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This book is dedicated to my great-grandmother


Nellie Mae Harper

1898–1978


This is for you, Grandma. For all the loveand patience you selflessly gave.I miss your laughter.






Part One
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Independence, Missouri1859

“Home is where your heart leads you.”

—Amanda Wade






Callie,

Happy birthday, honey. I know this little journal isn’t much of a present, but it was all I couldmanage, being that I can’t get around too welllately. The peddler I bought it from says it’s realquality as far as these books go. Well, I hope youmake good use of it.


Your loving mama



Tuesday, April 12


What you can’t duck, you best welcome. That’s what Mama used to always say, anyway. I guess today is as good a day as any to remind myself of this, as Pa came home with the news that we will be joining a wagon train for California. There is a man in town, Pa says, that will give us a good amount for the farm. The spring rains have come again, and although Pa doesn’t mention it, I know he fears another failed crop.

I suppose I should have fought the idea, should have begged Pa not to take us so far from our friends and home, but I couldn’t seem to find the salt to do such a thing. Even as he sat across the table from me this evening, holding on to that tattered piece of a Mormon Way-Bill he’d bought for a map, my mind wanted to shout out at him and tell him going West was a mistake. But there was such a light in Pa’s eyes, a kind of hope that I hadn’t seen since Mama passed on, and I didn’t have the heart to take that away from him.

“Callie,” he said to me, “I won’t lie to you. It ain’t goin’ to be easy. But I think maybe we can save Rose.”

It scared me, him talking that way about Rose, but I knew he was only speaking the truth. I saw it in my brother Jack’s eyes, too. We hold our fear in about Rose, her being the baby and all. But it’s there just the same. She’s nearly nine and a little slip of a thing . . . so painfully frail. There are times, when I watch her sleep at night, that I imagine her being a real rose, and with each ragged breath she takes, another petal falls from the flower.

One year—that’s all it’s taken for this disease to rob Rose of her strength. There isn’t a night that goes by that I don’t pray for some kind of miracle, anything to take away the dark smudges beneath her eyes, to erase the painful determination on her little face while she strains to keep ahead of the sickness. I don’t think I’ll ever forget the day Doc Hughes told us that Rose was a “lunger,” leaving Pa standing in the swirl of dust from his wagon, holding a bill for his time and not much hope.

But now Pa thinks there might be a chance, that Rose could get better out West. Our neighbor, Mrs. Jensen, told me she’s heard talk of folks like Rose who have traveled out there and found health.

But what if she can’t make it?

I wish there was someone I could talk to, someone who would understand. If only Maggie was still in Independence. Why she let her pa force her into marrying that man from Blue Mills, I’ll never know. But then, there’s a lot that doesn’t make much sense anymore.

Sometimes I feel I’ll go mad keeping all these feelings locked up inside of me. But there’s no one to turn to. So, instead, I give my life to these pages, my hopes, my dreams—and my fears.

God grant us the strength to make this journey. 

Friday, April 22


The wagon train we’re to join put me of a mind of a restless child—pulling and tugging to break free—as we came up on it this morning. The entire hillside moved and changed with the endless blanket of wagons and teams; men staking down tents, cattle bawling, women trying to keep close watch of both fires and children. Some of the newcomers were seedy looking. I’d held Rose tight to me as I watched their children pile out of the mud-specked wagons, their little bodies caked with a good month’s worth of dirt and filth.

“Ain’t as bad as it looks,” came a voice, and I saw a stream of tobacco shoot past the running board of our wagon. Before I had a chance to think, there was a thin, wiry old mulatto dressed in buckskins offering me a hand down. “If yer of a mind ta talk ta the captain, he’ll be back in a few,” he said, turning to Pa. “Name’s Stem. I’ll be helpin’ ta guide ya folks west.”

I was surprised at the strength of the old man’s grip as he helped me down, then Rose, smiling at us.

“He looks like them pictures of Moses in my Bible stories, Callie,” Rose whispered, “’cept for that wooden leg.” I had to grin in spite of myself.

It was hard to tell how old he really was. The gray hair that fell almost to his shoulders did remind me of Moses in a way. He had a face that had known weather and enough wrinkles to put him anywhere between fifty and forever—and forever was more likely. He studied both Pa and me for a moment, taking measure of us I suppose, then turned and led the way through the tumble of children and dogs that ran up and down the rows of tents and wagons.

