














Praise for Answer Creek


“With faultlessly authentic period detail and relentless, riveting twists of fate, Answer Creek puts the reader right on the Oregon-California Trail in every sensory and emotional aspect imaginable. This compassionate but utterly realistic telling of the story gently crushes the sensationalized versions and releases something that feels much closer to truth. Ada is hope personified—it takes wing, soars, crashes—and survives.”


—Ellen Notbohm, award-winning author of The River by Starlight


“So well researched, one can almost feel the cold of winter and the stifling pain inflicted upon the heart and soul of these courageous pioneers.”


—K.S. Jones, award-winning author of Shadow of the Hawk


“Ada Weeks is an unforgettable character, authentic and true, created by the deft hands of author Ashley Sweeney. Together they provide a possible answer to the question ‘how might I fare in a time of trial?’ But this is only one question of Answer Creek. Full of distinctive language, fresh images of overland travel, and the challenge of choices, Ada Weeks is a woman to cheer for while we explore our own journeys toward meaning no matter the century nor trail. Be prepared to burn the night oil to discover more.”


—Jane Kirkpatrick, award-winning author of One More River to Cross


“Answer Creek is brilliant, masterfully written.”


—Frances Simmons, editor


“Majestic, moving, and layered with beauty and horror, Answer Creek is a bittersweet and satisfying historical novel.”


—Foreword Reviews


“If there can be beauty in horror, Sweeney has managed it in the writing of this book. Doom hovers on every page—in the sunsets of the western sky, in emaciated cattle, in boots worn down to shreds—yet the human spirit radiantly perseveres in the form of young Ada Weeks, who is determined to find love despite an avalanche of losses and sorrows. Her harrowing physical and psychological journey grips the reader in a tightly woven web of suspense. Impeccably researched, Answer Creek is a triumphant re-telling of a mythic American tragedy.”


—Laurel Davis Huber, author of The Velveteen Daughter, winner of the Langum Prize for American Historical Fiction


“Intimate, engrossing, and personal—this novel is so much more than the story of the Donner Party. It is the story of a budding young woman: her loves, her hopes, and her generous spirit in the midst of an unfolding tragedy. As I read this engrossing novel I forgot I knew—or thought I knew—the story that inspired it. Sweeney captures both the highs and lows of human behavior with each gripping scene.”


—Martha Conway, author of The Underground River


“In Answer Creek, Sweeney rescues the story of the Donner Party from its fate as salacious anecdote and delivers a harrowing tale of resilience, folly, loss, and hope.”


—Mary Volmer, author of Reliance, Illinois


“The author is a master of vivid descriptions, dragging readers along every wretched mile of the trail, sharing every dashed hope and every dramatic confrontation, with Ada as their guide. Ada is a marvelous creation, twice orphaned and both hopeful and fearful about a new life in California, the promised land . . . A vivid westward migration tale with an arresting mixture of history and fiction.”


—Kirkus Reviews
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For my children




We are troubled on every side. . .
Persecuted, but not forsaken; cast down,
but not destroyed.


2 Corinthians 4: 8–9





DONNER PARTY


Cast of Characters


Ada Weeks: 19, stepdaughter of Augustus and Inger Vik; from Noblesville, Indiana


Breen Family: Patrick and Margaret; children: John (14), Edward (13), Patrick, Jr. (11), Simon (9), James (5), Peter (3), Isabella (9 months); from Keokuk, Iowa


Eddy Family: William and Eleanor; children: James (3), Margaret (1); from Belleville, Illinois


Reed Family: James and Margaret; children: Virginia (13), Patty (9), James, Jr. (6), Thomas (4); from Springfield, Illinois


George Donner Family: George and Tamsen; children: Elitha (13), Leanna (11), Frances (6), Georgia (4), Eliza (3); from Sangamon County, Illinois


Jacob Donner Family: Jacob and Elizabeth; children: Solomon Hook (14), William Hook (12), George (9), Mary (7), Isaac (5), Samuel (4), Lewis (3); from Sangamon County, Illinois


Graves Family: Franklin and Elizabeth; children: Mary (19), William (17), Eleanor (14), Lovina (12), Nancy (9), Jonathon (6), Franklin, Jr. (5), Elizabeth (1); from Marshall County, Illinois; traveling with married daughter Sarah (and husband Jay Fosdick)


Keseberg Family: Lewis and Philippine; children: Ada (3), Lewis, Jr., (infant); from Germany


McCutcheon Family: William and Amanda; child: Harriet (1); from Jackson County, Missouri


Murphy Family: Widow Levinah; children: John (16), Mary (14), Lemuel (12), William (10), Simon (8); from Weakley County, Tennessee; traveling with married daughters Harriet and husband, William Pike, and children: Naomi (2), Catherine (1); and Sarah and husband, William Foster, and child: George (2)


Wolfinger Family: Jacob and Doris (no children); from Germany


Single Men (friends, teamsters, drovers, helpers, jacks-of all-trades): Karl Burger (30); teamster for Lewis Keseberg; from Germany


John Denton (29); teamster for George Donner; from England


Patrick Dolan (35); teamster for Patrick Breen; from Ireland


Milt Elliott (28); teamster for James Reed; from Kentucky


Luke Halloran (25); joins Donner Party near Bridger’s Fort; from Ireland


Wilhelm Hardkoop (60); travels with Lewis Keseberg; from Belgium


Walter Herron (27); teamster for James Reed; from Virginia


Noah James (18); teamster for Jacob Donner; from Illinois


Hiram Miller (30); teamster for George Donner; from Kentucky


Joseph Reinhardt (30); travels with Jacob Wolfinger; from Germany


Samuel Shoemaker (25); teamster for Jacob Donner; from Ohio


James Smith (25); teamster for James Reed; from Illinois


John Snyder (25); teamster for Franklin Graves; from Illinois


Augustus Spitzer (30); travels with Lewis Keseberg; from Germany


Charles Stanton (35); travels with George Donner; from New York


Jean-Baptiste Trudeau (16); joins Donner Party at Bridger’s Fort; from Canada


Antonio Velasquez (20); joins Donner Party at Bridger’s Fort; from Mexico


Baylis Williams (24); travels with James Reed; from Illinois


Single Woman:
Eliza Williams (31); cook for James Reed family; from Illinois
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Part One


THE PLAINS
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May 31, 1846


Big Blue River, Indian Territory


From sundown to sun up, the Big Blue River thunders through the night. Torrents of debris twist and collide as the river races downstream: upended roots, splintered boards, trees the size of an ox. Guards posted at the river’s edge swing lanterns, measuring the river’s depth at thirty-minute intervals with mud-coated poles. By dawn, the Big Blue subsides eighteen inches.


