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“Noelle W. Ihli’s books are a rare find, and None Left to Tell is no exception. At once an edge-of-your-seat thriller, a historical reckoning, and a powerful and poignant commentary on the human condition, this book grabs you from the very first page and never lets go. Don’t miss it!” —Bonnie Traymore, bestselling author of The Stepfamily.

 

“A little-known, fascinating chronicle based in fact that will keep you riveted as you cheer for heart-wrenching journeys to discover new lives, love, and forgiveness.” —Deborah J Ledford, award-winning author of Redemption and Havoc

 

“This book is more than a thriller: it's a fierce reckoning with history. Get ready to have your nerves shredded, your heart broken, and your mind blown. You're never going to forget this stunning tale of survival.” —Faith Gardner, author of The Prediction

 

“One of the most gut-wrenching books I have ever read … Every story this author creates tops the next, and her talent for writing exceeds expectations every time.” —Galayda Book Reviews

 

“I am so grateful to the author for bringing this dark, disturbing story to light. These women will live in my head for a long time, and their resilience, grief, and at times, defiance, will live within me as well.” —Netgalley review, Carrie S., Librarian

 

“When I first heard the plot of this historical fiction novel, I went to Wikipedia to read facts about the Massacre. I thought that might prepare me for what would be a tragically sad book. However, nothing could have prepared me for this thoroughly researched and heartfelt reimagining of the Mountain Meadows Massacre.”  —Netgalley review, L.G. Librarian
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For Saleta and Kahpeputz. You have not been forgotten.

 

Here 120 men, women, and children were massacred in cold blood early in September. 

They were from Arkansas.

 –Inscription by US Cavalry, marking a mass grave at Mountain Meadows, Utah 




AUTHOR’S NOTE

This was not an easy book to write.

The story that follows is fiction; however, it is tightly based on real events that took place in Southern Utah. What happened during that five-day attack in September outside Cedar City was one of the deadliest massacres on US soil prior to September 11th, 2001. Despite this fact, most people are not familiar with the story. 

Those who know it are typically the descendants of the ones who perpetuated and hid this heinous crime. 

That’s the reason I know this story.

And that’s the reason I’m telling it now. 

— Noelle W. Ihli

 




CONTENT ADVISORY 

This book contains some graphic descriptions of violence, including violence against children; the death of a child; and a non-graphic scene involving the death of an animal. It also includes outdated and racially insensitive phrases and words about Native people, endemic to the time period. 




NOTE ON HISTORICITY

This novel is firmly rooted in real events. I relied heavily on research from historians including Juanita Brooks (author of The Mountain Meadows Massacre), Will Bagley (author of Blood of the Prophets), and Barbara Jones Brown and Richard E. Turley, Jr. (authors of Vengeance Is Mine). That said, I have taken some liberties for the sake of clarity, pacing, and coherence. For instance, some character and location names have been changed or consolidated (there were a lot of people named Joseph in this particular story). I’ve also condensed the chronology of events in some places to maintain pacing and narrative. While all quotations used in this book are drawn from real historical documents, I have condensed and edited some for brevity and to enhance readability for a contemporary audience. Any deviations made from real names, events, or quotations were made with careful consideration and the goal of preserving their original spirit and intent.

— Noelle W. Ihli
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CHARACTER LIST

Arkansans

Katrina and Peter Huff

Children: Mary (17 years old), William (9 years old), James (14 years old), Nancy (6 years old)

 

Louisa and Urial Huff (Brother of Peter Huff)

Children: Triphena (1 year old)

 

Utahans

Lucy and Vick Robison

Children: Proctor (14 years old), Almon (10 years old), Albert (8 years old), Adelia (4 years old)

 

Chief Kanosh 

Wives: Kahpeputz (Sally), Inola, Numa, Povi

Children: Awan (17 years old)

 




NANCY HUFF

Mountain Meadows, Utah

September 1857

The sky, then weeds and dirt, spun in front of my face. 

All I could see through the brush in the Meadow were bodies falling down and red, so much red.

All I could hear was crying and screaming and lots of booms.

“Mama!” I screamed, but my voice got lost in a hundred others.

She was already pulling me down to the ground, scrambling into the sagebrush. The branches scratched my arms, and the sharp smell bit my nose.

“Don’t look,” Mama whisper-cried, turning her head to me, her voice so upset it frightened me even more. There were tears on her cheeks. Her brown eyes were wider than I’d ever seen. “Stay quiet, baby. Follow me.” 

Then Mama started crawling on her hands and knees, belly low to the ground. 

I wanted to ask where we were going, but I was too scared to do anything but crawl after her through the grass and around trees.

We were headed toward the front of the group. It was the last place we’d seen Aunt Louisa and Mary. 

I tried not to think about James and William and Uncle Uri.

Any second, I just knew that one of the evil men was going to leap on top of us and bash our heads with a club, too.

When we got to a thicket of brush so dense we had to part the weeds to look, Mama peeked out. She didn’t stop me when I did the same.

The red-stained Meadow turned blurry in front of my eyes, and my body felt floaty and heavy at the same time. 

No, no, no.

That was when I finally saw Mary and Aunt Louisa. 

They were holding onto each other, trying to run this way, then that. Mary’s braids had come undone, and they whipped across her face.

A man with a big rock in his hand ran straight for them, showing his teeth like he wanted to bite them.

I knew I was screaming again, knew Mary was screaming too from the way her mouth moved, but I couldn’t hear any of it anymore, just my heavy breaths and heartbeats in my ears. 

Mama was shaking. I was shaking. 

There was nowhere to look that wasn’t bad, so I closed my eyes.


SIX WEEKS EARLIER



1. KATRINA HUFF

Corn Creek, Utah

August 1857

60 days to California

Whoever said that little girls are made of sugar and spice and everything nice never met girls. 

Not mine, anyway. 

Over the past four months, they’d turned fully feral. 

Six-year-old Nancy had been dragging a dead snake through the wagon ruts for the last three miles, insisting her daddy would earn a good price for the “rattler” when we traded for supplies next. I couldn’t argue that the demand for rattlesnake tails—and their supposed medicinal properties—was surprisingly high. But Nancy’s seventeen-year-old sister Mary knew full well it was a gopher snake. 

