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        because, as the wise man said, it’s not often you find a good writer who’s also a good friend.

      

      

      “Fair young maid, all in a garden, Strange young man riding by, Saying, ‘Fair pretty maid, will you marry me?’This then, sir, was her reply.”
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      Beneath a sky as clear as Eden’s, Catharine Reilly walked up the dun slope of the South Pass.

      The wind was roaring down from the west, a massive tumbling of the air, smelling of blown grass and wet rock. Climbing, she leaned against the force of the wind, and it slapped her hair back off her face and tugged the bodice of her dress tight around her and fluttered her skirts until she had to hold them down with both hands.

      She lifted her face to the wind, into the tangy fragrance and the tingle of its furious caress. Her bonnet had already come loose; she held it crumpled in one fist as she made her way up to her husband.

      At the height of the slope, in the sun by an outcrop of colored stone, John Reilly sat perched on a rock, his sketchpad on his knees. His coat was thrown over the boulder behind him, and his shirt sleeves were pulled up. The wind had made a riot of his blond curly hair. His pencil stroked rapidly over the white page before him; when she came up beside him, he ignored her, absorbed as he was in his work.

      She stood there a moment, looking over his shoulder, and frowned, dissatisfied. The drawing was done well. In a few lines he had laid down on the page the great, broad, smooth trough of the South Pass, and now under his hand fragments of the emigrant camp appeared, the wagons and carts parked square for the night, the little groups of oxen and horses cropping the short brown grass, the figure of a child, in the distance, running with swinging arms down the slope. As she saw the child on the sketchpad she heard the faint screech of the real child’s voice.

      She turned away from the camp and looked into the northwest.

      The South Pass rose in a long, easy grade from the high plains to the Wind River Range. For days, sitting on the wagon seat, she had watched and watched the distance ahead of her; straining forward as if she could jack them up over the horizon, she had waited for the mountains. On the approach they had passed little bits of them, gigantic rocks erupting from the plain, low, sandy hills blocking her sight. Now, scaling the height of the pass, leaning into the wild wind, she came up at last before the peaks.

      She drew in a deep breath of the wind; she opened herself up, and the wind filled her. Before her the land dropped away so fast that it was like a door opening on nothing. Mostly air, a world unformed, chaotic, streaming with the pure light of the sun.

      Below their blazing crests, the mountains descended to blue darkness, a half-guessed-at valley or plain, to rebound again beyond from the unseeable depth into another steep, notched wave of rock, then fell away again and rose again until the horizon swallowed it all in a hazy blue that was a defeat of vision. The wind roared up from this plunging space as if it were born there, the breath of the rock.

      “Why don’t you draw this?” she asked, turning back toward John Reilly. He lifted his face, and she leaned down and put her arms around his neck and kissed him. Still holding him, her cheek against his hair, she said again, “Why not draw the mountains? Aren’t you sick to death of the wagons?”

      He said, “I don’t know where to start.” Still entangled in her embrace, he lifted his pencil again and drew part of a wagon’s familiar, dingy canvas bonnet.

      She sank down beside him, her arms around her knees, and returned her gaze to the mountains’ tremendous surge. “It’s magnificent.”

      “It’s too big, Cathy. Too complicated to draw.”

      She leaned against him, but her gaze remained on the mountains, which pleased her deeply; she felt for the first time in this long journey that they had reached someplace worth coming to.

      The sun was going down. All along the sky’s ragged edge the color slowly bloomed, on the low clouds deepening to red, between the clouds forming streaks of pure gold, along the horizon itself turning a delicate pure pink like the inside of a shell. Below this brilliant play of light the earth grew dark and the shapes vanished into the dark, as if the night were gathering them back in.

      Suddenly restless, her husband put his pencil away and folded the sketchpad. “Come along, it’s getting late.” He got up, reaching out to her, and drew her to her feet.

      Hand in hand they went down the slope toward the camp. Their wagon, which carried in it everything they owned, formed half the near right corner. Catharine looked up at her husband’s face. They were still so newly married that she sometimes found him absorbingly strange.

      At the camp he circled toward the pasture to bring their oxen in for the night, and she went into the middle of the square of wagons to cook their dinner. Nancy Kelsey was already at the fire, cutting strips of bacon; Catharine knelt down beside her to bake bannock bread.

      Nancy asked, “What’s your John want to do—go to Oregon, or California?”

      Catharine pressed the bread dough impatiently into the skillet. At first she had enjoyed the camp work, she who had never cooked anything, never cut a carrot or peeled a potato, delighting suddenly in making pan bread. Now she did it as quickly as she could, bored with it. “Is that what they’re all talking about?” She could hear the men behind her, gathering together on the far side of the camp, their voices rising, arguing.

      Nancy said, “They got to make up their minds.” She was a big, broad-hipped girl with capable hands, always working. At nineteen, a year younger than Catharine, she was already a mother; her baby lay on its blanket just beyond her. “Your John talk any to you about it?”

      “Not really.” She thought John’s mind was made up. They had always wanted to go to California, from the beginning.

      “Ben keeps fretting at it,” Nancy said. “Look, now, Cathy, you got to tip the pan up more, like this, or you’ll lose all the good heat.” Her voice had a mild edge of amusement. Carefully she propped up the skillet on its side so that the warmth of the fire baked the top of the dough.

      Catharine looked over at the growing knot of men. She could see Broken Hand in their midst, their guide, whose real name was Captain Fitzpatrick. His left hand was misshapen. He wore animal hides sewn together like an Indian’s clothes; his hair hung in a ropy braid down his back. John Bidwell was there also, and Nancy’s husband, Ben, and now Catharine saw her own husband striding up to join the group around the scout. She rose to her feet and went closer to listen.

      
        
        ✽✽✽

      

      

      She and John Reilly had been married only four months. They were both from Boston, but he was an Ann Street Irishman and she was a Mather from Franklin Place, and by rights they ought never to have married at all.

      They met at a lecture in New Bedford, where she heard an ex-slave talk about the rights of colored people and women, and then again at a bookstore, where she was buying a book of poetry. She liked his sketches. She liked his overlong blond hair and the square set of his shoulders. When he talked about his dream of moving west, taking land of his own in the wilderness, something wakened in her soul, and the house in Franklin Place seemed like a prison.

      He went to her father, honorably, and asked for her hand in marriage, and Edward Mather ordered him out and locked his daughter in her bedroom. She escaped down the servants’ stair and with John Reilly fled on the next post coach west. In New York a justice of the peace married them. They went on to Saint Louis, where with the last of his savings they bought a wagon and a team and supplies. They pawned her wedding ring for a dollar to pay their passage across the Missouri River.

      John had heard about a party of emigrants, Oregon-bound, assembling at a place called Sapling Grove, somewhere in Kansas. With their wagon and their oxen they reached Sapling Grove in the late spring and found more than sixty people already there, to go west.

      Most were farm people, from Ohio or Kentucky, boisterous, heavy-handed, quick-tempered, hard-working. The excitement of the great trek that lay before them seized them like a fever, an overflowing heat that gave itself away in wild, aimless fits of noise and motion. They danced and ran and talked at the tops of their voices, and then, on the morning they were to leave, they abruptly discovered that nobody knew which way to go.

      Fortunately they fell in with a party of Catholic missionaries whom Broken Hand was guiding west. So they had gotten this far. But here at the South Pass, the missionaries had to turn north to find the Flathead Indians they had been sent to convert, and Broken Hand was going with them. Now the settlers had to set off on their own.

      
        
        ✽✽✽

      

      

      Broken Hand loomed in the middle of the crowd of men. He had lived on the frontier all his life and looked like a wild creature of this country, with his clothes of hide and his battered, knotted hands. His voice rumbled.

      “The trail to Fort Hall is pret’ clearly marked from here. You go on down toward Soda Springs, and you’ll find the wagon tracks. You follow them west, toward the buttes . . .”

      Catharine went up closer to the men, behind her husband, who stood, increasingly impatient, listening to Broken Hand talk.

      “Onst you get to the Snake, you got to start looking for the ford.”

      “Is anybody writing this down?” called John Bidwell, and there was general laughter. Catharine laughed too. Fitzpatrick seemed to be confusing them all.

      One shoulder higher than the other, hulking in his filthy worn leathers, the plainsman hawked and spat and said, “Hard part’s behind y’. From here to Oregon’s pret’ easy. Even a bunch of green twigs like you oughta be able to follow the trail from here.”

      Ben Kelsey said, “What if we don’t want to go to Oregon?”

      “Shut up,” yelled somebody on the other side of the circle.

      “Oregon sounds good enough to me.” There was a widespread murmur of agreement.

      In the group around Reilly, John Bidwell said, “Back in Ohio, when we all started talking about this, it was California we wanted to get to.”

      Broken Hand drawled, “California’s a different place’n Oregon. Damned near impossible to get to, and the Spanish dons don’t hardly take to Americans. They’ll throw you in chains soon’s you pipe up. I heard of white men died in chains in Mexico.”