The Russell Party, a day delayed because of high water, wakes to bugle call. It’s a rush of oxen and horses and mules and milch cows to get the wagon train across—a cold hitch, they call it, fording a river before coffee or bacon or beans.


“Steady, now,” Ada murmurs. Her jittery mules whimper as she leads them toward the roiling river. Wet to the knee, skirt plastered to her calves and ankles, she goads Rosie and Bert onto the rough-and-ready rope ferry. The air is oppressive and there’s no hint of wind. Ada wipes sweat from her forehead.


The angry river still flows at twice its normal rate. Root balls and branches bob and heave in the foam. Carcasses of deer—their antlers reaching out of the water like ghastly arms—pitch and roll in turbulent water. Ada plugs her nose. The river smells of ruin.


After the risky pull across, the sullen ferryman dislodges passengers to return for the next set of wagons. Ada waits there on the steep, muddied riverbank for Augustus and Inger Vik to ferry across. They’re still three wagons back on the opposite side, biding their time with a yoke of travel-weary oxen. Ada knows Inger will be grousing by now, Augustus not so much.


Ada strokes her mules. Her stomach grumbles—it’s near noon, for God’s sake, and no one’s eaten yet today. Minutes later, Ada squints toward the eastern bank. Can it be? Sure as salt, it’s the Viks, passing wagons waiting their turn for conveyance. They plow into the Big Blue like marauders.


Ada isn’t sure if they’re impatient or frugal, or both. But the river’s running too fast, and anyone with eyes in their damned heads can see it’s still choked with debris. No wagon can expect to ford the Big Blue River today without assistance.


“Wait for the ferry!” Ada roars, her arms waving wildly. Her words dissipate in humid air that hangs, heavy and full, like a thick bedspread that covers the vast, treeless prairie.


“Haw!” Augustus Vik yells, as he whips his yoke of oxen. The oxen’s bellies disappear in swirling water as Vik attempts to dodge oncoming wreckage. Inger Vik holds tight to the splintered wagon seat, her mouth set like a rattrap. The oxen lose their footing, and their massive, long-horned heads plunge below the river’s dark surface.


Clutches of reeds slide around the Vik’s wagon, but leafy branches cluster and mount against sideboards, unable to dive beneath. When the wagon is a quarter way across the swollen river, Augustus Vik swerves to avoid a gnarled root ball barreling downstream.


“Herregud!” His wife’s piercing cry carries across the muddy ribbon of water.


Vik grimaces, pulls tight on the reins. In the chaos of managing oxen and detritus and screams—and with what he himself would have termed rotten luck—Augustus Vik mistakes a tree bowling down the middle of the Big Blue for a dark shadow on the face of the river.


Ada gasps. She can’t form any words that resemble prayer, so she’s left to watch and worry.


“To the left!” someone yells from the near shore.


Too late, Vik cannot change course mid-stream when the trunk is upon him.


“Mamma! Pappa!” Ada screams. Seconds slow to hours as the monstrosity broadsides the wagon. Even above the whoosh of the river, Ada hears desperate bellowing as oxen thrash in their futile attempt to right themselves. Tree, wagon, and oxen entangle and spin, and then the wagon rolls, driven by the river into deeper water.


“Quick, man,” one of the teamsters yells. Ada can’t recall if his name is Foley or Dolan or Moran. Panicked men run down the banks after the Viks.


“You, on the ferry, take us back across. We’ll pay your damn fee,” another teamster hollers.


Ada stands, rooted like an oak, eyes wide and wider, dry and dryer, until everything blurs.


In what could have been two minutes or two hours, Ada feels a gentle tug on her arm. It’s Margaret Breen, a stout Irishwoman in the Russell Party. “This way, Ada. Come and sit. There’s nothing to be done standing there. I’ve got coffee on.”


“My mules . . .”


“Edward! Now!” Mrs. Breen yells to one of her sons as she leads Ada to a three-legged campstool. Rosie and Bert follow the Breen boy to a shaded spot away from camp.


Ada sips black coffee and waits. And waits. “My mamma always says: ‘Our vays are da best vays, Ah-dah.’” Ada does her best imitation of Inger’s Norwegian. “I’m not so sure of that now.”


“Don’t give up hope,” Mrs. Breen says. “St. Jude is always with us.”


Edward Breen ambles into camp and loiters by the campfire. Ada estimates he’s twelve or thirteen: all arms and legs and fine-looking, like his Black Irish brothers.


“You got a notion why your folks didn’t wait?” Edward asks.


“Enough!” his mother scolds. “Give the girl her peace.”


“Hell bent for leather, I guess,” Ada answers. “I got no other idea.” She looks down, shakes her head. “Our vays are da best vays.” She eats what’s offered, and thankfully (she’d eat anything, she’s that hungry). She mops up juices with a heel of bread.


“Thanks for the fixin’s, ma’am.” Ada hands Mrs. Breen her plate and holds out her mug.


“More?” Ma Breen asks.


Ada nods. By now, she’s downed seven cups of strong, bitter coffee.


At nightfall, the Breen’s teamster strides into camp. “They’re gone, I’m afraid.”


“What do you mean, gone? Where have they gone to?” Ada asks.


“Scoured both banks of the river,” the Irish teamster reports. “Found the . . .”


“You found them?” Ada sits forward on the stool, her eyes crazed.


“No, miss. Found the wagon about a half-mile downstream snagged on a sandbar.” He accepts coffee from Mrs. Breen and nods his thanks. “Wagon was half above water, on its side, tangled with that giant of a tree,” he continues. “Sorry to say the oxen were still snarled in their harnesses. We put them out of their misery.”


