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CHAPTER ONE
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Lucy Salter

Five hundred dollars. 

The small pile of bills represented over two years of planning, saving, and scrimping but took up only a tiny fraction of the kitchen table in front of her. Lucy counted it again and then once more. Five hundred dollars. It was everything she had—everything she and Niles had worked for. It was every late-night whispered planning session they’d shared and daydream she’d dared to dream, but now, it meant nothing. Niles was gone. 

It seemed as if one day he was kissing her goodbye and heading for his job at the feed and grain, and the next, he was dead. Influenza. The word was bitter on her tongue. No one else they knew became ill. Neither she nor two-year-old Minnie got sick. Only Niles became fatally ill and died only two days after the doctor diagnosed what ailed him, but the physician could offer Lucy no explanation. The grippe had taken her husband away, leaving her with only her daughter and the pile of cash before her. It had been nearly a year since his death, and the loss was as devastating to her as it had been the day he left her.

She stacked the bills and tucked them into the canvas bag she kept hidden under the pile of quilts in her hope chest at the foot of the bed. Hope was in short supply in the Salter home lately. Instead, its enemies despair and melancholy had a foothold. Lucy rose from her chair and returned the bag to its hiding place. She checked on Minnie sleeping soundly on the side of the bed that had belonged to her father. Since Niles’s death, Lucy couldn’t bear to sleep alone, and keeping her daughter close made it easier to keep a watchful eye on her.

After brushing her waist-length chestnut hair and braiding it, Lucy tucked the braid into a nightcap and blew out the flame of the bedroom lamp. She slipped into bed next to her softly snoring child and lay staring at the ceiling. 

There was nothing for her in Missouri anymore—only her small extended family and a few friends who walked on eggshells around her, afraid to say anything that would start her tears flowing again. She and Niles had made plans. He was gone, but maybe the plans were not. She thought about what it would mean to Niles if she went on to fulfill their dream. She would do it. She had to. And if he were somewhere out there watching her, she was sure he was smiling.
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“I FORBID IT,” LUCY’S mother, Anne, declared. 

“Mother, I’m a grown woman. I’ll do what I like,” Lucy replied calmly, but her mother wouldn’t be placated. She had known her mother wouldn’t take the news well when she invited her over for tea that afternoon. They sat in Lucy’s small kitchen, sipping tea from the wedding china she and Niles had used only on holidays. She hoped its use would give her the courage to stand up to her mother. 

“You would take that delicate child,” her mother shrieked, pointing to Minnie who was playing on the floor with a stack of tin measuring cups, “across thousands of miles of wilderness, and for what? There is nothing for you in California. You don’t know anyone. Your family is here. We can help you with the difficulty you’re going through.”

“Difficulty?” Lucy’s voice rose an octave. “My husband is dead, Mother. It’s not as if I’ve burned a pan of biscuits. Niles is dead, and I can’t stay here where everything reminds me of him. The government is giving away land in the West. All I have to do is show up and claim it. It was what we had planned. Niles submitted the preliminary paperwork and paid the processing fee before he died. That’s what is waiting for me—my own land and a new start.”

“You and Minnie can move in with me and your sister. We have room,” Anne said, pleading. She had lost her husband years earlier to a lung ailment. The last thing she wanted was to never see her eldest daughter again. She had read about the dangers travelers encountered on their trek to the West, and it terrified her. “Things will get better. You’ll see.”

Lucy shook her head. “It’s not about a place to live. I do just fine providing for myself and Minnie with my dressmaking. My mind is made up, Mother. I’ve already ordered the supplies we’ll need for the trip. And we won’t be alone. I’ll sign up to travel with a group of families in a wagon train. It’s much safer to travel in a group in case of a problem with the wagon or oxen.”

“Oxen? You weren’t born on a farm! What do you know of oxen? This is folly, Lucy, and I fear you will pay for it with your life.” 

“But it’s my life, Mother, and I will live it as I see fit.”

“And what of your daughter? At least leave Minnie here with me so that she will be safe. You can send for her when you are settled.”

“No.” Lucy glanced down at her daughter’s chubby body and chestnut curls, her dark eyes exact replicas of her father’s. Sadly, the child remembered little about her father. She’d been so young when he died. “I can’t leave her. She’s all I have of Niles.”

