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CHAPTER ONE

On the morning of September 16, 1860, my pa shot me. Maybe that’s what set him to running. And, later, me to galloping.

Running, walking, galloping, plodding. Seems like one way or another we were always moving in those days, be it leaving something bad—like poor luck or general mean-spiritedness—or chasing after something good, like gold or land or any kinda job that’d keep a bowl of beans on the table.

He didn’t mean to do it, of course—my pa didn’t. I know that ’cause, somehow, in the blackness of that morning I caught the look on his face. When I close my eyes, I still see it. With no words at all it said, I’d sooner shoot myself as my son.

It was the last look I ever got from him.

We were somewhere in Utah Territory. God only knows where, ’cause we’d been chewing the same dust for days and still those mountains sitting low on the horizon looked to be no more’n knee high. But we kept moving toward ’em, one foot-achy, boot-heavy step at a time. We and about twenty other families, with all our worldly goods piled onto covered wagons that were hitched to teams that kept inching due west in one meandering line. Like the wobbly needle of a compass. Chasing hope. Or running from hurt. All of us following a dream.

The morning it happened, the sky was still dark. The night sentry—as usual—had fired his rifle straight up at 4 A.M. And that—as usual—had shot me right outta my blanket. After fifteen weeks on the trail I still wasn’t accustomed to being wakened by gunfire.

Shivering, and rubbing my pimply arms to warm myself, I set about my chores. Laid some more wood on the fire. Rolled up the blankets—mine and Pa’s. (He was already off gathering up our four oxen.) Pulled the bridle from its hook on the back of the wagon and set off to locate Ned, our one saddle horse.

Most mornings I liked doing that. Gave me time to think. Gave my feet time to uncurl and spread inside my boots, set for another long day. But this morning, as I stepped outside the circle of wagons, I was balancing on my toes cross the crunching sand. Word was we’d camped on the edge of Paiute territory, and I wasn’t ’bout to be surprised by some painted stranger crouching behind sagebrush. Dang that Ned, anyway, for wandering off as he had a mind to.

The deep black sky, with only its onion sliver of moon, yawned over the empty land. Made me feel small, awful small. I kept walking, peering into the darkness, my heart thudding uneasily under my wool shirt. As I got beyond hollering distance of the circle of wagons I pulled up and looked over my shoulder, wondering if I should return. With their swooping canopies, the wagons seemed to slumber like pale, swaybacked horses. Here and there I saw cooking fires being coaxed to life. Tents were being struck, livestock gathered. But it was quiet. People didn’t talk much at this hour, specially worn-to-the-bone people like us.

Beyond the circle, no more’n pencil-thin shadows under the starlight, were the twin tracks we were all following. They’d been pounded into the desert by hundreds of wheels and thousands of hooves, and they shot straight west toward the mountains called the Sierra Nevada. Those tracks were like a couple of open arms, just begging us to follow ’em. Follow to a better life, they sang, follow to gold and land and easy living. Others have done it, they promised; you could too.

I was only twelve, but I’d spent enough of my days moving from place to place and back again to know that promises of easy living were no more’n words on the wind.

We’d started in Missouri, where I’d been born, then moved to Illinois, even though it was illegal for Ma, being colored, to cross the border into that state. Pa—who was white—had heard of work there milking cows, and so, jobs being scarce, we went anyway. He wasn’t very good at it. The farmer complained that the cows got twitchy when Pa even looked at ’em, let alone laid a hand on their flanks. Didn’t matter, ’cause somehow our cabin got burnt down. So we moved over to Kansas. For a while Pa worked in a dry-goods store there. But then there was some sorta trouble with “border ruffians” and lots of talk ’bout slave states and free states (you had to take a stand). Ma got a bucket of whitewash dumped on her, which wasn’t an accident, and we were moving again. It was back to Missouri, where a letter was waiting for Ma. It’d come from a sister I didn’t even know she had, a sister living in Sacramento, and Ma suddenly decided—as womenfolk do, and even though she was expecting a baby—that it was real important that we get there. Life would be better in California, she promised.

Huh. Promises again. Well, I had eyes, didn’t I? I’d been walking this trail, hadn’t I? So I knew you couldn’t count on any such promises. The slapped-together crosses along its sides told me that plain enough. And all the cast-off furniture and the broke-down wagons and the bleached bones of animals that had given up pulling ’em. No, this trail was only a guide. It wasn’t a promise for what would happen when we got there. It wasn’t even a promise that we would get there.

I heaved a wearisome sigh. For close to four months we’d been trying, though. One day at a time. Fifteen miles a day. Every day the same. Except when we crossed the Platte River. That had eaten up three days. And when we stopped to bury the little German boy. He was run over one morning by his own wagon and killed flat out. We only made eight miles after stopping to bury him.