“But what about my pappa? And my mamma?”


“Couldn’t get to the wagon, miss—water’s way too high. We called and called, but got no answer. Maybe got knotted in the bonnet. Or pinned underneath. Might never know.”


Ada drops her head into her hands and rocks back and forth. Mamma. Pappa.


“Even went another two miles downstream, Baylis Williams and Milt Elliott and me,” the teamster continues. “But all we recovered was this.” He hands Ada a soggy blanket. “Wish I had better news.”


Every minute or two, Ada cranes her neck and checks the riverbank, as if, by some miracle of St. Jude, Augustus will lumber up the bank with Inger in tow. After all, they had survived a harrowing ocean voyage from Norway as newlyweds (Ada had heard the story countless times). Surely they can survive this unremarkable river, she thinks. But all she sees is debris—and more debris—careening down the Big Blue on its race toward the Missouri.


The next morning, Patrick Breen cobbles together a small wooden cross with wagon slats and twine. He pounds it into a high spot on the riverbank near the place the Viks disappeared. Ada stands by the cross, a slight breeze rustling her red wool skirt. There’s no time to waste. They’d buried old Mrs. Keyes a couple of nights ago and moved on in the morning.


Ada sweeps clutches of dark brown hair from her face and casts her eyes down. Ordinarily, emigrants don’t leave grave markers along the Oregon-California Trail. Instead, they trample over gravesites and leave no trace; it’s the only way to ensure the dead aren’t defiled. If grave robbers seek to despoil this gravesite, they’ll come up woefully empty. There are no bodies buried beneath. Ada dribbles a handful of dirt over the phantom graves. “Gud velsigne deg, ha det bra,” she whispers. God bless you, goodbye.


Ada accepts condolences, a piece of cake, more black coffee. She’s nineteen and stripped bare: no parents, no wagon, no oxen. She’s hardly skilled at driving mules, nor does she have funds enough to hire a mule driver. And tomorrow, wagons roll again, no rest for man or beast. All she’s left with is a hotchpotch of supplies buried in two mule packs.


What of her oversized trunks heavy with clothing and commodities? And food enough for the five-month journey? Gone are sacks of flour, barrels of bacon. Cornmeal and pickles, coffee and tea. Guns and powder and lead and flint. Choke chains and ground cloths. Laudanum and bandages. Seeds and starts, boxed in Indiana soil, and books on animal husbandry. In short, everything she and her mamma and pappa jam-packed into their wagon when they forked over one thousand dollars, pulled up stakes, and banked that this train of hope would deliver them to the Promised Land.


Paltry offerings straggle in the next morning: an extra trunk (missing its lock), two wool skirts (colorless), a handful of rags (thank goodness for rags). Ada doesn’t know what she’ll do with a trunk; after all, she doesn’t have a wagon, or anything to fill it with. What she pines for most is a new pair of boots, but there are none to spare. She’ll have to tie her flapping soles together with odd bits of string, whether she goes forward to California or turns back to Indiana.


But why would Ada go back? Noblesville, Indiana, is the gateway to nowhere. She has no sisters or brothers, no aunts or uncles to take her in. And what would she do there anyway, an orphan with no connections? Take a room? Apply as a teacher? Work as a clerk? No, she’ll press on toward California and take her chances there.


“Could use your help,” Margaret Breen says. “Got six rambunctious boys and the babe. Travel with us, we’ll see to your rations.”


Ada nods. It’s as much of an assent as she’s able to offer.


“Father, heft up Miss Weeks’s trunk.”


Patrick Breen grunts and heaves the chest into his wagon. The Breen’s teamster hands Ada a long rifle. “The way I see, it, a girl traveling alone’s got to have a good piece,” he says. He tips his grubby hat. “Name’s Dolan, Pat Dolan.”


“I’m obliged,” Ada says. Dolan. “What do I owe you?”


“No need to pay, miss,” Dolan says. “Here, take it.”


Ada takes the heavy Hawken in her rough hands. She’s never shot a rifle before, but no one needs to know that.


“Wait. Don’t have any use for these.” Ada reaches into Bert’s pack and pulls out a pair of worsted wool trousers, a blousy shirt, galluses, socks, and a handful of handkerchiefs. “Belonged to my pappa,” she says. She bites her lip. “In case he had to go on ahead for any reason.” Before she hands the bundle to Dolan, she shoves one of the hankies in her apron pocket.


Later that evening, after more salt pork and beans and dry bread and coffee, Ada spools out her bedroll under the Breen’s wagon and extracts Augustus’s handkerchief from its dark hiding place. She fingers the large embroidered V stitched onto the corner. Before they left Noblesville, Inger Vik sewed their initials onto all their clothing. Maybe it was her way of ensuring posterity. Maybe it was nervous habit. Either way, it’s all Ada has left of her pappa. She presses the hanky up to her nose. It smells of tobacco and turpentine.
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June 23, 1846


Near Chimney Rock, Unorganized Territory


“Git, you stubborn son of a jack.” Ada slaps the john mule on his wide rump and wipes sweat from her forehead. The sun she can sometimes get away from, shaded by her hand or her slatted bonnet, but still her face is sunburnt, her hands like leather. Perspiration dribbles down her neck and between her breasts.


Ada’s boots flap, slap, feet oozing with open sores. It’s one foot, then the other: six, twelve, eighteen miles per day through clouds of black gnats and dust. Each step is painful, but she’s learned to keep her mouth shut. It’s no worse than ague and broken bones, boils and lung fever, dysentery and sunstroke, pressed down and shaken together in this gallnipper-infested bottomland. If anyone has reason to complain, it’s Philippine Keseberg, who’s heavy with child. Ada hasn’t heard Mrs. Keseberg utter a single complaint, even with a sour husband.


The thin, jagged spire of Chimney Rock looms ahead. The closer the wagons get to the spiky outcrop, the farther away it looks. Ada squints at the strange monolith and wishes she could ask her pappa how to calculate miles, especially in this near-treeless prairie. Twenty? Twenty-five? But her pappa’s not here.