      Ben Kelsey said, “The Britishers think they own Oregon. That ain’t no sure thing, neither, seems to me.”

      Bidwell leaned forward, intent. “Listen, I’m telling you, I’ve heard in California the soil’s so good you just spit and grow people. Isn’t that worth a little risk?”

      Fitzpatrick looked up at him and said nothing. He had the stolid patience of a man who knew exactly what was possible and intended to waste no effort on what was not. Catharine glanced at her husband, sitting quietly in the midst of these men.

      Somebody else said, “Hey, Bidwell, you’re so sweet on California, show us how to get there.”

      That was the problem. As at Sapling Grove, nobody knew which way to go.

      Bidwell moved in toward the middle of the circle. He was a rangy young man, with a shock of black hair and a restless energy that kept him moving even as he talked. “I’ve heard, southwest from here, there’s a lake—”

      “There’s a lake, all right,” Fitzpatrick said, with a crackle of laughter. “I been that far.”

      “And a river running from it through the mountains and through California out to the Pacific Ocean. The Rio Buenaventura.”

      “The River of Good Luck,” said John Reilly. “That’s auspicious.”

      Broken Hand said, “Ain’t nobody I know ever seen that river. But I seen the lake, and it ain’t a fit place for anybody but seagulls or salt merchants.”

      “What’s the trail like to Oregon?” another voice asked.

      “It’s pretty rough,” said Fitzpatrick. “Goin’ through the Snake River country—that’s murder on beasts and wagons. But the trail’s there and it’s hard to get lost, which there’s something to be said for in this country.” His voice thickened momentarily and he coughed. “Indians are mildly unfriendly.”

      John Reilly leaned forward to catch his eyes. “What about the Indians around this River of Good Luck?”

      Fitzpatrick grunted. “I ain’t never seen no such river. Out there west of the salt lake there’s nothing but Digger Indians. They ain’t no trouble—they’re too poor to do much.”

      Kelsey said, “It’s just about as far to Oregon as it is to California, ain’t it?”

      Reilly turned to Bidwell. “Where did you hear about this River of Good Luck?”

      “A fellah named, unh, Roubideux, something like that.” Bidwell’s eager face swung toward him. “He’d been all over this country. He says in California you live like Adam and Eve, it’s always sunny and warm, there’s no winter there, and the going’s real easy. You just ride out ever’ day, shoot some meat for dinner, pick the fruit right off the trees.”

      “You’re going for certain, then.”

      Bidwell shrugged his shoulders. “The damned British are sittin’ there in Oregon. We fought two wars already with them and may be headed for a third, and if we fight and lose, all the Americans in Oregon will likely have to give up everything, or go back to bein’ English.” He nodded to John Reilly. “Kelsey’s going. Ain’tcha, Ben?”

      Ben Kelsey’s deep voice sounded off to Catharine’s right. “I got a good mind to. Me and my brother Jack, here.”

      John Reilly nodded to Bidwell. “I’ll go with you.”

      “Glad to hear that, Reilly. You’ll be good to have along.” Bidwell gripped him briefly by the hand, turned, and shouted at someone else.

      Reilly rubbed his hands together. Abruptly he turned and saw Catharine there behind him, and he backed up and reached his hand out and drew her over to him. She leaned against him and his arm went around her. They enclosed each other. Outside them the men were bellowing arguments, their voices rising like smoke to the starry sky. Reilly said, “We’re going to get there, Cathy. We’re going to have our own place, soon enough.” He squeezed her.

      “Cathy!”

      Catharine twisted, looking behind her. Nancy Kelsey stood by the fire waving her arms. “Oh. My bread.” She went back hastily toward the fire, to rescue their dinner.
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      Besides Bidwell and the Kelseys and the Reillys, a man named Bartleson decided to head for California, bringing with him his sons and a brother and six guns. Largely on the basis of the six guns, he was elected captain of the wagon train. On a big roan horse he rode along in front of them all, shouting orders and waving a stick over his head. The only other woman besides Catharine was Nancy Kelsey, with her baby.

      Fitzpatrick had pointed them along a trail that led south and west over a barren plain. There was no grass, only low brush with silver leaves that gave off a wild, woody aroma, like an herb. Broken Hand had told them to watch for horse Indians, saying that the Arapaho sometimes came this far west on raids, but after a few days’ travel they grew careless with the fire, sitting around it until well after dark, arguing about whether to put it out or not.

      Bartleson grunted. “Fitzpatrick was an old fool. Do you see any Indians? That’s because there ain’t none.” He turned his head and spat. In the fire’s blaze his cheeks shone red as war paint. “It’s not like I’d mind anyways. I got me a little keg of whiskey in my wagon. A nice pack of Indians could make me rich, at a beaver pelt or a fox fur for a drink.”

      The men were slumped and easy around the fire. Nancy and Catharine began picking up their pots and knives.

      Bartleson leered at the other men. Around him his sons and brother crowded like a wall. “Well? What d’you say?”

      On the far side of the fire that still burned high in their midst, Ben Kelsey clapped the meat of his broad hands together. “Broken Hand ain’t that old, nor a fool, and you kept it hid from him you got this keg. You know the laws about selling whiskey to the Indians.”

      “Law. Who said anything about the law? There ain’t no law out here. This is God’s country.” Bartleson began to laugh, his belly shaking.

      Nancy got hold of Catharine’s arm. “Come along, give them room to rant.”

      Reluctantly Catharine followed her away from the campfire, down to the edge of the river. Nancy knelt to scrub a pot with a handful of sand.

      Catharine stood looking back at the men. “Selling whiskey sounds like a bad idea to me.”

      Nancy said placidly, “My Ben will sit on that.”

      Now in fact Kelsey said, “There ain’t no reason to make this any more complicated than it already is. No peddling whiskey.” He got up, moving toward the fire, and with a stick began to break it up. John Reilly stooped to push sand over the flames. The round glow of light shrank, but the men crowded together, on their feet now. Catharine took a step closer to them.

      Nancy came up beside her and held her by the arm. “Stay back, Cathy.”

      Bartleson said, “Now, hold on! You ain’t the captain here, I am!”

      Kelsey straightened; the last half-smothered glow of the fire barely lit him to the knees. In the dark behind him, his brother Jack and John Bidwell moved up to flank him. Kelsey hooked his thumbs in his belt and scowled at Bartleson. “You got yourself elected captain, but I figger we can get you unelected.”

      “You think so!” Bartleson stuck his thumbs in his belt.

      “Are they going to fight?” Catharine asked, startled.

      Nancy slipped a reassuring arm around her waist. “No, no, just bellow.”

      Kelsey and Bartleson stood face to face a moment, and then John Reilly strode up and pushed in between them.

      “Damn it, what are you doing? Fitzpatrick said we were green, and so we are—here we’re stuck out in the wilderness and you’re feuding over selling liquor to Indians like you were barkeeps in Boston. Look up there!”

      He pointed at the sky, and obediently they all turned and peered up where his arm aimed.

      “You see that red star there? That’s Antares. That’s a summer star, and it’s nearly gone. Look around you! The winter’s coming. We’re out here with no food but what meat we can shoot, with women and a baby—and you want to hang around and make a little money!”

      He swept his challenging gaze around the firelit circle of men. Bartleson stood back, not smiling anymore, looking smaller. One of his own men had a hand on his arm, holding him. The fight was gone from Kelsey’s look; when Reilly faced him he turned his head away. There was a taut silence. Abruptly Bidwell strode forward and began to kick apart the fire and douse the flames, and several others joined him. The darkness fell around them, and the cold.

      “Let’s go,” John Reilly said, in the night. “Let’s get to sleep and get a good move on tomorrow.”

      “Say hey to that,” someone murmured, and they began to head back to their wagons.

      
        
        ✽✽✽

      

      

      In the dark, later, she said, “You’re a hero.”

      He cradled her in the crook of his arm, his breath warm on her forehead. “No hero. Worried, mostly.” His beard scrubbed her cheek. “I’m beginning to be sorry I dragged you out here, my dear one, my darling.”

      “I’d rather be out here with you than back in Boston eating cake,” she said.

      “We could go back,” he said. “We could head up to Fort Hall.”

      “No!” She stiffened, pushing away to look at him, alarmed. “No, we can’t go back.” Going back was a kind of defeat, an admission that they had been wrong. She would never admit she had been wrong.

      He gathered her in again. “You’re brave, Cathy. But you don’t know what’s ahead of us. Neither do I, and that’s what worries me.”

      “California,” she said. “California is ahead of us. Remember that lecture?” During their courtship they had walked to Cambridge to hear a former Harvard student talk about his voyages to the Pacific. His ship had traded for hides and tallow in California, and in his talk he had made it seem peaceful and quiet, cut off utterly from the rest of the world, a sleepy paradise of orange trees and clay houses and slow-rolling surf. “California is out there, somewhere, if we just keep going.”

      “Is that what you want?” her husband asked.

      In the cramped, dark space of the wagon, she lay pressed against his body and wondered what he was asking her. “I’m with you,” she said. “That’s all I care about.”

