness as I read the lines that felt like they’d been written for me. The little girl with curls like mine had known the death of a brother and a sister. But she did not forget. They were counted. Her family was still seven even though two died. My family was still four even though one died. No one ever spoke it, and I had always thought our sorrow hid in the silent spaces.

			I didn’t tell Eliza what Wordsworth meant to me. That he understood. It would have been too hard to explain. I simply slipped the book into my satchel and told her I would bring it back next time.

			

			She just shrugged. “You can keep it,” she said, already brushing her hair for bed.

			Eliza’s life seemed more grand than it really was. Her father had been a spice merchant, but he died the previous year, leaving her mother with enormous debts. I knew they feared losing the house every day. Each time I visited, another piece of furniture had been sold.

			“Did you feel the burning in your bosom yet?” Eliza whispered that night as we drifted to sleep.

			“No,” I whispered.

			She giggled.

			“Why are you laughing?”

			“You don’t even have a bosom yet.”

			I threw my pillow at her. After the laughter died down, I grew serious. “Do you even understand what they mean?”

			“I think,” she said, pausing to choose her words carefully, “maybe our bodies have a telling in them when we know the gospel is true.”

			I still didn’t really understand, but I didn’t want to say so.

			•

			Eliza and I walked to the mission house for choir practice one sunny afternoon in July. The streets were noisy with the sounds of Liverpool. The hum of ship horns was such a constant backdrop we almost didn’t hear it anymore, but the click-clack-click-clack of carters on the muddy cobblestone was deafening.

			Fishmongers hollered at each passerby. “Fresh herrin’! Fine haddock! Cod fer yer supper!”

			You could buy near anything on the streets of Liverpool. There was the baker, the butcher, the florist, and the greengrocer, all with their enticing colors and smells. Newsboys cried out as they darted between carriages, hawking the latest broadsheets—“The Liverpool Mercury! The Albion! Shipping news from America!”—their voices rising above the clatter.

			I watched a gentleman buy a paper and discard it quickly after scanning the headlines. “Be right back,” I said, darting off to rescue it from the rubbish heap.

			We passed a group of girls jumping rope in their soot-stained dresses, each one too short for their growing legs and knobby knees.

			My heart was full, and my mood was light. I felt I understood my parents’ decision better every day. Eliza and I talked excitedly about the upcoming Pioneer Day festival at the mission to celebrate the Saints arriving in Zion—that was what they called the Utah Territory in America.

			We were within sight of the mission house when it happened.

			I was jarred out of my pleasure by the feeling of a rock hitting my back. One, then another. I almost fell as I struggled to catch my breath. I reached for Eliza, but she also got hit. No, they weren’t rocks. They were eggs. The cold slime penetrated my dress and began to run down my backside. Hot tears burned my eyes.

			We searched the road, looking for our assailants. In the alleyway just behind us, a group of boys several years older than us howled with laughter.

			“Oy, little Saints! Where’s yer prophet now?” hollered one. “Bet them Yankee preachers dipped ya in pig water!”

			The harassment of the Saints was common in Liverpool, as it was for our sisters and brothers in America. I had heard similar taunts while walking with my parents, and I had seen a missionary pelted with an egg and a rock that first night in the courtyard.

			We knew they did not like us—for we were children of the covenant. The scriptures foretold that we would be a persecuted people. But I had never been the one wiping yolk off her dress.

			Eliza was sobbing.

			

			“Stop it,” I said, grabbing her hand as we ran. “Do not let them see you cry.”

			Inside the mission we were safe. Sisters there gave us each a clean, dry dress and a cup of warm tea. We dried our tears. The scratchy, woolen borrowed dress was too large, clothing me in the memory of the humiliation I had endured.

			Brother Joseph Young, observing our distress, sat down with us and spoke gently. “My dear sisters,” he began, “remember that the righteous have always faced persecution.”

			He reminded us how much the Savior endured and how the Prophet Joseph Smith was jailed and killed by wicked men in America.

