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“Great characters and a strong story. Jane Kirkpatrick is an excellent writer.”

—T. DAVIS BUNN, BEST-SELLING AUTHOR




“Jane Kirkpatrick has performed a literary miracle. She made me—a reader who seldom ventures into Western fiction by choice—struggle across dusty plains and ford swollen rivers right along with her eleven turnaround women, then thank her for the perilous journey. She made me cheer for characters who rubbed me the wrong way until they polished clean my resistance and stole my heart. Their collective trust in God fortified my own. Read and experience this miracle of kinship and courage for yourself.”

—LIZ CURTIS HIGGS, BEST-SELLING AUTHOR




“Rich in detail, All Together in One Place is the compelling story of a band of pioneering women as told in Jane Kirkpatrick’s unique style. Here is the journey west as women saw it—burdensome and often cruel, yet not without moments of compassion, love, and humor.”

—JACK CAVANAUGH, BEST-SELLING AUTHOR




“4½ Stars, Gold, Top Pick of the Month. While [All Together in One Place] may not be a romance per se, it is a compelling love story, sweet in intimacy and rich in human drama. When a cholera epidemic claims all their men, the women … are forced to draw the strength from within themselves, fanning long-dampened coals of hopes for dreams not yet realized, and aspirations still untried. This novel speaks to the heart of human relationship—love. Jane Kirkpatrick’s book is a treasure, well worth reaching beyond our genre to experience.”

—ROMANTIC TIMES




“Jane Kirkpatrick has produced a work rich with beauty and imagination. All Together in One Place is a rare piece of literature that sings of courage and faith.”

—DIANE NOBLE, BEST-SELLING AUTHOR





OTHER NOVELS BY JANE KIRKPATRICK

No Eye Can See

What Once We Loved

A Sweetness to the Soul

(Winner of the Wrangler Award for Outstanding Western Novel of 1995)

Love to Water My Soul

A Gathering of Finches

Mystic Sweet Communion



NONFICTION

Homestead

A Burden Shared

Daily Guideposts, Stories for a Woman’s Heart





[image: ]




ALL TOGETHER IN ONE PLACE
PUBLISHED BY WATERBROOK PRESS
12265 Oracle Blvd., Suite 200
Colorado Springs, Colorado 80921
A division of Random House, Inc.

All Scripture quotations, unless otherwise indicated, are taken from the King James Version of the Bible. Scripture quotations marked (NIV) are taken from the Holy Bible, New International Version®. NIV®. Copyright © 1973, 1978, 1984 by International Bible Society. Used by permission of Zondervan Publishing House. All rights reserved.

The characters and events in this book are fictional, and any resemblance to actual persons or events is coincidental.

eISBN: 978-0-307-55341-6

Copyright © 2000 by Jane Kirkpatrick

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying and recording, or by any information storage and retrieval system, without permission in writing from the publisher.

WATERBROOK and its deer design logo are registered trademarks of WaterBrook Press, a division of Random House, Inc.

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data
Kirkpatrick, Jane, 1946-
    All together in one place / by Jane Kirkpatrick.— 1st ed.
        p. cm.— (Book one in The kinship and courage historical series)
    1. Frontier and pioneer life—West (U.S.)—Fiction. 2. Women pioneers—West
    (U.S.)—Fiction. I. Title.

PS3561.I712 A79    2000
813′.54—dc21

            99-054725

v3.1_r1





This book is dedicated to
a special
circle of women

[image: ]

Blair, Kay, Sandy, Barb, Carol, Katy,
Jewell, Harriet, Normandie, Nancy, Jeannie, Judy,
Arlene, Sherri, Jean, Michelle, Millie, Patty, Kathleen,
Melissa, Joyce, Julie, Jacki, Patty, Marilyn, Madison,
Mariah, Pearl (my mom), Annie, Melissa,
and to Lisa and Traci, newly joined




CAST OF CHARACTERS

 [image: ]

Madison “Mazy” and Jeremy Bacon

Elizabeth Mueller

Hathaway and Adora Wilson

Charles Wilson

Tipton Wilson

Tyrell Jenkins

Antone and Lura Schmidtke

Matt and Mariah

Joe Pepin

Suzanne and Bryce Cullver

Clayton

Sason

Sister Esther Maeves

Harold and Ferrel Maeves

The Celestials

Cynthia

Mei-Ling/Deborah

Naomi

Zilah

Jed and Betha Barnard

Jason, Ned, Sarah, Jessie

Ruth Martin

Seth Forrester

Silver Bells

Ezra Meeker




“Thou maintainest my lot.
The lines are fallen unto me in pleasant places.”

PSALM 16:5-6




“They were all together in one place.”

ACTS 2:1 (NIV)




“You [God], the great homesickness
we could never shake off.”

RAINER MARIA RILKE




“One of the incidents that made a profound impression
upon the minds of all; the meeting of eleven wagons
returning and not a man left in the entire train;
all had died, and been buried on the way,
and the women returning alone.”

EZRA MEEKER OREGON TRAIL DIARY, 1852
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prologue

1850

near Cassville, Wisconsin

Cold water quaked from her torso to her toes. In an instant, Madison “Mazy” Bacon understood: greedy reeds and grasses lurked beneath the river’s surface. Fear surged through her. She struggled against strands yearning to tangle her ankles and knot the flounced hem of her swimming dress. Cold numbed her arms; thickening stalks sucked her under. As she fought, she scolded herself for not suspecting the danger signs. For being naive, swimming in the mighty river alone.

No, no, no, no! Determined, Mazy swallowed her panic, spit out murky water. She closed her eyes tight in concentration, then jerked her legs into a ball beneath her dress. She twisted until supine, surrendered to heaven. Then with a controlling backstroke, a thrust of her sinewy legs, and a prayer, she pushed toward warmer, safer water.

Sheltered later in their log home cradled by grassy bluffs, Mazy warmed herself before the fireplace, her thin chemise clinging hot against her back. Wet chestnut strands of hair veiled over her head as she bent and toweled it with an old quilt piece.

“There’s a dangerous place of currents in the Mississippi,” she told her husband of two months. “It looks safe, calm almost, then all of a sudden, and you’re in it.”

“It’s a necessary discovery,” Jeremy Bacon told her, not looking up from his book about cows and cow brutes. “Things are often not as they seem at the surface.”

“True,” Mazy said. She tossed the thick tousle of hair over her back. Knotting the still-damp waves into a single braid, she vowed to remember his words of warning.

She didn’t.
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mazy bacon’s place

April 1852

Mazy Bacon embraced her life inside a pause that lacked premonition.

Warm sun spilled on her neck as she bent over seedlings she’d nurtured in walnut shells and pumpkin halves through a blustery winter. Humming a German song her mother’d taught her, she celebrated the plants’ survival and the scent of sweet earth at her feet. Pig, her dog, lay beside her, his black head resting on paws, his brown eyes watching plump robins peck at worms in the newly tilled garden soil. She relished her life. Everything smelled of promise.

Around her legs, the wind whipped the red bloomers her mother had given her for Christmas the year before.

“Red? Mother,” she had said, pulling them from the string-tied wrapping. “Hardly anyone wears them at all, let alone ones as red as radishes.”

“You was needing some seasoning in your days,” her mother said. “A little spice now and then, that’s good. You’re young. You can wear ’em.”

Today, for the first time, Mazy’d donned those loose folds that billowed out at her hips, stayed tight at her sturdy ankles. She didn’t wear the jacket, choosing a cream chemise instead. Her muscular arms, laid bare to the sun, already showed signs of spring freckles. And her hair, the color of earth and as unruly as wind, fluffed free of its usual braid.

Her wooden spade cut the soil. Mazy thought of the fat rattlers that moved lazily in summer sun, pleased they’d still be sleeping in the limestone rocks and caves and not surprising her. She disliked surprises. She knelt, planted, and pressed dirt around her precious love apples. Tomatoes, some called them now. They’d be fat and plump earlier than ever before.