      He said, “You have me, but you still want something. As long as I’ve known you, you’ve wanted something, and I wish I knew what it is.”

      She was still for a moment, startled by this alien view of her. Far away in the desert the quavering howl of a wolf sounded. She put her hand on his chest. “I want to do something great,” she said. “Something noble. Like the people who won the Revolution. Or Columbus.” Saying it, she could not help but laugh at herself. “But, you know, I’ll settle for you.”

      “Hunh.” This bit of humor ruffled him; perhaps he took her seriously. “That’s a man’s dream. Women are already noble for putting up with us.” His arm tightened around her. “Go to sleep, Cathy. Dream like that.”

      
        
        ✽✽✽

      

      

      They found a shallow river and followed its course out onto a broad, stony, sagebrush-covered plain. Day by day the mountains slipped behind them. Before them lay broad, flat land, treeless and dry. The animals crowded along the banks of the river, where the only grass grew. During the day, as they traveled, Catharine watched for patches of grass, and took a knife and cut the grass and saved it in the wagon to feed the oxen at night.

      The river ran shallower with every mile, foul-tasting and mucky. Its banks were marshes, studded with reeds like spears. Two of the wagons sank down to their wheel hubs in the mud, and the group had to stop to free them while the animals ranged desperately for something to eat. Catharine sat on the Kelseys’ wagon seat, holding Nancy’s baby, while the other woman sewed her husband’s jacket. The men were arguing as they worked, their voices rising over the gritty clash of the shovels.

      “Damn, this country’s sour as my mother-in-law. Bidwell, damn you, where the hell’s this River of Good Luck?”

      “I say we cut off due west. Make a run for it.”

      “Make a run, what you’ll run is your rat-butt off.”

      “If we turn north now, we can probably make it to Fort Hall.”

      “Yeah, that’s you, Bartleson, chickening out.”

      Catharine said, “They’re always arguing.”

      “They’re men,” Nancy said. “Men spend most of their time together pushing each other into line.”

      Her hands moved with a deft speed that stirred Catharine to envy. She had never learned to sew. She wished she could play the piano for Nancy, so that the other woman would find something to admire in her.

      Nancy said, “I’ll mend that dress for you, Cathy, if you can change it for somethin’ else.”

      Catharine shifted the baby in her arms. “It’s all right.” She did not want Nancy having to work for her, too. The baby was stirring awake, warm and heavy and faintly malodorous.

      “You have such pretty things,” Nancy said. “You should take better care of them.” Her smile took the edge off the reproach.

      “You show me how, then. She’s waking up. What a baby, Sarah.” She loved the baby; nobody at home had babies. Sarah opened her blue eyes wide and produced a lunatic smile.

      “Hey!” A yelp burst from Nancy. “Indians—look—”

      Catharine jerked her head up, looking where Nancy pointed. On the next ridge, rising like a wave of sand up from the flat bed of the desert, six little riders trotted boldly along. Nancy snatched the baby out of Catharine’s arms and hid it under her shawl.

      The men roared, “Indians!” Bartleson grabbed his rifle from the scabbard on his saddle and waved it over his head, and Ben Kelsey loped up from the river muck, his boots filthy, and reached down without ceremony past Catharine’s skirts and brought a gun out from under the seat.

      “They’re gone,” Catharine said.

      Kelsey’s breath left him in a grunt. He was older than Nancy by some years, and he never smiled. His broad, dour face was stubbled with beard like a mown field. “They ain’t gone. You just ain’t seein’ ’em anymore.” He walked down toward the other men, who were standing in a line above the mired wagons and staring away to the west.

      The Indians did not show themselves again. The men went back to the work of digging the wagons free. In a few moments they resumed their arguing, over something else. The women made the fire and cooked a little bread; Catharine had only a few cups of flour left, but she had a good quantity of beans. Soaking these in the brackish river water left them tough and foul-tasting and made for flatulence, hours after eating. She wondered what the Indians ate. There seemed nothing in this country except sand and sagebrush and vultures.

      They freed the wagons and rolled on. The river wound on through treacherous flats of mud, growing wider and shallower as it ran south. Even the animals began to get stuck in the salty, slick marshes that fringed it. Once a flock of seagulls circled over the wagons, screaming at them, and flew away to the south, which meant, the men said, that the salt lake was close by.

      Wary of the mud flats and tired of the stinking water, they decided to swing west, across the flat land toward the low ridges in the distance, hoping to find the River of Good Luck. They filled their water casks and cut what grass their beasts had not yet eaten, and they pushed on.

      In the western distance the blue ridges of the mountains lay like blades against the sky. There was no shade from the glare of the sun. The oxen plodded steadily along, their knobbed hipbones swaying. Bartleson on his roan horse and Bidwell on a mule set off to scout the broad, barren plain ahead for the river. The ground was stony and raw, and even the sagebrush grew sparsely here. There was no water.

      That night, when they camped and gathered in the cattle, three or four head were missing. The next day, in the evening, a few more were gone, and a mule limped in with an arrow in its leg. So the Indians were there, somewhere.

      Bartleson and Bidwell came back; they had found no trace of the River of Good Luck.

      Once there had been rivers here. The group followed an ancient gouge through the land where shoals of gravel and sand terraces imprinted with the wind-blurred marks of waves showed that the water had run high there in the past. Strands of grass like inept birds’ nests hung twisted in the bleached branches and the exposed roots of the brush that grew out of the bank. The phantom river hampered them as if it were real; it took the men half the day to get all the wagons across a gorge where once another old stream had run into this one, and almost immediately afterward Bidwell’s open cart broke a wheel again. The young man packed his food and clothes onto his oxen; they dragged the broken cart off to one side and left it.

      The riverbed turned southward, and now a thin layer of water seeped along it. There was grass growing sparse and coarse on the flat sand, but the beasts would have none of it. Walking through it, looking for fodder, Catharine saw the ground ahead of her sparkling in the sun. When she stooped to pick a blade of grass, there were tiny crystals all over it. She touched her tongue to the grass; the crystals were jewels of salt.

      She stopped where she was and looked ahead of them, down the gorge of the invisible river. The sun glittered on the grass. Far away in the gray-brown plain, she thought she saw a row of trees and the gleam of water. All was dun, dust-colored, gray-green and gray-brown; the horizon melted indefinably into the edge of the sky. She turned and trudged back to the wagons.

      John sat on the wagon seat drawing while the other men argued out their course. Their animals were weak for want of fodder, and following this old river was taking them deeper into a barren salt flat. The low mountains that loomed ahead looked no greener.

      “Keep going west,” Kelsey was saying. “That way at least we’re gettin’ closer.”

      Bartleson scratched his belly. “We ain’t gettin’ no wagons up over those mountains.” He jerked his head toward the west.

      Catharine looked down at the white page on John’s knee. In a few abrupt black lines, Bartleson’s face, framed by his wide-brimmed straw hat, glowered at her; beside him was John Bidwell, laughing, eternally sunny, his eyes bright. “That’s good,” she said, pointing.

      “Oh, is it.” John glanced at her, and then beneath his darting pencil her face appeared, her wide eyes, her little knob of a nose and sharp chin, her hair tucked demurely beneath her bonnet; his pencil rose a moment, still, above the little portrait, and then in an irresistible flash of his fingers he drew a mustache on her upper lip.

      She jabbed an elbow into his ribs. “You devil.”

      His arm snaked around her and he drew her against him, and they kissed. From the council going on around them there was a whoop of vicarious pleasure.

      Later, in the dark, they made furtive love, hiding what they were doing from the others just outside. They tried not to rock the wagon; they were wedged in between the chest of clothes and John’s toolbox. Pressed against his body, touched to ecstasy, she clenched her teeth to keep from crying out.

      “God,” he said, lying on her, “what I’d give for a real bed.”

      “Turn around, we’ll go back to Boston.”

      He laughed. Shifting and scraping, they struggled for room in the close darkness, and the wagon creaked. Out there now, perhaps, in his blankets, John Bidwell knew the Reillys made love. Fat, ugly Bartleson knew. She turned on her side and pulled the blanket up.

      “A bed,” he said sleepily. “A mug of ale, clean water to wash in, to wash you in, paved streets that go where I expect them to, loaves of fresh bread, still warm from the oven, and butter—”

      “John,” she said.

      “Clean clothes, no blisters, no idiot oxen, no Indians—”

      She stilled him with a kiss. His hands pressed against her, shaping her, making her real. She needed him, and a wave of gratitude washed over her, that he whom she needed so much was kind and good and clever and full of love, and needed her, too.

      This was right; it had to be right. What they were doing, what they had done. In the end it would all be right. Warm and safe in his embrace, she shut her eyes.
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      It took hours to fill their water casks from the slow-seeping river. They hauled the wagons across the streambed and turned due west, across a broad flat covered with thick and tangled sagebrush. The men walked in the front, hacking a trail through this miniature forest; the sagebrush stems, like iron, yielded only to heroic blows.