So that we could make our miles each day, we had to rise at four every morning for chores and be hitched and ready to move out at six. Then we had to be circled by four in the afternoon so we could drag ourselves through the same chores, eat, and get some sleep before the clock rolled round to four again. Numbers were what this journey was all about, it seemed. Numbers that kept rolling round like the wheels of the wagons. They could crush you, they could.

A horned toad, caught out in the morning cold and sluggish, tried to skitter away from my footfall. I managed to miss him, and he tilted his head to watch me pass, blinking solemnly. There was a sunken, leathery look to him, sorta like the one Ned had been wearing of late. We weren’t even riding the ribby horse now, he’d gotten to looking so poorly. At the end of every day we turned him loose with the other livestock to graze the area inside the circled wagons. He must’ve thought we were funning him, ’cause there hadn’t been a blade of grass to whistle on for two hundred miles. Sand and salt and scattered sagebrush were all that constituted this part of the territory. Even the jackrabbits were thin as rails, if you could spot one. So Ned had taken to sneaking out and away from the wagons, leaving me to track him down every morning. He did have a sense of humor.

The cold night wind was still blowing some, busy with its work of shifting the sands from one side of the desert to the other. A devilsome gust picked up a handful and blew it at me, and those little specks hit my cheek with the bite of broken glass. All I could do was turn my collar up and trudge on.

When I finally spotted the dark hump on the flat gray plain, I knew that Ned had heard me coming. His pointy ears said that. But that bold rascal didn’t bother getting up. He stayed resting, his legs tucked under nice and neat, making me come to him. As I got closer, he nickered. Good morning.

I shook my head and squatted. “Good morning yourself, you sorry animal. Find anything to eat?” I scratched behind his ears while I spoke with him. The hairs there were stiff with yesterday’s sweat and caked with the white dust that covered us all. There was a raised scar there too, where someone’s rope had cut into him at some time. When I stopped working my fingers, he shook happily, let out a groan—like he knew the long day ahead of him, and of course he did—and climbed to his feet. I slipped the bridle on him and fastened it.

I didn’t really need it. He’d have followed me anyway. Horses always did, always had. Don’t know why. They just cottoned to me somehow. Made me feel special, and I liked that.

The piece of moon was lower in the sky as we headed back, tipping the sage with a frosty coat of silver. Seemed unreasonable that in just a few hours we’d be burning in a fearsome heat. Just like yesterday. Just like tomorrow.

Pa had gathered our four oxen by the time we got back to the wagon. That’s ’bout all he’d managed, though. Those stubborn beasts did next to nothing for him on a good day, and this morning they were hardly budging.

“Give ’em a little inspiration, will ya, son?” Pa fought to make his voice cheery. Over the years I’d learned it took an awful lot to drown his spirits. But the waters were rising. I could see it in his face.

Flicking the ends of the reins, I stung first one ox and then the other. Ned was a no-nonsense animal, and he rushed to help, pinning his ears and raking his teeth cross the nearest flank, and if that didn’t get them on their way! They came close to hurrying. While trying to get ’em yoked, Pa got himself stepped on, not once, but twice. Then one of the hickory bows that was already split opened up more. “Hang it all!” he shouted.

“You want me to finish hitching ’em?” I asked. I held some sway with oxen, too, it seemed. Leastways, more than my pa did.

“Sure,” he answered. Through the morning’s gloom I could see discouragement weighing him down. But Pa being Pa, he shook it off with an effort and replaced it with the confidence of a man holding all aces. “I’ll take Ned and throw the saddle on him. Least he can do is carry his own pack.” He forced a grin and took the reins. Ned snorted and followed.

I glared at our oxen. They rolled their eyes and licked their wide, wet noses with their wide, wet tongues. Not only were they a scrawny bunch, but if those imps of Satan had ever been broke to a hitch before Pa paid good money for ’em back in St. Joseph, then ’m a natural-born fool.

Shoving my shoulder into the near one, I whooped. “Get up!” I ordered. He wasn’t convinced, so I grabbed hold of his ear, threatening to give it a good twist. Sullenly he stepped into place, his teammate moving with him. When I leaned into the second pair, they moved over before I could holler, and in no time at all I had ’em hitched. Sky wasn’t even near pink. For once we wouldn’t be the lone outfit everyone was waiting on.

Inside our wagon Ma was nudging my sisters through their chores. I knew what was coming and hunched my shoulders. Sure enough, there it was: little Willie’s piercing wail. He was only a few days old, I understood that, but the one time he wasn’t wailing, it seemed, was when he was sleeping—and that wasn’t near often enough. Since our place was at the end of the line of wagons, Pa had taken to easing up on the oxen, letting ’em travel slow enough to put a little ear space between us and the others. He wasn’t ’bout to provide any new excuses for them dropping us off at some two-cabin “settlement.”