Just as quickly as he’d appeared, the old man was gone, limping back through the throngs of people. Pa, Rose, and I were left standing before an angry-looking woman hunched over a dying fire. The woman peered over at us and straightened up. She was incredibly tall, with a wide girth and a hard face that seemed stretched taut by the severe bun that held her brown-gray hair.

“Imagine you’re lookin’ for the captain. I’ll have my son find him,” she said to Pa, then moved away before he could answer, her eyes sweeping up and down the rows. “Zachariah Koch!” she bawled loudly, “you go fetch the captain for these folks, y’hear?”

I saw a slender young man with fair hair pause and glance in her direction, and his countenance gave me a start. There wasn’t anything exactly odd about his appearance—just the look he gave his mother before he walked away that chilled me.

I didn’t have much time to ponder this, as the woman had turned back to us and I felt Rose suddenly clutch at my leg, peeking out from behind my skirts. The woman got a real pinched look on her face. “I’m Della Koch, the preacher’s wife. Most of us round here have learned to pull our own weight,” she said with a questioning glance to Pa. Her gaze then fell on Rose. “Can’t none of us afford to pull anyone else’s.”

Pa stood a little straighter, and I saw that the preacher’s wife had annoyed him, hinting about Rose like that.

“I’m a farmer by trade,” Pa said evenly. “And I’m good with my hands. ’Magine I can help to build the rafts and such when the time comes. My son, Jack, he’s been learnin’ to smith, and Callie here . . .”

“Already got a blacksmith,” was her answer, and she pointed to her left. “That’s Quinn McGregor over there.” We all turned to where she pointed. I saw a young man a little older than Jack, maybe twenty-three or twenty-four years old. The cotton shirt that stretched across his broad shoulders was drenched in sweat, his dark head bent over an anvil in concentration. He must have sensed us watching, for he looked right at me with great, serious eyes, pale blue in color, and then returned to his work.

“Folks say that his ma and pa died of the cholera back East in Pittsburgh just before he came here,” the preacher’s wife supplied. “We made sure he slept apart from the rest of us for a good spell to be sure he wasn’t carryin’ the sickness. Put him to work soon after that. He’s helped build more’n a few wagons. But he’s got a queer turn to him, never says a word to anyone. Irish,” she snorted. “Well, I always say blood will tell.”

The captain of the train picked that moment to show himself, and I don’t think any of us had ever been more relieved. “Let’s talk,” he said to Pa, pushing his hat back to reveal a sparse tuft of brown hair. Rose and I followed close as they walked across the camp together, Captain Belshaw rattling off the endless list of supplies we’d need to make the journey: “. . . flour, sugar, salt, dried food, bacon, and coffee, maybe a cask of whiskey if yer inclined. Don’t forget medicines, for gawd’s sake . . . three-yoke team for the wagon.” My head should have been swimming with it all; instead, I found my thoughts turning again and again to Quinn McGregor.

It was the haunted look in his eyes—a look that reminded me so much of Pa the day we buried Mama—that kept coming to me. I thought of him during the ride back to the farm, over dinner, and while I was cutting out some muslin shirts for Pa and Jack and finishing the coat for Rose. I guess I saw some of myself in him too. Although I still have Pa, Jack, and Rose, I know what it’s like to lose someone you love.


Later—Blood will tell—that preacher’s wife rankles me.

Monday, April 25


Sometimes I don’t understand myself. Only two days ago I was annoyed at that preacher’s wife, and here I’ve gone and behaved just as poorly.

Quinn McGregor was standing on our front porch when I came up from the field this afternoon, my hands wet with the wild greens I’d picked for our noon meal. I noticed right off he looked a little different from when I first saw him—tamed in a way. His shirt and pants, although faded, were clean, and I saw when he took his hat off that his hair was still sort of damp, curling over his collar, black and shiny, like he just bathed.

“Your Pa’s hired me to do some work for him,” he said as a manner of explaining, which angered me some—not that he’d been hired—but that Pa and Jack hadn’t thought to mention it to me, which seemed to be happening more and more lately.

He was staring down at me, and I felt my cheeks grow hot. I saw something like a shadow of a smile go across his face then.