      After a few minutes, Bartleson in a rage shouted the other men out of the way and drove his team hard at the brush, as if he could force his way through by mere temper.

      Under the constant cracking lash, the oxen plowed into the sage, hauling the wagon after. The brush sank and creaked, and the wagon wheels screamed, sliding on their iron rims along the stems and catching in the forks of the brush. Even under the wagon’s weight the sagebrush would not break but only bend, and once bent the tough, springy stems fought their way back to their original shape. They bore the wagon completely up off the ground, while Bartleson on the seat shouted and swung his whip and the oxen bellowed, until the wagon slowly, with great dignity, rolled over sideways onto the great mattress of brush.

      Bartleson and his whip sailed off into the sage. The Kelseys and John Bidwell broke into roars of laughter. While the fat man fought free of the vegetation they all stood around grinning at him. After that, Bartleson swung an ax with the rest of them.

      All that day they struggled up a long ridge that rose like a wave from the earth. Near the summit they came on a patch of meadow with tall grass and a little spring. Catharine drank some of the sweet, clear water and stepped back to look on to the west.

      This crest was the forefoot of a range of low hills, abrupt, wind-hollowed, sprinkled with puffs of sagebrush. Beyond she could see only the implacable sky.

      The wind was cold. She drew her shawl around her. The sun was low in the west, dropping toward a horizon of hazy notches. Off to the north, to her surprise, was a nearby hill that wore a cap of white snow.

      “You see that?” John Bidwell said. He came up beside her, but it was to her husband, chopping sagebrush for the fire, that he spoke. “You were right—the winter’s coming on. We got to get a move on.”

      Reilly leaned on the ax. “I’ve been thinking we could move faster without the wagons.” Catharine stooped and began to gather up the chunks of brush he had chopped, their oily aroma like a protest. “You rode down south of here. What’d you find?”

      Bidwell’s fingers plucked at his thin black beard. “The farther south you go, the drier the country gets. You think these hills here are rough—down south they go straight up like walls, and they’re bare as blank walls, too, no trees, no grass, no water.” He stopped, staring not at them but through them. “Looks like the devil’s stoneyard down there.”

      Catharine carried the wood away to the fire. Bartleson was sitting by it already, his knees spread, poking with a stick at the flames, while Nancy on the far side was working to make a little bit of bread.

      “What a mess. What a mess you got us into!” said Bartleson. He glared at Bidwell.

      “Hey,” Bidwell said, “I didn’t press-gang you. You came along on your own pins.” The deepening twilight was driving them all in toward the fire.

      The baby wailed. Nancy, bent over the pans on the fire, said, “Get her, Cathy, will you?” and Catharine went to the Kelseys’ wagon and lifted Sarah up into her arms.

      Kelsey said, “We can’t go back. We done ate up all the grass getting this far. Due west is the way to go. Just keep on going west. Get through it.”

      Bartleson struck at the fire with his stick. “What a mess you got us into,” he said, this time to nobody in particular.

      “The wagons are slowing us down too much,” John Reilly said. “The hills are getting steeper. I say we leave the wagons. Pack our gear on the animals.”

      Kelsey’s head bobbed up and down. “About what I was thinkin’. Slaughter the ones that ain’t gonna make it anyway and jerk the meat.” He nodded around them. “There’s enough grass here to keep us a couple days while we do it.”

      Bartleson’s lips pursed out. “I got a lot of stuff in my wagon.” His small eyes squinted from one of them to the next.

      “Leave it. Cache it. Maybe you can come back for it.” Kelsey gave him hardly a glance. He looked at Bidwell and Reilly. “Get going on it first thing tomorrow.”
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      They slaughtered half their animals, cut the meat off the carcasses, hung it in the sage fires to smoke and dry. After three days the meat had shrunk and toughened like leather. They packed it in sacks left over from their stores of food, took their belongings out of the wagons, and began to strap the meat and their possessions onto the oxen and mules.

      The Reillys had slaughtered one of their two oxen. They stood by their wagon trying to decide which of their things were important enough to pack. Catharine took her clothes out of her trunk and stuffed them into a sack with John’s clothes. She stroked the pretty paper lining of the trunk, regretful. John touched her cheek. He slid his sketchpad in beside his box of tools and his ax, strapped on top of their remaining ox.

      The Bartlesons were gathering up the beasts into a herd, now, on the edge of the meadow. They looked strange, the oxen, packs of goods riding on their knobby backs. Catharine climbed into her wagon, looking around for anything else she could carry.

      John leaned in at the back. “It’s like leaving home again,” he said, and pulled his mouth into a smile, but there was no amusement in it, no humor. “I’m sorry, Cathy.”

      “What are you sorry about?” She climbed down beside him and put her hands on his arms, exasperated.

      “Bringing you out here. You giving up so much.”

      She slid her hands around his waist and hugged him. “I’m not giving up anything I really want.”

      “Hey!” The yell came from the crest of the hill, behind them, an angry bellow. “Hey—damn you—”

      “We ain’t got time to wait around, Kelsey.”

      “That’s our meat, too!” Bidwell shouted.

      John swore under his breath. He strode past Catharine, around the back of the wagon. “Stop,” he shouted, “stop, damn you, Bartleson!” and began to run.

      Catharine went after him, hurrying up the long slope. She could hear the low rumble of animals galloping. The men were shouting again. She scrambled up the slope through the clawing, clutching sagebrush.

      Across the trampled meadow the men were fighting and running. At the far end the settlers’ animals were galloping away in a tight bunch. At the near end Kelsey, on foot, had hold of the bridle of Bartleson’s rearing horse. She stood, her knees quaking, wondering what to do. Twenty feet from her, Bartleson leaned out of his saddle and struck Kelsey across the face with the ends of his reins, and Kelsey let go and stumbled back.

      “See you in California!” Bartleson wheeled his horse around and thundered off.

      Catharine scurried along the steep slope; she slipped and fell, scraping her knee on a rock. Down the far side of the ridge she could see their whole herd, all the beasts they had not slaughtered, rumbling away through the sagebrush. The packs rode like crazy jockeys on their backs. Bartleson and his men, on horseback, whooped along in their tracks, herding them with sticks and ropes. John Reilly, before her, spun around, and plunged back down the slope, cutting off their ox before it stampeded away with the others.

      “What’s going on?” Catharine cried, bewildered.

      John Bidwell threw down his hat. “Beat again,” he said.

      Kelsey was glaring at the disappearing Bartlesons. “They had all the meat?” Off at the edge of the meadow, Nancy wailed.

      John Reilly came up, leading his ox. Kelsey’s brother followed, panting; he had given futile chase to the Bartlesons. He said, “I knew we shouldn’t of trusted ’em.”

      “They took it all?” Catharine asked blankly.

      Nancy Kelsey stamped into their midst, her face red, tears on her cheeks. “I hope it poisons ’em.”

      “Come on.” John Reilly reached out and pulled at Bidwell’s sleeve. “They can’t gallop that stock forever. Let’s get after them.”

      Kelsey grunted. “Right.” He turned to his wife. “Get things together. This ain’t so bad as that. We’ll catch some of that stock, I swear we will. Come on, boys.” He grabbed a rope from the tailgate of his wagon, which they had been using for a slaughtering table.

      John Reilly turned to Catharine. “Stay here. We’ll be back before dark. Make a fire.” The others were already going off down the slope after Bartleson and the herd, and he broke into a run after them.

      The two women stood there, watching them thrash away through the brush. The baby was cooing and crowing in the shade under the Kelseys’ wagon. As the sounds of the men died away the child’s murmurs became the loudest noise in the desert.

      Nancy said, “We should have cut up Bartleson along with his cows.”

      “There isn’t anything to eat, then,” Catharine said. She bent and picked up the baby and joggled her, as if she were crying and had to be soothed. Nancy sat down on the ground, staring away to the west.
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      Catharine washed the baby in the spring water, as Nancy had shown her how to do, and Nancy came over and sat there, her hands idle in her lap. The sun sank toward the ragged edge of the world. In the blue twilight the men came back.

      Nancy with her sharp eyes saw them first, and yelled. The men were only little black figures straggling back across the desert, driving ahead of them a horse, a mule, four oxen. Some of the beasts still had packs on their backs. The women watched them come. Catharine looked for her husband among them, and then counted the men, and counted them again.

      “John isn’t there,” she said.

      Nancy said, “He must be riding scout or something.” She put her arm around Catharine’s waist.

      Catharine took two steps toward the ragged little train of men and beasts that struggled through the sagebrush. Her heart began to pound. She lifted her eyes and scanned the empty, hazy desert. He was not there. And then, as Bidwell climbed the slope toward the camp, he lifted his face and saw her, and the expression that came over him hit her like a blow.

      “John.” She broke into a run down the slope.

      Bidwell reached for her and caught her and held her. “I’m sorry,” he said. “Oh, Mrs. Reilly, I’m so sorry.”

      “What?” she said stupidly, watching the other men, and now, as Kelsey came toward her, and his brother, driving the stock, she saw what they had draped across the back of the horse.