Finished, Mazy stood, brushed dirt from her ample knees. Ample. Ever since she was twelve years old and stood head to head with her father’s five-foot-nine-inch frame, she’d thought of herself as ample. By the time she turned seventeen and married Jeremy Bacon, a man twice her age and exactly her height, the image of herself as large was as set as a wagon wheel in Wisconsin’s spring mud.

Jeremy, her husband of two years, said she was “like fine pine formed from sturdy stock.” Mazy loved him for that and for his melting smile and for treating her as fine china. He’d been gone two weeks, but he’d be back anytime, today for certain. It was their second anniversary.

Mazy longed for the stroke of his smooth finger at her temple, the brush of his unbearded cheek against hers. She sighed. She’d prepared for him the perfect anniversary gift—a newly planted garden with the promise of abundance. His gift to her would be the Ayrshire seed cow, the “brute” Marvel, as Jeremy called him, and with it, an expansion of their herd and home.

“I am richly blessed, Pig,” Mazy said.

The big dog lifted one eye and thumped his tail, then yawned. A Newfoundland, with a bearlike head, Pig had tiny ears that prompted his naming when Jeremy’d brought the ball of fur home to his wife. Mazy liked the word “Pig.” Not the image of a coarse-haired shoat, but the sound itself: a light and airy word that puffed off her tongue. “Pig,” she said out loud, “they should have named bubbles ‘pigs.’ We’d say ‘Look at that baby blow pigs! Pig, pig, pig.’ ” Mazy laughed as the dog cocked his head from side to side at the repeated sound of his name.

Mazy stood, stretched, her fingers spread at her hips, bare toes wiggling in warm earth. A breeze dried the beads of perspiration at her temples, and she lifted the bonnet hanging loose at the back of her neck to let the air whisper it cool. Blackbirds chirped as they darted toward earth.

“The Lord knows my lot,” she said aloud. “He makes my boundaries fall on pleasant places.” She’d read the Psalm the day she arrived at this site not far from the Mississippi River near Cassville, Wisconsin; had found it again that morning. The verse read “lines” where Mazy had remembered “boundaries,” but both meant limits to her, the safety of places secured by fences of faith.

“I won’t say anything to Jeremy about fencing in the garden until after he finishes the scarecrows,” Mazy told Pig. She brushed her hands toward birds trying to steal her newly planted seeds. Pig startled and took chase as the flock of intruders soared over bluffs that shadowed the house. “Good work, Pig!” she shouted as she watched the dog disappear from sight.

Later, she would be filled with ifs, the stuffing of regret, but at that moment, Mazy Bacon rested inside contentment.

An unfamiliar sound made her stand and turn toward the wooded trail. Anticipation preceded puzzlement. Was it a woman’s voice? A shout or grunt? She couldn’t see anyone and no one used her name; a neighbor would have called her name. Her skin prickled at her neck. She felt large and exposed in her bloomers.

“Jeremy?”

A breeze washed through the pines, gave no answer.

Suddenly, something slashed through timber, loud and unruly. She caught a flash of rust and white, braiding through the shadow of birches, poplars, and pines. Her eyes followed the sound as it shifted in the wooded thickness. She willed herself to see what she heard. She couldn’t.

“Jeremy? Is that you?” She shaded the sun from her eyes with her hand, aware that her heart pounded. Sweat dribbled at her breast, her hands felt damp, her body responding to danger before her mind could make sense.

A sound behind her didn’t match with the clatter coming from the timber. She twisted in the dirt. Spiders of fear inched up her spine as the truth of its source stung clear.
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Jeremy Bacon cursed the branches swiping at his face. How had the animal gotten away from him? So close to home but the cow brute wasn’t familiar with this corral, so he wouldn’t head home on his own. He would frenzy himself in the trees, move out and be lost forever, Jeremy’s investment, gone, unless he could catch up the cows and hope the brute would come to them. With all the ruckus, the milk cows had bolted too. The hemp lines trailed behind them, threatening to catch in the trees and the brambles.

If only Mazy had agreed to come along! She could have helped. Instead what he had was misery, multiplied by frantic stock. He had to get them to the corral. His eye caught something through the trees near the meadow and he stopped. What was Mazy doing in those blasted bloomers? He shouted but she turned from him. He strained to see what took her attention. When he caught sight of it, his heart thudded to his knees.
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The cow brute shook his wide mahogany head weighted with horns that arched upward like parallel arrows. His nostrils and mouth sprayed foam and saliva in the air. Tilled earth spewed over his back as he pawed at the ground she’d just planted. His eyes bore into Mazy’s.

Mazy’s hands and feet were stumps of thickness, too heavy to move. Cold, like the dangerous place of the river, coursed through her. Her head screamed to run.

Instead, she backed away, as careful as a heron’s lift and laying of limbs. She stared at the ground now, her beloved soil, the seedlings both frail and exposed. The brute snorted and then lunged. Mazy sank to the earth as though dead.

Had she read that somewhere? Had Jeremy once told her? Remembered advice from some wounded patient her father had treated? She couldn’t remember. Her face fell into the seedlings, her cheek gritty with dirt, just as the brute rushed ahead.

Horns gouged the ground beside her, launched pebbles of earth to her back, pelting her like snowballs on the calves of her legs, her bonnet, her head. Spray from his nose dribbled, foamed on her arm. She could see it there, the clear bubble, wondered if it was the last thing she would see. Her eyelids folded closed on their own.

She heard and smelled and felt everything as though cut with her mother’s sharp scissors. Agitated weight shook the ground beside her head. The brute’s breathing labored raspy, yet he bellowed, and Mazy knew that if she opened her eyes she would see the wide, wet nose inches from her head. More dirt, then his sweated scent, and she heard the thin chemise rip at her side from the scrape of his hoof as he twisted and jerked.

Help me, help me, help me. Keep me still, don’t agitate him more. Her mind journeyed then, searched for pleasant places, the things she loved: her Lord, her husband, her mother, the land. She drifted above the timber to the far corners of the boundaries of the Bacon place, to the land that bordered on bluffs cut by a year-round stream that rushed through the meadow in the hot Wisconsin summer and froze over, hard as a horseshoe, in winter. Stands of pine surrounded the meadow, spearing the sky so high nothing grew beneath them on the forest floor: shelter for deer, high perches for eagles. The cleared meadow gave up stacks of hay for wintering the Bacons’ stock. At the edge of the one hundred sixty acres rose the log house Jeremy’s uncle had built and when he died had left—along with the farm—to his nephew.

Mazy loved this place. She relished the routine of her days, the high vistas and views. She hoped to spend her life here, to live and till and plant and let herself be nurtured by home and the love of her husband. Wind wove through eagle’s wings soaring above her.

Her mind jerked back with the grunt of the brute.

He’d gore her next, gouge her with his arched horns, throw her over his back and then stomp her, and she’d be dead at the feet of a longed-for dream. Her passing would wound her husband, grieve her mother, the two in her life she loved most. Jeremy would bear the blame; she was sorry for that when this was her doing. She shouldn’t have worn the bloomers, she should have gone with him, she should have, she should.

The brute twisted then. She could tell by the spray from his nostrils and the rumble of earth beneath her head. He pawed and bawled. She smelled dirt and manure. Then fury propelled him just as the piercing pain of his horns jabbed her side, the force of it lifting her, pushing, then rolling her over. She lay on her back, the blue ribbon of her bonnet caught at her throat. Her arms were like dolls’ arms, stiff and exposed. A place at her side burned like the stab of a poker.

She heard the crack the moment the brute lunged, the solid bone of her arm breaking while her elbow sank into earth. A wail formed at her throat but she held it, swallowed it, still as a new-planted seed; amazed but committed to living. The sound of wind she recognized as blood rushed through her ears, her heart pounded. Her mind willed the sounds into stillness.

