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Epigraph

None knew thee but to love thee,

Thou dear one of my heart,

Oh, thy memory is ever fresh and green.

“Daisy Deane”





One

CAROLINE’S WRIST TURNED and flicked as the steel tongue of her crochet hook dipped in and out, mirroring the movement of the fiddle’s bow. With each note, the white thread licked a warm line across her finger. Her pattern had just begun to repeat, chorus-like, as the tune ended. She smoothed the frilled cluster of scallops against her cuff and smiled. So long as she could keep ahead of the mending, a pair of lace wrists would freshen her second-best blue wool before snowmelt. There would be no time for a collar—once the trees began to bud, she must turn her hands to the tedious seams of a new set of diapers, bonnets, and gowns.

Charles rested the fiddle on his knees and primed himself with a breath.

“What is it, Charles?” Caroline asked, plucking a slouching festoon of thread into place.

“I’ve had an offer for this place,” he said.

Caroline’s hook stilled. “An offer?”

“Gustafson’s agreed to pay one thousand twelve dollars and fifty cents for our half of this quarter section.”

The sum swept her mind clean as a gust of wind. “My goodness,” she said. One thousand twelve dollars. And the delightful absurdity of fifty cents besides, like a sprinkling of sugar. They could use it to buy a week’s worth of satin hair ribbons for Mary and Laura. “Oh, Charles.” Caroline clasped her hands before her lips to hide their eager trembling. “And the same for Henry and Polly’s half?”

Charles grimaced. “Gustafson can only afford eighty acres. Your brother isn’t going.”

Going. The image her mind had already begun to embroider unraveled. Such foolish greed; she had let herself imagine that money as though it were sitting in her lap, beneath this very roof—not as the lever that would pry her loose of it.

She need not ask where they would go. All winter long Charles had talked of Kansas, its free, level land and bountiful game. Even Mary and little Laura could repeat his reveries of the mighty jackrabbits and treeless acreage as easily as the words of “The Gypsy King.” The West was a song Charles wanted a hand in composing.

A subtle tightening, as though she were taking hold of the cabin and everything in it, passed over her. To move westward was nothing new, but always, she had traveled from the sanctuary of one family to another: from Ma and Papa Frederick’s house in Concord to Father and Mother Ingalls’s farm, and from there to this quarter section they had bought together with Henry and Polly, just seven miles east of the Mississippi.

And yet beneath that apprehension, a twinkle of excitement. Caroline remembered the thrill, after three years of married life spent under others’ roofs, of buying this place and making of it a home all their own. Within six months she had been pregnant. How might it feel to do the same on land that bore no mark of another family? Such a place would belong more thoroughly to them than anything had before.

“We stake our claim, make improvements on the land while Gustafson makes his payments, and by the time the Indians move on we can clear the mortgage on this place and preempt a full one hundred sixty acres with upward of five hundred dollars left to spare,” Charles went on, pulling a blue handbill from his pocket. “The settlers put up such a fuss that the government’s finally reneged on the railroad interests. The Indian Territory is there for the taking—a dollar and a quarter an acre. We only have to be there when the land opens up. The sooner we arrive, the sooner we’ve put in our fourteen months’ residency.” He leaned forward for her reply.

The arithmetic alone spoke for itself: twice the acreage, none of the debt. Cash in hand, where before they had banked with pelts and crops. She should not hesitate at such a gain. Yet how to weigh that against losses that could not be measured? Departing before the Mississippi thawed would not leave time enough to bid her own mother goodbye. She did not answer yes or no. “We will have an increase in the family well before then,” she said instead.

Caroline tucked her lips together. She had not intended to tell him for another month yet, not until she was certain the child was safely rooted. But Charles looked at her as though it were the first time, and she went rosy in the glow of his happiness. “When?” he asked.

“Before harvest.”

He combed his fingers through his whiskers. “Should we wait?”

Her conscience rippled. She could say yes, and he would give her the year at least, restaking himself to this land without question or complaint. Another year with her sisters and brother, with Mother and Father Ingalls, with plenty of time to visit Ma and Papa Frederick one more time. One final time. Were she to answer on behalf of the coming child, it might even be an unselfish thing to ask. Yet she’d had no sense of its presence—only the absence of her monthly courses coupled with an unaccountable warmth in her hands and feet—nothing to signal it as separate from herself.

Caroline’s eyes roved over the place where her china shepherdess stood gazing down from the mantel. The silken glaze of her painted dress and body seemed at once so hard and smooth as to render the little woman untouchable. If she indulged herself by claiming this time, Caroline thought, Charles would treat her with almost unbearable awe and deference. No matter that carrying a child made her feel no more fragile than a churn full of cream. Staying would only make for a year shadowed with lasts—one vast goodbye shattered over innumerable small moments. “Better to travel now,” she decided. “It will only be harder if we wait.”

He leaned back, grinning, until the chair was on tiptoe. Her news had dyed the fabric of the coming year twice as brightly for Charles. He took up the fiddle and played softly, so as not to wake the girls.

    There’s a land that is fairer than day,

    And by faith we can see it afar.

    For the Father waits over the way,

    To prepare us a dwelling place there.

Caroline laid her morsel of lace aside and rocked herself deeply into the long notes.





Two

“LONG AS THOSE hickory bows are curing, I might as well make a trip into town,” Charles said, shrugging into his overcoat. “We still need oakum to caulk the wagon box and canvas for a cover.”

“Get a good heavy needle and plenty of stout linen thread,” Caroline reminded him. “And check the post office,” she added, silly as it was. The letter she’d sent into town with Henry the week before could hardly have reached her mother in Concord by now. Charles winked and shut the door, whistling.

Caroline stood in the middle of the big room with a burst of breath puffing out her cheeks. Charles always saw the beginning of a new start, never the loose ends of the old one that must be fastened off.

The cabin had not seemed overlarge before, but it was more than would fit in a wagon box—the straw ticks alone would fill a third of it. Every object she laid eyes on suddenly demanded a decision of her. To look at it all at once made her mind swarm. One thing at a time, Caroline told herself. She pulled the red-checked cloth from the table, and the shepherdess from the mantel. Some few things, at least, there was no question about.

