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Chapter One

Will was tired. He glanced at his father. How much farther were they going to walk? There was no game here. There hadn’t been so much as a rabbit for three days. He shouldered his rifle. “Why don’t we just go back to camp, Pa?”

His father turned, tugging his hat brim lower. “Your mother and sister can’t go much longer without meat. Nor Eli, nor Jeb.”

“Van Patten’s brindled ox is about to die, anyway, Pa. Jess told me they’re saying they’ll still share—”

“I don’t like depending on anyone’s charity, Will.”

Will pressed his lips together to keep from saying what was on his mind. If they had stayed in Illinois, if his father’s dreams of California gold hadn’t interfered with his good judgment, they would all be sitting around the hearth, stringing popcorn for the Christmas tree. Outside the windows would be snow on the ground, solid and white.

“Over there, Will.”

Will followed his father’s gesture. There were sparse clumps of sage growing from the rocky soil. As he stared, Will thought he saw the leaves vibrate. Something was crouched between the stalks, hiding. Will felt his mouth water, imagining rabbit stew.

“I’ll get around to the side, Will. I’ll flush it out toward you.”

Will nodded without looking away from the wind-beaten sage. His father’s boots ground against the rocky soil. There was no way to move silently here. The howling winter winds had scoured the topsoil, exposing a layer of gravel.

“Watch carefully,” Will’s father said quietly. “If it makes a run back this way, call out. Maybe I can get a shot at it.”

Will glanced up, then his eyes returned to the sage. His father walked closer, as intent as any mountain lion, knees bent, his rifle half raised. Will said a little prayer and raised his own rifle. They had almost used up the bags of flour and rice they’d bought from the Mormon storekeep in the new little settlement on Salt Lake.

Will held the rifle steady, breathing evenly, waiting. Without meaning to, he pictured their old kitchen table, the one they’d left beside the trail a few weeks out of Fort Laramie the first time they had had to lighten the wagon. It felt like their lives were scattered behind them all the way back to Illinois. Most of their furniture was gone; they had traded his mother’s trunk for new iron tires on the wagon wheels.

Will glanced at his father—he was slowly advancing on the clump of sage. Will allowed himself to think about what a real supper would be like. He could see it so clearly, smell the inviting scents of his mother’s chicken and dumplings, her fruit pies, steamed sweet corn and yams. His mouth flooded with saliva again.

“Will!”

He jerked his head up to look at his father.

“Is it still in there? Did you see it run?”

Will shook his head, pretty sure he hadn’t actually closed his eyes. He was so tired. They hadn’t had enough water for days—or enough food, really, even though the families were sharing meat whenever anyone had to kill one of the oxen.

The sage shook suddenly, and Will pulled the hammer all the way back, waiting tensely. Then he settled the rifle snug into his shoulder and aimed at the blur of motion that burst clear a second later. Steady, deliberate, he pulled the trigger.

“You got him! He’s a big one,” Will’s father called, holding the rabbit up by one hind leg.

Will smiled, tapping powder into his rifle. He rammed the shot home, then slid the rod back into its scabbard, reaching for the pouch that held his percussion caps.

Following his father’s impatient gesture, he began to wade through the scrubby line of sage where the rabbit had hidden. There was a sudden scrabbling sound, and two more rabbits burst out of the brush. Lifting the rifle, he killed the first rabbit. The second ran on as he stopped to reload.

“I’ll get it,” Pa yelled, and broke into a run. Will heard the shot and his father’s jubilant shout. He smiled. So there would be three rabbits for supper. Ma wouldn’t have to ladle carefully to make sure there was a fair share of the meat in everyone’s broth. Tonight, there would be plenty.

“We’ll gut and skin these here, son,” Pa called.