      “Oh, please.” She put out her hands. “Oh, please—”

      Bidwell held her; she struggled to free herself, and he held her fast. “He fell into a gorge. His neck’s broke. He died right off.”

      “Oh, God—” She tore out of his grasp and ran down the slope, heedless of the brush, of the broken ground, and flung herself against the horse that carried John Reilly.

      His head hung down the side of the horse, the long blond curls matted. He was cold. She jerked her hands back from the dead flesh.

      “Oh, God,” she said again. She felt, suddenly, the world spinning away. She turned toward Nancy Kelsey, beside her. “What am I going to do now?”

      “Hush,” Nancy said, touching her. Stiffly Catharine put her hands out again and laid them on John Reilly.

      Bidwell said, “We’ll take care of you, Cathy. We’re all together in this now.”

      She shut her eyes. Nobody was going to take care of anybody. Here in this indifferent, barren country they would all vanish, and nobody would even know what had happened to them. She felt herself gone already, nothing left but the husk, her soul and spirit trailing after her husband.

      Bidwell said quietly, “We got to bury him.”

      “I have a shovel,” Kelsey said.

      “Cathy,” Nancy was saying. “Cathy, come sit down.”

      “I’m all right,” she said blindly. “I’m all right.” She stumbled away tamely in the other woman’s hands, although she wondered why she bothered doing anything, now, except die.

      With the shovel and their hands, they made a hole in the stubborn, waterless soil, hardly large enough to lay him in, and they stood there around him, nobody saying anything. Nancy was crying. Catharine tore her eyes from her husband’s body and looked up; the men were watching her, their hands lowered to their sides. They would not cover him until she was ready.

      “Wait.” Her throat hurt. She went over to the ox that held the last of their life together, and took the sketchpad out of the pack. At the grave she knelt down and slipped the pad under his head like a pillow.

      Nancy asked, “Don’t you want to keep that, Cathy?”

      “I might lose it,” she said. She stroked his hair. He had been so good, so honest, and she had loved him so much; it was not fair. She bent over him, doubled up, stuck in that pain. Nancy Kelsey lifted her and held her. They heaped dirt and rocks on John Reilly and started away over the desert.

      They had recovered none of the meat they had so carefully cut and jerked; Bartleson had gotten away with all of it. They had a little water, but that was soon gone also. In the afternoon they came on a little spring. The water reeked, and on its surface a sheen of color floated. The horse refused the water, but the mule and the oxen drank. Catharine took a single mouthful. Afterward her throat burned and her stomach heaved. Her mind was like a sore, a wound, that throbbed with every breath.

      Kelsey had gone off circling through the brush around them, and now he came back. “There’s a trail up here,” he said, his voice keen. “Let’s go.”

      They plodded after him. Nancy’s face was grim, her eyes sunk into pits above her cheekbones. Catharine took the baby from her. Almost at once her arms ached; her legs already ached, her head ached.

      The trail that Kelsey had found was worn deep into the dry ground; it was a rut no wider than Catharine’s foot. All around them was the tangled brush, its small, hard leaves powdered with dust. Driving the animals ahead of them, they trudged into the west, where now the sun laid long streamers of color over a few faint, light clouds. The baby began to cry in a low moan; Nancy took her and gave her the breast. Nobody spoke.

      The mule stopped. Kelsey went around behind it and hit it with a stick, and the mule staggered on for three steps and stopped again. Kelsey lifted the stick, his face contorted, and beat the mule over the bony hip and side. The beast shuddered but did not move.

      “Kill it,” Bidwell said, his voice a dry croak. “We can eat it.”

      “I’ll get some wood,” Nancy said.

      “No. Save it.” Kelsey lifted the stick and beat the mule until the stick cracked, and the dying beast dragged itself forward again, its head so low that its slack lips nearly touched the dust.

      “Ben,” Nancy said, “we have to eat.” She was sitting down, the baby at her breast; she pulled the front of her dress over its head.

      “Keep going,” Kelsey said.

      Catharine held out her hands to Nancy to help her up. The baby was still nursing hard, even as her mother stumbled to her feet. Upright, Nancy said, “There’s no milk left, there’s nothing coming out.” Her voice was quiet. She walked after her husband, the baby still in her arms, pulling at her breast.

      The baby would die, too. Catharine gripped her fists against her chest. The baby would die next. Something in her contracted, drawing in, away from feeling. She forced herself back up to the surface.

      They struggled on, going up, going down, following a dry wash until its course bent away from the west, and then they pushed off through mats of sagebrush, trudging up a shallow slope. Their animals plodded along ahead of them, the mule staggering, its muzzle skimming the ground. The long sundown light shone in their faces. Overhead a vulture appeared, circling, and then another.

      “Is it waiting for the mule or us?” Catharine asked, and to her amazement Bidwell laughed.

      Kelsey said, “Let’s look for a place to camp.” His lips were cracked, and when he spoke blood oozed into the dust on his beard. With the coming of night the wind was rising, sharp in their faces.

      One of the oxen lifted its head and lowed. Bidwell said stupidly, “What’s that?” The horse flung up its head, snuffling the wind. The ox lumbered heavily into motion. Its cavernous nostrils flared. The other oxen quickened also, and even the mule began to walk along at a brisk pace. The horse broke into a trot.

      In a raw-throated voice Kelsey said, “They smell water,” and began to run after them. Catharine turned to Nancy, and holding her arm and half leaning on her, half carrying her, she scrambled after Kelsey and Bidwell and the oxen down a little slope studded with brush and came out on a tiny trickle of a river.

      It was more a long swamp than a stream. The water ran so slow and shallow and full of sand that nobody could find a place to drink. The horse sank in up to its fetlocks, put its muzzle to the shimmering surface, and sucked up a long draft. Kneeling beside the horse, Bidwell dug a hole. Rapidly it filled with muddy water, and Catharine flopped down next to him and like him scooped up handfuls and drank, the fine silt clinging to her tongue and teeth.

      She splashed the water on her arms, on her face; it smelled, but the taste was sweet, and she drank more of it, patient now, willing to let the dust settle to the bottom of the hole, savoring each sip.

      Bidwell stood up. “Now, kill the mule,” he said. A moment later Kelsey’s gun went off.
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      The night was overwhelming, enormous, the sky spattered with silver fire, the wind a continual buffet, its voice sometimes a mutter, sometimes a fretful whine, sometimes a shriek that drove even the men to huddle together. Whenever the wind roared high Nancy piled more wood on the fire, as if she could frighten something away.

      Her cheeks were sunken. When she gave her breast to the baby it looked like an empty sack. Cuddling the baby in her arms, she lay down to sleep beside her husband, and he gathered her toward him and cradled her head on his thigh.

      Catharine sat before the fire, wearing her jacket and John’s, her feet almost in the fire. The people around her seemed farther away than Boston. She could not make real to herself that John had died; she caught herself thinking of things to tell him, listening for his voice, looking off into the desert wondering where he was. Afraid that he would not be able to find them, in the dark.

      Bidwell sank down beside her. “Pretty miserable country.” He gripped her arm. “You doing all right, Cathy?”

      “I can’t get used to it,” she said. “He was so alive.”

      He said, “I liked him a lot, and he was a good, solid man; we needed him.”

      Ben Kelsey sat on the far side of the fire, chewing on a twig. One arm lay across his sleeping wife’s shoulders.

      His brother tramped over and sank down next to him. “Them mountains look just as far now as they did ten days ago.”

      “We gotta keep a watch out,” Bidwell said. “The fire will draw the Indians for sure.”

      “Maybe the Indians can point us the way out of here,” Kelsey’s brother said, and laughed.

      Kelsey rounded on him. “You got a laugh in you still, do you? We’re dyin’ here, one by one, ain’t nothin’ I can do but watch my wife and child die, and you’re laughin’.”

      “Hey, now,” Bidwell said. Kelsey sank down again, his head drooping, muttering to himself.

      Catharine said, “I’ll help you keep watch.”

      “Don’t you mind about that now, Cathy,” Bidwell said. “That’s men’s business.”

      “Please,” she said, “I have to do something. I can’t just sit here.”

      He put his hand on her arm again. Across the fire Kelsey said, “What difference does it make? Let the bastards come if they want. They’ll pick our bones anyway.”

      Bidwell leaned toward him. “Come on, Ben. You got a wife, a baby, you have to stiffen up. All of you. We can make it. We got rid of the soft stuff when we got rid of Bartleson. There’s nothing left here but real hard hickory. If we stick together, we’ll make it.” He turned to Catharine, his eyes bright, anxious. “Come on, Cathy. You gonna let John die another time?”

      She jerked her head up, startled and angry. Bidwell’s face shone with desperation, but what he had said struck her deep. If she died too, John Reilly was forever lost. She put out her hand to John Bidwell. “I’ll help. Do you want me to stand the first watch?”

      His face eased with a smile, and he got her hand and gripped it tightly. “Good girl. What about you, Ben? You take the second watch?”