If I had to guess, this was Mary’s way of keeping her brothers away for the afternoon. Both of my snips-and-snails-and-puppy-dogs’-tails boys were terrified of anything that slithered. 

I sighed and slowed my pace to avoid the worst of the dust our wagon wheels churned up a few yards ahead. I could only imagine how tightly my mother would have clutched her pearls to see my girls wearing nothing but loose-fitting nightshirts and dust-caked bloomers, their hair in raggedy braids, playing with a dead snake. When we’d left Arkansas in the spring, I would have joined her in giving the girls a lecture about young ladies and unseemly behavior.

Even my mother would have taken off her corset by now, though. 

Over the past four months, we had walked nearly a thousand miles. 

Peter and I had forced our four children to drink the putrid, grassy contents of a heifer’s stomach when we ran out of water outside Nebraska Territory. 

I’d seen one of our family’s wagons and two of our oxen burn when a prairie fire swept across the sunbaked grass, racing us to the rocky pass. 

And I’d watched the Haydons, our neighbors back in Arkansas, lose two of their children when a wagon tipped, crushing the boys.

There would be time to tame my children again when we reached our destination in California.

For now, I focused on the fact that Mary’s cough—the one that sometimes turned the sleeve of her dress red when she covered her mouth—was getting better day by day in the arid desert. Just like we’d hoped. Most of the members of our sprawling wagon train had packed their bags with dreams of fertile soil and orchards that gave twice what they did in Arkansas. But Peter and I had been content with our modest peach harvest and our cocoon of family who visited for Sunday dinner every week. That was until the rattle in Mary’s lungs got so bad she could barely get out of bed. Dr. Jarrel finally put it like this: The tuberculosis loves the humidity. It isn’t going anywhere unless you leave it behind. And you’d better do it soon. 

“Ba da, da, dah, and joy be to you all!” Nancy’s strong, clear baby voice rose above the sound of the lumbering wagon. She flicked the bedraggled snake side to side with each word. 

I smiled in spite of the sweat dripping down my back and the ache in my feet. It was the song her father, Peter, sang while he unyoked the oxen at night, insisting it calmed the animals. That line was Nancy’s favorite, and the lyrics tumbled out of her mouth at random most days.

At least she hadn’t pestered me to ride in the wagon today. I hated to tell her no when she asked, but forcing the exhausted oxen to pull any extra weight was out of the question. The animals had started the trip fat and sassy, but were shriveling into lean, weary versions of their former selves; a mirror image of the land around us as it withered. The dry, sagebrush-choked Utah Territory we had now reached seemed to get hotter by the day. There was hardly any grass. And the last so-called creek we’d crossed had been so dried up, it was mostly mud. 

“Mary, can you see Uncle Uri and Aunt Louisa’s wagon?” I called, squinting through the dry silt suspended in air. “Are you doing all right in this dust?” We’d spread out farther than usual today, to avoid the worst of the dust. It had driven Louisa to wrap her eighteen-month-old baby in blankets from head to toe, despite the heat. 

Mary flashed me a smile. “I’m all right, Mama. Just a few little coughs.” Then she turned her head and pointed at the back of our wagon. “I can hardly see anything ahead. James probably can, though.” James was my fourteen-year-old son. 

Mary wrinkled up her nose and laughed. “Did I tell you? Baby Triphena said ‘papa’ this morning. But she was looking at James when she did it. Not Uncle Uri.” 

I smiled. “I bet Uri lost his mind.” Peter’s brother was the proudest papa I’d ever seen. I was thrilled when he and Louisa decided to come along to California. They were one more bit of home to hold onto. I still told myself maybe my parents would make the journey when the railroad finally spanned east to west. 

James held the reins in the driver’s seat in the wagon ahead. He always drove the oxen when Peter was helping the cattle hands wrangle the steers. I should have been the one driving, but I still balked at the idea of sitting on that tiny wooden bench above the enormous four-legged creatures who had the power to tip us if they wanted. 

Bang. 

A gunshot cracked in the distance and I jumped. 

I should have been used to the sound by now, but my insides seized up anyway. I scolded myself for startling over nothing. 

“It’s okay, Mama!” Nancy called to me, dragging the snake past a cow pie in her path. 

Even the milk cow, lumbering behind the wagon, barely flinched. She’d been as nervous as I was at the start of the journey, bawling all day and tugging at her rope. Now she just sighed.

We’re safe.

We’re together. 

We’re nearly there.

I’d been repeating those sentences to myself since we left Arkansas for California.

I hated nearly everything about the trail west. 

But as long as those three things stayed true, I could last one more day.




2. KATRINA HUFF

Corn Creek, Utah

August 1857

60 days to California

Like most of the women in our wagon train, I’d had soft hands and a soft bed all my life. 

Marrying my Peter was the first wild thing I’d ever done. 

This arduous journey was the second. 

I’d grown up practicing the piano, reading poetry, and learning to manage a home. He’d grown up with his hands in the dirt, tending to peach trees in his family’s small orchard near the tupelo gum swamps—and selling them at a roadside stand on the main road through Benton. I loved peaches, and I loved Peter from the first day I saw him sitting there surrounded by all that ripe fruit with his dark, curly hair and baby-blue eyes. When he asked if I’d like to walk with him through the orchard that evening, I said yes. 

I’d been saying yes to him ever since, even when it meant walking halfway across the country in the dirt. 

Part of me envied him and the children for how easily they’d shed their skin and become wild here. A bigger part of me just wanted to cook a meal over a real stove and sleep in a real bed again. Every day on the trail to California felt like holding my breath. But every day, I watched Mary breathe a little easier. Even with all the dust. It was just enough to keep me moving.

I watched as Mary whispered something to Nancy and waggled her fingers at the poor snake. Nancy squealed in delight—then suddenly shrieked. 

Like a ghost materializing through the dust, nine-year-old William brushed past me and dashed toward his sisters. Then he yanked on one of Mary’s braids before darting just out of her reach. “Better watch out, or the Mormons will get ya both!” 

Before I could open my mouth to scold him, Mary had snatched the dead snake out of Nancy’s hands and lobbed it after her brother as hard as she could throw. “You leave us alone, William Huff, or the next one will be in your bedroll!” 

The snake hit William squarely in the chest. He howled and thrust out his hands, pitching the poor dead creature into the sagebrush, where it disappeared.

Nancy stopped walking. “My rattler! Mary, my rattler!” 