			“But take heart, for such trials refine our faith and draw us closer to God.” He patted my shoulder and offered a reassuring smile.

			His words comforted me, turning my tears into determination. If the prophet could die a martyr, I could handle taunts and egg-throwing.

			Persecution grew in the city, but so did the number of Saints. And with the growth the talk of sailing to America to join our brothers and sisters in Zion became more frequent.

			Ships full of Saints regularly departed Liverpool, bound for the “Promised Land.” In Zion there was a home for every family and food enough for everyone. It was said to be a “land flowing with milk and honey.”

			We were eating Sunday supper one rainy summer evening when I first heard Father speak of Zion like it was becoming his own dream.

			“Brigham Young’s built it up, he has—out there in the mountains, one o’ the finest cities in all the West,” he said. “A place where Saints can live their faith without fear. No jeerin’. No stones. Just peace. And every family gets their own home, Ruthie—think of it.”

			I stopped chewing and watched Mother closely.

			“I can’t see as how we’ll be affording that,” she said, shaking her head at him.

			

			Rain leaked through the roof by the door, and my father got up to move the bucket to catch the stream of water.

			“Not tonight, we won’t,” he said, then laughed.

			Mother and I joined him. Never before would we have found lightness in such a moment.

			If I had any skepticism left about the truthfulness of Joseph Smith’s story, I’d buried it and replaced those thoughts with love for the church that brought my parents back to me.

			•

			The Pioneer Day festival held on July 24 was a joyous occasion. Dancing and singing and games lasted all day. There was also a grand feast, and oh, what a meal it was. The tables stretched the length of the hall and were covered in white linen. There was roasted lamb and meat pies, fresh-baked wheat and rye breads, potato cakes, roasted vegetables, berry tarts, plum pudding, and even lemonade. Never had I felt so full or satisfied. After the feast Eliza and I sang with the choir.

			In six months’ time my life had gone from longing to belonging.
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			CHAPTER FOUR

			“It is a damnable practice! Thousands will reject the gospel, and it’ll be the end of the church.”

			My mother’s desperate voice woke me up as my parents returned late from a meal they’d been invited to that evening with visiting elders from the States.

			“What is it?” I asked, rubbing the sleep from my eyes. “What’s going on?”

			“That Elder Stowell—he spoke to us tonight about the principle of plural marriage,” my father said.

			“Plural marriage?”

			“Polygamy!” my mother shouted, her body shaking, her green eyes burning with anger. “Men havin’ more than one wife. And they’re practicin’ it in Zion!”

			“Now, Ruthie,” Father said gently, “calm yerself for a moment. Don’t be forgettin’ what the elders said. David and Solomon practiced it, and they were men after God’s own heart.”

			“I s’pose this idea doesn’t bother you. Sounds right appealin’ to the husbands, eh? But the womenfolk won’t stand for it. They won’t.”

			He softly took hold of her shoulders, but I noticed his hands were trembling. He kissed her forehead. “You know I want no wife but you.”

			

			She began to weep. “He said it’s a commandment. A commandment!” She collapsed on the bed, sobbing.

			That night Mother barely spoke another word. By morning she had taken to her bed ill and would not rise again for a fortnight. We could not compel her to eat.

			“I shall not take a bite again, Emmaline, until Heavenly Father himself reveals the answer to me,” she said.

			Our little home felt darker than usual. She didn’t like lanterns lit, for they hurt her eyes. And the brightness of her countenance, which for the past year had warmed us, had vanished beneath a pile of quilts.

			Father said I should stay with her each day and try to get her to eat and drink. I brought her water and weak tea, which she sometimes sipped. She spoke little, only fasting and praying, begging the Lord for an answer about polygamy.

			For his part, Father spent longer days at the docks and late evenings at the meeting house. He was troubled, that was easy enough to see, but he didn’t seem to know how to help her, and he didn’t want to talk about it with me.

			“Do something, Father,” I pleaded one evening. “You’re the only one who can help her.”

			“I can’t help her, Emma,” he said softly. “She must work it out with the Lord.”