“Name’s McGregor, ma’am. Quinn McGregor,” he said. He held out his hand, and I dried mine against my skirt and took it. Of course I knew who he was. I couldn’t have forgotten those eyes if I wanted to, tinged with sorrow as they were. There was a gritty strength about him, too. I saw that plain, standing as close as I was. I started to grow uncomfortable after we’d stood there for a moment, like he’d held on to my hand too long, and I pulled it away.

“Callie Wade,” I said. “My pa and brother are in town. They’ll be here shortly, if you care to wait down by the barn.” I turned away, then stopped myself. I had been rude, dismissing him like that when I knew deep down it was Pa and Jack that had irritated me. The two of them leaving me out of the plans they made—plans that meant as much about my life as theirs. I tried to summon my manners, offering him Pa’s chair on the porch and a cool drink.

“I believe I’ll just wait at the barn,” he said quietly.

Even though his expression hadn’t changed, I saw a difference in his eyes, a sort of dignity that didn’t speak of foolish pride, but of something else, something I couldn’t quite put my finger on, and I felt as if I had shamed him in some way. The smile, if there had been one, was gone. Before I could muster an apology, he had walked off toward the barn, his back straight and rigid, like a wall.

*     *     *

Later—Mama always said I could be real snappish when I was unsure of things, most of the time blaming it on the red hair I’d inherited from Grandma Wade. I figure she wasn’t too far from the truth, on account of how I was feeling when Pa and Jack strolled up to the porch a while ago. As soon as Jack heard Quinn McGregor was here, he headed on down to the barn.

“Why didn’t you mention hiring him on?” I said to Pa as he started to walk away.

“He’s a good man, Callie,” Pa said, taking my words wrong. “He ain’t askin’ for pay, just for enough materials to get his own wagon in order. Besides, every wagoner in town is busy, includin’ McCurdy, and we don’t have time to wait. What’s got into ya anyway, gal?”

I didn’t answer. Instead, I let the door smack shut as I went into the house. From the parlor window, I watched Pa hurry down to the barn.

Even from a distance I couldn’t help but notice the ease in the way Quinn McGregor pitted his strength against the large hickory bows set to hold the wagon canvas, his almost effortless swings of the hammer as he put them in place. I listened for a long while to the steady thud, over and over until I finally shut the window. But the sound leaked through anyway, muffled but regular, making sure I wouldn’t forget we were leaving. 

Tuesday, April 26


Weary today. I feel so much older than eighteen, at least a lot older than I felt only a month ago. They say that with age comes wisdom and virtue, but I have to admit I haven’t felt a lick of either this day. I wonder if I’ll turn out like those bitter, pruned-up spinsters that Maggie and I used to laugh about.

Oh, well, at least my work is almost done: I’ve finished the clothing for us all, the double canvas for the wagon, the bedding, and the linen food sacks. But then, planning what we’re to bring is easy—compared to deciding what we have to leave behind.

For all its flaws, I’ll miss our farm. Not because it’s the only home I’ve ever known, but because of the memories that it holds within these walls. If the old house could speak, I think I might hear the whispers of our lives, of Mama and Pa’s marriage, of births, of friends and laughter, and . . . of death. So, what do I take with us, which treasures am I to pack, which remembrances of our childhood here and of Mama? And what do I give away?

From my place by the window, I can see Pa kneeling underneath the old willow tree that shades Mama’s grave; so lonesome a figure, he seems. I feel an awful tightness in my throat as I watch Pa’s hands reach out and slowly touch the tiny grave of the little boy they never had a chance to name.

Maybe Pa is right, maybe we will have a new chance at life in the West.

But, oh, the price.

Wednesday, April 27


Rose met me in the kitchen late this afternoon, filled with questions. I had no doubt she’d been near the barn where Quinn McGregor had been working. She’s taken a liking to him, and it seems, he’s taken with her as well. But then, most people can’t help but fall in love with Rose.

“Which way is California, Callie?” she’d asked, all breathless, and I put down the sacks I’d been stuffing with dried fruit and pointed in the general direction.

“Are we really going?” she asked then, and when I told her yes, she nearly hooted with joy. “Pa says that I will get well out there, Callie. He says soon I will be able to run and jump and play just like all the other children.” Rose giggled. “Pa says he’ll have to lasso me to keep me down.”

I watched her out of the corner of my eye as she scooped up some green coffee beans filling one of the sacks. I sometimes think of her as a little elfin creature. Although Mama and I were small in size, Rose is nothing else if not downright tiny. Her hair’s dark, like Pa’s, with only a bit of red, and her eyes are thoughtful most of the time, like she was waiting on something none of the rest of us can quite see.