Anne stood and retrieved her coat from the back of the kitchen chair, pulled her gloves from a pocket, and put them on. She picked up her granddaughter and embraced her so tightly that the toddler began to squirm and squeal in protest. “I love you, Minnie, my darling,” she whispered in the child’s ear. “If anything happens to you, I’ll never forgive your mother.”

“Nothing will happen to us, Mother. We’ll be just fine.” She took Minnie from her mother’s arms, and they walked to the front door. “You will see us again. I promise.” 

Her mother’s eyes glistened with tears as Lucy held the door open for her. 

“I hope you can keep that promise,” she said as she kissed Minnie once more and walked away.
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A WEEK AFTER HER MOTHER’S visit, Lucy placed the last of her wedding china in canvas bags and packed them in straw in a strong wooden box. It was the only extravagance she allowed herself for the journey aside from her collection of fabrics. Most of the wagon would be filled with food, medicine, household necessities, and clothing for herself and Minnie. She had been warned not to overload the wagon for fear that the oxen would be unable to handle the load, and she took that warning to heart. She remembered Niles telling her of travelers who’d had to leave their precious belongings in the grass alongside the trail because they had packed too much, slowing their pace to a crawl. Enterprising folks would sometimes take an empty wagon out onto the trail to collect the goods and bring them back to town, reselling them for pure profit.

“Mama?” Minnie peeked around the open bedroom door.

“Yes, darling?” 

“I take my dolls?”

Lucy beckoned for Minnie to come into the bedroom. The child carried an armful of favorite toys, including two dolls she was never without. 

“Remember that I said you could take two of them? You may take Susan and this one,” Lucy said, pointing to a doll with braids made of yellow yarn. 

“That’s Lizabeth,” Minnie said, hugging the doll tighter. “But what about my other toys? Can’t they come with us?”

“No, I’m sorry darling, but they have to stay behind. Remember, Mama told you that the animals pulling the wagon would have to work too hard if we took everything.” 

“They ain’t that heavy, Mama.” 

“They’re not that heavy, Minnie,” Lucy corrected.

“I say that. So why can’t they go?” Her daughter’s eyes had the shine of impending tears. She gathered the child close and kissed her cheek.

“I know you’re sad. Mama’s sad that I can’t take all of my things too, but when we get to our new home, we’ll get you some new toys.”

“New toys?” This prospect seemed to soothe Minnie’s sadness somewhat.

“Yes, new toys.”

“And... a baby kitten?” Minnie asked slyly.

“We’ll see,” Lucy answered with a smile. Her little girl could drive a hard bargain.
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CHAPTER TWO
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The Wagners

Elias Wagner shook the hand of the banker and tucked the stack of currency into his inside jacket pocket. The banker hadn’t been happy about Elias withdrawing the entire contents of his account, but he felt it would be better to bring everything he had to California. After all, he might never come back to Missouri. He was taking his entire family and all the possessions they could carry in two wagons. There was no point in leaving any of his money behind. He’d sold his family’s home, most of their furnishings, and his interest in the sawmill he had built and operated with his cousin to amass the amount that weighed heavy on his mind and in his coat. 

He stepped out into the bright early April day and onto the street, very conscious of the bulge in his pocket. He was eager to get home and put the currency into the locking box he had purchased for just that purpose. There would be other travelers—and Indians, he’d been told—who would be happy to relieve him of his small fortune, and he had no intention of letting that happen. A twenty-minute walk later, he entered the kitchen of his recently sold home and kissed his wife Mary on the cheek.

“Did you get it?” she asked.

“I did.” He pulled the stack of bills from his coat and sat down at the table to count it once more. “Every last dollar of it.”

“Shh! Don’t say that out loud,” Mary scolded.

“Who do you think is going to hear us, the mice?” Elias chuckled at his joke.

“It’s just bad luck. We don’t need anyone to know what we have, certainly not on the trail.”

“I’m not that foolish, woman. I would never say such a thing out loud in front of strangers.”

Mary squeezed his shoulder fondly. “I know you wouldn’t. I’ve always trusted your judgment.”

“Ma, Martin won’t leave me be!” Fifteen-year-old Rose, the Wagners’ youngest child and only daughter, came running into the kitchen followed by her brother Martin. Elias scooped up the cash he’d been counting and tucked it under his jacket.

“She’s supposed to be helping me clean out the chicken coop. Instead, she’s got her nose in a book—again,” Martin protested.

“Rose, I told you, no more reading until all of your chores are finished. We’re leaving tomorrow, and everything has to be ready.”