      Kelsey lifted his head, his eyes shadowed in the firelight. After a moment he wiped his hand over his mouth. “Yeah, I’ll take the second watch.” His voice was listless.

      “Good,” Bidwell said, and got to his feet, reaching out to help Catharine stand. “I’ll show you what to do.”
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      For days they followed the river westward. Mostly the stream was a swath of waterlogged sand through which the current was visible mainly as a faint wrinkling of the surface. Coarse reeds sprouted up along the banks, and thickets of brush. There were black crickets everywhere. Bidwell and Kelsey tried to stalk the lanky, speckled sage grouse; the two men shot several times but killed only one bird.

      They chewed up the last of the mule meat; they drank the turbid water of the river and looked over their remaining beasts, wondering which to kill next. Wondering what to eat when the last of the cattle were gone.

      Late one day the river took them by an Indian village. At first Catharine did not know what it was. The Indians had gone, perhaps fleeing from the whites long before the whites even knew they were there. On one bank were a dozen little humps that turned out to be huts, frameworks of reeds covered with woven grass; a fire still burned in the middle of the village, and Bidwell, on a quick rampage, found a basket with handfuls of shelled nuts and a skinned rabbit hanging by its heels from a pole. They flung the rabbit onto the fire and devoured the nuts, and then shared the meat, half raw; blood ran down their chins. The oxen and the horse fell to eating the village’s grass huts.

      The huts seemed tiny, too small for anyone to live in. Catharine wondered if the Indians were small. Into her mind leapt the image of them no bigger than rabbits, hiding around her in the grass. She looked down at the frail bones in her hand and shut her eyes, her stomach clenching.
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      The river ran shallower and the sand stiffened under their feet until at last the water disappeared and they were walking along a dry wash. They went on toward the west. In the hazy distance the edge of the world was a saw-toothed line of mountains. The land rose and fell in waves under the tough pelt of the sagebrush, and the settlers struggled up one side of each ridge and then down the other side, over the gravel fans of abandoned riverbeds and past banks of sand worn hollow by the wind. The sun was inescapable, a white glare blasting into their eyes.

      From each high ridge, through the shimmering clear desert air, they looked out toward the mountains, but the mountains seemed no closer. In between still lay the bleak high desert, here and there patched with the gray-green of the sagebrush, more often only bare sand and rock. There was no water, and no game at all.

      One morning, from the top of a ridge, they saw a line of tall trees ahead of them, such as grew along rivers, and gladly and desperately they plunged on, wasting their strength in a reckless charge toward the promised water. As they got closer the trees shrank, falling back into the ground as if the desert were eating them from the roots up, and when the settlers reached them, the tall trees were only a stand of sagebrush on the crest of another ridge.

      The group stood there, knee-deep in the illusion of a forest, and looked out over the same world they had looked out over that morning. The baby began to moan. Nancy gave her the breast, but Sarah pulled once and spat out the nipple and cried in a harsh, painful voice, and Nancy turned and thrust the infant into her husband’s arms.

      “Here—you take her, I can’t do anything for her.” She sat down on the ground, put her hands over her face, and began to cry.

      “Let’s go,” Kelsey said. He settled the baby in the crook of his arm. She was still moaning. His mouth curling down at the corners, he looked at Bidwell.

      Bidwell said, “Maybe we can carry her.”

      “No,” Nancy said. “I don’t want to go. I’m tired. I want to sleep.”

      “Come on, Nancy,” Kelsey said, and nudged her, and his brother banged the ground with his stick and herded the animals off. As if his stick had drawn some protest from the earth, there was a distant hollow boom.

      “Did you hear that?” Bidwell wheeled. “That was a gun.”

      “A gun.” Kelsey turned and stared toward the northwest. “Sounded like thunder to me, sort of.”

      Catharine stooped down beside Nancy, her arms around her bent knees. “Are you all right? Can I help?”

      Nancy lowered her hands. “I can’t stand to see her hurting, is all.” Her eyes were red-rimmed but dry, like raw blisters. Catharine leaned toward her, trying to draw off some of her pain.

      Bidwell said, “Sure sounded like a gun to me, some kind of big gun.”

      “Sure.”

      “Course I was the one who said there was a River of Good Luck.”

      Kelsey said, “You got to be right sometime. Whatever it was, let’s head toward it.” Carrying the fussing baby, he started off obliquely down the slope, kicking loose little showers of stones as he angled across the dry hillside. Nancy reached out to Catharine and gripped her hand, and they rose and went after him down into the ocean of the sage.
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      Perhaps it had been thunder. In the afternoon they walked beneath a roof of cloud, the wind whined, and suddenly large tangled flakes of snow began to drift down from the sky, big as baskets. Catharine gasped; she tried to catch the first flakes in her hands. The snow melted as it reached the ground.

      Soon it stopped falling at all. The clouds hovered over them. Cold, edged in ice, the wind blew up into their faces and stiffened Catharine’s cheeks. Her hands were cold, and her teeth began to chatter. Her feet felt like lifeless lumps; maybe she was dying from the bottom up.

      She could not die. She carried John Reilly along inside her. She had to get to the end of this.

      They tried putting Nancy and the baby on Kelsey’s horse, but the brute stopped and would not move, and she got off and walked. Catharine tried to hold the baby for her, but the child knew the difference in their touch and wailed until her mother took her back.

      Late in the afternoon Kelsey’s horse caved in. It thrashed once on its side, its legs milling as if it were running, and then lay still. Its eyes were dull. Kelsey came up with his gun and shot it once through the head.

      “Get some wood.” He pulled the knife from his belt; Bidwell and Jack Kelsey had already fallen on the horse like tigers. Bidwell plunged his knife into the sunken belly and ripped open the hide, and the warm, rich stench of blood flowed out. Jack Kelsey knelt to put his lips to the stream of blood.

      Catharine’s stomach roiled. She jerked her gaze away from the men hacking apart the horse. Nancy sat down where she stood, holding the baby, and Catharine went to the ox with her pack on it and got a blanket for them. Nancy stared away into the air, her eyes sunken into grayish pits in her head.

      The smell of raw meat reached Catharine’s nostrils. Her belly convulsed again, throwing up a bitter bile into her throat. Her legs hurt. She staggered into the brush to find firewood.

      “Nancy.” The harsh cry hurt her throat; she plunged forward and fell to her knees. Under a tangle of brush lay a thin puddle of snow. She tore at it with her hands. “Nancy!” Pocked with holes, the snow was painfully hard to the touch and cut her fingertips when she tried to break the crust. Jack Kelsey stumbled over and sank down beside her. They dished up the snow into a pot, scrambled off to find more,  gathered a whole potful of dirty, crunchy snow.

      Bidwell had already built a ragged-looking fire. In the first weak flames they scorched strips of the horse’s heart. The melted snow made a cupful of sweet water. Nancy, her face gaunt, her eyes like black pits, chewed and chewed the soft meat and put bits into the baby’s mouth. Catharine could not see if the baby swallowed anything. Nancy drank all the water, not asking permission. No one grudged it to her.

      Kelsey said, “We got to cut up this meat and save it.”

      Catharine looked around at the others, squatting by the fire. She could not get close enough to warm herself; her back was frozen, her hands were stiff, although she hung them almost in the flames. She said, “I’ll get more water.”

      Kelsey said, “Take the pot.” He stepped past the fire to the horse, drawing his knife again. His brother was already carving strings of meat away from the horse’s ribs. Bidwell stropped his knife on his trousers. For the first time Catharine noticed how the cloth hung in pleats around his legs. There seemed no more meat on him than there was on the horse, who lay there dead, its belly a cave, its white ribs like rafters.

      She went back into the brush, looking for more snow. In their first quick foray they seemed to have found almost all of it. Here and there below a bush she came on a damp handful. In the shade of the next rise, snow clung to a heap of round, smooth stones like cobblestones. With her forefinger she scraped the white crust from each separate stone into the pot.

      Her hand was wet. Patiently she licked it dry.

      In the brush around her she heard the shrill cries of sagehens warning of her approach. A shadow like crossed swordblades drifted across the rumpled gray-blue surface of the sagebrush: a vulture, circling in on the dead horse. On the dying people. There was no snow under the brush on the next slope, which faced west, into the sun. She walked on, through a lowland where the brush grew thinly.

      Her nose itched with the smell of burning brush, the stink of scorched meat, and she looked back and saw the smoke of their fire rising dark and thick into the air. She would use that for a marker, to keep from losing her way. Putting it directly behind her, she walked forward into the desert.

      Above her the sky was pale blue, but to the west the clouds still lay thick and low. She went that way, carrying the pot with both hands. The iron was so cold that she wrapped her skirt around her hands to hold it. The ground rose steeply under her feet, and the horizon loomed much closer. She climbed the ridge, each step higher than the one before.

      Beyond that ridge was another. She stopped, gathering strength, getting her breath back. She felt the vast, indifferent land around her as if it pulled the strength from her. The country before her was folded and rolled into hills and deep gullies, where even the sagebrush grew sparsely. The clouds were bundled back against the mountain peaks. She started down the slope, working diagonally across it; in places along it shards of rock like strange tombstones erupted from the sand, gypsy colors, red and gold. The sun was blazing again; the air rippled.