Folks already had their opinions ’bout our family belonging, mixed as we were and looking different from them. Some of those opinions had been expressed in passing at the creeks or while bent over collecting firewood. Others were held behind tight lips and turned shoulders. That was something I couldn’t do anything ’bout. Animals I could manage. People were a whole different matter indeed.

“Here’s your soda biscuit, Colton.” Althea, the older of my two younger sisters, stuck her arm out over the wagon seat. “And some coffee.” A tin cup followed. “It’s cold,” she warned. “Fire went out before the water could boil.” She ruffled her feathers and disappeared back inside the canvas canopy. It was the same as her henhouse now. With Ma so worn and sickly from birthing my brother, and little Willie not giving her any sleep since, Althea had taken charge. She’d “rose to the occasion,” as they say, though I don’t think it’d stretched her much.

My stomach growled even before the biscuit passed my teeth. It was always growling of late, though you’d think it’d give up hope by now. The sour cake settled on my tongue and started to swell. It tasted like paste. When I twisted my neck and tried to swallow, I dang near choked. A swig of coffee was no help. It was only spit-warm, made with bitter water and more dust than beans. Too late I discovered a grasshopper trying to climb outta the cup by way of my tongue. I spat him—and the coffee—out.

“That’s all you’re getting, Colton,” came Althea’s voice outta the darkness, like it was spoke from God himself. Bossy for ten.

To my surprise, the man from the next wagon suddenly turned and headed our way. He was marching, like he’d taken orders he was none too happy ’bout having to deliver. “Your pa here?” he asked.

I didn’t have to answer ’cause Pa was just coming round the wagon. “Mr. Suttles! Good mornin’ to ya.”

“Supposed to pass the word that there could be trouble today. Rifles to be at the ready.”

Pa reached up to the wagon seat. “Got her right here.” He smiled at the man.

Mr. Suttles stayed stone faced. “Try to remember what we told you ’bout using it,” he said. “And for God’s sake, fire at them and not us.” He spun and stalked back to his own wagon.

Pa looked like he’d been whipped. Mr. Suttles was still making references to the first week, back in Kansas, when we’d all been a little jittery. Pa had shot off his rifle at a bear coming toward him in the night. He’d just missed hitting Mr. Suttles’s brother. No one let us forget it.

Willie’s crying climbed another earsplitting pitch. Pa and I exchanged helpless looks, then walked to the back of the wagon. Wedged in between a pine cupboard and boxes of breakables and three mismatched chairs and an iron kettle and quilts and pillows and Ma’s precious tin buckets of rose cuttings was Ma herself. Or a shadow of Ma.

“Willie hasn’t nursed all night,” Althea announced, somber as a preacher. She was holding Jewel, our four-year-old sister, on her lap, braiding her hair into pigtails. “And there’s no more rice and almost no cornmeal.”

In a weak voice Ma scolded, “Hush now. We’ll make do.”

“He needs a doctor,” Althea insisted.

No one scolded her for that. It was probably true. But where were you going to find a doctor way out here? Even the last settlement, if you could call a half dozen scattered shanties a settlement, was five days’ ride behind us. And they probably hadn’t seen a doctor themselves in the past year.

Pa started to go under then. He looked like a packhorse partway cross a river that finds itself loaded too heavy. Losing its footing, it goes tumbling and spinning, helpless against the current. Jewel started whimpering, low and gaspy, like she was going under too.

“Get on with you, now,” Ma said. “Suns coming up. All we can do is keep moving.”

Pa nodded and trudged back round the wagon, and I followed. He pulled himself up into the seat. Fumbled with his rifle, a Hawkins .50 caliber. Cocked and eased the hammer, then cocked it again. Reached down to check his ammunition. His movements were jerky. Like he wasn’t thinking, just acting. He kept digging for something in the bottom of the wagon, then sat up suddenly and moved the rifle cross his lap.

And that’s when the gun went off.



CHAPTER TWO

What’s happened?” Ma’s cry cut through my fog. In a rush that hitched my breath up short I felt the fierce burn in my leg, the throbbing ache on the side of my head. A thousand sharp stones poked into my cheek. All mixed up with that were the smells of dust and crushed sage and burnt gunpowder.

“Elbert?” Her cry held as much frustration as fear. She suspected someone—one of her own—was hurt. But she couldn’t climb outta the wagon to help. “Colton?” Nothing but silence. “Althea! Go see what’s happened.”

And so it came to pass on that gray morning that the angels couldn’t welcome me into the pearly gates ’cause of my little sister. She was shaking me so hard and yelling at me so loud that they must’ve looked down and decided I was deserving of a different fate.