“But, Ma—”

“And remember, you can take six books. There’s no room for more than that.”

“But, Ma—”

“But, Ma!” Martin mimicked. “Can’t you say anything else? 

“Shut your mouth!” Rose shrieked.

“Rose Elizabeth Wagner!” Mary scolded. “I’ll thank you to watch your language. Now, give me that book and go help Martin.”

“He thinks he’s my boss because he’s older than me,” Rose said, pointing an accusing finger at her brother, but she surrendered the book to her mother.

“Children!” Elias thundered. “Go finish your chores and let your ma and me talk.”

“Yes, Pa,” Rose and Martin said in unison.

“And I am your boss,” Martin said under his breath as he followed his younger sister out the door.

“You’re sure we want to take those two across the country in a wagon?” Mary asked, only half joking. 

“I’m fairly certain we don’t have a choice,” Elias answered.

“I suppose not.”

“But we can always let them follow along with Daniel.” 

“That’s my brilliant husband,” Mary said cheerfully. “You think of everything.” She started to walk away, but Elias caught her hand in his.

“Are we doing the right thing, Mary? Taking them so far away?” His teasing tone was gone. 

“Oh, Elias, I know how much this means to you. The opportunity to finally own land and build a sawmill that you and Daniel can run together—you’ve been planning this for more than a year now.”

“I know, but—”

She placed a finger over her husband’s lips. “No buts. It’s a long journey, and I trust you to get us to California.”

Elias nodded but he said nothing more. His family’s trust meant everything to him, and he would sacrifice his own life for them if necessary.
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THE SOUND OF BREAKING glass and shouting coming from the saloon traveled on the breeze to where Daniel lay looking up at the stars. His dog, Barnum, growled low in his throat. 

“It’s all right, boy,” Daniel said, patting the canine’s muscular shoulder. “They won’t bother us.” He sat up and looked around him at the rows of wagons and tents. His was only one of dozens of families who would be starting on their journey West in the next few days. He had chosen to guard the loaded wagons alone, giving his parents and siblings the chance to spend one more night with a feather bed under their back instead of the hard-packed earth. He took a drink of water from his canteen and bit into a piece of dried beef before offering the rest of it to Barnum. The dog wolfed it down and licked his chops. 

“That’s it for now, fella. You need to get used to less feed. There won’t be much on the trail but what you catch yourself.”

Barnum tilted his head questioningly at his master. He always seemed to listen carefully to what the man said and followed his commands without hesitation. As much as he would enjoy Barnum’s company on the trail West, Daniel was concerned about the dog’s ability to make such a long journey. For the last couple of weeks, the animal had been his constant companion. He had caught the dog raiding his mother’s chicken coop and took pity on the starving creature, naming him after a charlatan he’d seen taking people’s money in a traveling show.

It wasn’t how he had planned his life—with only a dog for company. Up until two months ago, he had been engaged to be married and was looking forward to traveling with his new wife to make their home outside Sacramento where he and his father would build their business, a sawmill to provide timber to the hundreds of homesteaders who would be building new homes and barns and entire towns. 

He had been blindsided by Susanna’s announcement that she would not be traveling with him, nor would she be marrying him. She had found someone else, someone with a ‘more certain future.’ He’d known that she had a penchant for the finer things, and she hadn’t seemed enthusiastic about the idea of migrating West to start their married life, but it never crossed his mind that she would break off their engagement and stay behind. Her rejection stung all the more when he learned it was because she’d taken up with another man. He’d heard the cruel things people said about him when they thought he wasn’t around, and he didn’t want their pity. He certainly didn’t need their scorn.

He lay back onto the blanket he had spread out on the ground and settled against Barnum’s sturdy body. When he had agreed to go to California with his family and drive one of the wagons while his father steered the other, he had known his life would be different from then on. But back then, he had no idea just how different it would be. 

“We’re gonna make it just fine, boy,” he assured the sleeping Barnum. “Just fine on our own.”
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CHAPTER THREE
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Moses and Nell

Nell Easton held her bible open and followed along with the reverend as he preached the gospel of Joshua.

“In the first chapter of Joshua, the Lord encouraged Moses to be courageous and promised that he would not abandon him,” Reverend Cooper told his congregation. He picked up his bible and read aloud. “Wherever you set foot, you will be on land I have given you... No one will be able to stand against you as long as you live. For I will be with you as I was with Moses. I will not fail you or abandon you. Be strong and courageous—”

Nell’s husband, Moses, nudged her arm. “See,” he whispered with a grin. It even says in the bible that God will protect us, just like he protected Moses all that time ago.”