“It’s all right. It had a small tail anyway,” Mary soothed, glaring at William. 

I sighed. “William Thomas Huff, leave your sisters alone. I won’t have that kind of talk about the Mormons, either.”

He pushed out his lower lip. “But Uncle Uri said—” 

“I don’t care what Uncle Uri said,” I insisted, rolling my eyes. 

The farther we moved into Utah Territory, the more Peter’s brother Uri had been filling the children’s heads with stories about Mormons. I’d heard some of the rumors back in Arkansas. A dozen wives to each man, a militia that planned to overthrow the government and place their prophet—Brigham Young—as king of the entire country. There was even talk about human sacrifices in their temples. I suspected that some of the rumors were meant to keep children from wandering too far from their wagons. For instance, the stories about Mormons kidnapping young women in order to hypnotize them into becoming polygamous wives. 

Mary took Nancy’s hand and gave William a withering look as she fell back to walk alongside me. I stifled a laugh. With the girls’ dust-caked hair and clothes, they practically faded into our surroundings. The only color they had to set them apart was their wide blue eyes. If Mormons were roving around looking for young women to kidnap, my children would be passed over if only for how well they blended in with the earth itself.

“Listen to your father—and Captain Alexander. Not Uncle Uri,” I insisted.

According to Captain Alexander, who had led another wagon train through Utah just a few years earlier, the Mormons were friendly people and eager to trade. It was part of the reason we’d taken the Overland Trail this way. With nearly one hundred and forty travelers in our group, two hundred and fifty head of cattle, and wagons loaded for a new life in California, all of us valued safety over speed. The local Indians had been some trouble, but everyone traveling west knew to expect that. We’d already had three cattle raids so far since crossing into the territory. The cattle hands we’d hired to defend the animals did their best, but our herd was so big that we were still vulnerable to careful thieves at night. 

A breeze cleared the dust for a few moments to show the molten horizon, where the earth sizzled in the heat. My shoulders hunched in relief when I saw that the dots I’d caught sight of earlier had taken shape into horses, cattle, and the first wagons circling up near the shimmer of a stream—Corn Creek. With fifteen more minutes of walking, we’d be there. But now that I could see the creek more clearly, it was smaller than I’d hoped. And I knew that by the time the cattle finished tromping around, it’d be mostly mud. 

My neck itched at the idea of fresh water and a bath. Even little Nancy, who could hardly ever be bothered to bathe anymore, had started asking when she’d be able to swim again. The lakes and ponds we’d taken for granted in Arkansas, then Kansas, had long since disappeared. The water we gathered came from muddy ponds and the occasional shallow river now. 

I tried to pick out my Peter’s lanky shape and dark curls before the breeze and the wagon wheels kicked the relentless dust skyward again. He’d ridden ahead with the cattle hands hours ago. Once the steers had smelled water, there was no holding them back. Weary as they were from the drought and poor forage, they’d flared their nostrils at the scent of water then lifted their tails like calves and ran. 

“Just a little farther,” I called to the children, wondering how many times I’d repeated those exact words. Even Bright and Belle, our little red oxen, seemed to understand me from the way the wagon wheels rolled a little faster. 

Two more months until we reached California. 

Sixty more days of one more mile, feral children, and the cursed dust.

I followed Bright and Belle’s cue and picked up my pace, eager to see Peter again—and eager to find the end of another endless day. I’d tucked away my parents’ efforts to raise a woman of society just like the first editions of Jane Eyre and Wuthering Heights I’d wrapped in quilts and brought along. Beautiful, but frivolous compared to our spare wagon axles, food, and clothing.

I could recite poetry by Emerson. I could turn fabric into a quilt with my confident stitches. I could teach my girls the proper way to set a table. But there were no tables to be set anymore. No spare fabric for quilting. And all the Emerson in the world couldn’t fix a broken wagon axle or deliver a calf. 

When I said this in tears to Peter one night, a week into the trek, he fixed me with a look so serious I was afraid I’d convinced him. Instead, he said, “If I wanted somebody who could deliver a calf, I would have married one of the cattle hands.”

When I refused to laugh, he pulled me to him and kissed me, tasting like leather and sweat. “What was the line from that poem—the one about the honey you recited on our wedding night? I need that a whole lot more than I need a wagon axle right now.” 

I finally softened, leaning closer to his ear to whisper, “Come nigh to me limber-hipp’d man. Stand at my side till I lean as high as I can upon you. Fill me with albescent honey …” 

I let that memory carry me twenty more minutes until the wind lifted the swirling brown clouds in a gust that sent the girls—and William, who was walking a few paces behind his sisters—laughing as it made their loose shirts billow. Mary’s cough drew my ear like it always did, but the sound was dry. Nothing like the terrifying wet rattle from before.

When the dust settled, I could finally see the circling wagons, riders, and cattle right in front of us.

A smile softened the set of my jaw. 

We’d made it one more day. 

We’re safe.

We’re together. 

We’re nearly there.

My eyes found Peter just as the wind set the dust back down. 

Then the smile died on my lips. 

He stood over one of the steers. The black-and-white animal was sprawled on its side, unmoving. 

Peter’s rifle lay on the ground, at his feet. I darted my eyes to the blood pooling from a bullet hole in the steer’s stomach. 

At first, I thought maybe he’d shot it for meat, but that didn’t make sense either. Butchering a steer would take time we didn’t have. There were nearly two hundred head of cattle that needed grass and more water—and we wouldn’t find much of that for another hundred miles when we reached Mountain Meadows.

When my eyes locked on Peter again, I saw what I’d missed at first glance. There was a stricken look on his face—and a bit of red dripping through the curls at his neck. 

I picked up my skirt and ran past the wagon, where James had pulled the oxen to a stop. 

“What happened? Are you all right?” I couldn’t get the words out fast enough. 

Peter shook his head, still staring at the dead steer. His hand went to his neck. “I’m okay. I didn’t expect him to charge. Caught me with his horn.” He kept his eyes locked on the animal. “Poor forage and bad grass is making them crazy.”

My heart stayed in my throat until I got close enough to verify for myself that Peter truly was all right, and grateful to see it was just a nasty scratch across his neck. Just a little blood.

“Daddy? Daddy, I had a good little rattler earlier, but William made me lose it,” Nancy called from behind us. 