In wide tracts of grassland deep in Unorganized Territory—that no-man’s-land west of the States and months before California—snaking troupes of lurching oxen-yoked wagons stretch in length for more than two miles, the coaches’ loose off-white bonnets swollen in warm, constant wind. When they travel single file—finding purchase on hard packed dirt or at a pinch point between river and cliff—sometimes the dust’s so thick they can’t make out the wagon in front of them. So when they can manage it, wagons fan out over the wide, flat prairie, flocks of them making ruts in scrubby grassland so as not to swallow another’s dust, that unremitting menace of the trail.


And in pursuit of what? And where? By the end of each day, swatting at insects and camping by unnamed creeks, everyone—everything—is grimed with brownish-red powder as fine as newly milled flour. Where the harsh sun hasn’t turned Ada’s angular face and long, sinewy arms nut brown, sand and dirt pack the crevices. Her sweaty forehead and itchy scalp are caked with it, her grimy clothes rimmed with it. If she’s ever needed a bath, today would be that day, although yesterday and tomorrow she’s bound to say the same. She hasn’t had a proper bath since Indiana, won’t have another until California, if they even have bathtubs there.


It’s late June and they’ve broken into smaller parties now, about a hundred and fifty in Ada’s company, give or take single men who hover around the entourage like flies. Lilburn Boggs, former governor of Missouri, leads Ada’s group after William Russell’s sudden resignation in mid-June. Boggs is gruff, and an anti-Mormon crusader. Ada steers clear of him. Two of the other wagon leaders, George Donner and James Reed, travel with large families, multiple wagons, and a slew of dogs and horses and cows between them. Reed, assiduous to a fault, stands six feet tall, gaunt and bearded, with deep crow’s feet at the edge of his eyes. He’s a veteran of the Black Hawk War and a born leader. Donner’s an inch or two shorter and unusually fit for a man of sixty with a voice that carries over two states.


“Wagons, ho!” is the rallying cry at dawn, and again after nooning. “Gee, haw, walk on, steady now,” these, too, are trail words. And underneath these commands, there’s rarely a moment a teamster’s not yelling or a child’s not bawling or someone’s not complaining. Or cursing. Or shoving. Or swilling rotgut whiskey “for spiritual consolation.” At night, there’s fiddle playing. Ada taps her feet and hopes Dolan will ask her to dance.


Less than a week ago, just past where the Platte forks into two stems, the overlanders forded the South Platte and traveled north over a wide plateau to attain the North Platte. In the crux between rivers, they faced California Hill, rising starkly above the valley floor. The emigrants unloaded carefully packed wagons and double-teamed oxen before tackling the rise. A lone mockingbird perched atop a straggly juniper chastised the entourage as they bested the summit: hurr-eep, hurr-eep, hurr-eep. Ada thought it sounded like hurry up hurry up hurry up.


The next day, they found themselves at the north edge of the plateau, the North Platte almost in sight. Windlass Hill, dense with needle grass, yucca, and thistle, posed the emigrants’ first difficulty. How to get the wagons down safely? And in one piece? At the crest, all Ada could see were a series of endless, undulating hills like a golden coverlet spreading clear to the horizon. There, she helped Ma Breen unload their wagon again, this time for the descent into a shady dell named Ash Hollow.


Ada carried a heavy Dutch oven in one hand and a jug of molasses in the other, careful not to slip on the steep downward slope. She’s as strong as any woman (and taller than them all). Although it’s not done that way—and more’s the pity—Ada could have been of great use assisting men maneuver the wagons. But instead, she joined the caravan of women and children stumbling down the slope with prized possessions as testy wagoneers and cussing teamsters rough-locked rear wheels and inched empty, teetering wagons down the decline.


When all the wagons reached the grove, the overlanders rested for two days of wagon repair, laundry, and hoof trimming; hymn sings and gossip; shade and blessed naps. After their respite, the travelers grasped the North Platte, their river highway for four hundred miles west through Indian and buffalo country. At the juncture, the North Platte’s a half foot deep and more than a quarter mile wide meandering over a bed of quicksand. Water’s not fit to drink without filtering, and watch your children, dear mothers—this river’s too testy to swim in.


Between sandy bluffs clothed in sage and greasewood, Ada’s group goes full chisel (or, as fast as oxen can manage, two miles an hour on a good day, less on a fair day). Emigrant wagons follow a well-worn trail on the south side of the wide and muddy river. It’s been three years since the trail burst wide open for westward travelers in 1843. More and more come west each year—thousands this year alone.


This morning, the emigrants are barely west of Courthouse Rock. Ada does a head count of the four eldest Breen boys: John, Edward, Patrick, Jr., and that rascal, Simon. The younger boys, James and Peter, stay close to their mother, who’s toting Bella in a sling. They ford here at a narrow spot of the North Platte. Ada grits her teeth as she leads the mules across. She counts in Norwegian—en, to, tre, fire, fem—to keep her mind off the unpredictable river. Every crossing churns up fright. A person can disappear so fast.


“Watch it, now,” Ada says. She grabs the mules’ halter lines at the far side of the river. It’s still at least an hour before the train rests at noon. Ada traces the sun’s arc as it rises weightlessly in the sky. Flies buzz around her head as she walks to the left of the team—they all walk to the left, it’s easier to keep track of one another that way. Too many children and dogs get caught beneath rolling wheels and there’s not a damn thing to do about it.


“C’mon Bert. You, too, Rosie. Step it up.”


The mules’ long, pointed ears angle sideways as they listen and assess their surroundings. They fall in beside the Breen’s wagon on the flat terrain, their doleful, fly-crusted eyes cast down.


When the train halts at noon, Ada stakes Bert and Rosie under a stand of cottonwoods. Why she’s leading pack animals across the country is up for debate, but she doesn’t want to let them loose—that would be tantamount to throwing good money away. No good Norwegian would do that. Plus she loves them; Rosie anyway. She could sell Bert at Fort Laramie or Fort Hall to swell the forty dollars Inger sewed into the hems of her skirt before leaving Independence. As Ada rummages in Rosie’s pack, she feels a small package—What is it? She unrolls the cloth. Ah, yes.