“Shh!” Nell scolded. “Listen to the sermon.”

Moses said nothing more, but his thoughts were far from the reverend’s sermon and the small church they sat in, far across the country in California. Day in and day out, he planned in his head how he would lay out the crops in the fields of his homestead and how he would build a home for himself and Nell. 

He glanced over at his wife. She was intent on the sermon and oblivious to his attention. She was the most beautiful thing he had ever seen, and he could not believe his good fortune in being married to her. He took in the curve of her cheeks and the deep brown of her eyes. Her hair was raven black and was held up and away from her face by an ivory comb. Wispy tendrils of it escaped the comb and curled gently down her neck. The bright blue fabric of her best Sunday dress spread across the generous swell of her breasts and over her ample hips. He loved every inch of her, and he couldn’t wait to give her everything she had ever wanted.

It had taken months to convince her that their future was in California. She would miss her family, sure, but he knew they would make new friends out West. He couldn’t pass up the opportunity to own one hundred and sixty acres of his own land for nothing at all. If they stayed in Missouri, they would be lucky to buy a farm a tenth that size. 

“What are you looking at?” Nell whispered. 

“You.” Moses placed his hand on her thigh.

“Moses, we’re in church!” she protested, keeping her voice low and pushing his hand away, but he saw the pink rise in her cheeks. They had only been married a few years, and they still couldn’t keep their hands off each other. He prayed each night that they would be blessed with a child, but so far, it hadn’t happened. He hadn’t lost faith though. He knew his prayers would be answered in good time.

The congregation rose and began singing the final hymn, and Moses sang along, his voice a strong baritone. He clasped Nell’s hand in his and squeezed it tight, and she gave him a loving smile. There was nothing he wouldn’t do for her, nothing he wouldn’t give her, even if it meant taking them to the opposite side of the country to find it.
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NELL CROSSED THE CABIN to where Moses sat engrossed in the papers he had spread across the kitchen table. There were lists and drawings and rows of calculations—all part of his planning for their trip to California. She placed her hands on his shoulders, and he glanced up at her with a smile. 

“It’s late. Come to bed,” she said, and he put down his pen. He didn’t have to be asked twice. He took her hand and led her to the bedroom. After changing into his nightshirt, he slipped into bed next to his wife, put his arms around her, and pulled her close. They cuddled under the double-wedding-ring quilt his mother had made for their wedding gift.

He kissed her gently, and when she didn’t respond, he said, “You’re worried about something. Tell me what it is.”

“It’s nothing.” Nell shook her head, but Moses wasn’t convinced.

“It’s something.” He waited, knowing she would soon tell him what troubled her.

“Well...” she began, but she paused before continuing. “Today, after church, Maisie Holmes told me that she heard there’s an epidemic of cholera on the trail West and that people are dying of it left and right.” 

Moses sighed. Maisie was Nell’s best friend, and she did not want Nell to move away. Every time she and Nell spoke, Maisie had some new horror story to tell her friend about the trail West. “Is that true, Moses? Is there an epidemic?”

“I won’t lie,” Moses answered. “There have been cases of cholera, but we could just as easily catch it if we stayed here. We’ll have to be careful, but with great risk comes great gain. Just think of it—our own farm and a beautiful homestead I’ll build for you with my own two hands.” He spread his fingers wide to make his point. Nell reached for his right hand and brought it to her lips, kissing the palm lightly.

“I love your hands,” she said, “and I don’t want anything to happen to them. Or to the rest of you, for that matter. There are just so many things that could go wrong, like bad weather, sick animals, Indians—”

“Nothing is going to happen to us,” he assured her.

“Promise?” Her eyes pleaded with him to allay her fears.

He kissed her softly on the lips and then met her gaze once more. “I promise,” he said solemnly, and he prayed he could live up to that promise. Within moments, Nell’s breathing had slowed; she had fallen asleep in his arms. He lay awake a while longer, planning and working things out in his mind before his eyes became heavy and he too slept.
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THE DAYS HAD FLOWN by, and Nell couldn’t believe that tomorrow would be the day they would begin the long journey to California. She was excited and scared at the same time. She could barely keep down her breakfast, what with the butterflies in her stomach. Moses tried to make light of the perils they might encounter during the trip, but she knew the danger could be all too real. She read the newspaper, after all, and every week there were stories of families who had turned back because they couldn’t make the journey all the way West. Others had lost family members to wild animals, wagon accidents, and—her biggest fear—cholera. She couldn’t imagine traveling hundreds of miles only to give up and go back home, and she knew Moses would be disappointed if they didn’t make it.