Pig barked then. A clatter from the timber broke her drifting. She heard splintering in the trees and what sounded like a woman’s voice and then gunshots, a lead thud close to her in the dirt. A bawl, the brute snorted, and Pig barked, standing between her and the seed cow. Earth struck her like pelts of soft rain. She heard another shot, recognized it as Jeremy’s cap-and-ball revolver, heard the animal bellow but farther from her now, closer to the corral. She knew in that instant what Jeremy was doing and that she, Mazy Bacon, would live not from her husband’s crack shots but from her stillness, her wit, lying dead like an uprooted plant.

She heard her husband shouting directions to the dog, then to her. “Mazy! Don’t move, no sounds. We’ll have him in, just hang on.”

Pig barked in the distance. Mazy risked opening her eyes. White, fleecy clouds drifted above her. She pressed her left hand over her stomach and stuffed part of the bloomer against oozing blood. Her arm throbbed and burned, and when she tried to move it, she felt a thousand bee stings all at once. She panted. The bull roared in the distance.

Now all was a blur, not precise. Someone ran toward her. Relief and pain touched her stomach; a prayer of thanks pressed into her mind.

“I am so sorry, so terribly sorry,” Jeremy said, scooping her shoulders to lift and pull her to him. She cried out as he rocked her, then his hand held her head while she retched. “O, Mazy! The brute … it got away from us. The cows got tangled up with the ropes and we—”

“Cows?”

“Mazy, Mazy.” He wiped her forehead with his soft fingers as she buried her face into his shirt smelling of perspiration, fear, and relief. The dog bounded over and tried licking her. “No, Pig,” he said. His fingers made a feathery probe in her side. “You’ll be sore. Badly scraped. And the arm …” He cradled the bone of her arm, the movement forcing a gasp. “Let’s get you inside,” he said. “You’re starting to shake.”

He squatted as though to lift her, and the pain of the action and the thought of his trying to carry her and the relief she felt at being alive, at seeing him, and the dog’s licking at her toes, forced a strangled sound from her throat. Parched joy she felt, mixed as it was with the rhythm of living and pain.

“I’m too big,” she said. “Don’t try to carry me. Just help me stand.” She heard the thump of footsteps thudding across the ground. The brute bellowed. She tensed. “He’s corralled,” her husband said. “It’s all right.”

“Who’s there?” Pointed shoes stopped in the dirt beside the dog. “Mother?”

“I waddle like a duck when I’m hurrying,” Elizabeth Mueller said, breathless.

“Here, I got this side of her, Jeremy. Let me hold the arm steady. Is it broken? We was so worried, baby,” she said, kissing her daughter’s forehead. To Jeremy she said, “Got the cows in too?”

“Cows?” Not just a bull? It didn’t make sense what her mother was saying.

Mazy’s teeth chattered. She wobbled between Jeremy and Elizabeth as cobwebs smothered her mind.
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They set her arm, the rub of bone against bone making her sick in her stomach. They splinted it, held it firm to her chest with a sling formed from a strip of her petticoat; Mazy’s swollen fingers fisted over a pair of Jeremy’s gray knit socks, something soft to steady and grip. They gave her dark laudanum. It turned her mind to sleep.

“Can you wrap my arm in a poultice of fresh mullein leaves? It’ll cut the swelling,” Mazy said through a thick tongue when she woke.

“Tomorrow,” her mother told her, the back of her palm soothing her daughter’s hand. “We’ll make a turmeric-and-water paste to stop bruises. Just like your papa used to.”

Jeremy adjusted the sling. “We’ve a good supply of milk now,” he said. He patted her arm. “That’ll help the bones heal.”

“I don’t like milk,” Mazy said.

“Essential for bones. Take it like medicine.”

“Some chamomile tea’ll help you sleep,” her mother added. The older woman tugged at the tiny sticks and dirt still clinging to Mazy’s hair. “Got your own little woods right here among your curls. That nose of yours’ll have a bruise too, looks like. Don’t look broken, though. So lucky, child.”

“ ‘Lucky’ isn’t the word I’d have chosen,” Mazy said. Every part of her body felt riddled with rawness, and just as she wondered if she’d find sleep again without throbbing, she dozed.

“Fright,” Mazy heard her mother say later when she awoke to a candlelit room. Shadowy light flickered against a framed sampler hung on the log wall. “Afterwards, that’s when you worry. Folks get through their pickles and then die of surviving. That’s what her papa always said.” Elizabeth Mueller’s bulk obscured Jeremy until she moved and Mazy saw her husband seated at the table.

At forty-eight, Elizabeth Mueller was barely ten years older than Jeremy Bacon and sometimes Mazy wondered if he didn’t have more in common with his mother-in-law than with his wife. She watched them now from her refuge on the bed, the low fire flickering against their faces. Jeremy read some sort of drawing laid out before him. Elizabeth Mueller leaned over, spoke in a low voice, then returned to the hickory rocker that creaked as she lowered herself into it. Mazy felt clammy and wondered if she had raised a fever.

“Doctoring all those years, her papa saw his share of death,” her mother said.

“We all go eventually,” Jeremy said.

“Some folks ain’t ever prepared, though. When they see how close they come, that’s when they shake.”

Mazy coughed.

Both Jeremy and her mother turned. “Hungry?” her mother asked.

“I’ll get it,” Jeremy said, standing. He filled a wooden bowl from the caldron at the fireplace and, kneeling beside her, spooned her a thin soup of beef stock and potatoes. She lay on the goosedown ticking, letting him take care of her there in the great room, close to the warmth of the heated rock hearth.

“The cows weren’t … well, weren’t part of the plan, you know,” Jeremy began in his explaining tone.

“I did wonder if I’d missed that part,” Mazy said. “It must’ve been them I heard in the timber first. I didn’t notice the brute behind me until it was too late. If only Pig’d been around. Or if I’d realized sooner what was happening.”

“Quite,” Jeremy said. With a neckerchief, he dabbed at a soup dribble on her chin.

“So, the cows. How did they happen to show up in Grant County?”

He looked away from her, stood, pulled at the belt that tied his woolen pants. “Lucky for us, I’d say.”

“That interesting word again,” Mazy said.

“See, the original buyers failed to appear at the dock. Someone said they’d chucked everything. Headed west, I guess.” He blinked his eyes, cleared his throat. “I thought it would work fine to take them all. Cows’re purebred. Knew someday I’d want some, but I thought later.” He paused, coughed. “I would’ve preferred to research their bloodlines.”

“And you paid for them, how?”

He glanced over at Mazy’s mother before answering. Elizabeth squinted at the cream chemise she was mending. “Did you see what good straight backs they have?” he said, turning back to Mazy. “Nice udders. Should give us quite a start on a prize herd. Good coloring, like white mushrooms inside brown ones there at their hindquarters.”

“Color wasn’t what I was tending to,” Mazy said.

Jeremy scraped the wooden dish with the spoon and set the bowl on the table as he sat down on the floor beside her, his eyes level with hers. He reached for her, twirled a strand of her hair around his finger, lowered his voice to a whisper. “You’re looking more rested.”

“Some prize herd with a mad cow brute at the head of it,” she said.

“He just got agitated.” He pulled his finger from her hair, smoothed a wrinkle in the sling. “All the newness. Long trip. They’re stout animals, Maze. Calmed down now. All of them.”

“Resting peacefully, are they?”

“Quite.” He took a deep breath, stood. “Not much of an anniversary for you, is it? I am sorry about your garden.”

“We salvaged what we could,” her mother said, looking up from the needlework spread at her lap. Mazy marveled at her mother’s hearing, able to listen to conversations meant for private. “ ’Fraid the love apples look the worst. Still not sure it’s safe to eat them. I covered what’s left, case it freezes.”