“Colton! Colton!” In the hurricane of sensations her chicken voice kept pecking at me. She pushed at my shoulder. “Are you killed?” She pushed again, and then again, harder.

When I finally realized I wasn’t—killed, that is, though I hurt something awful—her question struck me as kinda funny. Guess the angels were right in leaving me behind, ’cause something evil sprang up inside me then. I decided to see just what she’d do if she thought her big brother was dead. So, in spite of the hot pain in my leg and the dull one in my head, I held my breath and squeezed my eyes shut.

No use. She saw through me straightaway. You can’t fool women, I’ve learned, even girls that are only practicing to be women.

“Pa!” she wailed.

Strange that he didn’t come running. I opened one eye just a bit, but the wagon seat was empty. All I saw was the mean, dark barrel of his rifle pointing off into nothingness.

“Ma!”

There was a rustling inside the wagon. Willie had worn himself out with his wailing, but now Jewel was in full voice. The canvas accordioned up; Ma peeked through the opening. The worry in her eyes was sharp enough to stop my pretending, and I raised up on one elbow.

“He’s not hurt at all, Ma.”

“Am too!” I protested. “Look!” I pointed at the sticky stain low on my pant leg. Dang if it wasn’t burning now. And my head! Ow!

“Oh, Lord!” Ma cried. “You’ve been shot! Where’s your pa?” The answer to her question came in the sound of hoof-beats. Riding away from us. But that couldn’t be. “Elbert?” she called. “Elbert?”

Time seemed to grind to a halt. To a one, we fell silent, trying to digest the situation: Pa had left us, it seemed—at least for now, but surely he’d come back—and we were stuck in Utah Territory. Sick baby, sick ma, shot kid. Somewhere the buzzards started stretching their wings.

I sat up kinda gingerly, examining my leg and trying to get my bearings. Now, in the past few months I’d noticed how people helped one another in a situation. If someone’s wheel broke, why, someone else would stop and help mend it. And if someone’s water ran dry, well then, there was always a full bucket hanging from another wagon and a dipper at the ready.

Only, that help didn’t seem to apply to our family, and nobody had to waste their breath explaining why: It was because we were colored. Well, we were part colored. Ma’s ma had been colored. She’d been a slave in Missouri and was dead now. But Ma’s pa—he’d been a white man. The two of ’em never married, that much I knew, and Ma had been raised—as a free person—by a preacher and his wife.

When it came time for Ma to marry, she chose herself a white man, just like her own pa. Or more likely, he chose her. Pa’s crazy in love with Ma. Or he was. Maybe he’s just crazy now.

I didn’t want to think ’bout that and shoved it outta my head. Lordy, how it was hurting! Everything seemed topsy-turvy of a sudden.

Surely Pa would come back. When we first headed out cross the prairies, Pa’d picked a handful of wildflowers for Ma every day. And every day Ma’d squealed like a young girl, though by my calculations she had to be ’most thirty. She kept those shaggy bouquets in a thick blue glass in the back of the wagon and didn’t seem to mind at all when the life went outta ’em and the stems drooped and the petals shriveled. She didn’t seem to notice the difference.

I guess Pa was the same way when he looked at Ma: He didn’t see anything ’cept a flower; he didn’t take notice of her color. But other folks? They look at us—Ma and me and Althea and Jewel, and now Willie too—and they see the color first off. They don’t see nothing after that.

Which, I suppose, is why they didn’t want to let Pa join their wagon train. I never heard him say so directly. But every day when he came back from trying to sign us on in St. Joseph, he had a new frown and a new list of “required” supplies. In two weeks’ time his little wad of bills, our “seed money,” was starved right outta his pocket. Until one day, late in May, he busted in the door to announce, “We’re off! We’re paid up and we’re leaving tomorrow morning for California. Golden hills, green valleys, and the prettiest house for the prettiest wife.”

What we learned soon enough was that “paid up” meant nothing more’n they didn’t actually boot us off their ol’ train. “Paid up” meant they tolerated us tagging along at the tail, suffered us to join in the nightly circling of the wagons—for safety reasons, I heard the boss tell someone who’d complained. But the dipper was never extended when our bucket mysteriously turned to salt water overnight, and some mornings when the other wagons were headed toward the horizon, we were still tugging on our oxen, trying to get ’em hitched.

So now, when a gun had been shot off and Ma had hollered out, there wasn’t a one of us who expected help. But someone did ride up: the wagon boss. Following on foot came some of the others.

That got me off the ground fast enough. Trouble was, I stood up so sudden that my head tried to explode and my leg all but broke underneath me. It shamed me to look weak in front of these men. I grabbed hold of the iron-rimmed wheel so tight you couldn’t have pried it loose with a team of horses. I turned to face ’em.