IN THE BEDROOM, Caroline opened her trunk and lifted the upper tray out onto the bed. In one of its shallow compartments lay the glass ambrotype portraits from their courting and marriage, and her three schoolbooks. She opened the reader. Its cardboard cover shielded her certificate of good behavior and the little handwritten booklet of poems she’d sewn together as a youth. She slipped a fingernail between its leaves and parted the pages. “Blue Juniata” stood out in Charles’s writing. She smiled, remembering the cornhusking dance where she had first heard Charles play the tune. He had not sung the words correctly, and she had been so bold as to tell him so. “That’s the way we Ingallses sang it back East,” he’d said, and his eyes twinkled at her. They’d twinkled again when she asked him to inscribe his version in her booklet. “Now no matter which way I sing it, it’ll be by the book,” he’d teased.

She did not hear Mary and Laura come pattering down from the attic until they stood in the doorway.

“What are you doing, Ma?” Mary asked. “Can we help?”

“May we,” she reminded, secreting the fragile booklet back into the reader.

“May we, Ma?”

Laura was already peering over the rim of the trunk. A tongue of frustration licked at Caroline’s throat. She could not let children of five and three pack her best things, yet they would make themselves busy getting underfoot if she did not give them something to do. She smoothed back a sigh. “Very well. Mary, please bring me the scrap bag, and Laura, you may fetch the newspapers.”

INTO THE BOTTOM of the trunk went her books, together with the family Bible and the volume of Sunday school lessons her mother had given her. The lap desk just snugged in beside them. Caroline slipped the ambrotypes beneath the trunk’s lid and cushioned them with a length of flannel Mary fished from the scrap bag.

“Now, Laura, we must fill all the cracks and corners with newspaper. Pack them tightly, so nothing can wiggle.”

While Laura crumpled and crammed newsprint into every cranny, Caroline showed Mary how to roll the silver spoons up in squares of felt. The girls occupied, she packed a sturdy cardboard box with her thin china teacups, leaving a hollow in the center for the shepherdess. When Laura finished, Caroline folded her wholecloth wedding quilt with the red stitching and squared it over the layer of books.

“Now Mary and Laura, please bring me the good pillows.” She let them put one at each end of the trunk, then nested the box of porcelain amongst the goose down. Her pearl-handled pen and the breast pins she slipped into the red Morocco pocketbook before tucking it into the lid compartment.

The delaine, shrouded in soft brown paper and tied with string, came last of all.

“Please, Ma, can’t we see the delaine?” Laura begged. Her mouth fairly watered for its strawberry-shaped buttons.

Caroline could not help remembering her mother’s broad hands sewing those buttons onto the rich green basque by lamplight. Just now, she did not want to unwrap that memory any further, even for her girls.

“Not today.”

“Aw, Ma, please?”

Caroline raised an eyebrow. “Laura.” Her tone dwindled the child into a half-hearted pout.

Over it all Caroline smoothed the red-checked tablecloth, then lowered in the tray and latched the lid. Tck went the latch, and the band of tension broke from her chest. “There now,” she said, and felt herself smiling. “Thank you, Mary and Laura.” With such things out of sight, she could begin imagining them elsewhere and other people’s possessions in their places.

BY THE TIME Charles came back from town, she had packed one of their two carpetbags tight with trousers, calico shirts and dresses, sunbonnets, and cotton stockings. At the bottom waited her maternity and nursing corsets with the baby gowns Mary and Laura hadn’t worn out. The other would hold their spare sets of woolens, along with their nightclothes and underthings. At the sound of Charles’s boots on the floor, the girls abandoned their half-folded pile of dishcloths, napkins, and towels and scampered to him for their treats.

“Sweets to the sweet,” he said, handing them each a sugared ginger cookie. “And something for your ma.” A quick little inhale betrayed Caroline’s hopes for a letter. She looked up eagerly as Charles flopped a drab bundle tied with twine from his shoulder onto the bed. The whoosh of its landing fluttered her stacks of linens.

“There you are, Caroline—thirty yards of osnaburg canvas and the stoutest thread goods in Pepin.”

She sat back on her heels. “Thirty yards!”

“Fellow in the dry-goods shop said four widths ought to be enough to stretch over the wagon bows, and it’ll have to be double thick. Need extra to double-sack all our dry provisions besides. How long will it take to make?” Charles asked. “Lake Pepin’s solid as a window pane, but the cold can’t hold out too much longer.”

Three doubled seams more than twice as long as she was tall, plus the hemming and the sacks. If each stitch were a mile, her needle could carry them to Kansas and back dozens of times over. Caroline’s fingers cramped to think of it. “No longer than it will take you to bend those hickory bows and fit up the wagon,” she told him.

He chucked her under the chin. “Got some extra crates for packing, too,” he said.

ON MENDING DAY, she gave herself over entirely to the wagon cover. Laid flat, it stretched from one side of the big room to the other. In the time it took Caroline to fetch her papers of pins, Laura had already taken to tunneling under the carpet of canvas.

“Mary, be a good girl and take Laura upstairs to play with your paper ladies,” Caroline said after she’d scolded Laura. “There isn’t space to have you underfoot down here. If you play nicely until I’ve finished, you may cook a doll supper for Nettie on the stove tonight.”

Mary needed no more enticement than that. She took her sister by the hand and marched Laura to the ladder. Caroline straightened the lengths of fabric and settled down to her long chore. With every stitch she pictured the journey in her mind, envisioning the views the hem now before her would soon frame.

When the pads of her thumb and forefinger grew rutted from the press of the needle, Caroline laid the canvas aside to dip the steel knives and forks in soda water and roll them in flannel to keep against rust, or to melt rosin and lard together to grease the outside of the bake oven, the iron spider, and Charles’s tools. With the leftovers she would waterproof their boots and shoes.

By noontime the close of the center seam was less than an arm’s length away. She might have finished it before dinner, if not for a burrowing sensation low in her middle that would not be ignored. Caroline pinned her needle carefully over her last stitch and stepped out from under the stiff blanket of fabric. Her forearms were heavy with fatigue from holding the everlasting seam at eye level.