“You know, I bet you will get well out there,” I said as cheerfully as I could manage. “Pa ain’t ever been wrong yet.”

If a heart could break, I think mine did when I saw the hope that bloomed in her eyes.

I listened to the slow shuffle of Rose’s shoes as she made her way to the front yard. Let her dream real big dreams, God, I prayed.

Thursday, April 28


Well, the day has faded off and I’ve got no one but myself to blame for how poorly I’m feeling. I should’ve fought Pa on leaving, but I didn’t, and now it’s too late. Pa was paid for the farm this morning, and we set out for town to purchase supplies. For some reason, the crowds seemed bigger than usual to me: mountain men and bullwhackers, Shawnees smoking their shuck-rolled cigarettes, all lined the walks. Smithies and wagon shops rang with the sound of iron against iron, and freight wagons careened down the streets as merchants hawked their goods. I felt as if I would smother. When Jack glanced over at me and winked, all I could manage was a weak smile.

Jack and I have stuck together since kids; we were both young enough to cling to each other when Mama died, yet still old enough to know pain. Lately, I feel as if Jack’s passed me by somehow. Even though he’s only two years older than me, he’s a little more hard about things, and a lot more sure of this trip than I am.

When we finally reached the front of the mercantile, it was Jack that struck up a conversation with a group of men. They were part of about six wagons that were leaving today, heading for Oregon, they said.

I noticed that one of the wagons, if you could call it that, was filled with no less than five children. The young girl tending to those children took me around to the back of her parents’ wagon, and I was filled with pity seeing their meager load—which, to me, didn’t appear as if it would last them one month, let alone see them through the six or eight months I’ve heard it can take to reach Oregon.

When the train finally pulled out, the men shot off their guns and hollered their cheers for the new territory, and I saw Jack wave them on, his eyes dancing with the prospect of riches and Indian fighting. For the men, these journeys seem to hold such adventure.

But what of the women?

I will take to my grave the face of that young girl’s mother as their wagon passed us. So haunted it was. Never once did she look back or wave to her friends and family that called after her. Instead, she stared straight ahead, her eyes lit by a desperation that I felt so deep that I turned away.

As I stepped up into our wagon, I glimpsed the figure of a man leaning against the large buffalo sign that stood in front of Mr. Jones’s hotel, and I realized it was Quinn McGregor. His eyes met mine, shifting away from the women, the children—families. He didn’t smile or wave. But there was a feeling of understanding that seemed to pass between us. 

The dust in the street kicked up as the men and their wagons rolled on. By the time everything had cleared, he was gone. I wondered for a moment if he had been there at all. But the memory of his face, the understanding I had seen had been too real, and I pondered if I was better for knowing that—or worse.


Later—Jack just came in the kitchen. “Pa and I’ve been talkin’, Callie,” he said, standing over me as I was throwing lime and salt into one of the water barrels filled with eggs. “He says once we get through Kansas and Nebraska we might just lay over in Salt Lake. He heard we can pick up work for a spell there. Then if Rose is up to it, we’ll move on to California.”

“We’ll go if we’re ready, Jack,” I said, the memory of that woman’s desperation giving me a strength I didn’t know I had. “Or we won’t go.”

Friday, April 29


Pa had the wagon backed up to the door by the time I finished getting dressed this morning. Not long after Mrs. Jensen had brought Ruthy over to play with Rose, we went about loading everything: our pots and pans, the humpbacked trunk for clothes and linens, Mama’s Bible and some keepsakes tucked underneath, Grandma Wade’s good dishes she left to me buried in barrels of flour, only a few pieces of furniture. The rest, Pa told me quietly, had been sold to the new owners. I stood firm on taking Mama’s rocker, and Pa finally relented, his eyes telling me he understood.

By afternoon there wasn’t much left but the bedding, which we planned to sleep on for the night, Pa figuring we could head for the rendezvous in the morning. I picked up the broom and headed for the door, when Jack peeked out of the window.

“Good idea, Callie,” he said. “Ain’t nothin’ left but what that broom can catch, now.”

For the first time all day, I stepped into the house and looked around, really looked. I saw nothing but space and the leftover dust from Pa’s and Jack’s shoes. I felt torn by the emptiness, as if a part of my life would never be the same. And afraid, too, that maybe my memories wouldn’t be enough or that I might forget the times shared between these walls.