“Aren’t you always telling me to be adventurous, Mother? I planted something new with those tomatoes, which is, by the way, what they’re called.”

“Advice I always thought fell on deaf ears,” her mother said. She smiled then. “Excepting for them bloomers.”

“Quite possibly a sign you’re not to have a garden this year,” Jeremy said.

“After all the work of the winter? Be forced to depend on our neighbors’ success? Go hungry? No. A garden’s the sign that life keeps going on, Jeremy, that people are home and happy to be there. This year more than any other, I should celebrate that. I’ll replant, soon as I’m able.”

“Came close to losing you,” Jeremy said. He pushed the muslin sling back and bent to kiss her swollen fingers curled over his socks.

“The worst part,” Mazy said, reaching for her husband’s hand, “was wondering where you were and if you were all right.”

He coughed. “You were quite smart to drop down. How’d you know to do that?”

“Something just said to.”

“And for once,” he said, “you didn’t argue.”
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It must have been near midnight when Jeremy slipped into the bed beside her.

“Would you rather I slept on the floor, so as not to bother?” he asked.

“I’d like you beside me on the anniversary of our marriage vows,” Mazy said. “Lie next to the wall, though. Watch my arm.”

He gentled himself over her, slid under the comforter, and lay on his side, his back to the logs, his arm arched over her head. He stroked her forehead with his fingers. He smelled of sweat and tobacco.

“Maze,” he began in a whisper. “I meant to tell you.”

What was that tone in his voice? Tentative?

“About the cows,” she said.

“Yes. And …”

No, something different, something cool, a threatening thread that wound its way from the weave of his words to her heart.

“You were the one who had them shipped in all along, weren’t you? The cows.”

She felt him relax.

“You knew.” He sniffed now, reached beneath the pillow for a handkerchief, and blew his nose. He rested his hand back on the rise of her hip, his fingers fisted around the damp cloth.

“I didn’t want to say so in front of Mama.” She whispered the words, not sorry they sounded like a hiss. “Think our business should be ours and not a part of hers.” She glanced to see if her mother still slept in the rocker. Mazy turned onto her back, and Jeremy adjusted the sling. “Surprised me you brought Mama back with you. She doesn’t like to travel all that much, I never thought.”

He didn’t respond, and she waited so long she thought he’d fallen asleep, but his breathing never slowed.

“Your mother was wanting a change,” he said.

That tone again, of reeds beneath the surface.

“Cassville’s a change of scenery from Milwaukee, all right.”

“Now she’ll have a story to tell her grandbabies when they arrive,” Jeremy said.

“About their mother surviving the mad cow brute named Marvel and how their grandma chased the cows?”

“Something like that.” He drew a circle in the thickness of her hair, twisting it around his finger. “She didn’t want to be left behind,” he said, “when we …” He mumbled something that sounded like “new place.”

“She’s found a new place?” She turned to face him in the dark.

He coughed and cleared his throat, blew his nose. “Our new place, Maze,” he said. “She wants to see our new place.”

Mazy lay still, stared at the mud chink in the ceiling, confused by his words, holding firm to familiar. “But she’s visited here before.”

Her husband took a deep breath, and even before he spoke, she felt struck in her stomach, empty of air. Her heart pounded loud in her ears. “Guess the time’s come to tell you,” he said. “I’ve sold the farm.”

Every tendril of her hair ached. Her throat burned. Her soul felt shriveled and sliced as though the brute’s horns pierced afresh. “A new place?” Her voice was tiny, distant to her ears. She tried to sit up on her elbow, couldn’t, lay back down. Something heavy sat on her soul, kept her from taking a filling-up breath. “You didn’t talk with me?”

“You don’t like change, don’t handle it well,” he said. His words sounded clipped, rehearsed now. “Didn’t want to alarm you unless everything went through. And it did.” Jeremy’s words tumbled out faster now. “I was never cut out to farm, you know that. Wouldn’t have come to this place without Uncle’s leaving it to us. The manure makes my hands break out in bumps, and the dirt”—he rubbed his nose—“aggravates my head. But the Ayrshires—they challenge.”

“Plenty of manure and dirt where cows are.”

“I can hire people to do the dirt work. I’ll manage the breeding program, the matching of people and animals, building the herd. That’s what I’m meant for.”

“You haven’t managed so far,” she said. “You were aimless as a stray until your uncle left you this place. Drifting, a dockworker, not saving coins or moving toward a future. That’s what you said when you met me, remember?”

“I’ve done this. Nearly two years.”

“But no love of the earth? No loyalty to our home?”

“Dirt’s dirt,” he said.

Tears pressed against her nose, thickened in her throat. Had Jeremy hated this place and she’d never known? How could that be?

“We have a good life,” Mazy said, her heart thudding, even in her swollen fingers. “Can’t we get what you want where we already are? I love this place, Jeremy. The bluffs, the eagles …” She heard the wail in her own voice, the piercing of tears. “I’ll milk the cows.” Her voice broke, but she kept talking. “We can build the herd here. I’ll do the work in the dirt, Jeremy, you—”

“Where did you think the money for the brute came from? Think that grew on your love apples?”

“I thought the timber, I … don’t know. I don’t think I can live anywhere else. I don’t want to live anywhere but on this place.”

“This place.” He spit the words. “It would take years on this place. Denniston’s ‘Big Brick’ hotel stands empty, acts like the plague for keeping folks away. Cassville’s stagnant, Maze, done, almost folded. Titles are so messed up for most, they can’t even sell no matter how hard Dewey works to clear them. We’re lucky that way.”

“But the ferry, the iron ore, the button factory—there’re reasons to come here, to stay.”

He shook his head. “It’ll never lure others who’d invest in dairying, nor the people who need it.”

She sank back into the down, lay there, longing, bruising from loss.

He took a deep breath. “You don’t need to agree with this, Mazy. It’s done. It’s my responsibility to provide for us. I am, my way.”

“I’ll stay here, then,” she said after a time.

“You’re not listening. I’ve sold it. People are coming to live here. It’s done and I’m going.”

He hadn’t said we, just I.

“Where then? Back to Milwaukee? Or to Chicago where there’re people like … yellow jackets over trash? Why buy the cows, then? And why did my mother know, before I did?”

“I wanted you to come along, remember?” he said. He sat up in the bed, arms folded across his chest, his neck stretched, jaw pushed forward. “This, your … wounding wouldn’t have happened if you had come.”

“You’re the wound,” she said.

“It’s a wound for a man to care for his wife, to invest his money in a future and not gamble or drink it away? Some wound. I know a dozen wives who’d jump at the chance to live with the pains you think I’ve given. And they wouldn’t argue about it, not one. A dozen who’d make a good life in the west.”

“My life is good. Or was.” She felt sluggish, her thinking as mixed up as the dog’s food. Her side throbbed. “You’ve sold the bluffs. The meadow. My garden. My life.” She paused, her words muffled by swallowed tears. “What the brute did today was nothing.”

“If you’d have been with us … three could have handled the animals better. You could have driven the wagon instead of my having to. I could have herded them. The brute wouldn’t have bolted.”

“You bought another wagon, too?”

He said nothing for a moment, then, “Going through Iowa, I’ll need a sturdier wagon. After I cross the Missouri at Kanesville, maybe I’ll join with an overland train, maybe go west alone.”

Lying flat on the floor, Pig yipped in his sleep, shook, then quieted.

West. Leave this place.

“You let me plant the garden,” Mazy said, staring at the ceiling, “knowing I wouldn’t be here to ever see the harvest? You sat there at the table, hour after hour looking at Ayrshires, finding a brute to buy and never said you planned to take him west?”

He lay back beside her, kept his arms crossed over his chest. “I didn’t want to upset you.”

Hotness flushed over her. “It never occurred to you that I’d be upset left out of the choice? You never thought I might want to have a say in my own life?”