I turned to tell Mary to take Nancy and William to collect sagebrush, so we could start a fire.

Before the last word left my mouth, Peter dropped to his knees. 

 




3. KATRINA HUFF

Corn Creek, Utah

August 1857

59 days to California

Within an hour, the wound on Peter’s neck went from a scrape to a weeping ulcer.

His neck swelled up like the throat pouch of a toad. 

After another hour, the fever and chills took hold. 

Then the vomiting.

Then the stillness. 

His breathing became so shallow, I kept my ear against his chest all night, to feel for the rise and fall. 

None of it made sense. He’d been fine one moment, suffering the next.

My throat constricted in what felt like an inkling toward panic, but I couldn’t fall apart. He was sick, but he’d get better. He had to get better. That was all there was to it.

We’re safe.

We’re together. 

We’re nearly there.

The words galloped faster with each passing hour, a prayer that lasted all night. While the children slept at the front of the wagon, I crouched beside Peter in the back with a wet cloth for his forehead. Every so often, I dipped my fingers in the sticky salve Uri’s wife Louisa had given me and applied another layer to Peter’s injury. His skin was so hot to the touch, the ointment melted in drips that ran down his shirt and under the collar.

When I ran out of words, I whispered the lyrics to the song he sang to the cattle each night. The one Nancy loved. The tune was sweet and simple, an old Irish melody that reminded me of “Auld Lang Syne.” The words always brought a lump to my throat. And tonight, they closed it altogether.

 

Of all the comrades that e'er I had

They are sorry for my going away

And all the sweethearts that e'er I had

They would wish me one more day to stay

 

But since it falls unto my lot

That I should rise and you should not

I'll gently rise and I'll softly call

Good night and joy be with you all. 

* * *

At the crack of dawn, the Paiute Indians at Corn Creek demanded we break camp and leave. Their chief, a man named Kanosh, rode out to deliver the message himself. They’d been polite when we made camp. But that was before our herds of cattle had overwhelmed Corn Creek, churning the water into mud as the animals frantically ate up the precious grass. 

The captain of our wagon train, Alexander Fancher, didn’t argue with the Paiutes. We were in their territory for the next two hundred miles. We didn’t need any trouble. 

Three more of our steers had died overnight, bloating up so quickly that they almost looked like their former fat selves. There wasn’t time to butcher any of them. 

I stayed in the wagon bed beside Peter while James drove the oxen. I no longer cared how much I asked of Bright and Belle in carrying our extra weight. 

When Peter woke up after barely a mile, he cried out so loudly that James pulled back on the reins. 

“Mama?” James called. So many questions in that one word. Questions I felt creeping around the outskirts of my mind, too, but refused to entertain.

“It’s all right,” I told James in the strongest voice I could, even though Peter’s breath came in shallow bursts and he arched up like he was trying to escape his own body. His neck had swollen to twice its usual size now, mottled red and purple. It hurt just to look at his stretched skin, so hot and tight.

I let my hand drift up to my own neck, startled to find the collar of my dress wet with tears.

“Stay with me,” I begged him in a whisper. Then I lay my head back gently against his chest, not wanting to add any extra pressure at all. I closed my eyes, willing him to be well again. 

“Your body to me is sweet, clean, loving, strong,

“Your eyes are more to me than poems,

“Your lips do better than play music,

“The lines of your cheeks, the lashes of your eyes, are eloquent to me.” I choked on the last sentence, but Peter’s breathing had turned shallow and calm again.

“Mama, is Papa any better?” James called every mile or so from the front of the wagon. Mary and Nancy echoed him from the back. 

“He might be,” was the best I could manage, less of a lie and more of a refusal to let myself believe anything else. 

We circled the wagons as soon as Corn Creek was out of sight. I knew Captain Alexander was stopping because of Peter. I also knew that, no matter what happened, we couldn’t stop for long. Not for the sake of one family.

Uri set out to find a doctor in Fillmore—less than half an hour’s ride. James rode with him on our sweet-tempered sorrel mare. 

While they were gone, Peter asked for whiskey in a raspy voice, even though he couldn’t swallow much more than a drop at a time. Mary, Louisa, and I took turns sitting next to him, dipping a cloth into the bottle to dribble a little into his mouth every time he cried. 

At first, I wouldn’t let Nancy in the wagon, worried the sight of Peter’s neck would be too much for her. But she put up such a fuss, I finally let her nestle beside him. “I need to sing to him, Mama. It’ll help.” 

“Ba da, da, da,” she whispered, again and again. “And joy be to you all.”

The sound of it made me choke up, and so I went to the back of the wagon, standing with eyes on the horizon watching for James and Uri until the sun dipped low.

I’d sent them with enough money for ten doctors. So why weren’t they back yet? 

When daylight slipped past the hills to the west, I finally made out the silhouette of two horses, riding fast toward our camp. 

Nancy and William ran out to meet them, waving their hands as if they might miss our sprawling wagon party. 

My breath hitched when I saw James’s face, bracing and dazed, like he’d been kicked in the stomach. 

“Damned Mormons,” was all Uri would say at first. 

My stomach lurched. “What happened?” 

James’s eyes were wide as he slipped from the saddle. “They pointed their guns at us, Mama.”

When Uri finally calmed down enough to tell me what happened, he said they’d been stopped by a group of Mormon riders in uniform—a raggedy militia—at a long border of rocks stacked chest-high outside Fillmore. 

“Plenty of Indians in these parts,” one of the uniformed riders had said ominously. “You should go back to your wagons.”

“Ain’t that the gun?” another man had piped up before Uri could answer, indicating the pistol at his side. 

“The gun?” Uri had asked in confusion. 

“The one you used to kill Brother Parley P. Pratt back in Arkansas,” a third man spat.

When Uri had tried to tell him he didn’t know who Parley P. Pratt was, that he just needed a doctor and medicine, the riders raised their weapons. 

“Move along, gentiles,” James said another man had warned. 

And then Uri told me that when he and James rode farther south in search of another town, the uniforms followed close behind. 

Gentiles. I blinked in horrified confusion. What did that mean? Back in Arkansas, I’d only ever heard that word used in Bible verses. “Jews and gentiles” and the like. 

“Here, it means anybody who’s not Mormon,” Uri explained, tight-lipped. “We’re the gentiles. Dirty outsiders.” 