      The ground at the foot of the slope was bare, overlaid with a hard white crust; there was nothing to catch or shelter a drift of snow. She wished she had brought some of the meat. Her belly felt turned inside out. Look for trees, which grew only where there was water. Look for insects, for the trails of animals. Ahead the white earth gave way to a sheer bank, which she climbed.

      She plunged straight on through the scattered brush, her legs rubbery. Her mouth and throat hurt, and she drank the tablespoon of water in the bottom of the pot. Her mind swam with images of water, cool and wet. A River of Good Luck. She staggered along to the west, toward the clouds, now breaking up; there would be no more snow. The pot in her hand weighed like an anchor. If she put it down there would be nothing to carry water in. She thought of Nancy’s baby, of her wordless, helpless suffering. She climbed another long ridge, stooped as she went, sweeping her gaze under the tufts of brush, the stubs of rocks. A gleam of white drew her through brush that tangled in her dress and gripped her like an enemy, but when she reached what she thought was snow, it was only sand.

      The light was bleeding out of the sky. Soon she would have to turn and go back, with her empty pot, her failure. Stubbornly she fought on to the west, through waist-high brush, looking for a riverbed or an animal trail.

      A tough, crooked branch of the sage caught her by an ankle, and she tripped. She fell so hard that her senses were jogged, and she lay still, numb, her head refusing to work. Slowly her strength collected.

      When she got up she thought she had turned around, somehow; there was the column of smoke in front of her. She made herself straighten up; her mind was dazed, her thinking slow. She was still facing west. The smoke was west of her.

      After a moment she turned and looked behind her, the way she had come. In the darkening sky, there was no trace of Kelsey’s smoke. She wondered if she had circled blindly through the wilderness, come around behind her friends. Looking forward again, she picked out the thin streamer of smoke, fading away into the twilight, and gathered herself and started toward it.

      It was farther away than she had thought, or perhaps it had been a mirage. She climbed another ridge and walked across the broad, flat floor of a wash. Somewhere off to the south, the vibrating night-welcoming call of a wolf spiraled into the air. At the foot of the next slope she stopped, tired, the pot clutched in her hands.

      Overhead, now, a single star shone. The wind was rising, sweeping along through the wash behind her, lifting loose dust, crying over the bare rock. She turned and looked back again. It would be hard to find her friends in the dark. A sudden wave of panic struck her; she was lost, alone, hungry, and very cold. When she faced forward again, looking up at the climb ahead of her, her heart quailed.

      She had to go on. She could not stop, she could not die. She struggled to strengthen herself as she had before with thoughts of John Reilly, of Nancy’s baby, but they slipped off the surface of her failing mind. Yet she could not die. Let them all die; she would live, keep going, come somehow to the end. Slipping on the loose, brittle soil, grabbing hold of the brush around her to pull herself along, she started to climb.

      A branch whipped her across the face. Her feet lost their grip, and she fell all the way down again to the bottom of the slope, in a rubble of stones and dirt. The pot came rolling down after her, making a terrific clatter, and cracked her hard on the ankle. There was dirt in her mouth. She tried to get up again.

      More dirt cascaded down around her. There was a sudden racket above her. She pushed herself up on hands and knees and fought to raise her head. Something big was coming down at her in a rush.

      She flinched, and it grabbed her. “Sweet Jesus, it’s a woman. A white woman.”

      She lifted up the enormous weight of her head and looked into pale blue eyes and a dark face that split now into a wide, wicked, reckless grin.

      “Pretty one, too, I’ll bet. Luke! Bring some water.” She stirred, trying to tell him about the others, and he gathered her up effortlessly into his arms. “Whoa, now, little baby, the old man’s got you.” Exhausted, she let his strength take her.
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      Lieutenant Frémont stared morosely at the bleak brown slope that rose sheer away from him, shutting off the sky to the west. “Find an Indian.”

      “I ain’t seen the feather off an Indian since we left Klamath,” said Basil Lajeunesse. Tall and thin, the scout slouched like an old man in his saddle. “Where you want me to go, Lieutenant? I been up and down every goddamn canyon on this mountain. There ain’t no way through. We got to go farther south.”

      Frémont’s gaze lifted, beyond this first, immediate barrier, to the distant scarps, the high, barren ridges of rock that shut off half the sky to the west. He had to pass through this wall, and he had to do it soon, and yet he could not find even the first trace of a trail. He shortened his visual range to take in the scout frowning down at him from his horse. “Find an Indian,” he said again, and waved his hand toward the mountains. “Get going.”

      “Whatever you say, Lieutenant.” Basil’s voice rattled with exasperation. He rode off across the meadow, toward the gorge where the river ran down.

      Lieutenant Frémont marched with military precision in the other direction.

      Before him lay the meadow, a broad sweep of grass, windblown and sweet-smelling, that covered a bench of some sixty or seventy acres. The river rushed along its southeastern edge, its cold, foaming water spread in a quick green swath over the rocks of the wash. Beyond that a thin stretch of grass fed on some last trace of moisture, and then the merciless sagebrush desert took over.

      Frémont’s eighteen men had made their campfire on the sunny edge of the bench, where the rising slope sheltered them from the blast of the wind. To its hubs in grass, their mountain howitzer waited in the sun nearby, its tarnished barrel stuck into the air. Their mules and horses were scattered over the ground along the river. Frémont stopped as he came close and ran his gaze over them. What he saw made him draw a deep breath.

      These animals were done for. Their heads sagged, too heavy for their hollow necks. Their ribs propped their hides up, and their hips stuck out like doorknobs. Two of them coughed in the brief moment he stood looking them over, and every one stood awkwardly in some position that favored sore feet and ruined legs; the only one that moved at all limped with every step.

      The lieutenant looked off past the howitzer, toward the campfire, and saw the same conditions among his men. All but a few were slumped in their blankets by the fire, although there was still daylight and work to be done. They were thin and weak and spiritless.

      Somebody yelled, “Hey! That’s Kit. Kit’s come back.”

      The men around the fire stirred out of their dull silence. Frémont himself squinted toward the east, out over the shallow swing of the river. Beyond, the land rose steep and barren into a wave of hills. He put up his hand to shade his eyes. Out there in a fold of the vast rolling plain, among the silver-green of the sage, the small, dark figure of a horseman was riding out of the mouth of a draw. That would be Kit Carson, his chief scout and best hunter, who had gone off two days before to find some game and more grass. After him came another tiny figure.

      And another. Frémont’s frown deepened.

      The men around the fire had seen them, too, and now one gave a yell of disbelief. “Hey, lookee there.”

      “What’s all that?”

      Kit had a horse, and Luke Maxwell, who was with him, had a horse, but across the broken, brush-covered valley before Frémont came many more beasts than that, some oxen, and more people, too. The men around the campfire were walking down toward the river, their voices bubbling up. The first of the strange oxen were reaching the river, their sides sunken, their bellies tucked up to their loins. In their stretched walk, their swaying heads, he recognized a desperate energy on the verge of giving out. They plodded out toward the water and plunged their muzzles into it. Frémont went a little closer. Kit on his bay mare rode up to the top of the eastern bank of the river.

      He had someone behind him on the mare, and now this person slid to the ground and went to help another climb down into the river. A grunt exploded from Lieutenant Frémont. Those two were women.

      His mind went in opposite directions: first, a surge of rage that any man would subject members of the tender and gentle sex to such hardship; second, a leap of the heart that after months of hardship he was now to have the company of members of the tender and gentle sex.

      His stride lengthened. By the time he reached the near bank of the river, he was half running, and he was not alone, as the rest of his company rushed forward, roaring with new vigor, to welcome the first white women they had seen in months.

      At the river’s edge one of the women waded out into the stream, her skirts floating; with her hands she reached out and poked the bubbles of cloth down below the surface of the water. Behind her the other woman gave the bundle in her arms to a big man with a black beard and forged out into the rushing stream.

      Kit rode his horse in after them, moving along above them to break the current. The newcomers’ oxen were shouldering through the deeper water and now reached the shallows below the bench, and with a long, low bawl they put dry ground under their hoofs and began to struggle up toward the grass and the other cattle.

      Frémont’s lips tightened. A tingle of alarm passed down his spine. He turned and cast a wide look across the meadow behind him; his own mules and horses had already consumed most of the grass here. There was nothing for these beasts to eat.

      His men were yelling, high-spirited and excited for the first time in weeks. They broke from their line along the top of the bank and rushed down to meet the women as they waded through the river, to their thighs now in the rushing blue-green water.

      The first of them walked up out of the water. Her hair swung loose, a long black tumble of curls over her shoulders. She wore a ragged man’s coat and huge boots like buckets on her feet. Her dress, soaked through, clung to her body. On the bank the line of Frémont’s men all together gave a long, lusty call of greeting.