Ada helps Ma Breen with the noon meal: another unremarkable round of bread, bacon, and beans. Bella’s asleep under the wagon. The mutt, Muzzles, curls up beside Bella’s cradle. James and Peter scamper through camp.


“Away, boys!” Ma Breen scowls. “And see to your brothers!” She turns to Ada. “And you go fetch Mr. Breen and Mr. Dolan. Tell them dinner’s going cold.”


Ada walks to the Reed wagon looking for Dolan. He’s with a handful of teamsters and saddled horses.


“Dinner’s on,” Ada says.


“Be back in an hour,” Dolan says. “I’m off to Chimney Rock.”


Ada wades through a wake of dust in search of Breen. James and Peter scamper past with Simon and Patrick, Jr. in tow. She sees Patrick Breen talking to George Donner by the Donner camp and turns toward the men. Edward Breen stands by his father, chewing a long stem of grass.


“Ma says dinner’s on, and gettin’ cold.”


“Be there when I get there,” Breen says.


Edward walks back with Ada. When they return to camp, Ada tells Ma Breen that Dolan’s off with some teamsters and Breen will be along soon.


“I confess! I’ve half a mind to let Mr. Breen do his own cooking,” the older woman says. “And Dolan’ll be begging for vittles when he gets back. See if I save him any this time.”


Ada brushes grime from her forehead and starts to dish up. Breen strides into camp and takes a plate. Ada serves him first. “Your turn, now,” she says, as she hands out tin plates. The boys line up in order of age, oldest first.


“Did John go with Dolan, then?” Ma Breen asks.


Patrick Breen grunts. “Likely with the Reeds again.”


“John’s sweet on Virginia,” Edward says. He puts his spoon down and pouts.


“You’re sweet on Virginia, you mean,” Simon interrupts.


Edward scowls at his brother and sticks out his tongue.


“Enough of that!” Ma Breen says. “I don’t want to hear a whit more about anyone being sweet on anyone, you hear? Not until we’re good and settled, wherever in Joseph and Mary’s name that will be.” She shakes her head. “A fine mess you’ve gotten us into, Mr. Breen, moving us again.”


Ada waits for Ma Breen to serve up, and ladles the last of the meal for herself. She leaves a smidgeon for Dolan. Just as she is about to sit, a group of riders thunders into camp.


“Back so soon?” Ma Breen asks.


Ada puts her plate down, wipes her hands on her soiled apron, and stands with her hands on her hips. She squints into the sun. “It’s not Dolan.”


The riders pull up near the Breen’s wagon.


“Who have we here?” Patrick Breen says. “I’d swear you’ve come from the west.”


“Right you are,” the leader answers. “Darwin Stakes, here. My friend, Verly Morse. Have any coffee for thirsty travelers?”


Ada tends the fire. “In a minute.” She grabs the boys’ tin mugs.


“Miss Ada!” Simon whimpers. “What’re you doing that for?”


“Shush, young man. Don’t you see we got company?” She rinses out the mugs, pours coffee, and hands steaming mugs to the men on horseback. They have not dismounted.


“Thank you, miss,” Stakes says. “You’re sure a tall one, aren’t you?”


“Heard that before.” String Bean. Daddy Long Legs.


“Where’re you coming from?” Breen interrupts. “Better yet, where is it you’re going?”


“Me and Morse here, we’re headed back to the States.” Stakes nods to the man beside him. “Went partway west for the adventure, plan to sign on to lead a westering party next year.” He points to three grizzled horsemen, who linger behind the two men. “These fellas are headed back to Independence. Got in a scuffle with another party, you might say.”


“Kicked out, you mean?” Edward pipes in.


“Let the man do his talking,” Ma Breen scolds.


“You might say that, young fella. Don’t want to mess with another man’s woman.”


“That’s quite enough,” Ma Breen snaps.


“Sorry, ma’am. Just telling the boy the God’s honest truth. Met up a few days back and decided it was better to travel in numbers. Sometimes you can’t trust another man, but you can’t never trust Indians.” He slurps the dregs of the coffee and thrusts the mug at Ada. “I’ll take another cup if you’re offering.”


Ada takes Stakes’s mug and returns to the fire. She pours to the brim and walks back to where Stakes sits, still mounted on his horse.


“Thanks, stick girl.” As he reaches down for the mug, he pinches Ada’s nipple. She swats his hand away and narrows her eyes.


“Got any letters to send back home to your sweetheart?” Stakes leers at Ada’s soaking blouse and laughs. He’s missing his two front teeth. “We’ll deliver them for two bits. Or maybe you’d like to ride along with us? Deliver them yourself?”


Morse erupts in laughter. By now, other emigrants have assembled. Stakes and Morse are peppered with questions. What’s the road like ahead? Have you seen any buffalo? How many wagons you reckon are ahead of us?


“I’d say five hunerd wagons, give or take, wouldn’t you, Morse?”


Morse removes his grimed hat, runs his hand through thinning hair, and pumps his head. “It’s not too rough ahead,” he adds. “But you folks are a-ways behind.”


“The forward party, how far ahead are they?” James Reed asks.


“Maybe a hunerd miles,” Stakes says.


“More like a hunerd twenty-five,” Morse adds.


Reed shakes his head.


George Donner joins the conversation. “What of the Sioux?”


“Won’t bother you if you’re traveling in a big company like this,” Stakes says. “Just watch your horses at night. And your women.”


He swipes at his mouth and laughs.


“Thanks again for the coffee, stick girl.” He spits at Ada’s feet. “Wish you was coming along with us. We like our girls big”—he puts his hands under his chest and hoists them up, like he’s cradling large breasts—“and tough. This girl here fits the bill on both accounts, don’t she, Morse?”


The men ride out of camp in a wake a dust. Ada coughs and swats at air. As she rinses out dishes, she spies a lone vulture circling in the distance. If those ruffians have met with trouble, it wouldn’t bother me none.
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The night of the fire, Ada awoke with a start, and nothing—not even the taste of milk—was the same ever again.