Uri and James were told there was no doctor. There was no medicine. Not in Fillmore. Not in Meadow. Not in any of the cities or forts in Southern Utah. Not at any price. Not for “gentiles.” 

* * *

When the tremors that racked Peter’s body let him go in one last violent shudder, I dared to hope he would come back to me. 

But when I lifted my head from his chest and looked into his glassy eyes and gaping mouth, the hope withered. 

“Kit,” was all he said, half-groan, half-gasp. 

“I’m here,” I told him, trying not to let my tears fall onto his skin. 

The wagon jostled a little, and Uri came to crouch beside me. 

He lay a hand on my arm.

“No, no, no.” I watched for Peter’s chest to rise again. My eyes blurred, but I refused to blink in case I missed it. But his chest stayed perfectly still.  

“Peter? Peter, come back to me,” I begged. 

“No such thing as an easy death, Kit,” Uri choked out.

He said it like he was revealing some truth about the world. Like death was just one more thing I’d been sheltered from back in Arkansas. 

But he was wrong. I already knew death didn’t take anyone gently by the hand.

It ripped from the roots. 

Even my grandmother, who died in her sleep at seventy-five, didn’t pass easily. We all insisted she did. Everyone talked about peace and dignity and the blessing of dying in your bed. But I’d been the one to find her, tangled in the quilt that morning, after clutching her chest so hard she’d ripped the pearl buttons off her nightgown and broken the skin with her seashell-smooth nails.

My grandmother’s passing, and the other handful of losses we’d had on the trail, lapped at my feet like the Mississippi in winter: icy and sharp, but bearable once you warmed yourself by a fire.

Peter’s death was different. His death swallowed me whole, like the swamps at the border of the peach orchard we’d left behind in Arkansas. The place we’d told the children never to play, with warnings of quicksand, gators, and snakes as thick as your thigh. 

Uri and some of the other men began digging a grave to bury Peter an hour later, three feet down in the hard earth, already scorching with the first rays of daylight beating on the desert floor. James and William helped, even though Uri kept trying to guide them back to the scant shade of the circled wagons, where Mary and I sat with Peter’s quilt-wrapped body. 

Nancy refused to be comforted—or watch. I could still hear my youngest daughter’s cries coming from within the sagebrush a short distance from camp. 

With each strike of the shovels, my heart shuddered and I gripped the quilt edge a little harder. 

When the men finished digging, sweat—or tears—dripping down their faces, the grave looked so shallow that Mary cried, “But Mama, the coyotes will get him.” 

There wasn’t time for anything deeper, though. We had to keep moving. Captain Alexander warned that there wouldn’t be any more grass for the cattle for another hundred miles. 

Two more oxen had died early that morning, bloating up so quickly that Captain Alexander warned us not to eat the meat. 

The steers were going mad. Maybe from bad forage on the drought-choked plains. Maybe from the water at Corn Creek.

It was impossible to say.

All I knew was that everything in Utah Territory, it seemed, was mad. 

 




4. Kahpeputz (Sally)

Corn Creek, Utah

August 1857

“Just go, Sally. You know the way. Bake bread,” Numa told me, pointing at the well-worn trail that led to the white Mormons’ settlement in Fillmore. 

I glanced east, where the sun hadn’t yet appeared over the distant mountain peaks. The morning air was already buzzing with cicadas and scorching hot. Then I looked back at Numa, confused. 

I’d only been to Lucy Robison’s house once, having just arrived at the Paiute tribe in Corn Creek. I was pretty sure I remembered the way. But I was shocked that Numa and Povi, Kanosh’s third and second wives who had been put in charge of watching me for the day, didn’t insist on coming along.  

If they were going to let me walk to Fillmore alone, I wasn’t about to complain, though.

I took a step away from the wickiup, where Povi was gathering everything they’d need to butcher two of the four dead steers the wagon train had left behind. Kanosh—my new husband—had forced the group to move on earlier that morning. 

“Heavenly Father, thank you for this bounty,” Povi murmured, bowing her head but keeping her eyes open. 

“Amen,” Numa added happily. 

I stayed silent and kept my gaze toward the mountains. All of the Paiute Indians at Corn Creek—including Chief Kanosh—were Mormon. They’d been converted by missionaries over the past three years. I was Mormon too, technically, anyway. I wasn’t Paiute, though. I was Bannock. Not that anybody had asked. Not that I would answer.

I looked around, but Kanosh’s first wife, Inola, was nowhere to be seen. Of the three wives—four, now that I was here—she was the most diligent in Kanosh’s orders to keep me in sight. 

They all thought I might run, if given the chance.

Still, I suspected that they knew, deep down, that I had nowhere to go. 

Povi looked at me and smirked, studying my ridiculous outfit. The one Chief Kanosh still insisted I wear around the Paiute camp. 

The only thing I liked about the ugly dress was that it had strange, large pockets on the sides that hid the little yucca-spine horses I’d had for as long as I could remember. One horse was mine. One had once belonged to a little boy named Tyee. I couldn’t remember who made the horses for us—someone among my Bannock birth tribe—but I liked to think it was my mother. 

I was proud that I’d managed to hide them all these years, tucked away and unseen, like every other tender part of me I’d pushed down deep. 

I ran one finger along the rabbit-skin mane of the horse in my left pocket, then the right, feeling instantly calmer.

Povi was staring at me when I met her eyes again. “Brigham’s strange little doll,” she clucked for the hundredth time since I’d arrived five weeks earlier.

I held my tongue and kept my face blank, pretending not to understand.  

Numa snickered. “Not much of a doll with that scarred face,” she murmured, and the two women laughed out loud. “Should we let her change into moccasins, at least? Those ridiculous shoes are going to fall apart on the walk to Fillmore.” 

Povi put down the knife she’d been sharpening and studied my feet in amusement. “I guess so. Kanosh will be angry if she ruins them.”  

I clenched my jaw but took my hands out of my pockets and gratefully accepted the moccasins Numa handed me. I hated my new husband almost as much as I hated the pinchy shoes and scratchy black crinoline dress he insisted I wear instead of the softer, simpler dresses the Paiute women wore. 

Even Brigham Young’s wife Clara, who I’d attended as a servant since I was eight, hadn’t made me wear these clothes in the Beehive House except on special occasions, like a baptism. However, Clara had dressed me up like a doll the day Brother Brigham sent me to the Paiute camp to marry their chief, Kanosh.