“I haven’t wanted to say this, Maze, but you are just a child in many ways.” He paused, twirled a curl of her hair around his finger. She could almost see his lazy grin trying to slip over her emptiness. “Running around in your bloomers.”

“Now what I wear bothers you?” She yanked at the comforter, pulling it from him, brushed at his hand in her hair. “Nothing I do suits you.”

“It might have been someone else coming through the trees,” he lectured. “Exposing your ankles won’t be wise where we’re going, Maze. If you’re going with me …”

“What if I go back with Mama and live in Milwaukee. What then?”

“Your mother’s going too, so I need you to drive a wagon. Load up and drive and no arguments.”

“My mother is …?” She stared at the woman who slept through her husband’s betrayal.

“That was thoughtless, what I just said, about needing you just to drive.”

“It must be the laudanum.” She threaded her hand through her hair. “Why would Mother leave home? She’s—”

“She wants adventure. She told me. Look.” He dabbed at Mazy’s eyes with his handkerchief, softening her resolve, engaging her in that way he had. “We’ll find another place with boundaries that take in mountains and rivers and timber and meadows, too. You’ll see.”

Shadows from the hearth danced against the chinking. Her mother snored, a ruffled nightcap framing her round face that lolled back against the rocker, mouth open in the sleep of the innocent.

“And if I don’t go?”

“I’m thirty-six years old, Maze. If I don’t take aim now, I’ll be angry with myself for however long I live for having missed this shot.”

“And my choice,” she said, “is to do the most foreign thing I can think of. Watch my husband walk away, maybe even my mother, or step out into a cloud of the unknown and hope I don’t fall through.”

“You’ll have your mother with you.”

She swallowed a sob and turned her face to the down. Jeremy reached to hold her, but she pulled away. “I don’t understand why things need to change,” she said. “I don’t understand!”

The dog stirred and came to the side of the bed, his face bumping against hers as he sniffed.

“Will you come, Maze?”

She couldn’t answer—her thoughts too heavy, so choking.

They lay silent beside each other.

“I know what a beaver feels like now,” Mazy said as the night stepped aside for the morning. “Pushed into a trap. It’s not the dying he fears. It’s the change, made without choice. And knowing he’ll never see home again.”

His lips brushed her forehead. She stiffened and turned away.


2


choices

“You’ll feel better when you’re not so sore,” Elizabeth told her only child the next morning. She patted Mazy’s still swollen fingers, exposed from the sling. “They look like little fat sausages. Maybe the bandage is too tight. I’ll ponder that.”

“I’m too sore to think,” Mazy said. She sat on the side of the bed, dizzy.

The dog lumbered over, made growling and slurping sounds as he nuzzled Mazy’s good hand.

“Even sounds like a pig,” Elizabeth said. “That how you named him?” She bent, scratched the dog’s head.

“I just liked the sound of the word.”

“Words, words. So much readin’ and writin’ you got no time for grandbabies.” Elizabeth laughed.

Mazy didn’t.

Elizabeth frowned, irritated with herself for making light talk with her daughter who almost always wanted serious.

“I know you’re grieved,” Elizabeth said, adjusting the bandage. “But change is part of living. Can’t stop it no matter how you try. I remember when your papa brought me from Virginia to tend his big house in Milwaukee.” Elizabeth stood, held a sun-dried sheet with her chin, and started to fold it. “The bustle of that city, all the smells of people cooking and doing, woke me up when I didn’t even know I’d been sleeping.” She held the flannel to her breast, inhaling the memory. “Why, I might have gone my whole life without them moments if I’d stayed put just cooking. Worse, your papa surely woulda found another to love and marry. You mighta been born to a butcher’s wife instead of a tender doctor’s.”

She looked at her daughter, said softly, “You can either see what Jeremy’s done as opportunity, or spend your days pinching your nose like he’s a polecat. You’ll get tired pinching, Mazy, but the choice is yours.”
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Choice, what choice did she have? Take a job as a day lady or gather clamshells for the button factory, board herself out? Through the window, she watched her mother remove the rags from her tomatoes, placed to hold back the threat of night freeze. Elizabeth sang over the garden remains, sang over change. Mazy lay back down on the bed. What would people think if she sent her husband and mother off while she stood waving good-bye in her bloomers? Was she strong enough to stay? What then? Her eye caught the seed gourd she’d decorated with berry juice designs that now hung by hemp twine over the oak mirror. All that work of planting.

She wanted penance, that’s what she wanted. Some payment for his not sharing what he’d been thinking about all those months, for excluding her from the most important decision of their marriage. All those evenings she’d watched his strong jaw profiled in the candlelight and thought he understood her while she talked about what she’d plant, how certain flowers would keep the gophers away, how she’d dry the tomatoes and imagined them deepening winter stews. But all those tender moments had been betrayals, wide breaches of faith.

The times he’d lifted his eyes, adjusted his round, wire-framed glasses, and smiled at her through moistened lips as she spoke of the eagle’s flights or the area where wild daisies grew, he’d been thinking not about what she said or what she hoped for, but about some far and distant place. She might have been talking of bloomers or bunions for all the difference it made. He hadn’t trusted her to understand, to want to share his dream. He’d treated her like old ironstone that could be used and broken, or simply left behind.

She’d take that mirror, she decided, and the bench and the table and the plank rocker, heavy as a horse. She’d take them all, surround herself with familiar and defiance.
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Jeremy looked over the furniture items Mazy marked to bring along. The round, oak table, the saltbox, her wooden mixing bowls, the dough-boy with its residue of flour permanently kneaded into the oak.

“The mirror stays. So does the chest of drawers, the bonnet dresser, the table and chairs—I’ll make new ones. Don’t want to kill the mules with replaceable things, especially oak. Way too heavy. Only take essentials,” he said.

They stood like two dogs arguing over place. “We best get this essential thing straightened out,” Mazy said. “If I’m going, I’m taking things that matter to me even if they don’t to you.” The firmness in her own voice surprised her. “Don’t you agree, Mother? Grandma’s chairs come?”

“Oh, you two children best work that out.” Elizabeth turned back to the linen she sorted. “We’ll all settle in together just fine.”

“Caged birds rarely settle, especially without a perch,” Mazy said. Her side throbbed, and she sat down on her grandmother’s chair. “I’m taking the bonnet dresser and the bedroom set if we have to latch it to the side for the chickens to cackle at.” She crossed her good arm over her chest. “The china service goes, and we take the dining room table. Take it apart if we need to and double the floor with the boards. I won’t arrive without familiar things around me.”

“You’re so beautiful when you’re giving orders,” Jeremy said. He reached to pull her to him, his hands tangled in the chestnut fall at the back of her neck.

“Nobody listens,” she said, felt her face flush.

He kissed her then stepped back beyond her reach. “You can’t take the hickory rocker. Nor the chairs, table, or dresser. But the bed, all right.” He grinned. “The essentials.”
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“We’ll be risking our lives just to get there. West,” Mazy said in disgust. She and her mother walked the rows of what was left of her garden. Cows mooed from the corral. The pain in Mazy’s arm made her lightheaded.

“You’re exaggerating again, Madison. Something I was sure you’d outgrow.”

“Horace Greeley says, with the Indian trouble and all, it’s criminal for a man to take women and children across the plains.”

“The Fox and Sauk Indians are quiet, I hear,” Elizabeth said. “Besides, everyone knows what to do and what not to. Most don’t even hire guides, the trail’s so well marked. It’s a good year for families to go. It’s a good year for adventure. It’ll be no more trouble than getting from Milwaukee to here.”

“And wasn’t that full of surprises.”

Elizabeth looked into the hurt of her daughter’s green eyes. “We may as well have this out now as later.”

Mazy heard her heart thud in her ears. Sometimes her scoffing could take her where she didn’t really want to go, jabbing with words but not getting too close. A serious conversation with her mother was a place she tried to avoid.