“Girls,” she called up the ladder into the attic, “I’m going to the necessary. Keep away from the fireplace and cookstove until I come back.”

“Yes, Ma,” they sang out.

It took longer than she intended; where before the slight pressure of her womb had driven her to the chamber pail three and four times between breakfast and dinner, now the child had taken to making her bowels costive.

She could not hear the girls’ voices overhead as she stripped off her shawl and mittens in the narrow corridor that led in from the back door. A twist of unease tickled the place she had just voided. “Mary? Laura?” she called. Giggles in return, muffled. Caroline cocked her head, not entirely relieved. “Girls? What are you up to?”

She strode into the big room and stopped short. Her rocking chair stood twisted halfway around, bare of its canvas cloak—they’d dragged the wagon cover over the table and benches and made themselves a tent of it. Her needle dangled in a widening gap that formed the flap of their door.

Caroline threw up her hands and dropped into the rocker. A woman can resolve that, whatever happens, she will not speak till she can do it in a calm and gentle manner, she recited to herself as she waited for the flare of temper to ebb. Perfect silence is a safe resort, when such control cannot be attained. “Come out of there, the both of you,” she said evenly after another moment.

They crawled out on hands and knees. “We’re playing ‘going west,’” Laura explained. “I’m Pa, and Mary’s Ma, and this is our wagon.” Laura was so earnest, Caroline pinched back a smile in spite of herself. Mary stood by, sheepish.

Caroline made herself sober. “You know better than to tangle with my mending,” she said, mostly to Mary. “Our wagon cover must have good strong seams to keep us safe and dry. You may not play—”

“Aw, Ma,” Laura mourned.

“Laura. It’s very rude to interrupt. You will have more than enough time to sit under it when we go west.” She looked again toward Mary. “There will be no doll supper tonight.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Mary said.

“And no bedtime stories from your pa,” she told Laura. Caroline stood and gathered up the span of canvas. “Now set the table for dinner and sit quietly in your places while I repair this seam.”

Caroline felt as though she needed a good starching. Dinner had not been started, the wagon cover still lay in pieces, and already her body simmered with exhaustion. Well, there was no great loss without some small gain—at least she would not have to hover over the cookstove with Mary and her pattypans.

“READY?” CHARLES ASKED.

Caroline nodded. Together they leaned over the sideboards of the wagon and took the corners of the folded sheet of canvas from Mary’s and Laura’s outstretched hands, pulling it square over the hickory bows.

“Best-looking wagon cover in Wisconsin,” Charles proclaimed. He tossed Laura and then Mary up over the tailgate and cinched the rear flaps down so tightly they could barely peek through. “There we are—snug as a tent!”

Caroline could not deny it was handsome, all clean and close-fitting as a new bodice. It was easily the largest thing she had ever sewn. And yet it looked to have shrunk. All that canvas, which inside the cabin had seemed vast enough to set a schooner afloat, now enclosed an area barely the size of the pigpen. “I declare, I still don’t know how it’s all going to fit,” Caroline said as the girls ran whooping up and down the length of the wagon box.

“I’m whittling a pair of hooks for my gun. Tell me how many you need, and I’ll make you enough to hang anything you like from the bows.”

“That will do for the carpetbags, but we can’t hang the bedstead and straw ticks.”

“I’ll lay a few boards across the wagon box to make a loft for the straw ticks right behind the spring seat,” Charles said. “The girls and the fiddle can ride there, with the extra provisions stowed underneath.”

But there was still the medicine box of camphor, castor oil, laudanum, and bitter herbs. The willow-bough broom, sewing basket, scrap bag, sadirons, soap and starch; the kerosene, candles, tinderbox, and lamps; the chamber pail. The whole of the pantry must go into the wagon, from the salt and pepper to the churn and dishpan. Always there was something small and essential turning up that must be wedged into a box—packets of seeds, scraps of leather and balls of twine, the little box that held Mary’s rag doll and paper ladies, the matches screwed tightly into a cobalt blue medicine bottle. And yet there must be room for Charles’s things: chains and ropes and picket pins, the metal tools and traps, his lead and patch box and bullet mold. It was a mercy the buckets and washtub could hang outside the wagon.

“Don’t worry about the furniture,” Charles added. “We’ll leave all that. Once we get settled I can make more.”

Caroline pulled her shawl to her chin, stricken. Over and over again she had imagined her things arranged in the new place Charles would build, until the picture felt familiar, almost beckoning. All at once there was no place to spread the red-checked tablecloth, nowhere to prop the pillows in their embroidered shams. Even her cozy vantage point—her rocker before the hearth—now vanished from the image. “That will help,” she said weakly.

Charles loosened the rope and stuck his head inside the wagon. “Any Indians in here?” he called to Mary and Laura. Caroline measured the wagon one last time with her eyes, then left Charles and the girls to their play.

The cabin still smelled of the linseed oil she’d used to cure the canvas. Boxes, crates, and bundles leaned in the corners, encroaching on her sense of order no matter how neatly she stacked them. Turning her back to the disarray, Caroline went to the hearth and lowered herself into the embrace of the rocking chair, listening for the accustomed sigh of the runners across the floorboards. Charles had fashioned this chair for her of sugar maple just before Mary was born. In the last days before the birth, its sway had soothed her nerves as much as it soothed the baby afterward. Beside it sat Charles’s own straight-backed chair and Mary’s and Laura’s little stools, like a wooden family. Charles had built them all, and he would build more. Caroline stroked the arms of her rocker. Her fingers knew the grain of their curves as well as they knew the coiled knot of her own hair. The work of Charles’s hands might make a new chair familiar to her touch, but it would not be the same.





Three

IN THE GRAINY dark before dawn, Caroline woke to the pull of her stomach drawing itself taut. Before opening her eyes she resigned herself to it; better to let her muscles express her dread of this day than give voice to it.

Already the room had changed. Neither Charles’s clothes nor his nightshirt hung on the nail beside her own, though the usual sounds of him putting on his boots and taking up the water pail came from the back door. She lay still a moment more after the door shut, letting herself collect the feel of the roof and walls around her one last time before kneeling alongside the trundle bed to pray.