Kanosh loved how I looked in the high-necked, long-sleeved, lace-collared dress. It was the dress I’d been wearing when he first laid eyes on me in Brigham Young’s meeting room, where he gathered up the local chiefs once a month.

Kanosh also loved that the other women called me “Brigham’s little doll,” thinking they meant it as a compliment.

“Brother Brigham could barely stand to let her go,” my new husband crowed to anyone nearby whenever he saw me wearing the dress and shoes. “Sally was like a daughter to him.” 

I couldn’t tell if he believed his own words. But I knew for certain that nobody else did. 

Brown on the outside, white on the inside, Numa and Povi said, not even bothering to lower their voices when I passed by.  

I kicked at a rock and intentionally scuffed the side of one shoe as I took it off. Like Kanosh himself, the shoes were unyielding, unsightly, and unpleasant to touch. I wanted to fling both away from me, as far as I could. I gladly replaced them with the pair of soft, worn moccasins Numa had given me. 

When I put them on, my feet relaxed and my heart caught. 

They felt like home, but this wasn’t home.  

“When you get to Fillmore, tell Lucy Robison that two of the dead steers are hers. We have no melons, no corn to spare. Two steers,” Numa told me, nearly shouting the last part. 

“You know she doesn’t understand you,” Povi grumbled. 

I kept my face blank, happy to prove her point.

The Paiutes assumed I spoke only English after having lived in Brigham Young’s household since I was a child. On the other hand, the Youngs had always assumed I spoke only “Indian.” 

They were wrong. 

Not that I’d ever felt the need to correct anyone.

I’d lived with the Youngs for nine long years. Long enough to learn English. Long enough to scrub plenty of pine floors in what was called “The Beehive House,” a mansion made up of endless hallways and rooms. Long enough to master the preparation of buttermilk donuts, a delicacy served once a year on Brother Brigham’s birthday. Long enough to wash endless trousers and petticoats. 

It turned out that even prophets produced their share of dirty laundry.

Sally was what the Youngs always called me, a little louder than necessary. It was the name they’d given me. One they could pronounce. Sally Indian. Sally, here, they’d say. Then they’d gesture wildly, repeating the same words over and over until I nodded and did whatever they asked. 

Brother Brigham’s youngest wife Clara—I’d been gifted to her as a servant—never once asked about my native tongue, my childhood among my people far away from Utah, my family. Those were the only things I really wanted to talk about but wasn’t allowed to, so what was the point?

I pretended I’d forgotten about my life before I came to the Young household. 

I never did though, even when I put on the stiff shoes and itchy cotton dress, a far cry from my soft deerskin shift and moccasins I’d worn among the Bannock. Even when I was baptized as a Mormon at age ten, as “Sally Indian.” 

But today, in the Paiute village, I was desperate for a few hours on my own, even if it meant pretending to have a sudden breakthrough in understanding the Paiute dialect.

“Yes,” I said to Numa, nodding my head vigorously and smiling. “Two steers.” 

Numa and Povi looked at each other in surprise. 

“Clever little doll,” Numa said, mimicking my pretend smile. “Off you go, then.” 

* * *

I’d only been walking for half an hour when I caught sight of the wagons, circled up. There were so many of them, with so many head of cattle, that I knew it was the same wagon train that Kanosh had forced to leave Corn Creek in a rush earlier that morning.

The ones who’d left the dead steers behind. 

My heart beat faster, and I slowed my walk. It was strange that they’d made camp again such a short distance away from Corn Creek. Were they angry that Kanosh had insisted they leave? Would they think I was here to steal their cattle? 

I might have spent most of my childhood cleaning floors in Brigham Young’s mansion, but I knew that when it came to people like me, the men in the wagon trains liked to shoot first, ask questions later. 

I hesitated for a few seconds then started walking again, deciding to cut around the trail of worn wagon ruts and skirt through some scrub oak to stay out of sight.

That was when I heard the crying.

Not soft, quiet, careful tears—like the ones I’d long since learned to cry—but snuffling, loud,  hiccupping sobs. 

I took a step closer and peered through the brush.

There, sitting in the dust, was a little girl with dark, curly hair. She knelt with her head in her hands, beneath the shade of a dead tree.

I hesitated again, tempted to tiptoe back through the overgrowth and give the crier a wide berth. 

I needed to get to Lucy Robison’s house in Fillmore to bake bread. The Paiutes needed the food. There wasn’t time to stop. 

“Joy be to you all,” the little girl wailed, half-song half-cry, and my heart thumped so hard against my ribcage that I couldn’t help but move toward the sound. 

I remembered crying like that once, just once. When Tyee died. 

It had earned me a bloody face and a beating.

For a moment, I felt those old sobs bubble up from the place I’d locked them away. I carefully pushed them down with a practiced resolve and walked a few more feet, staying silent like the doll I was supposed to be. 

The little girl whimpered again, and I turned around. 

Then, against my better judgment, I moved back toward her.

I studied her face in the seconds before she saw me. It was red, and her eyes were puffy from crying. When I parted the sagebrush, she scrambled to her feet but didn’t run away. 

For a few seconds, we stared at each other curiously. And for a moment, it was like I was looking at a mirror of myself. A sad, skinny girl with dark hair and red-rimmed eyes, tears rolling down her cheeks.  

“Oh,” the little girl said after a few seconds had passed, her brows knitting together in confusion and voice thick with tears as she took in my brown skin paired with my crinoline dress. Then, she added, “My papa is dead.” Her bottom lip trembled when she said it, like she was about to cry all over again. “They dug a hole for him.”

I nodded to show I understood. So this was why the wagons had stopped again so soon. 

“I didn’t want them to put him in that hole with the dirt and bugs, so I ran away,” she said, the last part of the sentence coming out as a shaky sob. 

“I’m sorry,” I told her quietly, even though I’d promised myself to speak as little English as possible. What good would it do me? 

Her big brown eyes widened at my words, and her eyes went back to my ridiculous dress. “Are you a princess?” she asked shyly, wiping her tears and standing up from where she’d been sitting in the dirt. She took a few steps toward me. “Uncle Uri told me that the Indians—”

“No,” I said gently, wishing I’d answered differently the second I saw her face fall. I wasn’t the daughter of a chief. And even if I were, the word “princess” didn’t make sense in my world. 