Outside, I could hear Pa and Jack laughing over something, and I couldn’t help thinking how odd it was that men didn’t feel the loss the same as women. To them, a home was no more than where they ate or slept. I wasn’t mad, just saddened that it had to be that way.


I must have been pretty worn out from the packing, because I didn’t know I’d even fallen asleep until I woke up from the thud of Jack’s boots hitting the porch.

“Where’ve you been?” I asked him, and he sat down next to me with that slow, easy smile of his. “Charming” is what the ladies in town called it, but I wasn’t much in the mood to be charmed.

“Town,” he supplied finally. “Preacher’s son near lost his pants playin’ cards.” Jack tipped his hat back as he took a long drag off of the cheroot. “Almost broke his neck, too. Fool drunk took a spill down the steps of the tavern.”

When he said that, I nearly groaned out loud. I’d had a bad feeling Jack’d take some unsuspecting soul at a game of cards. His “talents” are well known about these parts, but not to those passing through. I recalled the look in Zachariah Koch’s eyes that day at the rendezvous, and I felt a chill of fear. Oh, Jack, why the preacher’s son? But just as quick I could hear Jack saying: Why not?

As much as Pa teases me about inheriting Grandma Wade’s sass, I often wonder if Jack won’t be the one to carry on that old woman’s legacy.

“Well, I hope you’ll be up to handling them oxen come morning,” I sniffed. “Specially if you’re still feeling the liquor.” Down by the barn, one of the milk cows bawled loudly, as if the idea of the trip had put her out as well.

“Don’t you worry none about me. I can hold my own,” Jack said in a voice loud enough to wake the dead.

“Best hush, lest you want Pa to come out here.”

“I’m a man now, Callie. Pa ain’t got any hold on me.”

I wanted to smack Jack right then. But I knew deep down that the way I was feeling wasn’t because of Jack and the rest of the men spending their final evening at the local tavern. It was more that he didn’t seem to mind none that we were leaving our home— that we would be leaving behind all of the sights, smells, and sounds that reminded me so much of Mama. Like the little cherry tree she planted in the yard just before she passed on and the sassafras—and even the pawpaws that grew down by the river that we used to collect together right before the first frost.

“Now, what are you lookin’ so down in the mouth about?” he asked. “Hell, I’ll give Zach his money back if it’d make you happy.”

“It’s not that, it’s Mama,” I told him, and for only a moment I saw pain in Jack’s eyes, then it was gone so quick I wondered if I’d seen it.

“Mama’s dead, Callie, and we’re alive— You’d do good to remember that,” he said, his voice a little harsh. “Don’t you see, this is our chance. I’ll be damned if I end up like Pa—scratchin’ at the dirt like some chicken to make a livin’. I’ve got dreams, Callie. Big ones. There’s fortunes to be made out West. One of these days I’m goin’ to have enough money to set us all up good, you mark my words.”

And he believed every single word. But then, Jack had enough grit in him to think he could—and maybe he would.

“There’s no promise that we’ll make a fortune out there, Jack,” I said.

“There’s no promise there’ll be a tomorrow either, but we work for it just the same, don’t we? Things ain’t good around here no more. If nothin’ else, think of Rose. Doc Hughes’s done said that she won’t get any better here. Out there . . . well, she has a chance, too. Don’t you think Mama would’ve wanted that?”

Jack’s hand rested on my shoulder, and I thought of Rose as she was that afternoon in the kitchen, dreaming of being like the other children, of running and jumping and playing. I felt ashamed, thinking only of myself. I covered Jack’s hand with my own. “I suppose I’m scared is all.” 

“We’re all scared,” Jack said, and I felt his hand drop slowly from my shoulder.

When I looked over to Jack, his handsome face appeared older somehow. I wondered for a minute if it was only the shadows playing tricks on his features. But I guess deep down I knew it wasn’t, because most of what he’d said to me was true. It just took me a while longer to admit it.

Somewhere along the way, without my knowing it, Jack had become a man. And I was proud of him.

“It’s going to be a long day tomorrow,” Jack said, helping me to my feet.

Off in the distance the lone cry of a whippoorwill sounded in the night, and I turned and followed Jack into the house.