As she fastened her corset, Caroline marked the faint rise of her waist, like the dome of a layer cake peeking over the pan. The quickening would follow before long. She was more impatient for it this time than she had been even with Mary. After spending weeks packing boxes and crates, it was disquieting not to have felt her own body’s cargo. Caroline flattened her palms below her ribs and drew a breath. Not a flicker, yet the steady press of the steels along her core eased the quiver of her nerves. With each successive breath she stretched her lungs deeper still, until she was nearly within reach of her accustomed cadence.

Caroline took her dress down from its nail and the bedroom turned gaunt—stripped and scoured down to the last bare inch. Vinegar still stung the air, sharpened by the cold. It crowded out the familiar traces of Charles’s shaving lather and rosemary-scented bear grease. Caroline washed her face, then with her damp palms smoothed the length of her braid before pinning it carefully up. Last of all she dipped the comb into the basin of cold water and slicked down the loose strands between her forehead and the nape of her neck.

A fresh pail of half-melted snow already waited beside the cookstove for her. Caroline stoked up the fire and set the draught as deftly as Charles tuning his fiddle. She filled the coffeepot and skillet with snow, draped the girls’ underthings over the back of the rocker to warm, then went to fetch the last of the salt pork.

At the threshold of the newly emptied pantry she hesitated. A score of years had passed since she’d faced such a barren set of shelves, yet the sight was enough to waken the old tremors of unease. The few things she had not been able to make room for—the last half-dozen jars of preserves, the eggs in their big barrel of salted limewater—beckoned to be packed as persistently as the bedstead and rocking chair. Tightly as they’d loaded the wagon, Caroline could not help wondering if hunger would find a place to lodge among the crates and bundles.

Caroline shook herself free of such thoughts. This morning at least, they would have their fill of eggs and empty an entire jar of tart cherry jelly onto their cornbread.

As she stirred milk into the cornmeal, her mind ran counterclockwise. Their first meal in this cabin, Caroline remembered, she had nearly cried. She’d forgotten the sugar—somehow forgotten it entirely when they’d loaded the wagon with their share of the provisions at Father and Mother Ingalls’s house that morning. She was just pressing the cornbread into the pan when she’d realized.

Charles had looked at her, with her hands caked in cornmeal and her face on the verge of falling, and said, “I don’t see how sugar could make that cornbread any sweeter than the prints of your hands already have.” That night in bed, he’d kissed her palms instead of her cheeks.

Once the salt pork was parboiling and the cornbread was in the oven, she dried her hands and went in to wake Mary and Laura. Caroline smiled as she crouched beside the trundle bed, at the harmony of their breaths beneath the patchwork quilt. She nudged them from their dreams, then sat back on her heels to watch for the moment she delighted in, when their faces seemed almost to shimmer as their minds began to stir. And then the way the girls looked first at each other, as though the sight of the other was what made the world real to them.

When both had taken their turns with the chamber pail and washbasin, Caroline led Mary and Laura to the stove. They yawned and rubbed their eyes as she buttoned the bands of their flannel underwear over their stockings and layered them with woolens. She combed their hair until it lay straight and soft as corduroy, then sent them back into the bedroom to put their rolled-up nightdresses into the carpetbag and pull the linens from their bed while she finished breakfast.

Charles stepped in. “Anything to take out yet?”

Caroline split an egg against the lip of the skillet and opened it onto a saucer. Still fresh, though its white was tinged pink from the preserving barrel. “The second carpetbag is packed,” she said. “As soon as the girls have stripped the trundle bed the straw ticks will be ready. The chamber pail and basin may both go once they’ve been emptied and rinsed. And my trunk.” She dropped the eggshell into the teakettle to take up the lime, wondering aloud how long it would be before they would have eggs again.

“Indian Territory’s swarming with prairie hens,” Charles promised.

Caroline’s fork jittered in the skillet. “I wish you wouldn’t call it that,” she said as gently as she could manage.

“What?”

“Kansas. Indian Territory.” She pricked at the curling strips of pork as she spoke. “I don’t like to think of the Indians any more than I have to. I saw enough of them in Brookfield.”

“The Potawatomis never did your family any harm.”

“Just the same, I’ve had my fill. I’ll be thankful when they’ve moved on.”

Around the edges of the skillet, a dribble of egg white was beginning to form a skin like the rim of a pancake. Caroline’s stomach shuddered as the smell suddenly unfurled, thick and brown, saturating her nostrils.

“Are you all right?” Charles asked.

She swallowed hard, remembering that she had not taken her usual glass of warm water to insulate her stomach against the skillet’s odors. “It will pass if you’ll fill a mug from the teakettle for me, please.” Caroline dragged the skillet to the side of the stove and scraped the crusted membrane of egg loose before sinking onto the bench.

Charles held the steaming mug by the rim as Caroline hooked her fingers through its handle. She leaned into the vapor and drew its blank scent through her nose and mouth. Immediately the steam began to melt her queasiness like a breath against a frosted windowpane.

As each sip expanded her throat, Caroline became aware of Charles standing over her, silent but breathing quickly. He had seen her ill this way before, yet the pitch of his anxiousness was keen enough to draw the girls from the bedroom.

Caroline raised her eyes over the rim of the mug. All three of them stood poised before her, waiting, and suddenly she understood that without a word she could stall their going. A simple shake of her head would send Charles to unload the wagon. But it was not going she dreaded—only leaving. Waiting would wind the dread more tightly. Once the break was made she would be all right. She held them with her silence a moment longer before saying, “Thank you, Charles.” And then with a nod toward the bedroom doorway where Mary and Laura hovered, “Go on with the packing. I can manage breakfast with the girls’ help.”

WHILE MARY AND Laura wiped the breakfast dishes, Caroline packed the coffee mill and the tin dredging boxes of flour, salt, and pepper into an open crate with the iron spider and bake oven. “Put these where we can reach them easily,” she told Charles. “The skillets and other things may go anyplace you can fit them, but leave room for the dishpan.”