“What’s your name?” she asked. 

“Sally,” I responded automatically. 

“I’m Nancy,” she said, wiping her nose with one sleeve. She glanced back in the direction of the wagon train, and her lip began to quiver again. “I want my papa …”

“Here,” I said. And before I could think better of it, I reached into my left pocket and pulled out one of the yucca horses.

Tyee’s horse. 

Her eyes went impossibly wide when she saw it. She blinked, and more tears slipped down her dusty cheeks. “Is that for me? I love horses. We have two.”

She took the horse in her little hand and gently stroked the rabbit-skin mane the way I’d done for the past nine years. 

“That always makes me feel better, too,” I told her. “The boy who made that horse died a long time ago, but the dead are never really gone.” I touched my hand to the place where I felt the lonely ache in my own chest, only half-believing the words I spoke. “Your papa is still with you.”

She nodded like she was willing to rest on those words for a moment, wiped at her eyes, and touched the horse’s mane again with a fingertip wet with tears. 

“Go back to your mama,” I said, feeling my throat close around the words.

And then, before my own tears could breach the part of my chest where I’d walled them off, I turned and walked away.

 




5. Lucy Robison

Fillmore, Utah

August 1857

I eyed the rising sun through the window, wondering what was taking the Indian women so long this morning. Today was the fifteenth, which meant some of the Paiutes from Corn Creek would be coming by to bake bread in exchange for corn, melons, and moccasins. Usually, they were here at sunup on baking days. Shrugging, I turned back to the pile of trousers on the kitchen table. There was plenty of work to do otherwise.

“The girls are lucky they get to wear skirts,” Proctor grumbled from where he stood across the room, loud enough for me to hear. 

“You’ll count your blessings, Proctor Robison,” I told him, but when I looked up his brown eyes were playful. 

“Just look, Mama.” He pointed back to the kitchen table, where I’d lined up his younger brothers’ trousers. “They could stand up all by themselves.” 

I snorted. He was right. The rough cotton on the boys’ trousers was so stiff, the pants didn’t even need a pair of legs to prop them up. 

I meant to patch the knees before the other children came home from swimming at the pond. They each had one pair of school trousers, and if I didn’t take care of the holes before the little brick schoolhouse opened up next week, they’d be sent home with a note. 

“Go on and water the apple trees with your daddy,” I told him, wiping my forehead. I’d started the clay oven heating an hour ago, feeding the stacked firewood into its greedy belly, and already it was hotter inside the house than out. “Yours are the only trousers without holes in the knees anyway.” I swatted him on the behind with a piece of kindling. “Thanks to those new long legs of yours.” 

He beamed. At fourteen, he was already an inch taller than his father, Vick. I knew he was proud of it. 

One of our horses whinnied outside, a sure sign somebody was finally coming down the dirt lane. I wiped my hands on my dress and looked out the window. “Looks like we’re baking bread after all.”

I’d come to look forward to this time with the Paiute women each month, even though we usually spent the hours in silence. Most of the Paiutes at Corn Creek had been baptized Mormon in the spring, when Apostle George A. Smith visited Fillmore. Those once-wild people were one of us now, and the idea that I was baking bread with descendants of the ancient Lamanites made goosebumps pop up on my arms. 

The Lamanites in the pages of the Book of Mormon were wicked, cursed with a dark skin so the Nephites—or white folk—knew to stay away. But Heavenly Father promised that in the last days—right now—they’d turn righteous and become our allies. It was a miracle to live to see it happening. 

Proctor lingered in the doorway, and I gently swatted him again. “Waiting for somebody?” 

I’d seen the way his eyes went wide at the sight of Chief Kanosh’s new wife Sally last month. She was only a few years older than him, and with her brown doe eyes, high cheeks and long black hair, I could see why she’d caught Kanosh’s attention—and Proctor’s. 

Proctor’s cheeks turned red and he shook his head. “No, Mama.” 

A shadow moved across the open front door.

“Hello, Sally,” I called and raised an eyebrow at Proctor. The slip of a girl smiled but didn’t come inside, wearing the same bulky crinoline dress she had last time I saw her. 

Proctor ducked his head and hurried past her. 

I strained to see beyond her, out into the yard. Usually at least three of the Indian women came to bake bread, but today it was only Sally. And she was empty-handed. 

Seeing me glance at her hands, Sally whispered, “Melons gone.” Then she quickly raised her hand and pointed at the milk cow tied up outside. “But steers.” 

It took a moment for me to find my tongue. I didn’t realize she spoke English.

“Steers?” I asked, not sure what she meant. The Paiutes had some horses, but not steers. 

“Dead steers. We take the meat. You take two skins?” she said hopefully. 

After a little more back and forth, I learned that the gentiles who had passed through Corn Creek had left four steer carcasses untouched that morning when they broke camp in a hurry. Two were ours for the taking, in exchange for the bread this month.

I nodded at Sally to show I understood, still shocked by the fact that she could speak a bit of English. She was making a generous offer. Leather fetched a good price in Salt Lake. “I’ll send Proctor for the skins. He’s strong as an ox. And growing faster than I can keep up with.” I chuckled and pointed at the pile of clothing waiting to be mended on the table. “All my boys could use a second pair of trousers.” 

Even with dust devils on the horizon promising a wind storm, Proctor had saddled his fast blue mare and was off to skin the steers before Sally and I moved into the kitchen to start kneading dough.

We baked ten loaves that day, all in all. We didn’t talk any more while we worked. Sally had gone silent again, but from the way she followed my directions, I could tell she understood what I was saying well enough.

When she left that afternoon, I sat on the porch of our fine three-room house, putting up with the dust if it meant getting a breeze. I expected the younger children to come skipping home at any moment, smelling of muddy pond water. Then Vick soon after, covered in dust after spending the day in our apple orchard. 

I sat on the rocker to patch the first pair of trousers, wanting to soak up the silence but needing to keep my hands busy. 

I dropped the needle in surprise when I heard the blue mare’s high-pitched whinny after only a few minutes. 

Proctor must have made quick work of the steers.

There he was, nearly home, a mountain of skins that was nearly as tall as my boy himself draped in front of and behind the saddle. 

Before I could lift a hand to greet him, though, he slumped against the mare’s neck, doubling over at the stomach.