“The day Jeremy got to Milwaukee he said he was heading west,” her mother said, leading her to a pine stump, helping her to sit. “I laughed, didn’t seem like him, a man who’s always rubbing oils on his hands to keep ’em soft as a baby’s bottom. But he was serious. I turned selfish when I pondered. I might not see my grandbabies—if you ever have any. So I found a way to tag along.” She lifted Mazy’s good hand and settled it in her wide palm.

Mazy felt the calluses on her mother’s fingers, the firmness of her hold, and listened, watched as her mother fluffed at the lace collar on her gray dress.

“So I said I was going if you was. Jeremy laughed, told me it’d be easier to catch a weasel asleep than selling my home that fast.” Elizabeth leaned into Mazy. The scent of lavender leaned with her. “Well, I said that part about the weasel. But when I mentioned needing to sell my things, a buyer showed.”

“ ‘Wish Maze could act that fast,’ Jeremy says to me when I told him I’d sold the house, which had a few surprises of its own by the time it was settled.” She didn’t elaborate. “But I tells him, you got your papa’s ways—studied-like and loyal. He said the loyal part was something he’d be needing since he hadn’t told you yet.” Elizabeth’s blue eyes watered. “I was sad for that, his not sharing it with you. But then I pondered, well, I can’t change it. But I never woulda held something like that back.”

Mazy sighed. “I couldn’t have stood it if you had.”

“Oh, darlin’, don’t you know? If a body can’t stand somethin’ it’ll pass right out.” She laughed then, her wide, fleshy face blotched red, her blue eyes brimmed. “I looked for the good in it when I found out.” Elizabeth licked her lips. “Except for holidays and that short month visit here last year, we ain’t spent time together as two married women, like we are now.”

Mazy nodded, touched her mother’s chubby cheek with her finger, surprised at the smoothness. “I’m just … afraid,” Mazy said.

“I know it.” She patted Mazy’s hand. “My mama always said fear’s just a reminder to dress good as you can while you’re wearing new circumstances.”

“But then,” Mazy said, “Grandma hadn’t heard of bloomers.”
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The Bacons’ neighbors, such as there were, planned a gathering for them at the little log church in Cassville, to celebrate the changes the Bacons were making.

“It would be a salve to my soul to have a preacher there today,” Mazy said, as they rode the mules into town, “but it’s too early in the year to see him.”

“I’ll be needing salve somewhere else before this day is done,” Elizabeth said, rubbing her hip. “Always worse after I ride.”

“Just hang on to that pie,” Jeremy said.

“More worried about your stomach than my backside, I see,” Elizabeth said. Jeremy laughed while Elizabeth checked the cloth that hung from her sidesaddle as it flopped against the neck of the black mule named Ink. Mazy hoped she would get fed at this gathering, find something to fill the emptiness of their leaving, calm the uncertainty.
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Jeremy Bacon stood in the center of a cluster of men shaded by the maples that arched over the log building. Lilac bushes threatened to bud. Tobacco smoke circled the face of Hathaway Wilson, who drew on his pipe, then used it to make some point, all eyes turned in his direction. His right hand he stuck in his paisley vest as though holding his heart. Jeremy stood taller than Hathaway and several others, even without the hat he’d left hooked over the saddle’s horn.

Mazy couldn’t hear their words, but bursts of laughter rose from the group and then quieter sounds, nods of heads, pats on suspender-crossed backs. Several men bore the sun marks of a hat wearer, forehead paler than cheeks. There seemed to be looks of admiration directed at her husband, perhaps even looks of longing. It didn’t seem possible that so many men could want to uproot, take their families into danger and beyond, or that so many others would admire them for it. It stretched her understanding of how different men and women were.

“This west thing is a craze, that’s what it is,” Adora Wilson said. The formidable-looking woman, broad shoulders, narrow waist, now stood beside Mazy. She wore a pink bonnet with a stiff pasteboard brim that shaded a face that was just beginning to wrinkle. “You’d think they were boys discovering a new fishing hole and not sure if they want to share the news or keep the treasure to themselves. My own husband among them.” She fussed at her bonnet, removed it. “I don’t know how you’ll manage, Mazy. I simply could not do it.” The last words came out like hammer pounds.

“Hathaway’s not thinking of going, surely.”

“Oh, the subject was raised, but I put my foot down. And Charles balked.” Adora nodded to her son, a striking man who leaned against the tree scraping at his fingernails with a knife. He wore a white, collarless shirt, button pants. One ear had a healed-over notch, visible even in the shadow of his gray hat. Mazy never liked to have him wait on her in the Wilsons’ mercantile: Charles always came around the smooth counter to stand beside her, liked to brush his fingers over hers when she handed him the book of cloth. “But the west fever’s affected us …” Adora continued. “Tipton’s fallen in love with that Tyrell Jenkins.”

Mazy’s eyes wandered to the man notable for his large forearms, his short but sturdy-looking legs, and his stellar reputation. He was said to be a skilled smithy, and she’d heard that in his back room, he fed orphaned kittens from a glove.

“I imagine a farrier’d be welcomed well on a westward train,” Mazy’s mother said, joining the twosome, waving away flies from the table as she talked. Elizabeth had met Adora last year, had only a brief conversation, but Mazy’s mother knew no strangers, could carry on as familiar as a lifelong friend. “You could do worse for your daughter.”

“But Tipton’s only fifteen,” Adora said, lifting her chin. “And a mite headstrong.”

“Ponder where she got that,” Elizabeth said.

Adora frowned. “She’d make any man’s head turn like an owl’s, but not out of wisdom, I’m afraid. She’s been whittling on her father about marriage and heading west. With Tyrell. So far, he’s stood firm, which he best do. We waited seven years to marry.” She straightened her broad shoulders, fidgeted with the tucks that spread across her wide bosom. “ ’til he had the store going strong. No reason she can’t wait until Tyrell’s good and settled. He can jolly well come back to pick her up. Hathaway told him that trail runs east just the same as west.” She fanned her face with her hands, lowered her voice to almost a whisper. “ ’Course I think she’d do much better, with Tyrell out of the picture.” She leaned in. “Poor people have poor ways, you know. Did you put spices in that pie, Elizabeth? It is Elizabeth, isn’t it? I never can taste a thing, but sometimes I think I can smell spices.”

Elizabeth nodded her head to the questions. “No harm in wishing good things for our kin, I’d guess,” Elizabeth said. “Best things we mamas do.”

Then Mazy’s mother left to organize the food on the table and turned back to talk with Kay Krall and Janie Switzler, women watching toddlers waddling on the grass. Mazy heard the younger women laugh, noticed her mother join in.

Her mother fit like a hand-cobbled shoe, as though she’d always been a part of Cassville. Mazy guessed it was Elizabeth’s backwoods upbringing, with a dozen cousins living close by, that let her turn everyone into family. It was a trait Mazy longed for in herself.

“Is Tyrell leaving soon?” Mazy asked Adora.

“Not soon enough.” She opened and closed the clasp on her wrist purse without ever looking inside. “Truth is, I’ve a worry she might just run off. I know I’ll watch her like a cornered bear the day he leaves and for two weeks after. He could have joined up before this—I wish he had. Tipton’s keeping him here, in a daze, with all her flirting. Look at her,” Adora said, but Mazy heard pride rolled into the words of scold.

Tipton Wilson laughed. The girl’s high cheekbones flushed rose, a color Mazy guessed she’d pinched into them just before she swirled open her parasol for shade. Petite and blond and draped in blue—including the stones in her ears—she was the Wilsons’ only daughter. The girl didn’t just stand between her father and Tyrell, she composed the center of the circle. She stared up at her intended, flashing even, white teeth clasped together as though she posed for a portrait and had been told not to move a muscle. Tipton blinked long eyelashes, touched a gloved finger to her cheek. She spoke and the men laughed. Tyrell Jenkins’s face splotched pink in the bare places free of his rhubarb red beard.