Just as she thought of her husband, he entered the kitchen carrying a wooden crate. “Is this the last box?” he asked in a tone that indicated he hoped to heaven it was the last one.

“That’s it,” Nell replied. “That one is the medicine, bandages, and tonics we need in case one of us gets sick. Make sure you put it under the seat of the wagon.”

Moses shook the box slightly, but nothing rattled. It was packed tightly. 

“Do we really need all of this?” he asked. “You’ve got a whole hospital in here.” 

“I just want to be prepared.” 

“I’m pretty sure you could doctor the whole population of California with this box.” His eyes shone with mischief as he stacked the box on top of two others near the kitchen door.

“Better safe than sorry,” Nell said, hands on her hips, daring him to argue further.

“You’re in charge of what to take,” he answered, defeated. “I just take orders.”

Nell swatted him with the kitchen towel she held. “And don’t you forget it, mister!”
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CHAPTER FOUR
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John and Jessie

John Brearly waited for the sheriff to unlock the jail cell. It was the second time his brother Jessie had been arrested, and he wasn’t going to let it happen again. Since their parents’ deaths when he was twenty-one and Jessie was only fourteen, he had been John’s responsibility. Not for the first time, John wondered how he had done such an abysmal job raising his brother.

Jessie said nothing as he walked out of the cell, past his brother, and out into the street. John didn’t stop him. Instead, he followed just a few steps behind until Jessie came to the entrance of a hotel and saloon. He pushed the swinging doors open forcefully and went inside. John sighed and went in after him. The last thing his brother needed was liquor to go with the chip on his shoulder.

“Whiskey,” Jessie said to the bartender. The man placed a glass in front of him without a word and filled it. Jessie downed it in one swallow and put the glass down on the gleaming oak of the bar. “Another.”

“No.” John put his hand over the empty glass. “No more.”

“What the hell are you doing?” Jessie spat. “You ain’t got no right.” 

“I have every right. I’m your brother.” 

“That’s right. You’re my brother, not my pa.” 

John took Jessie by the shoulder and turned him around so that they faced each other.

“I may not be your pa, but I’m all you’ve got, little brother.”

“Lucky me.” Jessie rose from his barstool and headed for the door with John at his heels. 

“Hey, there,” the bartender called. “You owe me for the whiskey.”

“Jessie, stop,” John called, but Jessie kept walking. John turned back and slapped some coins down on the bar and then went after his brother. He caught up with him a block later and grabbed him by the arm. “We’ve got just one more day before we leave for California. Do you think you can keep yourself out of trouble until then?”

Jessie wrenched his arm from John’s grip. “What do you think?” 

“I think you need to grow up and stop behaving like some mollycoddled child.”

“I ain’t no child!” 

“Then stop acting like one! I need you on the wagon train. We’ve got land waiting for us in California, land for ranching and farming. I don’t want to lose my chance at that land because you can’t keep yourself from getting into a fistfight over some whore—”

Jessie shoved John against the wall of the nearest building. “Don’t call her a whore!”

“She entertains at the saloon, Jessie. What would you call her?”

“I call her Petunia because that’s her name.” 

John shook his head in frustration. They’d been in Independence for two weeks getting things ready for their trip West, having sold their family farm in Indiana. In that short time, Jessie had become sweet on one of the girls who worked in the saloon, and she had been leading him on in an attempt to get him to buy time with her. John knew he couldn’t stop Jessie from seeing the girl, but he wasn’t going to let his brother ruin his life by falling in love with a woman of ill repute. The sooner they got out of Independence, the better was his opinion.
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JESSIE HAD NEVER SEEN so many oxen in one place. He and his brother had come to the cattle sale to purchase the teams they would use to pull the wagons. He would drive one wagon filled with supplies, and John would drive the other with farming equipment, seeds, and grain for the horses. There was no way the horses could pull the wagon. They weren’t hardy enough to survive the trip eating only prairie grass, so the horses would follow behind the wagon, and they would supplement their feed with grain. They had discussed selling the horses and buying more when they reached California, but both he and John had invested a great deal of time in training their horses, and they wanted to keep them if they could.
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