Caroline emptied the dishpan into the snow, then lined it with a towel and collected one tin plate and cup at a time from Mary and Laura. Through the window, they heard the jostle and clang of Charles fitting the crates into the wagon. They finished just as he returned. “This is the last,” Caroline said, untying her apron and folding it into the top of the dishpan. She held the door for him, then turned to face the naked room.

The bare hearth and table, the cooling cookstove—the bedstead, peeled of its mattress. They had not left, yet this place was no longer their own. Only the calico edging on the curtains and the coats and hoods on the line of pegs by the back door had the look of home about them. Without Charles’s fiddle box or her mending basket close by, even the chairs looked as though they might belong to anyone. There was more comfort in going than staying, now.

In the middle of it, the girls stood looking at her. Mary hitched Nettie up close to her cheek. Laura seemed stranded, as though she were understanding for the first time all that “going west” meant. A tumble of sympathy rolled across Caroline’s breast. Like her pa, all of Laura’s visions of the West had begun with the journey, not the departure.

Piecing together a smile, Caroline held out her hands for both Mary and Laura. “Come along, girls,” she said. “Pa and the horses will be waiting.” Laura took hold of her arm with both hands. Mary ducked beneath Caroline’s elbow and leaned her head into the cinnamon-colored folds of Caroline’s skirt. She felt a smudge of tears on Mary’s cheek, but did not scold. Her own eyes threatened to swim as she shepherded her girls past the empty cluster of chairs before the hearth.

Mary and Laura did not speak as they bundled each other into their coats and rabbit-skin hoods. Caroline’s fingers stumbled over her shawl pin until a little berry of blood ripened on her fingertip, bright as the girls’ red yarn mittens. She winced and licked it clean.

“I wish Nettie had a shawl, too, Ma,” Mary said.

“I am sure there is something in the scrap bag that will do,” Caroline said as she tucked Laura’s coat collar under her hood. “When we are all settled into the wagon, you may see. Hold Nettie close for now and she will not feel the cold.” Caroline herself would have liked to take both of the girls up and tuck them inside her wraps. The steadiness she held so firmly for the children’s sake was forming a brittle shell around her, and Caroline wished to temper it with their softness. Instead, she stepped back and looked them over. “You look very nice,” she said, and nodded toward the door.

THE HORSES GREETED Caroline and the girls with billowed breath as they rounded the corner of the cabin. Although her fingers knew each stitch of its skin and its ribs protected every portable scrap of their lives, the wagon did not beckon to Caroline as she had hoped. The sight of it, full and waiting, only made her sorry for the weight and space her own presence demanded—another burden added to the load. Immediately a ribbon of guilt ran down Caroline’s back as she imagined that thought rubbing against the bundle of living freight she herself carried.

Before she could reassure herself of the absurdity of such a notion, Caroline stopped short. Her trunk stood on the ground below the tailgate. All her best things, huddled in the snow, and the wagon crammed to the bows. The finger she’d pricked with her shawl pin throbbed. She dropped Mary’s and Laura’s hands, afraid that they might feel the selfish rush of her pulse.

“Charles?” she called.

What would she say if there were no room for it? Nothing less necessary could stay behind in its place, yet he might as well leave her as that trunk.

His boots sounded across the planks until he stood hunched, palms braced on his thighs, at the lip of the wagon box. Caroline watched the brim of his hat dip as he looked from her face to the trunk.

“Didn’t want to chance lifting it by myself,” he explained, vaulting himself down into the snow. “It’s the size, not the weight. If you can help me get it on board, I can slide it up the aisle all the way to the front, under the straw ticks.” Caroline closed her eyes, unable to hide her relief in any other way. Charles paused. “You didn’t think . . . ?”

A lie would have been simpler, but she could not make room for the weight of it. “I’m sorry, Charles,” she admitted. “I wasn’t thinking.”

With a nod, she was forgiven. Caroline wished now and again that he were not so quick at it; Charles’s good nature hardly left her time enough to reap the satisfaction of repentance.

As they bent to grip the leather handles, a chain of sleighs came hissing across the north field from Henry’s place. Spokes of light from their pierced tin lanterns sliced through the air. Mary and Laura clapped their mittens, prancing on tiptoe as they named one face after another: Grandpa and Grandma Ingalls with Aunt Ruby and Uncle George; Uncle Henry and Aunt Polly; Aunt Eliza and Uncle Peter, and every one of the cousins.

Caroline braced herself to greet them. She could not let them see how much she craved and dreaded this moment.

One by one, Charles’s and Caroline’s brothers and sisters lifted their little ones down into the snow. Caroline watched Peter hold his hands up for her sister Eliza, brimming with her fourth child, just as Charles always did for her. She loved to see the ways their families mirrored each other. With three marriages between them, the Ingallses and Quiners were interwoven close as tartan—first Caroline’s brother Henry had married Charles’s sister, and then Eliza had married one of his brothers. Their children were double cousins twice over.

“Morning,” Charles said to the whole company of them.

No one answered; they had not come to say hello.

Apprehension feathered through Caroline’s stomach to see all of them together, yet so tight with quiet. The wagonload of family that had come to tell her own ma of her father’s drowning in Lake Michigan had been muffled by the same sort of silence.

“Here, Caroline,” Henry said, taking hold of one handle of her trunk. “Let me.” Peter and George both stepped forward to latch the wagon box after them, and suddenly all the men were inspecting lashings and harnesses.

The women stood before the wagon as if it were an open grave, their noses pink with cold and the labor of not crying. The children, made skittish by their parents’ restraint, collected in shy clumps around their mothers.

Practicality coaxed Caroline’s tongue loose. “Take anything you can use from the pantry and the attic,” she told Eliza and Polly and Mother Ingalls.

Polly thrust out a handful of brown paper packets tied with black thread. “Seeds,” she said. “The best of my pumpkins and tomatoes, and those good pickling cucumbers. And don’t you try to say no, Caroline Ingalls.”

Caroline nearly smiled. Thank goodness Polly was always Polly. She could not have stood it if her brusque sister-in-law were soft with her today. Caroline obeyed and tucked the packets into her pocket.