Will started toward him. All the men had taken to cleaning their game outside camp. It saved the families with less food the torture of watching a long supper preparation. The Hogans were the worst off. Will hated bringing meat into camp, walking past their wagon. They had seven children, and Mr. Hogan was a terrible shot. Back home, he had been a fine farmer, always helping his neighbors in bad years. All the Van Pattens still gave him meat because of that. Otherwise, his children would have starved by now.

For the last month there had been little game to share. Mr. Bailey kept all his meat for himself. Mr. Tolford still gave away some, mostly to the Hogans, but he jerked more meat now and kept it back for himself and Moses, his hired man. They were both good shots. Mr. Tolford’s wagons were full of supplies, not bedding and furniture. He had even brought oats for his mule team.

“Gather up some sage, Will.” Pa leaned his rifle against a flat rock the size of a bedstead, then pulled his slender skinning knife from its scabbard.

“Yes, sir.” Will propped his rifle beside his father’s and laid the rabbits on the rock. Then he headed toward the brush.

The sage stems were hollow and dry and snapped easily. The sharp, clean smell of the leaves tickled at Will’s nostrils. When he started back, his father was just finishing the first rabbit. Will spread the sage out so his father could lay the carcass down, pink and glistening, then set the skin to one side. Will broke off a handful of leaves and rubbed them over the still warm meat. It was early, but flies would gather soon.

“Your mother will be glad to see these,” Will’s father said as he gutted the second rabbit, then made the long, quick cuts that freed the skin.

A faint rustling caught Will’s attention. He half-turned, one hand full of sage leaves. Twenty paces away, among the dense papery leaves of a buckwheat bush, he saw a slight movement. Suddenly, a big jackrabbit, twice the size of the cottontails they had killed, rushed into the open.

Whirling, leaning to reach across the rock for his rifle, Will had a split-second daydream of a dramatic, last-second shot, of being the one to bring home enough meat to last into tomorrow. Then he stepped on a rock that rolled beneath his foot. He struggled to keep his balance as he lurched sideways, falling into his father. As he hit the ground he heard his father cry out.

Will scrambled to his feet. His father’s face had gone pale, and the knife lay at the base of the rock. There was a slanting gash across his father’s thigh.

“What the—? Will, what are you doing?” Pa bent to press his hand over the wound.

Will stood still, shocked by the stream of blood pouring from between his father’s fingers. “I was just—I saw a jackrabbit and I was just—”

“Tear some strips from your shirt, Will. Two or three, wide enough to cover this.”

Will stared at his father for a second, still stunned by the ivory pallor in his face, the sheen of sweat on his skin.

“Do as I say, Will!”

Will fumbled at his shirttail, his hands shaking. It had all happened so fast. He shrugged his shirt off, then gripped the cloth, hesitating an instant. His entire life it had been drilled into him to take care of the clothing that had cost his mother so many hours to sew. And she sewed well. The hem was sturdy, the stitches so close together that for an eternal moment Will could not manage to start a tear. Clumsy, frantic, glancing involuntarily at the blood soaking his father’s trousers, Will managed to rip a long strip of cloth and extended it toward his father.

“I can’t. You’ll have to do it, Will.” Pa’s voice sounded distant, faint. He worked at his suspenders buttons and slid his trousers down. The cut was even deeper than Will had thought. Frightened, Will tore two more bandage strips. He forced himself to concentrate, to push the edges of the gash together, to bind his father’s leg tightly. The blood soaked the bandages almost instantly, but once they were tied off, it slowed to a trickle. Pa pulled his trousers up and fastened his suspenders again.

“Finish skinning that last rabbit, son.”

Will looked up at the calmness in his father’s voice. “I’m sorry, Pa. I’m really sorry. I just thought—”

“We don’t have time for that now, Will. Finish the last one, and let’s get going.”

“Can you walk, Pa?”

His father laughed, an ugly grating sound. “Unless you’re going to carry me.”


Chapter Two

Jess squatted, careful to keep her skirts away from the little spring. She skimmed the gourd dipper just beneath the surface of the water, trying not to dredge up any of the mossy slime as she refilled the bucket.