Later—Rose has got her face pressed to the window in the parlor tonight. She says that our new covered wagon looks as pretty as a pearl, shining in the moonlight as it does. I tell her I’m busy when she asks for me to come see.

Saturday, April 30


Maggie came to bid me good-bye. I don’t think I’ve ever before been as surprised as I was seeing her standing at our door this morning. She told me she’d been in town with her pa and old man Todd and had begged them to let her come say good-bye to me.

It made me mad that she had to beg. What did they take her for, a slave? I could picture her pa waiting down the road a piece, just to make sure I didn’t carry her off West with me. I admit, now, the thought did cross my mind.

Pa can be hard at times, but he’s fair. Maggie’s pa is plain hard. I haven’t found it in my heart to forgive him for making her marry old man Todd, either. Jack and I suspect it was because of Mr. Todd’s money. Everyone knows he’s rich—richer than God, Jack likes to say. Funny thing is, Maggie’s never given a fig about money.

I didn’t mention any of this as time was short.

While Pa and Jack were yoking the team, we walked together through the rooms of the house, our voices loud in the emptiness, bouncing off of the walls and reminding me of the sounds of our childhood together. We talked about old times, about the dreams we had; sitting in the back of Mrs. Harper’s classroom whispering of seeing the world, of the adventures we would live and I would write about . . . the handsome men that would fight for our attention.

“Do you ever think of those times, Callie?” she asked, and when I told her I did, her face was so wistful I wanted to cry. “I do, too,” she said.

There were so many things I’d wanted to ask her: Was she happy? Was old man Todd good to her? But then, Jack was standing at the door, telling us that Pa was ready to pull out. Maggie linked her arm in mine, and we slowly walked across the yard together. “So, who’s this Irishman that hired out to your pa?” She’d asked casually, and I have to say, it didn’t surprise me that Maggie knew of Quinn McGregor. Ever since we were kids she’d had a knack for finding out things. 

“No one you need to worry about,” I told her, and she grinned.

“I’m not worried.”

Without knowing it, we were standing next to the wagon. When Maggie hugged me tight, I felt like everything was laid bare. Like we were borrowing against a time that had already passed and I was holding my foot against the door to a part of our lives that was shutting fast. I knew Maggie felt it, too.

“I’m so scared,” I whispered to her, hoping Rose couldn’t hear.

“Amanda Wade was the strongest woman I knew,” she said to me. “You remember that, Callie, because you take after your mama more than you think. Remember what she always used to tell us? ‘The good Lord don’t give nobody more than they can carry.’ I kind of imagine she’ll be looking after you all from heaven now. That is, if she ain’t too busy handing out advice.” We both laughed.

“Callie,” Pa called from the wagon, “we’re ready to go.”

The ache of loneliness that Maggie’s presence had soothed for a while flowed through me once more. So little time. But is there ever enough time to say good-bye?

“I love you, Mag,” I said finally, pulling myself up into the wagon.

“You write me, Callie, you hear?” Maggie called to me as Pa hawed to the team.

I could only nod, tears smarting my eyes as our wagon lurched forward.


Long after we were settled in for the night at the rendezvous, I sat inside our wagon, hugging the friend ship quilt Maggie had made me tight to my chest. When I closed my eyes jut right, I could still hear the echoes of Maggie’s laughter, dry and somehow comforting, and still feel the warmth of her embrace.

If we never meet again in this lifetime, old friend, at least our memories will endure. 






Part Two

[image: Image]

Along the Santa Fe Trail,Missouri and KansasTerritory

“When things get rough, remember: It’s the rubbin’ that brings out the shine.”

—Amanda Wade



Sunday, May 1


As soon as first light stretched against the sky, we began to break camp. How often over the last few weeks I’d pictured the scene in my mind, lying in bed at night. But my imagination had failed to do it justice.

People were everywhere, pulling up tent pegs, loading and reloading their wagons, men fighting to yoke oxen or mules, as the sharp smell of camp smoke mingled with the early haze. Some folks I recognized from that first day; Preacher Koch making his rounds; his wife, Della, so close to his back Jack swore there was a puppet string; Stem, his lanky body dressed in full buckskin as he limped after Captain Belshaw, checking folks’ supplies and turning away the ones who didn’t have enough, making sure there were enough willing hands to spell the drivers when the need came.

Down the rows of tents and wagons the word was passed that we would be pulling out soon.