			“Have you worked this out with the Lord?” I asked, needing to know if he accepted it.

			“I trust the prophet.” His tone told me that the conversation was over.

			One evening he brought Elder Stowell to offer a blessing. The elder anointed Mother’s head with oil and prayed aloud, saying he knew she was an earnest sister and that the Lord would convince her of the holiness of the principle. If she remained faithful, he said, the Lord would show her.

			

			As he left, I followed him out the door.

			“Brother Stowell,” I began.

			“Yes, child?”

			I stuttered. I couldn’t find the courage to speak the questions burning inside me: Why? Why is this a holy and pure principle? Why must this be asked of my mother?

			Instead, I said, “Thank you,” and my eyes filled with tears as he walked away.

			My heart ached for my mother. I knew she was zealous in her belief of the Prophet Joseph Smith and the restored gospel. I had watched her devote everything to it. And in return it had brought her back to life. We had heard whisperings of polygamy—accusations shouted by those who taunted us on the streets—but she had not believed them. Neither had I. We couldn’t avoid it anymore now that the elders were teaching it here in Liverpool.

			I wondered if this would be the end of our membership in the church. I thought of Eliza, of the choir and pageants. I thought of the mission house and the meals. I didn’t want to lose any of it. But I agreed with my mother about this so-called principle: It was a damnable practice.

			On the fifteenth day my mother rose from bed early, two hours before Father was to leave for the docks. She woke us both and said she had a vision to relate.

			“In the night the heavens were opened to me, and I was shown that Joseph Smith is truly called of God and that the Saints walk in the only faith leading to salvation. I beheld angels descending from above, gathering near Brother Stowell as he spoke. The sky itself bore witness that the words he carries are meant for all the children of this earth. I was made to understand that those who receive it will be preserved and that sorrow awaits those who turn away. Woe to any who reject this principle.”

			

			I watched with awe, and not a little confusion. A chill ran from the top of my head down to my toes. I couldn’t reconcile her words with her appearance. Her chestnut hair was tangled and oily from a fortnight in bed. Her flannel gown hung askew. Her voice was calm, even certain. But her lifeless green eyes betrayed her.

			She said it was the Lord, but I believed she had surrendered—to the elders, to the weight of expectation, to our family’s need to belong. But I didn’t speak those thoughts aloud. They stayed hidden in my heart. So many of my thoughts remained concealed in those days. I was thirteen by that time, and I would not find my voice for several more years. My outward self was merely a reflection of the choices made for me.

			What my father thought, I never knew. He never spoke of it again.

			Life returned, for the most part, to the way it had been before the words “plural marriage” were first spoken by my parents. Father went to the docks each morning. I helped Mother with the mending. I committed large portions of scripture to memory. The principle of plural marriage was still whispered about, but I never heard much fuss about it again.

			Not while we were in England.

		

	
		
			[image: ]

			CHAPTER FIVE

			Life had settled into a gentle rhythm, and the year that followed was the happiest I could remember. But just after my fourteenth birthday, February 8, 1856, I began to feel something shifting. Nothing had changed outright, yet there was a restlessness in the air. I sensed the coming of a new season, but it wouldn’t reveal itself to me.

			Father worked longer hours at the docks, and Mother took in more mending and even some washing. I saw how hard they were working and knew they were making more money, but it didn’t change the way we lived. We still ate our standard meals—porridge in the morning, and simple suppers of fresh fish and bread, smoked haddock with potatoes, or stewed mutton with barley. Indulgences were rare unless we were at the meeting house, and even then, only on special occasions.

			Mother softly sang hymns as she worked late into the night, rocking in the oak chair Father had built for her when I was a baby. It creaked against the rough wooden planks of our floor. I felt comforted by her melodic voice and the familiar rhythm of the chair. Sometimes she asked me to read to her from the Book of Mormon while she stitched, and sometimes Father read to us both.

			My parents’ faith had only deepened in the year since the crisis over plural marriage, and my father had been ordained a priest.