Augustus and Inger collected her the next day from the minister’s house, where neighbors delivered the wide-eyed child, who they found huddled in her parents’ room clutching her mother’s housedress.


“She’ll do,” Inger Vik had said. “Ve can use da help.” Ada was eleven at the time, big boned and awkward and not particularly pretty. That was eight long years ago—days and months largely defined by three plain meals a day and little conversation. But it saved her from being shipped to the orphan’s asylum, which Inger reminded her daily.


Ada learned early on it was better to do what Inger asked of her; otherwise, there would be sour looks, mutterings, smaller portions at supper. Inger only once alluded to Ada’s hazy future. “You’ll need to find yourself a husband.”


Husbands were the last things on Ada’s mind. It was all she could do to keep up with her studies—and help Augustus in his business (Inger pronounced his name Ow-goos-tus). Sundays were for church—devout Lutherans the Viks were, although Ada wondered secretly if Augustus was all that religious. He told bawdy jokes and passed Ada snuff on the side. He also teased her mercilessly about her bookkeeping skills. “Vit a mind like yours, you could go to university. But not for mathematics!” Maybe that was Augustus’s answer to having Ada leave home, without the threat of a finding a husband.


Two months before, Ada had prescience that something was wrong, very wrong. Was it the absence of sound from Inger’s kitchen? Or the way the wind lifted her curtain to reveal a dark stain of rainclouds overhead? Was it the smell of a distant thunderstorm, humid and sour? Or the crackle of the air, like invisible fireworks? For the first time in eight years, Inger had not woken Ada with her severe, “Is morning, Ada,” as she pulled the covers from Ada’s bed (Inger pronounced her name Ah-dah).


Ada shimmied into her plain clothes and descended the narrow stairway to the kitchen. Inger was packing kitchenware.


“Ve are leaving, Ada. Going vest,” her mamma said.


Ada stared at Inger. She would be on her own again.


“So you’ll be Ada Veeks now,” Inger continued.


“Veeks?” Ada countered. Her mind was spinning like a child’s top.


“Veeks, vit a double ‘v’. Ve must be more like Americans, have a name people recognize. Is nice, no? Veeks.”


Ada Weeks. So she would be going west with the Viks after all. She’d have to get used to another name, though. First, she’d been Ada Hubbard. Then Ada Vik, and now Ada Weeks. Can’t get too attached to a name.


Within days, the Viks headed west in a newly minted wagon pulled by two strong oxen. They reached Independence, Missouri, late on a Friday. At this last bastion of civilization at the knife-edge of the country, men lined up at feed stores, saloon doors, and ill-concealed bawdy houses; women bent their bonneted heads as they hurried up and down noisy and crowded wooden sidewalks; children scampered between wagons and jangling harnesses and dung.


Over the next few days, Ada helped Inger lay in supplies: eight hundred pounds flour, six hundred pounds bacon, two hundred pounds beans, and a hundred pounds coffee. Augustus extracted two hundred dollars from a hiding place in the false floor of the wagon box. “Ve need some pack mules. If da vagon gives out, or I need to go on ahead, ve’ll still have a vay to go on.”


At night, Inger painstakingly sewed forty dollars of silver coin into the hems of Ada’s skirt. “Is not much,” Inger said. “But—Gud forbid it!—you vill have enough in case anything happens. And it vill keep your skirt from—vat is da vord?—hatching up.”


“You mean hitchin’ up?”


“Vat I mean is it von’t show your unmentionables ven you valk.” Inger glared at Ada as she bit off the end of the thread. “Ven ve make it to California”—(Ada can still hear in her memory how Inger elongated the syllables: Cal-ee-forn-ee-ah)—“da er det værste bak oss. Dat is ven all da hard going vill be behind us.”


Inger handed a small package to Ada. “Om det blir for ille, åpner vi den. If ve hit hard times, ve open it.”


“What is it?” Ada asked.


Inger made that clucking sound that signaled worry. “Is jerked meat. Yust in case.”


When the Viks crowded in as much as they could transport, they set their eyes on the Overland Trail due west to Oregon or California. The choice to turn around and go back home didn’t cross their minds, or, if it did, they only whispered it.


So it was, on a balmy Tuesday that might not have signaled any remarkable occasion on a Tuesday back home, the Viks signed on with the William Russell Party headed to California by way of Oregon Territory. They signed the register: Augustus Weeks, 51; Inger Weeks, 49; and Ada Weeks, 19.


When their company left Independence, there’d been a thousand in the westering party, mostly farmers and businessmen, from places like Springfield, Illinois, and Woodsfield, Ohio, and Keokuk, Iowa. Most of the overlanders traveled with families and teamsters and enough lowing and bleating animals to scare up God himself, heirlooms crammed in next to the mundane. Every jockey box rumbled as ironclad wheels crunched over rough dirt; every kettle and butter churn and lantern and scythe clanked against wagon sideboards. Almost all of the westerners walked. Only the sickly or elderly rode in jarring wagon boxes that creaked over uneven ground.


Ada doesn’t have much hope for the sickly. She regrets her parents didn’t do more for the widow Keyes. All they could do was help bury her. They were good at that. And now they are dead, too.
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Dolan pulls into camp an hour later and tips his hat to Ma Breen. “Sorry to miss dinner, ma’am. But it’s not every day you can climb a column like that. Could see halfway to Ireland, I could! Scratched my initials into it, too: J-P-D.”


He winks at Ada. Ada’s in no mood for flirtation. She packs the last of the plates and utensils and avoids conversation.


“I saved you some eats,” Ma Breen says.


“Knew you would,” Dolan says. He winks at Ma Breen, then.


“Don’t you get cozy with me, young fellow. Won’t get you nowhere. And I thought you went by Patrick. Why the J?” Ma Breen asks.


“John, after my grandfather.”


“So it’s John Patrick Dolan, then?”


“Indeed. Born County Clare, 1816.”


“We’ve had visitors—” Ma Breen begins.


Bastards, Ada thinks.


Dolan looks up. “Who?”


“No account hooligans,” Ma Breen answers. “Headed back East, and good riddance. They weren’t too mannerly with Miss Weeks.”


Dolan shoots Ada a concerned look.