“She’ll be a handful for any husband,” Adora sighed.

“Desserts are fixing to spoil,” Mazy’s mother interrupted. “And my stomach’s agrowling.”

The women signaled their men, who headed for the tables. Tipton and Tyrell walked as though weighted, their heads bent in conversation.

Mazy noticed Tipton’s brother loitering behind, his gartered shirt sleeve pressed at his shoulder against the tree. That odd notch out of his ear silhouetted against the light. He tossed something shiny in his palm, coins it looked like, clinking upward without his watching. His eyes stared at Tipton instead, a glare until he noticed Mazy watching. A half smile formed at one corner of his pursed lips. He made no move to join the others.
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Hathaway asked the blessing over the brown betty pudding, cobbler, cookies, and pies. Elizabeth had baked Mazy’s favorite raisin pie; the plump fruit had been carried in spring water in a crock jar all the way from Milwaukee. Light conversation filtered over the eaters, in between bites and batting at horseflies, gentle chastisements of children. Toddlers scampered beneath the lilac bushes, the ribbons on the girls’ dresses limp and the boys’ knees covered with grass stains. A half-dozen dogs lay beneath wagons. Pig panted in the shade of a buckboard while food and well-wishing were washed down with sun tea. Mazy thought of the pleasantness of this place, these people, and swallowed back tears.

Finally filled, they said good-bye, hugs and hands patting on backs. The women expressed good wishes with a sense of relief, Mazy thought, relief that it was she leaving and not any of them. She looked around her. These were good people, but she’d become close to none these two years past. Perhaps that was a blessing.
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“I’ve made a decision,” Jeremy said.

The three of them rode home through the timber, the mules clop-clopping like a grandfather clock on the packed road. The squeak of the leather and the swish of the mules’ tails gave Jeremy a moment to think about what he needed to change to make this come out differently than the last announcement given to his wife. He wiped at his nose with the handkerchief Mazy had embroidered with the letter J, stuffed it back under the rim of his hat, and cleared his throat.

“Am I to be surprised?” Mazy asked.

“I’m speaking about it beforehand. Tyrell Jenkins wants to go west,” Jeremy announced.

“Another man with a wild idea.”

“Hathaway’s fearful his daughter’ll run off after him when he leaves,” Jeremy said. “She’s threatened that—”

“And probably will if Adora’s words prove true.”

“Quite.” He plunged ahead. “With your arm so bad and you so sore and still healing, we could use someone to drive your mother’s wagon. And a blacksmith’s skills would be of value.”

Pig yawned in the road far in front of them, stopped and sat to scratch.

“We’d just need to take the girl along, too,” Mazy said.

“Quite,” Jeremy said. For someone so young and untested, Mazy could surprise him with her quick conclusions. She could see what other people yearned for, when she wanted to. He couldn’t believe she hadn’t sensed his need to leave, to try new vistas.

“You’re proposing that we mother hen that one?” Elizabeth asked. “Wouldn’t be a spree.”

“She could be a help to you, Maze, especially with your arm as it is,” Jeremy said. “Hath’s willing to pay for her passage, which would help us secure Tyrell’s wage for driving. But it would mean having another around, not exactly your porridge.”

“Maybe we should wait until I’m healed before we leave. We could do it ourselves then. Alone.”

“No,” Jeremy said. “This is the perfect time. Good grazing, before big herds come through. We’ll be well over the mountains before any threat of early winter. No, April’s the best time to leave so we’re there by October. Tyrell’s strong arms and skills are a gift, if we decide to take it.”

“The true gift is that you’re actually asking me,” Mazy said. “Before you’ve committed. Or have you?”

“I haven’t.”

A robin chirped in an oak as they rode past a mound of grass shaped like a bird. “Old Indian burial spot, Mother,” Mazy said, pointing. “There’re several back in the trees.”

“I told Hathaway I’d have to talk it over with you,” Jeremy persisted.

“That must have taken some tongue biting on your part,” Mazy said.

“Hath said he knew it was like herding cats getting a woman to go down the trail you want.”

“Oh, did he?”

“Never wanted this to be torture for you, Maze.” He reached, lifted her hand and cupped his over it as he held the reins, felt the pull of the leather against her palm, the coolness of her fingers. “Wanted it to be our journey together. Just didn’t know how to … to bring it up, without you getting all agitated. And then you’ve been so off your feed, as your mother’d say.”

“Would I?” Elizabeth said.

“That confirmed I made the right choice in waiting, just doing it all on my own.”

Mazy started to pull away. He held her hand firm.

“All I want is some say in my own life,” Mazy said.

“It’s what I want too. It is, Maze. To decide things together. When we can.” He was never sure how much to tell her or when.

“I still don’t understand why we have to go at all, why you need such a change.”

“Life is just that. All it is, and adjusting to it.”

The mule twisted his head to bite at a fly. “Adora doesn’t know of Hathaway’s plan, does she?” Mazy said.

Jeremy settled back into the saddle. “Hathaway’ll have his own price to pay tonight when he tells her what he offered me … us. Once she turns seventeen, he’s willing for the marriage, but until then, we’d be asked to be her family, treat her as our own.”

“She’s not that much younger than you,” Elizabeth said.

“Might be a friend for you, Maze,” Jeremy said. “Doesn’t seem you have many.”

“With good reason when I have to leave them behind, unexpected.” She sighed. “Well, let’s talk with Tipton, then, see what she understands.”

Jeremy let out a burst of held air. “Thanks, Maze. Told Hathaway to come on out tomorrow, unless I came back to tell him different. I think this could be good, really good for us. I feel it in my bones.”

“I’m the one whose bones have feeling,” Mazy said lifting her sling. “And good’s not the word I’d choose.”
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The new people who’d bought the Bacon place arrived early the next day, before either Tyrell or Tipton and her family. Mazy held herself back from the woman, a Mrs. Malarky. Her mother proved the more invitational, showing the woman the house, the furniture they’d leave, while Jeremy and the new owner rode mules toward the bluffs and the highest boundaries of the Bacon place.

Mazy watched the Malarkys’ two boys, probably three and five, who tumbled out of the wagon like puppies, exploring and chattering after the chickens. Pig had barked at them and their dog, a yellow herding type with a long tail. The dogs marked their territory then sniffed each other and decided both could stay.

“And this is Mazy’s garden, what’s left of it,” her mother told Mrs. Malarky. The two walked over to where Mazy squatted, pulling aimlessly at weeds. Mrs. Malarky, a short, round woman, looked as though she might have put on weight with the carrying of her children and had simply forgotten to take it back off.

“A fine tilling,” Mrs. Malarky said. “Little mussed up, maybe, but it’s still early for setting seedlings.”

“The brute,” Mazy said, standing, brushing dirt from her apron. “He did some renovating. I think the beans’ll be fine. They didn’t get troubled much. But the tomatoes, I doubt they’ll make it. I brought them back inside. One or two might recover and could be set out again and staked.”

“Must be hard to leave it—all this.”

“It is.”

They stood silent, eyes massaged by the landscape. “Do you have a seed gourd?” Mrs. Malarky asked. “No sense my keeping my seeds when you already planted yours. I’ve got some maple tree seed wings, too. You’re taking a lilac start, surely?”

“I’d be grateful for the seeds,” Mazy said. “And now you mention it, I think I’ll take a bucket of Wisconsin soil with me, too.”

“Now that’s essential,” her mother said, and Mazy laughed.
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The Wilson girl left no doubt about whose heart she was after, batting eyes at her intended. Jeremy’d said she could assist with cooking. Elizabeth smiled to herself. Men. Something about that girl said she might be interested in cooking, all right, but not over an open pit.