Not long after, the line of wagons began to form, awkward and disjointed at first as several of the unseasoned teams balked. Then came the call to move out. Pa cracked his whip, walking alongside of the team, and Rose and I took one last look back as the wagon jolted forward. When we’d passed Hickman’s mill, I felt a fear I’d never known rise up in me as my last tie to home faded out of sight.

On and on we moved down the steep Santa Fe Trail toward the valley of the Kaw. As I watched from my seat on the wagon, I saw fresh-scrubbed faces, and some not so fresh, shadowed beneath bonnets and hats, turn westward; Stem and Captain Belshaw flew by us on their mounts with Quinn McGregor in the lead, all of them so full of vinegar that it made Pa laugh. Zach Koch reined in alongside of me, tipped his hat, and then spurred his horse on up the hill before he could be teased by the other men. I’m ashamed to admit I was glad when he was gone. There’s a mean streak in the preacher’s son, I feel, even though he tries to hide it beneath his mask of goodwill.

Our procession was slowed once, when one of the wagons being pulled by mules careened into some unsuspecting soul. Jack had quickly pulled away from our herd of cattle and went to aid the victim—a pretty blonde woman, from the look of it. He said something that made her laugh as he mounted up, then tipped his hat in her direction and rode off.

“Jack doesn’t miss a trick, does he?” I called over the din of cattle and wagons to Pa, but I don’t think he heard me. He had walked a ways out from our team, his eyes on the man still fighting his mules. His face softened a little when Jack headed in our direction.

“Mercer’s likely to kill someone if he don’t learn to handle that team,” Pa called out, and Jack grinned, dismissing Pa with a wave of his hand.

“You worry too much,” he hollered back, riding past us toward the herd. Pa shook his head, goading the team on.

As the train made its way out of the groves of timber, the uneasiness I felt was soon washed away by Rose’s laughter. “Oh, Callie,” she said to me, pointing ahead, “it looks like a little piece of heaven, doesn’t it?”

In front of us, as far as the eye could see, were the rolling green hills of Missouri, quilted with wild indigo, larkspur, and the tiny purple flowers with yellow faces that we call rooster fights. The sky opened up around us, so wide and blue it took my breath away, and I felt cleansed. I saw that some of the others did, too, their worry lines relaxing a little as they gazed around. Maybe this is what it’s for, I’d thought as I took it all in. Maybe we were all looking for a little piece of heaven we could call our own.

For miles, I watched the white canvas tops crawl across the prairie, gaps spreading between each of the teams as the train settled into the drive. I felt as if our dreams and hopes were a lot like those wagons— stretched to the limit, reaching out for what we couldn’t see—and praying for the best.


Later—The pretty blonde woman’s name is Grace Hollister. I found this out just after we settled into camp this evening.

I had been attempting to wave the billows of smoke away from my face long enough to get the cookall in the fire when I heard a husky chuckle come from somewhere behind me. I turned around to find the woman that Jack had helped earlier watching me with amusement. She looked to be of about thirty, I’d say, wearing a fine dove gray dress, lined and boned, with curlicue cording down the front. I felt plain in comparison, with my brown linsey dress and poke bonnet. Her smile put me at ease, though, that and her warm brown eyes.

“You know,” she offered, “you shouldn’t build your fire so high. That smoke’ll choke you out before you can cook anything.”

I kept an eye on the fire and took the hand she offered.

“Grace Hollister,” she said. “And you must be Callie Wade.”

“How’d you know who I was?” I asked, and she told me that Jack had mentioned me to her earlier. I happened to glance down then, noticing her wedding ring.

“So, your husband, does he know Jack, too?” I asked.

“I had a husband,” she said, “but he was long gone before I ever started this trip.” She must’ve read my thoughts then, because her laugh was wry. “I said I had a husband. I ain’t looking for another especially if he’s anything like Jack Wade.”

It was my turn to laugh then. It didn’t take much to know what she’d meant by her remark. Jack wasn’t exactly husband material and was likely to tell you so himself. He had too much of the wanderlust in him. Too much of the I-got-to-do-it-my-way to stay still long enough for marriage.

“Well, I best get. My youngest, Lizzie, she’s a handful, and I can’t let her out of my sight too long.” Then she said real friendly, “If you need any help, just holler. I’ve been around the world a time or two, you might say.”