“Weren’t nothin’ I haven’t heard before,” Ada says. Stick girl.


Ma Breen continues. “Word is, it’s not too rough the next hundred miles. That’s good news for the animals, anyway.”


“Wish I’d known,” Dolan says. “I have a letter for my ma, could have sent it along with them. What about you, Miss Ada? You sent any letters on?”


“Don’t have anyone to write to.”


Captain Boggs rides past the wagon. He doesn’t stop as he hollers, “Wagons, ho! Step it up, now, boys!”


Ada stuffs the last of the kitchenware into the wagon and runs for the mules. She untethers Rosie and Bert and ushers them toward the dusty trail. She’s tempted to look back at Chimney Rock, but it’s bad luck, like the biblical story of Lot’s wife when she gazes back at Sodom. Ada is superstitious enough, so she doesn’t tempt fate. It’s always eyes to the west along the long, uncertain road.


Everything in California will be better, she reminds herself: the climate, the abundance of water, the soil. Lansford Hastings said so. Three or four well-thumbed copies of Hastings’s Emigrants’ Guide to Oregon and California circulate among the travelers. Before they died, Ada read aloud to the Viks:




You will find in California the most extensive plains, beautiful prairies, and fertile valleys . . . in one day’s ride, you will pass over every possible variety of soil. The California mountains are covered with a great variety of vegetation, as well as by their affording in many places, a great abundance of good timber: fir, pine, cedar, ‘red wood,’ spruce, oak, ash, and poplar.





“That will surely help, will it not? For the coffins?”


Augustus Vik had grunted.


“And Mamma, Pappa, listen.”




The climate is that of perpetual spring, having no excess of heat or cold; it is the most uniform and delightful . . . running water never freezes . . . both the climate and the soil are eminently adapted to the growing of wheat, rye, oats, barley, beans, hemp, flax, tobacco, cotton, rice, coffee, corn, and cane . . .





Inger Vik looked at Augustus. “Did you hear dat? Ve can grow coffee!”


“I heard tobacco,” Augustus said, winking at Ada.


Inger swatted at her husband as Ada continued reading.




. . . and there you will find a great variety of grapes . . .





“I reckon I’ll dream of grapes,” Ada interrupted.


Tasting a grape is one of the reasons Ada keeps plodding west. That, and a bath. And a feather bed. And . . .


As the wagons get underway after nooning, Ada straps Isabella Breen to her chest. To protect Bella from the relentless sun, she covers the baby’s head with Augustus’s hanky. Now, hanky-less herself, Ada breathes in an inescapable stream of dust churned up by wagon wheels and oxen and horses and mules.


James Reed pulls up from behind on his large mare, Glaucus. He reins her in and yells across four wagons. “Put your shoulders to the work, boys. Another eight miles to go. Scotts Bluff’s straight ahead.”


Teamsters nod, and hurry the animals. There’s no rest to be had, except for a few hours’ uncomfortable sleep each night under wagons, or, if you’re lucky, on lumpy bedrolls inside sagging canvas tents. There’s no room in wagons.


Five miles west of Chimney Rock and closer to the next monolith ahead, Ada hands Bella back to Ma Breen. The Irishwoman—like all the women on the train—wears haggardness on her face like an assault. It’s nothing but cooking and tending children and laundry: wash, rinse, dry, repeat. Maybe at night, after coffee and beans and storytelling and fiddle playing, there’s time to knit or mend or write a few scratches in an overland journal, if you can keep your eyes open that long.


Ada kicks rust-colored dirt and raises a small cloud of dust. It settles on her battered boots and bare ankles. Roughly five hundred miles are now behind the emigrants, and there are more than a thousand to go. Each step is fraught with uncertainty—there are pregnant women, sickly infants, and shuffling old men, including a near-deaf Belgian named Hardkoop. Will any of them survive this journey?


That’s a question that surfaces with every revolution of the sun. Today could be the day. Or tomorrow. Death comes knocking without an invitation. One never knows. If there’s one thing Ada’s sure of, it’s that she hasn’t seen the end of it.


First, and without warning, she lost her parents, the ma and pa who tried their best to raise her. Then, in a flash of mud and panic, she lost the Viks, the mamma and pappa who took her in after the fire. She is, as Scripture says, well acquainted with grief.


Now she’s tagging along with a family of Irish Catholics like a poor postulant, although she’s not Catholic or Lutheran or Episcopalian, like many in the westering party (and she’s certainly not a Mormon—Captain Boggs would have seen to that). What she is, is ambiguous. She’s got a rocky relationship with God, and for good reason.


Ada shades her eyes as the sun fades below the wide, western horizon. It’s the close of another long, scorching day and she’s tuckered. She rambles into camp, stakes the mules, and pauses before going to help with supper. By now, the sky is awash with copper and salmon and gold. She inhales, holds her breath, and exhales. That there can be such beauty and such sorrow in one life is perplexing.


“Ada!”


She reties her limp apron and pins up her straggly hair. “Comin’!”


As she hastens to camp, Ada glances once more to the west, that place of destiny and doubt. All bets are off where any of them will end up. If at all.


Dyin’s gonna get us all in the end, one way or the other, she thinks. But dyin’s not the hardest part. Livin’s a lot harder than dyin’ any day.
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June 29, 1846


Alta California


The man swings his arms above his head and brings the ax down with a forceful thud. For one so used to seeing from horizon to horizon, he’s hemmed in here in the foothills of the Sierra Nevadas. His clearing houses a small cabin, lean-to, and woodpile. It’s the woodpile that’s cornered his attention today, his chopping stump surrounded by splinters. His sleeves are rolled to the elbow and beads of sweat cover his temple. Stringy, dark hair droops over his face. When he focuses on a project, his tongue lolls to the side of his mouth. If he knew, he would pay attention to it, but he doesn’t realize he pants like an overheated dog when he’s working. It’s been so long since anyone’s noticed anything about him—his long legs, his lean waist, or the large scar running from his left eye and disappearing in a scraggly beard down to the jaw.