A slender gloved hand rested on the muscled forearm of Tyrell Jenkins as the two meandered toward the house now almost empty of all Bacon things and slowly filling up with the Malarkys’. The latter had graciously decided to walk with their children to the pond dotted with ducks when the visitors arrived.

Adora and Hathaway paced behind their daughter, Adora like a boat being dragged across shallow water. Adora didn’t smile as she approached, her jaw set. Even Charles had joined them for the family discourse, wearing cream-colored breeches and that halfhearted smile.

“I won’t be even a smidgen of a bother,” Tipton offered when they gathered in the large room on the Malarkys’ chairs and the ones Mazy’d been forced to leave behind. “Papa’s told me all the rules, and I’ll most certainly abide.” She smiled that clasped-front-teeth smile that looked as though she were delicately biting off a piece of meat without letting it touch her lips, her back bed-slat straight.

“Even if you don’t like what you’re asked to do,” Hathaway said, “you’ll do it.”

“Oh, Papa, haven’t I always?”

Adora wiped her nose with a white lace handkerchief. Gray, swollen eyes looked out from a puffy, grief-splotched face.

“We’ll take good care of her, Adora,” Mazy said, “though no one can do that so well as a mother.”

“She’ll be a help to you, Hath says, what with your arm and all.” Adora squeezed at her nose, her fingertips white. “I’ll get by. Truth is, Hath says I’ll be fine without my baby.”

“You still have me, Mother,” Charles said from his chosen place near the door.

“Oh yes, I know.”

Mazy patted Adora’s clenched hand. “We’ll be welcoming your help, Mr. Jenkins,” she said then to Tyrell.

“Worry-free wheels when a smithy travels with you.” Elizabeth grinned. “Could use that as a calling card.”

Tyrell blushed. “If I had such a thing.” He fingered his hat brim. Elizabeth guessed him to be in his midtwenties, but he might have been older, gauging by those experience lines flowing out from his kind eyes. He was a well-proportioned young man, with a wash of wisdom about him, something offering compassion and care. She watched him perch his hat on his knee and rest his wide hand over Tipton’s while the girl twirled the reddish hairs at his wrist.

“You’ll write,” Adora told her daughter. She looked at Mazy. “You’ll make her. They say they leave mail at the forts and riders coming east will bring them. It would be so helpful, to know what’s happening … I just could not bear it if something … and I did not know.”

“You heading through Iowa, then,” Hathaway asked. “South overland? Not taking the river to St. Louis?”

“Just flat country straight east across the ferry,” Jeremy told him.

“And you’d know that, how?” Mazy asked.

“Readings I’ve done. Those forty-niners heading back from the fort talk. I know what I’m doing, Maze,” Jeremy said.

“Mama worries overmuch,” Tipton said. “Tell her, Papa, there’s nothing to worry over.”

“Maybe not, but caution still needs to be heeded. In all things,” her father said and raised one eyebrow to his daughter.

“So your baby’ll wed in Oregon,” Elizabeth said. Adora let out a little mewing sound. Hathaway put his arm around his wife and patted her shoulder. It seemed to Elizabeth that the woman stiffened when he did.

“On the day I achieve seventeen. We’ll have a daguerreotype made and send you the likeness, Mama. Oh, it is such an adventure. Isn’t it, Tyrellie?” She twirled at his wrist hairs again, and the square, sturdy man picked at a scrape on the leather of his boot as he blushed.
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Mazy and Jeremy lay on the narrow cornhusk mattress squeezed into the back of the wagon. Tonight was a trial, to see if they had what they needed before starting out in the morning. Mazy gazed at the headboard of her grandmother’s old bed, but it didn’t hold the bed slats. They had become part of the wagon’s floor. The space beneath the canvas wagon cover confined her like a corset, stuffed as it was with shelving and barrels and trunks. And yet she felt emptied by the inevitable.

Outside, crickets clacked and Mazy wondered if there would be crickets where they were going. Or clamshells for her buttons? Ducks of a dozen names? Morel mushrooms—would they grow there? Or a hundred other things of nature that nourished her and filled her soul. The Lord knows my lot. He makes my boundaries fall on pleasant places. She would keep repeating the phrase along with “help me, help me, help me.” It was all she could do.

She listened to Tyrell snore from his bedroll on the ground outside. Tipton and Mazy’s mother shared a straw tick in Elizabeth’s wagon. Mazy crept out of the wagon and dropped with a gentle thud to the dew-moistened ground. In the pink of the morning light, she made her way to the garden for one last look of longing.

Mazy watched the outline of deer etched in the distance. Morning fog lifted over the timber in the direction of the river. She wiped her face with her shawl and felt the shiver of the morning cool her swollen arm. She breathed hard, fatigued by the effort at getting out of bed. She yearned to run, to hide inside a limestone cave until this uprooting passed. But Jeremy was her husband. She’d vowed before God to stay with him ’til death. No place was worth the melting away of a marriage.

Jeremy sneezed behind her.

“Can’t surprise you, with this dratted nose,” he said. She felt him fumble for a handkerchief, blow his nose again. “Appreciate your change of heart, Maze.” He rocked her side to side then, gentle, the way a mother rocked her baby. “Expect someday you might forgive the way I did it?” Jeremy said. “I did better, with the Wilson girl, didn’t I?”

“You did. Though I think before this journey’s over we may both be wondering what lapse of thinking attacked us when we agreed to take her on.”

“She’ll be fine. This is what she wanted. Doubt she’ll challenge it.”

“Men can be thick as a tree trunk,” Mazy said.

“Oh, can we?” He turned her to him then, his hands on her. The wash of his words whispered at her ear, rounding the edges of her anger. “You’re a good woman, Maze,” he said, “doing what’s right. It’s a man’s lot to make a way for his family. That’s all I’m doing.” He leaned to kiss her.

Mazy pulled away, aware of his startled eyes. “I’m keeping my vows, Jeremy,” she said, “to stay with you through thick and thin. That’s why I’m going. But I’ve plans to come back. Wisconsin is what I knew first, and I can’t imagine finding anything to replace it.”

“The West’ll seduce you, the vistas and valleys. Just as I’d like to now,” he said, pulling her to him, “before the cows need milking.”

She pushed at his hands. “Mother’ll hear.”

She turned and stomped back to the wagon.
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“I don’t much like good-byes,” Mazy said.

“Sometimes, if we’re smart, we can turn them into hellos,” Elizabeth said. “They live just on the other side.” Elizabeth wedged her way between Tipton and Tyrell, settling onto the seat. She smiled and lines creased out like spokes of a wagon wheel as she waved her daughter toward the lead wagon as they readied to head out.

Mazy looked back only once. She saw Mrs. Malarky, round as a pumpkin, waving from her doorway, two boys like short stakes on either side. In the distance, Mr. Malarky already strained behind a mule tilling soil. She felt a rush of blood come to her face, a feeling of envy so profound it made her ache. She memorized this last look of their place, inhaled it, vowing to remember every detail, every nuance, every smell and touch and taste of where she’d first known contentment and independence braided together as peace.

“What’s that? You bringing weeds along?” Jeremy said glancing at the bucket of dirt pushed up against the dashboard that kept mud from the mules’ hooves from flying at their feet.

“Wisconsin soil and a tomato plant,” she said, prepared to counter a challenge. “I intend to plant them in our new home. Who knows, maybe I’ll even come back here to do it.”

Jeremy said nothing, slapped the reins on the mules’ backs.

Ahead, Pig chased after rabbits, checking back in from time to time, and Mazy could see his black tail pointing to the sky as he flushed quail. Tiny white flowers pushed through the dark forest floor reaching up for light. The land bloomed lush and green and the air felt balmy, just a light breeze lifting the leaves of sumac and oak. Before long, the morels would expose themselves beside blue columbine in the shade of the elms. It was such an early spring. Mazy bit her lip. Her garden would have been so bountiful.
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