“What’s happened here?” The wagon boss, Mr. Haphorn, growled his question. He greeted any disturbance of his orderly wagon train with a curled lip.

Words wouldn’t come for me. Althea slinked away like a cat to climb into the dark safety of the wagon and peek out. I was so scared; my face felt so hot. I worked my mouth but … still nothing.

“He’s been shot, Mr. Haphorn.” Ma’s voice was a mix of respect and fear. I knew it was taking all her strength just to hold herself up close to the wagon’s side and talk to him. “Can you help him, please? Sir?”

Mr. Haphorn’s gaze swung back to me. “You need help, son?”

I moved my head from side to side. That was the manly thing to do, I knew, but it sure scrambled the images of people and wagons and animals. I blinked hard and they settled into their rightful places.

“Who was holdin’ the gun?”

Now, that was a question none of us wanted to answer. We all knew Pa’s standing. He didn’t need the extra blame.

Mr. Haphorn heaved an impatient sigh. “Where is he?”

“We don’t know … sir.” The words came squeaking outta my mouth.

“Ma’am?”

“Like my son said, we don’t rightly know, sir. He’s probably just gone off for a bit to gather himself, you know. If one of you could kindly go fetch him, we’ll be ready to move out. Colton’s got the oxen all hitched, as you can see.”

A rider appeared from the other direction. “He’s busted outta here. Thought I saw him headin’ north, through the sand hills, but I lost him.”

“Look for him again,” Mr. Haphorn said.

The man wheeled his horse and galloped off. A couple of the others ran for their horses and rode after him.

Mr. Haphorn looked down on us like we were the sorriest bunch of jugheaded nags he’d ever seen, animals not worth saving. I knew he wasn’t of a mind to. The lightening sky revealed his reddened cheeks. “Your husband in the habit of runnin’ off?”

“No, sir.”

“He crazy or somethin?”

Ma’s humiliation showed itself in the pause. “No, sir,” she answered quietly. Her fingers were gripping the wagon board so hard they were shaking.

Then the bullet: “What do you plan on doin’ if we can’t find him?”

“He’ll be back. I’m sure of it.”

“And if you’re wrong?”

Ma pursed her lips. “We’re paid up all the way to California, Mr. Haphorn.”

His horse, a big-boned bay, shook his head and snorted, like he was expressing an opinion shared by his rider. “Ma’am, are you aware there’s folks in California that don’t want you and your kind in their state?”

Ma didn’t answer. Just kept looking steady at him. That was rasping him some, I could tell.

“You got your free papers?” he asked with sudden heat.

Ma bristled. “No. I’ve never needed ’em ’cause I’ve never been a slave.”

He shook his head. “Doesn’t matter. Without your husband, anyone in California can claim you’re a runaway. You want to risk that? You want to lose your young’uns?”

Willie started his wailing again, like he understood, and that was ’bout all Ma could take. “What is it you want us to do, Mr. Haphorn?”

“I want you off my wagon train. I want you to agree to my settin’ you down in the next town we come to.”

“No,” she said, simple as that, and loosed her grip on the wagon board and collapsed back onto her pillow inside the canopy. Willie’s crying sounded muffled, and I knew she’d pressed him to her breast, trying to quiet him, trying to keep from irritating Mr. Haphorn any more than we already had.

He grunted. “Damn mongrels.” Glaring down at me, he spat the words. “Look at you, with your tail between your legs, shivering like you got no backbone. You’re ready to run off like your pa, ain’t you?”

I was still gripping the wagon wheel, balancing on my one good leg and feeling like everything that I knew as true and dependable was spinning away from me. All I could do was shake my head.

He raised his voice, kept up his arguing. “You’re sick,” he hollered at Ma, “you got no menfolk—”

“We got Colton!” Althea said, popping her head over the wagon seat. She was blazing mad. Mr. Haphorn tried to stare her down, but she fastened her two dark eyes on him, as she could do, and he was the one that looked away first.

“Geez …,” he started to swear. He shook his head and slammed his fist onto the saddle horn. Giving up, he hollered, “Have it your way. But he’s as good as dead out there by himself, and I ain’t got time to play nursemaid to any of yourn.” He looked over his shoulder and called to a man waiting and watching beside a team of mules. “Hank! Can you spare your brother to drive this wagon today?”

“I can drive the wagon,” I spoke up. No squeaking this time. Not even a sir.

He whirled and pinned his narrowed eyes on me. But if Althea could stare him down, so could I. No little sister of mine was gonna outdo me. I stood tall, even though my gunshot leg was paining me something fierce, and looked directly into his scowling face.

He jerked his chin toward the oxen. “Then, let’s see you get ’em in line.”