I set the trousers down, thinking the pile of skins had gotten away from him. “Proctor, you need help?” 

He didn’t answer. Just let go of the skins he’d worked so hard to scrape, letting them slip from the horse’s back. 

“Proctor!” I ran from the porch, too late to catch my boy before he tumbled off the horse like a rag doll, landing on top of the hides.

The blue mare just stood there, looking at me like she was worried, too. 

When I got closer, I realized that my boy’s whole face was red and swollen. 

I thought maybe he’d been sunburnt. 

Until I saw his eye. It was so puffed up he could barely open it.

 




6. Lucy Robison

Fillmore, Utah

August 1857

“Come on back to me,” I whispered to Proctor in the dark, quiet bedroom that smelled like sick. 

His hand gripped mine back, so that meant he could still hear me.

The house didn’t feel calm anymore. More like it was holding its breath with me while I crouched by my firstborn son’s bedside.

The sky had gone coal-black hours ago. After much urging, I had finally convinced the younger children to go to bed. Vick had yet to return with the help I prayed would save my child. 

I closed my eyes and bowed my head in prayer for the hundredth time, but the only word that came now was please.

All I could see, even behind my eyelids, was Proctor’s poor misshapen face. I tried to hold the hot tears back so hard, they burned me up from the inside out. 

He didn’t even look like my boy anymore. Over the past few hours, his head had swollen so badly, I barely recognized him. Even his lips and throat had bloated so much he could barely swallow the spoonfuls of broth I offered, that instead dribbled down his chin. 

I dipped a fresh cloth in water and laid it on his feverish head. Then I dabbed some arnica oil on the cracked skin around his eye. I couldn’t help thinking that the oozing, puffy skin looked like a split melon in the darkness. 

The thought made me sick. 

Earlier, once I’d managed to get him cleaned up and in bed, Proctor told me the trouble with his eye had started right after he got to Corn Creek. He’d settled down to separate the hide from the first steer carcass, hurrying to get out of the swirling dust. The flies had settled in, too. 

When he’d swiped at one of the insects that landed on his head, a drop of steer blood got into his eye. He blinked it away and kept going, but after a few minutes, his eye started itching like the devil. 

He’d said he set down the knife, washed his face and hands in Corn Creek, then went back to his work. Before he’d finished skinning the first steer, his head started to spin. By the time he finished with the last, he could barely see straight.

It was a miracle he’d made it home at all.

When Vick had gotten home from watering the apple orchard, pulling barrels back and forth from the muddy pond where the children swam, he’d become as panicked as me and hurried after Bishop Brunson, who was also our doctor. 

I’d always taken comfort in the idea that the leader of our church in Fillmore was a proper physician. With the power of God and medicine in his hands, I felt safe from all kinds of harm. 

The last time I saw him, standing on our porch, was the exception. He’d stopped by unexpectedly after supper on Sunday to speak with Vick and me. The reason for his visit was to encourage Vick to submit his name for approval to take a second wife.

It wasn’t the first time he’d hinted at it. Just last Sunday, during service, Bishop Brunson had read a letter from the pulpit sent from the prophet himself. The words he spoke were addressed to the women of the congregation, who were usually the sticking point in adding another wife.

“Sisters, you must round up your shoulders and fulfill the law of God in every respect. I have found that there is no end to the everlasting whining of the women in this territory. But if the women of Utah continue to turn from the principle of Plural Marriage and despise the order of heaven, I will pray that the curse of the Almighty may be close to their heels.”

That was the first time he’d asked me and Vick outright. I’d sent the bishop on his way with a firm, “We’ll pray about it.” 

The words he’d read in church rang in my ears now as I heard the sound of the front door opening, then boots tromping down the hall.

Vick and Bishop Brunson. 

Thank you, Heavenly Father.

But then a prickle of fear wormed its way into my heart. I hadn’t prayed about Bishop Brunson’s requests. A lie and a sin, all by itself. Was this the curse of the Almighty for my wickedness in wanting Vick for myself?

I’m sorry, Heavenly Father, I begged. 

A few minutes later, Bishop Brunson sat on the edge of Proctor’s bed and began his examination. 

“Might … just … be … the … heat,” Proctor said while the bishop prodded his swollen face. My boy’s raspy voice sounded so hopeful, it cut me up. 

Bishop Brunson patted his hand. “Might be, son,” he said softly. Proctor’s whole head had swollen so big that all I could recognize was his dark brown hair, sticking up in a cowlick. 

When Bishop Brunson finished his examination, he ushered me and my husband out of the room and closed the door, putting us on the other side, his mouth turned down at the corners. “Can’t do much for him, Sister Robison, Vick. I’m so sorry.”

I stared at him, trying to make sense of it. “Can’t do much?” I repeated. “But what’s wrong with him?”

Bishop Brunson shook his head and set his mouth. “Poison. I’m sure of it.”

Poison? The word made me shiver in spite of the sweat dripping down my back. “I don’t understand,” I said. We’ll take another wife, I wanted to scream, knowing it wouldn’t help.

I’d already failed that test of faith.

“Has to be. Nothing else spreads this quick. This violent,” Bishop Brunson said softly, so the other children couldn’t hear if they were listening at the door of the second bedroom. 

The dark hallway swam in front of my eyes. “How?” I barely got the word out.

“Must’ve gotten in through his eye. He said he felt just fine until he started skinning those steers and wiped his face.”

“Was it … the Paiutes?” I asked, choking on my own words. I hated to ask, especially when we had a tenuous peace with the Indians—allies, I’d thought earlier this very day. The Paiutes were Latter-day Saints, like me. They were our friends. But Sally was the one who’d told me and Proctor about the dead steers. Had she—

“No … the gentiles,” Bishop Brunson said, his voice both soft and angry. “A couple of rough-looking men came riding out to Fillmore, begging around for medicine and supplies after they broke camp at Corn Creek. When we turned them away, they were pretty upset. Must’ve doubled back and laid poison on the steers they lost.”

The gentiles. 

Of course. 

Until that moment, my body had been drenched in guilt and fear, like a cloth dunked in water. But Bishop Brunson’s words wrung me out. 

The gentiles had done this to my boy. 

I latched onto that thought like a steel trap.

While I knelt by my son’s bedside, praying and soothing him, my gut churned sick with horror and rage.
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