“Ma says hurry,” Eli called from behind her.

“I can’t,” Jess answered. “Unless you want to drink mud instead of water.”

She glanced up in time to see Eli flash one of his sunny smiles. She grinned back. It was almost impossible to be in low spirits around Eli.

“Jedediah Brancourt, you run on home now,” Jess heard Mrs. Hogan call out in her odd accent.

“Jed’s probably bothering that old rooster of theirs again,” Eli said.

Jess sighed and dropped the gourd into the bucket. “Will you carry this back to camp? I’ll go get him.”

Eli nodded. “Why does he have to get into so much mischief all the time?”

Jess shrugged. “He’s only seven.”

Eli smiled. “Was I that much trouble when I was seven?”

Jess hesitated, then shook her head. “But Ma says that Will was a terror when he was little.”

Eli picked up the bucket and started walking. It bumped against his knees at every step, but he was careful not to slosh the water.

Jess watched him for a few seconds. He was starting to look skinny and big-footed, like Will before he had shot up tall. But maybe Eli was thin from scant food, not quick growth.

“Will you just leave that old Shanghai rooster alone!” Mrs. Hogan was scolding.

Hoping her mother hadn’t heard Mrs. Hogan yet, Jess gathered her skirts and straightened her bonnet, hurrying uphill toward the shout. Making her way through the stand of mesquite at the center of camp, Jess ran along the edge of the big Van Patten camp, waving when Hans smiled at her. Nancy was helping her mother and Jess tried to catch her eye, but couldn’t.

The three Van Patten wagons formed a wind shelter for their fire. Jess heard some of the children laughing. She envied them. They hadn’t left aunts and uncles and cousins behind—the whole Van Patten family had come west together.

The Hogans were noisy, too. The children were all playing hen and chicks. The baby was asleep on a blanket beneath a bedsheet awning. Dull-eyed oxen stood in the shade of the tattered wagon, their massive heads close together. Just beyond them was an old wire crate. Jed knelt beside it.

Mrs. Hogan stood nearby, her hands on her hips, glaring down at Jed. Her apron was frayed and stained. Her hair poked from beneath her bonnet. The instant she saw Jess, she made a gesture of helplessness.

“I’ve told him over and over, and he just won’t—”

“Shanghai likes me,” Jed said, aiming his argument at Jess, not Mrs. Hogan. He had learned there was no point in trying to charm her. She was too busy worrying about her hungry children to be tolerant of a nosy, rooster-loving little boy.

“Mr. Hogan said he was going to kill Shanghai,” Jed whined as Jess got close enough to get hold of his sleeve.

Jess glanced up to see Mrs. Hogan nodding. “I’ve held out as long as I can. Shanghai and both the hens. They haven’t laid an egg in weeks, and we haven’t got scraps enough to feed them.”

“No!” Jed argued sharply.

Mrs. Hogan sighed, shaking her head. “That boy has no manners,” she told Jess.

Jess could only shrug, tightening her grip on Jed’s sleeve. She leaned close to his ear. “Apologize!”

“I’m sorry, Mrs. Hogan,” Jed recited.

She looked at him. “Just leave the chickens alone, Jed. I like old Shanghai, too, but there’s nothing to be done about it.”

Jess tugged at Jed until he finally lurched sideways, then caught his balance as she got him walking. He shot her a sidelong glance, then wrenched around to look back at the proud little rooster.

“You mind your own business,” Jess scolded him.

“But he’s going to kill—”

“It’s Mr. Hogan’s rooster,” Jess reminded him. “And those children have got to eat something.”

Jed nodded glumly. “Daniel doesn’t look right.”

“He’s been feverish, Jed.”

“I wish we could give them more food.”

Jess started to answer, then stopped. She wished it, too, but Pa was adamant, and even Ma said he was right. They had to feed themselves first. If Mr. Hogan couldn’t provide for his family, he should not have come West.