The near ox, the one with the mean-looking red splotch over his eye, swung his head round and gave me a look. If an animal could sneer, he was doing it. With my heart giving rabbit kicks, I pulled the braided leather goad from under the wagon seat. It felt heavy in my hand. Pa’d let me practice with it a few times, but since he wasn’t much good at using it himself, I hadn’t learned a lot. I took a deep breath. Snapping my wrist, I flicked the tangled lashes. “Get up!” I ordered.

Nothing. The silence roared in my ears. In that moment of failure I was aware of a swishing tail, an impatient cough, a stamping foot. I took a step closer, raised my arm high, and yelled, “Get up!” The goad came whistling down on hide.

At that the oxen plunged forward. The wagon tongue creaked, the wheels groaned in resistance, then slowly began turning. We were moving! I snapped the goad again. “Gee!” I called, and the four oxen leaned to the right, still moving, angling now toward the twin tracks of the trail. I stepped with ’em, forcing myself to ignore the flames shooting up through my injured leg. Just keep putting one foot in front of the other, I told myself. And smile, smile to stop the scream that’s rising in your throat. But oh, Lordy Almighty! I wanted to cry out. What was I doing walking in my pa’s place and taking part in leaving him out here in this wasteland?

The wagon wheels rose up over a little ridge, then dropped with a rattle and a bang onto the other side. That knocked the gun to the floorboard with a thud, and I jumped.

“Hold on there,” Mr. Haphorn said.

“Whoa,” I ordered.

Riding up to the motionless wagon, still looking down on me with that curled lip of his, he said, “I better take the gun. Don’t want any more accidents.” He reached for it.

I didn’t want to let him have it. No man would. I should’ve spoke up and said, “No, thank you, sir. We’ll keep the gun and be just fine with it.” But I was scared he would leave us behind, leave us all alone in the territory with no one and no food, and soon we’d be nothing more’n another pile of bleached bones on the side of the trail. And so I let him take the gun and prayed that he’d take us along too.

The wagons lined up and began moving west. We took our place at the tail end. The morning wind rushed straight at us, trying to push us back, it seemed. It threw sand round hooves and wheels, tried covering ’em up, holding ’em down. I put my chin on my chest along with the oxen and kept plodding. To the north the hills began shifting again. A low, sad moan hummed cross the desert. That made me shiver. It was only the sands, I knew, but somehow, that morning, they sounded an awful lot like my pa, crying out for help.



CHAPTER THREE

I don’t know if we got the kinda trouble that day that Mr. Haphorn was expecting, ’cause rifles were no help.

It was a storm that attacked us first. Wickeder than any I’d ever seen. ’Most as soon as the wagons started moving, in fact, the sun was snuffed out at our backs and an allover gloom kept the day from arriving. The wind that had been shifting the sands round died down to nothing, and it got awful still. Awful prickly quiet. You could hear the air rushing in and outta the animals’ wet noses, and the sands crunching and collapsing under the iron-rimmed wheels, and the stiff canvas rubbing against the hickory bows. But you couldn’t hardly breathe yourself ’cause the air had got so heavy. It smelled damp and earthy. Moldy, like when you lean down into a well. And it took on a peculiar watery green color that had the effect of lighting up all the desert colors. The sage came green and the sand white, and the ever present, ever distant mountains turned all shades of blue and purple. It was pretty, all right, but it gave me a mighty twitchy feeling too.

And then a white-hot crackle of lightning burned through the darkening sky straight to earth. Boom! That made the hairs on my head stand to and made the girls cry out and Willie shriek to wake the dead. But Ma? She hadn’t spoke a word since we left camp. Just sank back among her things and let me drive us away from her husband and my pa. Her silence scared me.

I thought for certain we’d circle up and wait it out, but we didn’t. We kept moving toward the storm, and it toward us. There was some more lightning, bolts that ripped the sky cloth apart and blinded me with their white fire. There were cannon booms of thunder that rocked the ground under my feet. And then, cross the desert, came a sheet of rain so thick you couldn’t see through it. It was like a great gray curtain closing off the mountains, shutting us away from our goal, setting us apart, even, from each other. One by one it began drenching the wagons ahead of us. It came on so fast that before you could gulp, it was at our first yoke of oxen, then the second. I watched it streak their coats gray with dust-turned-to-mud, then with streams of dirty water rushing down their sides. They hung their heads under the deluge and kept plodding.

I braced as it hit me ’cause it came down hard. I was so wet so fast I might as well’ve jumped in a river. Nothing I could do ’bout it. I hunched my shoulders and held steady. That’s what Pa would’ve done. I wondered if, wherever he was, he was getting as wet.