The creek burbles in the background and the wind soughs lazily through cottonwoods. A chorus of frogs, the chitter of squirrels—these are the things that keep the man company as he labors, one hour sliding into another until he realizes he’s downright famished. He wipes his brow and sets the ax down.


After the panic of 1837, he’d shelved his plans to farm in Wisconsin Territory. And there was that other sadness, the one so great he thought he’d suffocate from surviving it. He often wished, in the years that followed, that he, too, could have shriveled and died. But no, he was condemned to the living, and with it, the brutal realization that once someone—someone you loved beyond breathing—no longer draws breath, that each time your lungs fill with air, the world does not contain that which sustained you before, and the simple, involuntary act of inhaling is as painful as if someone has kicked you in the gut and knocked the wind clear out of your lungs and you struggle, there on the ground, knees writhing, gasping for thin reeds of air.


He left Wisconsin Territory soon after, and did what he could to make two nickels. Frost on his beard, eyelashes frozen together, he’d pick trap lines with cracked fingers to extract muskrat and wolverine. Back aching and thighs bowed, he’d ride a thousand miles doing more of the same, eking out a living by cheating the seasons, earlier in the spring, later in the fall, more of the same, the ground his bed, the constellations his ceiling. He’d meet familiar faces on his travels east or west and spend a night or two trading tobacco and ammo and sharing stories and meals, and once, an Indian woman. She had been fine, very fine.


But he much prefers being alone. It’s easier, this semi-monastic life that it is. He stacks logs in neat rows, chest high, then lugs an armful to the cabin’s porch, where he drops the load with a thump. There’s a large carved sign above the cabin’s crude door. He’d carved it the first winter he was here, 1845. A pair of vagabonds passing through had laughed when they read it. Good one, they said. Rufous, his only neighbor, can’t read, so he’ll never get the pun. Others who have passed by—trappers and gold seekers and military men—either haven’t thought to ask him, or can’t read themselves. Well, he can’t read, either. He’d asked someone at Sutter’s Fort to spell it out for him, and the clerk wrote it out on a piece of brown paper. As the man labored over the letters, he recognized the letter A. It was a start.


It suits the man, the simplicity of it all: the clearing, the cabin, the creek. He’s lived on and off the land the past nine years, and this is as good—maybe even better—a home as any he has ever known. It’s blue oak woodland, peppered with grey pine and western redbud. Cottonwoods choke the creek. In a grove of pine, he’s cleared an area fifty yards on each side of the cabin to keep pinecones and leaves and branches from crashing onto the roof. And game and fowl are plenty. It’s a place that suits him perfectly. One thing’s for sure, he can’t keep running away—any further west, and he’ll be in the great Pacific Ocean, over his head in sea foam. And he’s not much for swimming, never has been.


The raven’s “barrrrh” disturbs his thoughts. At first, the pair of birds were more like old friends, living high in the scrub pine at the edge of his property. Old One, he calls the male; The Missus, the female. Lately, he’s soured on them. Some mornings he can’t get his thoughts straight, the ravens bicker so much. They mate for life, he remembers. Got to be a squabble now and again. But now and again is every day now, so much so the man’s taken to heaving a rock in the general direction of the nest to shut them up. He’d never harm them, just gives them a scare—anything to quiet their incessant barking. The female’s left the nest this week, so abrupt calls from the raven’s perch are more profuse and harsh. Could be calling for her, the man thinks. Could be hungry, who knows? Although he knows it’s madness, he empathizes with the raven. He’s known loneliness and hunger and pain, too.


If it hadn’t been for Rufous when he hobbled into the clearing last year, he might’ve died from the knife wound. Paiute. Poor bugger didn’t live to see the sunset. The man left the body there in the Sierras; the boy’s people would know what to do with him.


It had been two weeks of hide and seek with the young brave. Once the man realized the Indian was tracking him, he made a game of it. Fleet of foot as any, hostile or not, the man swung down into gullies and back up ridges, sleeping without benefit of firelight. But for all his stealth, the Paiute found him every morning. The brave kept his distance.


“Aren’t afraid of you,” the man yelled into the stand of trees where the Indian stood, silent and resolute. “If you got some business with me, better you tell me, ’cause I’m getting tired of your company.”


For thirteen days, the Indian followed him. On the morning of the fourteenth day, the man changed course. He placed his bundle under his blanket in the form of a man. He placed his hat where the head would be and left his unloaded rifle beside the sleeping phantom. He lit a smoldering fire to bring the Indian in. Then he circled back into the woods and waited. He didn’t take his horse, which was his biggest gamble. When the Paiute appeared at the edge of camp at dawn, the man tiptoed toward him and grabbed him around the throat. The boy swung around, his knife brandished, and he struck the man in the face, slicing him from eye to jaw. Dripping blood, the man lunged and knocked the knife from his attacker’s hands.


“Is that how we say hello?” The man wrestled the native to the ground and pinned him to the moist earth. The Indian did not register fear. He peered at the man with utter calm. He wasn’t more than eighteen, thin and muscular, with piercing brown eyes. The man had expected something different—pleading or panic. They locked eyes.


Why had this Indian followed him for two weeks? Was it a vendetta for another white man’s wrongdoing? A ploy to steal his horse? Or an honor killing to prove he was a man? The man wasn’t sure. But it was him or the Indian, and he was going to make darn sure it wasn’t him. Even when the man forced his knife flat across the Indian’s throat, the young brave did not flinch. It was over in a second, as the Indian’s soul flew to the spirit world. The man wiped blood off his knife before he mopped his own face.


“Whoa, there,” the man heard when he rode into Rufous’s clearing. “What the devil?” Rufous helped him down from the horse, washed the wound, trussed him up right. “Got a shed for ya,” Rufous said. “It ain’t much.”


“Don’t need much,” the man said.


“Welcome to stay as long as you like. But it ain’t free. Need some fences built. Could use a fella like you. I don’t ask no questions.”


“You’ve got yourself a deal, then,” the man said. He has been on the creek ever since.


The man resumes his chore. He’s got his own place now, spitting distance from Rufous. They trap together, go to town once every couple of months, sometimes go on a bender, laughing and carousing into the night like a couple of hawbucks, one white and one dark.
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