Jess pulled her brother along, refusing to let him stop and look backward again. “Ma needs more wood,” she told him as they passed through the stand of mesquite.

“I brought her armloads this morning,” Jeb said. “Eli did, too.”

Jess let go of his sleeve. Ma was standing beside the fire, stirring a tub of laundry with the flat paddle Pa had whittled from an oak plank they’d found next to the trail. Jess could see the steam rising. The smell of the lye soap was strong. Her mother’s cheeks were flushed with heat, and her eyes were red.

Jess nudged Jed toward the wagon. “Go find Eli and get some more wood. Look out for snakes,” she added, knowing that she sounded just like Ma. “Mr. Bailey says we might see some sidewinders soon, and that they’re quick and mean.” Jed made a face, but he went off in the right direction.

“Jess? Can I get you to lend a hand over here?”

“Sure, Ma,” Jess called. She lifted her eyes to scan the eastern horizon. The brush-dotted land was rocky and bleak. There was still no sign of Will or Pa.

“I need you to lift the other end of the lug pole,” Ma said.

Jess nodded and gripped it hard, moving steady and slow as the huge pot swung between them. Once they were well clear of the fire, her mother gestured with her chin.

“Right here, Jessamine. I just want it out of the way so the boys don’t tumble into it and get scalded.” Jess saw her mother glancing eastward and knew what she was thinking before she said it. “I didn’t expect them to be gone this long.” She smiled. “Maybe they found antelope like the ones back in Mormonie.”

“I’d settle for skunk.” Jess watched her mother’s face, hoping she would laugh. She did, but then worry clouded her eyes again.

“I think most of them are going to take the shortcut with us, Jessamine. But Mr. Bailey says he won’t. He wants to head straight south and pick up the Old Spanish Trail. I’m afraid Mr. Tolford is going to go with him.”

Jess scuffed at the ground. “Why can’t the men just agree on how we’re supposed to go?”

Ma sighed. “They all think they’re doing right. If winter hadn’t closed the trails that lead west over the mountains, we wouldn’t have had all this trouble,” she said finally.

Jess knew it was true. But they had gotten delayed, and the snow had fallen on the high passes while they were still at the Salt Lake settlement trying to talk the people into letting them camp there for the winter.

“What I’m tired of,” Ma said quietly, “is the endless arguments.”

Jess nodded. For the last month, she had fallen asleep most nights listening to two or more of the men wrangle about which route to take.

Mr. Bailey was one of the worst. He and his wife had come from Arkansas. They were rough-spoken, independent people who would rather die than ask for help. They had no children, but Mrs. Bailey had a little dog that she pampered, letting it ride inside the wagon when the weather was bad. Pa couldn’t stand the dog. It barked every time it saw him, for some reason.

“Where’d you send Jed?”

Jess turned to face her mother. “I told him to find Eli and gather some more wood.”

“I wish we were home and I could send them down to the cellar for some apples and squash.”

The dreamy sound in her mother’s voice made Jess homesick. Their Illinois farmhouse had someone else living in it now. Pa had sold it—without listening to any of their pleas against it. So someone else was lying in a warm bed tonight, looking out the little window in her loft. Jess fiercely envied whoever it was.

“I could start a pot of beans,” Ma said softly. “But I hate to until I see what your father brings.”

Jess nodded, not wanting to think about food.

Eli and Jed came trooping back into camp, each one carrying half an armload of grease-wood and mesquite. They were quiet, and Jess could tell they were trying not to laugh.

“Is that all you could find?” Jess asked.

Eli’s mouth twitched. Jed frowned thoughtfully. “There’s not that much deadwood left close by.”

Ma shrugged. “We won’t be here but one more night, I hope. Mrs. Bailey is looking more rested today.”

“We shouldn’t have waited on her,” Eli put in, his face suddenly stern. He looked like a miniature of Pa, and Jess almost giggled, waiting for Ma to answer him.
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