“Write,” Eliza asked. “We can’t send the circulator until we hear where you’ve settled.”

“Charles has a handbill from the land office in Montgomery County. He’s told Gustafson to send the next payment there . . . ,” Caroline trailed off.

Mother Ingalls handed Caroline a jug of maple syrup. “You won’t find this in Kansas for anything like a reasonable price. Eat it or trade it—whichever brings you the most sweetness,” she said with a wink.

“Thank you,” Caroline said. “I wish there was room in your sleigh for my rocker,” she told Eliza.

“Hasn’t Gustafson bought your furniture?”

Caroline leaned across the press of Eliza’s belly to kiss her sister’s cheek. “I’d rather keep it in the family,” she whispered. “Promise me you’ll take it if Peter can contrive a way to get it home.”

“Of course.” Horses’ hooves crunching across the snow interrupted her. “Oh my land,” Eliza said.

Caroline turned, and there was Charley Carpenter’s sleigh coming over the hill, with her sister Martha beside him. Martha’s oldest boy, Willie, jumped out to help his mother climb down over the runner so Charley could lower a bushel basket swaddled in woolen veils into his wife’s arms.

“Martha,” Caroline gasped. “Oh, Martha, you shouldn’t have, not so soon.”

“I know it,” Martha said, trying to laugh, “but that can’t be helped.” Her voice knotted. “I had to see you, sister, and you had to see our Millie.”

“Martha Jane Carpenter, you don’t mean to say you brought the baby?” Mother Ingalls said.

“Oh, pshaw. She’s snug as a dumpling. My Charley made a nest of buffalo robes down between our feet for the basket, and I put two hot flatirons under her pillow. Look and see, Caroline.”

Caroline pared back the layers of veils. Wreathed in flannels and goose down lay her niece, a wren-faced little thing, still ruddy with newness. The warmth of the baby’s breath moistened the air around her. “Three weeks old yesterday,” Martha said.

“I’m glad you came,” Caroline said, though they’d only made it harder. The longer she looked at the child, the more the membrane holding back her tears thinned.

“You’ll come to our place and warm up those flatirons before you go,” Polly told Martha. “You’ll all come.”

The image of all of them crowded into Henry’s cabin burned Caroline’s throat like hot maple sugar. All at once, there was no more to be said but goodbye.

The men embraced briefly, a mittened clap on the back signaling the moment to break away. Caroline hugged her sisters and Charles’s as long as she dared, tightening her clasp as she felt the flutter of emotion rising and then thrusting herself apart with a kiss. Eliza clung to her a moment too long. “Write,” she said again. Caroline forced herself to nod. Something like a wad of wool had lodged behind her tongue.

Mother Ingalls saw her struggling and said not a word, simply took her by the shoulders for a good, bracing squeeze as they pressed their cold cheeks together. The older woman’s firm smile tightened Caroline at the seams, so that when she reached the men Caroline found herself able to do for them what Mother Ingalls had done for her. She would not have them shame themselves with tears on her account.

“Look in on Ma and Papa Frederick when you can,” she asked her brother. “I wrote to tell them.” Henry nodded. A flash of heat stung the rims of her eyes and nose. She had not written of the coming child, had not told them that if it were a boy, he would be called Charles Frederick, for her husband and her stepfather. “There hasn’t been an answer. I never expected them to come, not with the way driving pains Papa Frederick, but I had hopes for a letter,” she confessed.

“There could be one waiting by now. If there isn’t, I’ll send Ma’s reply on to you when it comes,” Henry promised. “You know they would be here if they could.”

“Kiss your cousins,” Polly commanded her brood. “You might not ever see them again.” So the children solemnly kissed and hugged Mary and Laura, like little ladies and gentlemen performing a soundless square dance.

“You first, Caroline,” Charles said into the long pause that followed. “I’ll hand the girls up after.”

With Charles at one elbow and Henry bracing the other, Caroline stepped up onto the doubletree and turned to perch on the edge of the sideboard. She grasped a bow and swung her legs over the wagon box. Inside it smelled of hemp, pine pitch, and linseed oil.

“Upsy-daisy,” Charley Carpenter said as he scooped Mary up by the underarms. Her feet scrabbled in the air until her toes found the sideboard. Caroline steadied her with a smile and a pair of firm hands around Mary’s waist.

Before Mary’s shoes were on the floor, Laura was climbing between the spokes and the singletree. “I want to do it myself, like Ma did,” she insisted.

“You’re not tall enough to reach over the sideboards, little Half-Pint,” Charles said. Only the tips of her mittens peeped stubbornly over the edge of the box. Caroline could hear her shoes scraping at the boards for a place to grip. “Maybe by the time we get to Kansas you’ll be big enough,” Charles teased, hoisting her up.

Caroline settled the girls onto the straw tick with the old gray blanket as Charles shook his father’s hand and clambered in over the jockey box. With a lurch, he dropped down onto the spring seat beside her. Father Ingalls handed up the reins.

Charles cleared his throat. “All ready?” he called over his shoulder.

“Yes, Charles,” Caroline answered softly.

Father Ingalls tipped his hat and stepped from sight. Caroline craned forward, but the wagon’s canvas bonnet beveled out overhead, blocking her view. They had already said goodbye, Caroline reminded herself as she straightened her shawl and folded her hands into her lap. They were her mother’s hands, nearly as broad as a man’s. Like her mother, she kept them always folded, the long fingers tucked neatly into her palms.

Charles released the brake lever and the wheels hitched forward. The snap of movement loosed Caroline’s grip on herself. A sob juddered halfway up her throat before she could clasp it back.

Charles looked at her, the tears in his eyes only adding a luster to his excitement. Caroline tightened her cheeks to echo his smile as best she could.

Those she could not bear to leave sat close around her, yet as she looked backward through the keyhole of canvas at the blur of waving hands, Caroline could not help but wonder whether Charles and the girls would be enough.