For a miserable spell we kept working our way west, though we couldn’t see where we were going. Rainwater built up round hooves and wheels just like the sand had been doing. Since we were at the back of the long line, we got the worst of the trail. What had been smooth ruts before turned to slippery troughs full of ankle-deep quicksand. The oxen struggled. They tried hard enough, but their hooves kept sliding out from underneath ’em. When the spotted one fell to his knees, our progress came to a sudden stop. I ran forward to give him some encouragement, forgetting my sore leg, and yelped in pained surprise. That put the scare into him. With a mighty effort he began clambering to his feet, moaning at the mistreatment. His efforts jostled the wagon such that even with the deafening downpour, I heard the wood snap.

Fighting the sick feeling in my stomach, I hurried round the wagon. Sure enough, one of the wheels had got stuck and twisted in a steep-sided rut. Two spokes had broken already. Wondering if the rest would hold, I hollered to the oxen, and they leaned into their work. The damaged wheel wobbled crazily. Its creaking crescendoed and exploded in popping splinters as two more spokes snapped. A shudder ran through the wagon. “Whoa!” I yelled just in time. The oxen stopped and the broken wheel stopped and the other wagons kept moving, and before you could say “God bless,” we were cast adrift, on our own in the rain-soaked wilderness.

I must’ve stood there fifteen minutes, balancing on one leg and letting the rain beat down on me and just staring at the busted wheel. How long had I been in charge of my family? Not half a morning, and already I had us stranded.

Standing there like that, I got to thinking ’bout the little German boy who’d been crushed by his family’s wagon. I guess ’cause it’d been raining that day too. We all ran ahead when his ma screamed, then stood looking at him, too helpless to move. Funny thing was, there wasn’t a mark on him. Just a little line of blood trickling outta his nose, and that kept getting washed away by the rain. His mother cradled him in her arms and cried and cried. Two of the men fetched shovels and began cutting a grave right there in the wet prairie. Someone else brought a sheet and wrapped him in it. We all gathered round the grave—all except my pa—and listened to Mr. Egan recite the Lord’s Prayer. Then we traveled on like it had never happened.

It was the rain that bothered me the most. I remember wondering for days if the water would trickle down to the boy’s body, if the drops would soak through that thin sheet and bead up on his waxy skin. I wondered if he would feel the cold.

As I glanced down at my own hand clutching the wagon, I noticed the drops beading up on my cold skin. With a hard shiver I shook ’em off. Felt like I was shaking off death itself. It was that near.

I didn’t want to tell Ma about my failure. I couldn’t. So I just stood beside the broken wheel, numbly noticing the hot tears on my frozen cheeks. My boots filled up with rainwater. Didn’t matter. We wouldn’t be walking away from this one.

After the rain had passed, the sky shone itself a blinding blue. The sun stoked its fires and set the land to steaming. Vapors drifted round the clumps of sagebrush like captured clouds. Slapping the rain off my hat, I looked up and saw a spectacle the likes of which I’d never seen. Off to the north, and stretching clear across the sky, was a rainbow—not a single one, but a double. The yellows and oranges and greens were just as bright as store-bought ribbons, and the two bands were stacked perfectly, one on top of the other. The words terrible majesty came to mind, something I must’ve heard from a preacher at some time or nother; and I was stirred with feelings of awe and some hope.

The inside of the wagon was still awful quiet. I knew I had to break the news to Ma that we were pretty well stuck, but while I was deciding how to say it, I saw a horse and rider coming down the trail. I couldn’t see the wagons anymore. They’d disappeared beyond a muddy ridge. Or maybe they’d been swept away. The horse, dark colored, was coming slow ’cause the deep-rutted trail was sloppy wet. There was something strange about the rider, something ’bout the headgear he was wearing. As the pair got closer, I realized the rider was a woman wearing a sunbonnet. What had got me confused was she was riding her horse cross-saddle, just like a man.

She rode right up to the oxen and jumped down, never minding the mud splashing her skirt. Tossed me a motherly smile so warm it made my throat grow thick, made me wish that, just for a few minutes, I could be a boy again instead of a man. Not have so much responsibility. She walked straight past me and climbed into the wagon, to see to Ma and Willie, I suppose, ’cause she shooed Althea and Jewel out. Whispering to each other and looking scared, they came and stood by me. They stared at the broken wheel and then the endless wilderness running in all directions from us. I started to point out the rainbows, but they were gone. Like he’d been pinched, Willie took up screaming, and I felt the sun burn on my neck hotter than ever.

Althea was staring down the trail behind us. “You think Pa’s comin’ back?”

“Course he is,” I answered brightly. With a guilty jolt I realized I sounded just like him.

“Where did he go?” Jewel asked above the wailing.

“Most likely to find a doctor,” I answered. “’Cause Willie’s sick. But he’ll be coming back soon.”