Pa invited Quinn McGregor and the scout Stem to dinner this evening. I think Stem was as nervous as I was, the way he was fidgeting with his hat, standing off to one side like he wasn’t sure what to do with himself. I can’t say as though I blame him, after the bad treatment he got from some of the folks at the rendezvous, saying he wasn’t “fit” to lead us—him being “part Negro” and all. But then I figure he’ll find out sooner or later that Pa doesn’t give a fig for what most people think, especially if they’re in the wrong.

Dinner ended up being a tense affair, at least to me, that is. No one else seemed to notice. Rose sat in between Stem and Quinn McGregor, just like a tiny queen holding court, and Pa and Jack laughed and carried on as if they were entertaining in the parlor back home instead of beneath the wide, dark sky of the prairie.

Every so often, I’d look up to find Quinn McGregor studying me in that quiet way he had about him. As the night wore on I felt like we were both watching and waiting for something to happen, but I don’t think either one of us knew what it was.

I did breathe easier after dinner though, when Jack and Pa took Quinn down to check on the cattle. Grateful for the reprieve, I took it on myself to ask Stem about Grace Hollister. There was something about the woman that appealed to me, a warm frankness that I liked, and I was curious to know more.

The “Widder Hollister,” as he called her, had had a real hard time of it. It seems she traveled up from New Orleans with her four children and no husband to mention. Stem said he got it on good authority from the people she’d traveled with that her husband was dead. A gambler, they said, that was shot down during a card game.

“So, she came west, jes like the rest of us,” he finished, as if it was as simple as that.

But it wasn’t as simple as that, I knew that much. It took a lot more than hitching a wagon to some mules for a woman to brave the journey with four kids and no husband. It took courage.


As I sit here this evening, staring at the scattered campfires of the train, glowing and fading across the miles of Missouri hillside, my thoughts keep turning to Grace Hollister. I try to picture myself with four children, traveling alone across this prairie. I can only imagine how lonely she must be.

I wonder if she is asleep. Or like me, is she sitting next to her fire, waiting on tomorrow’s food to cook up so she can go to bed? Is she listening to the night sounds, the whining howl of the coyotes beyond camp? Does she worry?

I wish I knew.


Along the Santa Fe Trail

In transit to California

May 2, 1859


Mrs. Maggie Todd

Blue Mills, Missouri


Dear Maggie,

It’s hard to believe, looking around me, thatwe’re only two days out of Independence. As wenear Kansas, the trail is already offering its sadstories of the folks that came before us. Theground on each side of our train is littered withpieces of their lives, hastily thrown from wagonsto lighten their loads: rocking chairs, mirrors,washstands, trunks, and quilts and more foodthan you would imagine. It got me so down thatwhen I saw a group of weary travelers who hadturned back, I might have joined them if it weren’tfor Rose. “Ye jes felt yer first flick of the Elephant’s tail,” our old scout informed me, ridingalongside of the wagon. The Elephant, Stem wenton to tell, is kind of a symbol that stands for theprice us emigrants pay for this journey. Little didI know only a few hours later I should have myfirst glimpse of the trouble this beast cancause. . . .

Our train had overcome another bound forCalifornia, and as we were ready to pass, I heardan awful commotion. I saw that some of our owncompany had stopped to lend a hand. Jack and“The Irishman” were scrambling for water, tryingto douse flames that were eating away at one ofthe wagons. It was then I noticed a woman standing off to one side, her arms folded across herchest as she watched the fire. I saw two smallchildren clutching her skirts, and I hopped down from my perch, quickly cutting the distance between us. “Is this your wagon?” I asked. “Was,”she replied and looked back to the fire. “Wasn’tmuch left in there,” she said to herself. “He threwmost of our things out . . . said we’d get more.” Glancing at the ground around her, I saw fineshards of glass and a few strips of singed hemp,the kind you might find in an oil lamp. I felt anodd tingle crawl up my neck. I looked up oncemore and our eyes met and I knew then that she’dset fire to her own wagon. “I expect we will begoing home now,” she said with grim satisfaction.

When I climbed back up on my seat, I noticedthat many of the faces of the women in our trainwere both horrified and sympathetic. In a way, Ithink we understood what drove her to do sucha thing. After all, what little she had left of herlife, her husband had thrown away—from thelooks of it—some of their food as well. I thinkher setting fire to that wagon was her only wayof fighting back. As much as I hate to admit it,Mag, I find myself wondering what the Elephantmight have in store for me.
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