Four

THE TOWN WAS muted with snow. A steamy chill hung in the air, as though the drifts were exhaling. Charles drove past McInerney’s and the Prussian dry-goods shops to the Richardses’s storefront. “Always one of them willing to strike a bargain,” Charles said. Caroline did not answer. Her back was striped with aches. The wagon rolled to a stop, and her body swayed with it. All the seven miles down into town she had held herself taut against the slope of the land. Now the leveling of the road left her unmoored, as though the steadying pull of the little cabin could no longer reach her.

CAROLINE HELD LAURA on her hip and Mary by the hand as Charles and the two younger Richards brothers piled provisions onto the counter. To the food Charles added painted canvas tarpaulins, a ten-gallon water keg, and a pair of collapsible gutta-percha buckets. “Need more powder and caps, and lead for shot, too,” he said.

“What kind of firearms you carrying?” Horace Richards asked.

“Rifle,” Charles answered.

“That old single-shot muzzle-loader?” Linus Richards said.

Charles bristled. “One shot’s always been plenty for me.”

Linus Richards chuckled and put up his hands. “I’ll be the last one to impugn your aim, Ingalls. Nobody trades more bear pelts here than you do.” He glanced at Caroline and the children and dropped his voice only low enough to make her cock her ear toward the men. “Stalking a wild animal’s one thing—a mounted brave with a full quiver and tomahawk besides is quite another. All I’m saying is, I wouldn’t take my little ones into the Indian Territory without a decent pistol to level the field.”

Caroline felt Mary’s grip tighten as Horace Richards pulled two snub-nosed guns from under the counter. “We’ve got Colt army-model percussion revolvers and one brand-new Smith and Wesson Model Three top-break cartridge revolver.”

Dry at the mouth, Caroline put Laura down and guided both girls toward the row of candy jars. “You may each choose a penny’s worth,” she said. The girls looked up at her, their astonished eyes like blue china buttons. “Go ahead. You’re big enough to choose for yourselves. Any one you like.”

From a neighboring shelf, Caroline gathered castor oil, ipecac, paregoric, rhubarb, and magnesia while the men haggled and the girls pored over the sweets. “Let’s get two different flavors,” she heard Mary tell Laura. “I’ll give you half of my stick, and you give me half of yours. Then we’ll both have two kinds of candy.”

Caroline smiled. “That’s my smart girl,” she said.

ELISHA RICHARDS STOOD at the till with his thumbs hooked into the pockets of his vest and his nails scratching beneath them as though he were tallying the Ingallses’s account against his flanks. With every undulation of his fingers, the sum mounted in Caroline’s mind, until her head seemed to teeter on her neck. The expense was well within their reach, yet she could not keep hold of the numbers any more than she could take her eyes from the storekeeper’s vest. It was cut from a rust-colored paisley that swirled her senses in a way she could not describe. Charles began to count one bill after another into Elisha Richards’s palm, peeling the wedge of cash like an onion, and the movement of gray-green against the paisley field made the room roll around her.

It struck her that her body was behaving as though she could taste that vest and feel the pattern augering into her stomach. Caroline balked at the senselessness of it; she would not let such a thing as a swath of cloth take command of her. She set her jaw, refusing to acknowledge the saliva pooling under her tongue, but the queasiness that had overcome her before the stove was already at her throat. Senseless or not, she must put something between her eyes and her stomach.

“Mary, Laura, it’s time for dinner.” They half turned, reluctant to obey. She knew they wanted to stand at the counter to see their two sticks of candy paid for, but that could not be helped. It did not matter now what she looked at. Another minute and she would be sick where she stood. She swept forward and took them by the wrists. “Come, girls. Pa will bring your sweets.”

Out in the wagon, she unwrapped the bundle of bread and plunged her teeth into a slice as the girls gawked at her. The first bite worked quick as a sponge. Her stomach grumbled for more. It was not garish smells or sights that set her senses raving, Caroline realized as she parceled out portions of bread and molasses to Mary and Laura, but hunger. She would have to guard against that on the road.

Cold stiffened the molasses so that it clung to their teeth in thin strands. Laura slipped a fingernail underneath a brown festoon and tried to pry it loose from her slice.

“Laura,” Mary said with a shake of her head.

“It looks like lace,” Laura protested. “It’s too pretty to eat.”

Laura’s scolding melted on Caroline’s tongue. They had never noticed before the care she took drizzling the molasses. Perhaps for a treat she would try spelling out their names. She imagined her wrist guiding the graceful flow of the syrup, the smiles of her daughters as they watched their names drawn out in curls of sweetness. It was the kind of frivolity her own mother could never spare time nor money for, yet practical, too—it was high time both of them began learning their letters.

“Ma,” Mary insisted, pointing at Laura. “Look.”

Caroline’s hand blanketed Mary’s. “It’s very rude to point,” she reminded. “Now finish your dinner nicely, girls, so you may have your candy,” she said.

The back of the wagon jolted under a hundredweight of flour. “All stocked up and cash to spare,” Charles announced. “Where are all those empty sacks, Caroline?” he asked, shifting through the crates and bundles.

“Leave that to me, Charles,” Caroline said. “You must have something to eat before loading all those provisions.”

Too eager to sit, Charles leaned over the front of the wagon box, joking with the girls while Caroline unrolled the sacks and threaded her stoutest needle. She slit open the unbolted flour, cornmeal, beans, and brown sugar and filled a ten pound sack from each to round out her crate of daily supplies.

When the corners were sewn shut again she held the canvas mouths of the biggest sacks wide for Charles to lower the dry goods in, then quickly folded the edges together and basted each one shut. Mary and Laura knelt backward on the spring seat, watching as they sucked their sticks of candy. Their curled fists were like bright berries in their red yarn mittens.

“Did you get the pepper and saleratus?” Caroline asked.

“In my pockets,” Charles said. “Bought myself a gutta-percha poncho,” he added as he heaved one hundredweight and then another of cornmeal. “There’s bound to be rain somewhere between here and Kansas.” Caroline nodded. “And the Colt revolver.”

Her mind veered around this news, as though she might avoid the logical progression of thoughts: The pistol could not have cost under fifteen dollars. Charles would not have spent such a sum without a reason.

“Caroline?”

“Whatever you think is necessary, Charles.”

CHARLES CINCHED THE wagon cover down in back, leaving only a peephole against the cold.