      She came straight at the lieutenant, shivering. Her hands clutched the dripping coat around her. She looked gaunt and exhausted. Her cheeks were red from the cold wind. Frémont leaned down from the top of the bank to help her, and she looked up, taking his hand, pulling herself up the bank, and his gaze met enormous green eyes, flecked with paler hazel, in a face thin as a waif’s.

      “Thank you, sir,” she said. “God bless you for being here.”

      Her voice was low, flavored with the broad vowels of New England. A cultured voice. He said, “Miss, I do believe I’d come the whole way all over again just to be able to make your acquaintance.”

      “Well,” she said, “I don’t think I would.” She turned away at once, going toward the fire. The men trailed after her, rushing to get her warm, to feed her.

      Kit jogged his horse up the bank. “Got you a few more problems, Lieutenant,” he said, and laughed. Swinging his mare around, he loped out into the meadow.

      Basil Lajeunesse was coming back, trotting up from the direction of the western canyon. He stopped by Frémont. “What’s going on? Well, now.” He was looking at the black-haired woman standing by the fire, eating a half-raw strip of mule meat. “Where did that come from?” His voice was a croon.

      “Kit found her,” said Frémont.

      “Oh, that figures,” said Basil. “Still want me out scouting, Lieutenant?”

      “I’ll send Kit,” Frémont said.

      “Good.” Basil went to join the rest by the fire.

      
        
        ✽✽✽

      

      

      The brass howitzer sat in its iron-bound wooden trucks a little way from the campfire. When Kit saw green-eyed Catharine Reilly walking over that way, he got himself over there too.

      He had saved her from the desert, which gave him a proprietary interest. She had no man. She was gaunt as a longhorn, but she had beautiful eyes; he thought that when she ate right she was probably a looker. He came up on the far side of the howitzer, and she started in again thanking him, in her low, pleasant voice, and he let her, grinning at her, enjoying the speckled green eyes and the sound of her voice.

      He leaned his forearms on the howitzer. “Somewhere in there maybe you told me your name, but I don’t remember it.”

      “Catharine Reilly,” she said, and smiled, looking tired.

      “Christopher Carson,” he said. “Everybody calls me Kit. What d’they call you?”

      “Cathy,” she said.

      “Cathy. I don’t like that much.” She had a nice mouth, too, with wide, well-shaped lips. “That’s a city girl’s name. You ain’t in the city no more. I’m gonna call you Cat.” He leaned a little closer to her, thinking about kissing that big, sweet mouth. “Cat, Kit. Got that?”

      She was watching him steadily, with a smile she was trying not to let him see. The green eyes glinted. “Oh, yes.”

      “Good.” He jerked his head slightly toward the campfire and the other men. “You somebody’s sister? One of these goats got you spoken for?”

      At that the smile vanished like a candle blown out. Her face shrank into a haggard grief. She looked away, toward the east. “My husband died.”

      He said, “I’m sorry.”

      “He fell over a cliff,” she said, toward the river. “His neck broke.”

      He reached out and turned up the collar on the heavy, shapeless coat she wore. “Hey, now. Don’t cry, now, I’ll help you.”

      She said, “You already did, Kit. Thanks.” But she did not look at him; she went on staring at the river.

      Lieutenant Frémont was striding up toward them, shoulders squared in a parade-ground bearing, his hands tucked behind his back. Kit straightened, getting his hands on his side of the howitzer.

      Frémont smiled. “Well, Kit, I’ve always said you could find anything in the desert, but you’ve surprised even me this time.”

      Kit said, “Cat Reilly, this is Lieutenant John Charles Frémont, U.S. Army Topo-something Corps.”

      Frémont moved in like a cow horse, his shoulder to Kit, edging between him and the girl. He said, “A pleasure, Miss Reilly.”

      “Mrs. Reilly,” she said. She glanced past him at Kit, her gaze unreadable.

      “Well,” Frémont said heartily. “A pleasure, in any case. I detect a Massachusetts accent, do I?”

      “Boston,” she said; she sounded tired. Kit went away to take care of his horses.

      
        
        ✽✽✽

      

      

      “Well, Mrs. Reilly,” Frémont said, uncertain. “And where are you trying to get to, out here in this godforsaken wilderness?”

      “California,” she said. She lifted her eyes, looking up at the mountains behind him, and then lowered her gaze to him. “What are you doing here? Didn’t you say you were in the army?” She looked doubtfully at his buckskin coat.

      “Topographical Corps, as Kit pretends not to know. We’re mapping the West, so that settlers like you can find your way out here.”

      Her mouth kinked with some dry amusement. “Really? You know your way around, do you?”

      Frémont cleared his throat. “We will when we’re done. We’ve already been up to Oregon. Tried to get down to California from there, through the Klamath country, but that’s impossible.” He shook his head. “It’s as if there’s an enchantment around California, you know, as there are in tales, some spell on it we can’t get through.” He smiled at her, apologizing for this fancy.

      “Now you’re trying to get over the mountains? So are we.” She sounded eager. She lifted her gaze again to the harsh rock barrier that loomed beyond them.

      “Kit will find a trail,” Frémont said. “He always does.”

      “Can we go with you?” she asked.

      “I—” He slid his hands up the flat, oily front of his hunting shirt, wishing he were wearing his uniform coat, which would impress her more. “This is an army expedition, Mrs. Reilly. But I suppose, under the circumstances. . .”

      “We’ll help,” she said. “We’ll do our part of the work.”

      “Of course,” he said. “We aren’t going to abandon you in the desert.”

      She smiled at him, and his chest expanded. Suddenly he wanted her to know that he was more than a buckskin bumpkin like Kit.

      He said, “And we’re far from Washington. Here, I suppose, I’m the general.”

      “Well armed, too.” She laid her hand on the dingy brass barrel of the howitzer. “Did you shoot this off yesterday? We heard something.”

      “Yes, we did. It lifts the spirits of the men. And keeps off the Indians.” He slapped the howitzer. “A little firepower puts the fear of God into them. God and the United States.”

      “Virtually synonymous,” she said.

      She was teasing him. He warmed under the gentle feminine attention. “Actually, when General Kearny—my commander—found out I had this gun, he tried to take it away from me. I left early to avoid getting the order to return it.”

      Her eyes widened and her long mouth twitched. “Lieutenant. How bold. Won’t you be in trouble when you’re home again?”

      Casual, unperturbed, the general here, he shrugged one shoulder. “I have powerful friends. My wife’s father is Thomas Hart Benton.”

      Her black eyebrows rose. “Senator Benton? Of the Senate Foreign Relations Committee?”

      Gratified, he smiled at her. “The same.”

      “Well,” she said, “that’s interesting.” Her look was sharp with lively, unwomanly curiosity.

      “Do you know Senator Benton?”

      “No, no. But my grandfather was the ranking Whig on the committee for years. My grandfather was in the Senate.” She shrugged her shoulders, her body shifting, going back to the main purpose. “As you say, that doesn’t matter here. How are you planning to go over the mountains?”

      He twitched, irritated at her insistence; she should leave things like this to the men, but she was staring at him, expecting answers. He cleared his throat again. “However Kit finds us a way to go.”

      “Good,” she said, and her gaze left him and scanned the meadow; she was looking for Kit.

      Annoyed, Frémont searched his mind for something to say that would bring her attention back to him. Then, off by the fire, the baby let out a howl.

      She smiled at him. “Thank you, Lieutenant,” she said, and went off toward the baby. Frémont leaned on the howitzer, staring after her, and then turned again and looked up at the mountains.

      Catharine bounced the baby. “Ooooh, Sarah.” She rubbed the tip of her nose on the tiny cold tip of the baby’s nose, and the child giggled.

      
        
        ✽✽✽

      

      

      John Bidwell sank down beside her. “All right, Cathy, everybody’s talking to you. What’s going on here?”

      She laid the baby in her lap. “They’re a bunch of army mapmakers. They’re trying to get over the mountains, and they’ll take us with them.”

      Ben Kelsey and his brother dropped down on their heels on the other side of her from Bidwell. Nancy had gone down to the river to wash the baby’s clothes out. Kelsey said, “Look, these fellahs ain’t in any better shape than we are. Do they know where they’re going?”

      Catharine said, “No.”

      Bidwell’s fingers scrabbled in his beard. “The ones I’ve talked to say they’ve been wandering around here for weeks trying to find some way west.”

      Kelsey grunted. “I say we keep going on our own.”

      “Where?” Catharine said.

      His head twisted to stare up at the blank, enormous mountains. Bidwell gave a snort of weary amusement. “Yeah, you see. Now, look, the one scout was sharp, you know, finding Cathy and then finding us. As long as they’re willing to take us along, let’s go.”

      Catharine nodded. “I don’t see we have much choice.”

      Kelsey glanced at his brother, who laughed and said, “I ain’t stopping here, that’s for sure.”

      “Right,” Kelsey said. “But we stick together, we take care of each other, first and last.”

      Catharine hugged the baby. “That’s what’s gotten us this far,” she said.
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