Althea gave me a sharp look, charging me with lying. I shrugged my shoulders. What’d she want me to say? That I figured we could last maybe two days out here after our water ran out and the oxen died and the buzzards started circling? If it was buzzards that found us first and not some worse kinda fate. There were plenty to choose from.

A terrible cracking sounded inside the wagon, wood splintering from wood. I started to go see what it was, but the woman with the bonnet climbed out carrying the spindled legs from one of Ma’s favorite chairs.

“Now then,” she said. “Let’s get this wheel fixed so you can make it into camp before supper’s through.” Looking up the trail ahead, a sort of triumphant expression on her face, she snorted, “Self-minded fools!”

She bent over the busted wheel. “You got an ax somewhere?” I dug for it and handed it over, but she wouldn’t take it. Just pointed at one of the broken spokes. “Think you can knock it outta there?”

Well, I was sure enough gonna try. Felt good to be doing something toward getting us outta this mess. In a couple of good bangs I had it knocked loose. I attacked the others with all the vigor my twelve-year-old arms held. The traitorous spokes must’ve known they weren’t long for this world, ’cause it only took a few swipes apiece.

The woman measured a chair leg against the socket in the wheel, then handed it to me. “Whittle it down some, just around the ends. And not too much, mind you.”

I put all my concentration into it. Took a few short stabs that missed the wood completely. Althea snickered. Focused my eyes, stabbed again, and knocked off a chunk of wood.

“Good!” the woman exclaimed, and I never felt prouder or more important in my life. Together we worked the chair legs into place. The wheels were swollen with the rain and I was grateful for her help. Once we finished, she pointed to the wood chips knocked off by the ax. “Better save those for shims,” she said. “When the sun dries the wheels, our hand-fashioned spokes are liable to work loose. You can shove the chips into the gaps. Just keep a close eye on ’em.”

I nodded. “Thank you, ma’am.”

She looked over our oxen—two of ’em lying down and the other two standing like their hooves had grown roots into the mud. “Can you get ’em moving?”

I nodded again and showed her my goad.

“I’d like to stay and help you along, but I’m already in hot water for coming back in the first place. But I’ll be keeping an eye out for you.”

“Thank you,” I said. “We’ll make it.”

She started to turn, seemed to think better of it. Laying her hands on my shoulders and speaking like she was angry, she said, “The key is sticking together. Remember that. You stand by each other and you’ll do fine, no matter what happens.”

After that she climbed on her horse and rode off. We set off behind her. My hurt leg hollered at the first few steps. I ignored it, and sometime later it went silent and numb. The oxen still struggled in the muddy ruts, so the going was slow. But the damaged wheel turned and the makeshift spokes held. As the sun baked the earth into a gummy mess, I got to worrying that we’d get stuck again. But I kept on the oxen and they kept moving. Hours passed. The sun slid over our heads. My very bones ached. The sky faded from blue to purple to black, and still we were plodding along. When the stars came out, the oxen started protesting with a mournful bellowing, but I kept the goad to ’em, too scared to stop and pass the night alone in the desert. And then, as we climbed over a ridge, there was the wagon train, circled, in a hollowed-out area below us. Campfires were glowing all throughout the darkness, and I don’t think I’d ever seen a more welcome sight.

I didn’t want to bother anybody by pushing into the circle, so I just drove the team up near to it, still keeping a little ways off. To save time in the morning, I even left the oxen yoked for the night, though I unhitched ’em. “You’re gonna have to eat at the same plate tonight, boys,” I told ’em, “’cause I’m not about to get left behind tomorrow from chasing you down.”

I tried to talk to Ma, but she was tight lipped and not herself. I think maybe she was feverish. Even Willie wasn’t making any noise, not crying or whimpering, just lying there in his blanket like a worm in a cocoon. Jewel was sound asleep atop the bureau with her mouth hanging open. Though she was beginning to look as worn out as Ma, Althea was still climbing ’bout the wagon, trying to put things right by sheer willfulness. She handed me some dried apples and another soda biscuit, already half eaten. “You want I should try and start a fire?”

I knew she would’ve, but truth be told, I wasn’t sure I’d be awake long enough to eat anything warm. “No, I’m too tired to even set up the tent. Think I’ll just crawl under the wagon and sleep.”

“But it’s wet!”

“So am I,” I answered. Plopping onto the ground right then and there, I fought with my boots. The leather was wet and swollen so much it was glued to my skin and my squishy socks. My pants were still wet at the seams. Carefully I rolled up one pant leg past the bloodied area and felt round the wound. From what I could tell in the dark, there was some skin missing from my shin and a small hunk of meat with it, but the bone itself wasn’t hurt. Now that I had time to sit and think on it, though, it started throbbing again.
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