			

			I had begun to think that they were saving money for a better home. On lonely nights I would lay on my narrow cot and imagine us moving into a little stone cottage with a thatched roof and honeysuckle that climbed up the side.

			There would be a garden out back, with rows of cabbages and carrots and daffodils just for me. Daffodils were my flower, Father always said. They were often the first flowers to bloom each year, and they sprung from the earth the day I was born. When we had a warm February, he would cut a bouquet for my birthday. I loved the way the bright yellow petals were sometimes dusted by a late snow. Yes, there would be daffodils outside my window at our new house.

			I’d have my own room of course. Eliza would come for tea parties, and we would gossip and read books under the shade of our own maple tree.

			It was a silly dream, and I should have known better.

			In late April I learned the truth. The news that would alter the course of my life forever. My parents had not been saving for a home. They had been saving for our passage to America.

			We were going to Zion.

			“We’ll be takin’ the last ship of Latter-day Saints to sail this year,” my father said proudly when he shared the news after supper one evening. “The Horizon.”

			I knew from their faces that they expected me to be excited, and perhaps a year ago I would have been. But now it was different. I had become contented with our life in England, and I feared the plural marriage practiced in Zion.

			We were no longer struggling so much. I had friends at the meeting house. I had the choir, the place where I felt most like myself. My parents were happier now, and their joy filled our dank little home with more warmth than I had ever known in Wiltshire.

			“Wait until you see it.” Father leaned forward, eyes alight with excitement. “We’re going to the Promised Land, the New Jerusalem. There’s land and homes and food for everyone. They say it’s the most beautiful valley you’ve ever seen, Emma.”

			“What’s more important,” Mother added, her green eyes serious, “is that the Lord is calling us there. He commands that the Saints gather.” She expected no argument.

			I nodded. It was all I could do. But I felt like I was drowning.

			If they said any more words, they were distorted by the waves of emotion coursing through my head and my heartbeat throbbing in my ears.

			All I could hear in my mind was what my mother had said: “Polygamy! Men havin’ more than one wife. And they’re practicin’ it in Zion!”

			Anger rose inside me, my cheeks burned, and my hands clenched in my lap. I didn’t know what the feeling meant, only that it consumed me. I wanted to throw a Book of Mormon at somebody.

			Would Father have another wife? Would I have two mothers, or even three? I couldn’t comprehend it.

			Land and homes … and extra wives for every man. Had they forgotten? Father wanted blessings. Mother wanted obedience. Nobody had ever asked me what I wanted. Nobody ever did.

			The next morning we walked the familiar cobblestone streets to the meeting house for Sunday services. The din of the city was a little quieter. I saw other families dressed in their Sunday best walking to church, the solemn toll of church bells calling them to worship at St. John’s, where we would have gone before my parents found the restored gospel.

			I watched a small boy kick an old sardine can down the road, and I pondered my parents’ announcement, with thoughts tossing around in my head like the sardine can bouncing against the cobblestone. It wasn’t as if I had a choice. I couldn’t stay alone in England. I would be setting sail, crossing the sea, and gathering with the Saints in the Utah Territory. If I had reservations, what place did a fourteen-year-old girl have to voice them? The decision was already made.

			As we approached the mission, I saw Eliza and ran ahead.

			“I have to tell you something,” we both said.

			“I’m going to Zion,” we cried, again in unison.

			We collapsed to our knees, each sighing in relief. Whatever happened now, Eliza and I would have each other.

			“I don’t really want to go,” I confessed. “But I’m so glad you’re going with me.”

			“Maybe it won’t be so bad,” Eliza said. “I’m just praying my mama will be happier there. She cries every night here. It can’t be worse than our life now.” Eliza was ever the optimistic one. I hoped she was right.

			The next few weeks were alive with activity as my parents got their affairs in order and we prepared to leave. There were tickets and paperwork and medical checks to be completed. Each evening Mother and I worked on packing the steamer trunk. One steamer trunk. That’s what our life in England had to be reduced to.

			In addition to our clothing and scriptures, we carefully wrapped my great-grandfather’s pocket watch, a handmade butter dish that my grandfather had carved before Mother was born, a small wooden box of letters, a tin of dried medicinal herbs, and a length of lace my mother had once sewn into her wedding dress. My great-grandmother’s silver brooch, wrapped carefully in linen, would be the only piece of jewelry we carried.

			One evening when Mother thought I was sleeping, I watched her pull out my christening gown. It had also been William’s christening gown, and I suspected that was how Mother thought of it as she ran her fingers gently over the delicate lace and tiny buttons. She placed it in the trunk, along with a small doll that she and I had both played with as little girls.

			Each treasure, small as it was, made my throat tighten and my eyes water. These things were us. I didn’t know what “us” would mean in Zion. The thought scared me, and I couldn’t tell anyone. Not even Eliza.

			The next morning I took my books from under my bed. I couldn’t take them all. I carefully tore Wordsworth’s “We Are Seven” from Eliza’s book, folded it, and tucked it into the pages of my leather-bound journal. I stuffed the journal and pen toward the bottom of the trunk. I still had never written in the journal, but perhaps I would start by keeping record of our voyage.

			•

			Maybe it was because I had become resigned to my fate, but as the day of our departure drew near, I couldn’t ignore the tiny glimmer of hope inside me. I had to admit that the church’s promises and my parents’ faith and dreams were enticing.

			Zion awaited. I wanted to believe in a land of plenty, where the Lord was gathering his people. Where every Saint would have a home and no one went hungry. No more stench of Liverpool’s streets. No more nights lying in musty court housing listening to the rats scurry across the floor.

			But even as I let the dream in, whispers of doubt found me in the night. Will it be everything they promised? And what about polygamy?
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			CHAPTER SIX

			The morning air stirred with a warm, salty wind from the east on May 25, 1856.

			“’Tis a right perfect day for sailing, Ruthie,” Father said as he and Mother hoisted the steamer trunk onto a small wooden cart.

			As we began our short walk to the docks, Mother smiled at him. “Aye, Heavenly Father is with us today.”

			The city was alive with its usual activity, oblivious to the fact that today would change everything for me. Fishmongers and carters filled the streets, with newsboys darting in and out of their paths. The markets were open, and mothers were about their morning shopping. Dirty children played or ran about trying to beg a ha’penny off passersby.

			I drank in every sight but heard none of it. My thoughts were louder than the thundering sounds of the city. We were going to America. To Zion. I would board a ship and leave England forever. While the world I knew receded behind me, an unknown land full of both terror and possibility lay ahead. In that moment I longed to run both backward and forward, to laugh and to cry, to stay and to go.

			I wore a simple cotton dress, navy blue with a small white floral pattern in the bodice. The fabric was faded but sturdy. Over my shoulders I had wrapped a brown woolen shawl fastened with a small brass pin, though the sun was already warm on my back. My curls had been brushed and gathered behind my head with a bright yellow satin ribbon that Father had given me the night before.

			“Like a daffodil,” he’d said. “You’ll look right beautiful for the journey.”

			He pressed it into my hands, and I thought I saw tears in his eyes. Mother had sighed at the indulgence, but I thought it the most beautiful thing I had ever owned. A straw hat with a plain, modest brim sat atop my head, and a few rebellious curls framed my face.

			As we approached the docks, I was taken aback by both the sounds and the scent. I couldn’t count the number of ships and sails I saw. It was a towering skyline of vessels, all waiting to carry emigrants, travelers, and cargo across the seas. Dockworkers and seamen moved everywhere with purpose, hauling ropes, freight, food, and coal. Families clung to one another, while a few panicked parents searched frantically for lost children. I grabbed Mother’s hand, and she squeezed mine tightly.

			The stench of saltwater, fish, tar, and coal smoke nearly knocked me over. I had thought the smell strong in the city, but it was unnerving this close to the water. I heard dozens of languages as this mass of humanity converged in one place—everyone either departing or arriving, saying goodbye or greeting loved ones, or going about their work to make it all possible. There were as many seagulls squawking overhead as people scurrying below.
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