“Have all you need, Ingalls?” Elisha Richards asked, stepping out to the hitching post to help unbuckle the horses’ nose bags.

“And some to spare,” Charles answered. “Anything else, Caroline?” She shook her head. The wagon box was packed tight as brown sugar. Anything else would have to ride in their laps.

“Good luck to you, then. It’s been my pleasure trading with you.” Caroline ventured a glance at the storekeeper’s vest as the two men shook hands. Her eyes still had no appetite for it, but the garment claimed no sway over the rest of her. Richards nodded at Caroline as Charles swung himself up over the wheel. “Take care of yourselves and those fine girls.”

The compliment touched Caroline squarely at the base of her throat. A small rush of pride ironed out her shoulders and trickled down her core. She bowled her hands together in her lap, as though they might catch the runoff. Behind them, a whorl of warmth embraced her womb—not the child, but the space it occupied suddenly making itself known. It was enough to remind her that she was more than a passenger.

“Thank you, Mr. Richards,” she said.

THE ROAD RAN straight out onto the lake, narrowing between a pair of slump-shouldered snowdrifts. Away from the plowed track, the ice looked tired, blotched here and there with a sweaty sheen where snow had melted.

“Charles?” Caroline asked, laying a hand on his wrist.

He stayed the team. “Pay no mind to the snowmelt,” he said. “Ice’ll be at its thickest here, where the snow’s been plowed, so long as they’ve kept it bare all winter.” Charles stood up to survey the track. The hills two miles distant seemed no more than waist high. “Looks clear as far as I can see.” He gave the reins a gentle slap, and the wagon dipped from the creaking snow.

The horses’ shoes struck the ice road as though it were the skin of a drum, and their ears pricked at the sudden sharpness. Through the plank of the spring seat, Caroline felt the wheels grind like sugar under a rolling pin. The sound made her shoulder blades twitch. She turned her attention to the rhythm of the team’s gait. They had not sped up, but they raised their feet more quickly, as though they too mistrusted the sensation of metal meeting ice.

The flash of their shoes lifted a memory in Caroline’s mind of the circus that had once passed along the road by the Quiners’ door back home in Concord. Caroline smiled to think how she and her sister Martha had laughed at the great gray elephant delicately putting one foot and then another on the first log of the corduroy bridge spanning the marsh.

For all its bulk, that timid elephant must have been on firmer footing than this wagon and the supplies newly added, Caroline realized: hundredweights of cornmeal, unbolted flour, salt pork, bacon, beans, and brown sugar; fifty pounds of white flour; ten of salt; fifteen pounds of coffee and five of tea; the feedbox brimming with corn. Better than three thousand pounds of horseflesh pulling it all. Surely that corduroy bridge had been thicker than a plate of ice nearing the edge of spring.

Suddenly Caroline did not want her girls boxed in like cargo behind her. “Mary, Laura, come here and see the lake,” she said, beckoning them over the spring seat. Mary settled onto Caroline’s lap, big girl though she was, while Laura stood solemnly at her pa’s elbow.

Charles halted the team. The lake lay like a mile of muslin, seamed by the ice road with the sheared hilltops of the Minnesota shore binding the distance. Sounds from Pepin’s banks seemed to bob in the air alongside them, small and clear as a music box.

“See that, Half-Pint?” Charles asked. “That’s Minnesota.”

“All of it?” Laura asked, poking her mitten toward the opposing shore.

“All of it,” he answered. “Wisconsin’s already a mile behind us now.”

Mary huffed at Laura’s pointing, but Caroline had no voice to settle her. It was too much to hold in her mind all that was behind them, beneath them, and before them. A lump thin as a sparrow’s egg blocked her throat; if she so much as swallowed, its shell would shatter.

The waiting horses fidgeted. Their scraping hooves sent unwelcome tingles through Caroline’s underbelly and the backs of her thighs as though she were poised at the edge of a precipice. Her breath was coming too quickly, as it had at her parting from Eliza. If they did not move forward, the surge of emotions would overtake her from all sides.

Caroline turned her cheek to her daughter’s fur hood. Mary’s candied breath pricked her nose with sharp, sweet notes. It was a summer scent, thick as the last sip from a pitcher of lemonade. First her mouth and then her eyes watered with the memory of that taste.

If Charles saw her striving to keep hold of herself, she did not know it. She only heard him chirrup to the team and felt the horses leaning into the harnesses.

The wheels grated, then skidded in place. Caroline jerked her head up in time to see Laura grab hold of Charles’s shoulder to keep from pitching to the floor.

“Sit down, Laura,” Charles said, and snapped the reins. The traces went rigid, but the horses’ energy seemed to reach no further than the wagon tongue.

“Calkins must not be sharp enough,” he muttered as their hooves licked at the ice. “Didn’t expect we’d need to stud their shoes for one crossing.”

Mary twisted around. “Nettie’s all alone.”

Caroline held her fast. “Nettie is as safe as we are,” she said, but she heard no comfort in her words. Loosening her grip, Caroline shifted Mary across her lap and motioned Laura in. She wanted them near, but not so close against her that her own unease would touch them. She threaded her arms loosely around their waists, ready to snatch them close if need be, and let her nervous hands smooth their wraps. “Now let’s all be still so Pa can drive.”

Charles’s mouth was folded so deeply with consternation that the whiskers beneath his lower lip bristled outward. He slackened the horses’ lines so that all their effort would travel straight into the singletree. The strain stood out on the animals’ necks as their legs slanted under them. Watching them, Caroline felt her own sides clench.

“What’s wrong with the horses?” Laura asked. “Is the wagon too full?”

“Ben and Beth are strong enough to pull us across,” Caroline assured her, “once they find their footing.” It was the strength of the ice that worried her, with the two horses prying forward like great muscled levers. Beth snorted and stamped a hoof. Caroline winced at the impact. They were a mile from either shore.

No matter how strong the road might be, the ice would be at its thinnest here in the middle of the lake. It was one thing to pass steadily across the surface—quite another to linger prodding at this frailest point. Could not a deft stroke, like the blows she delivered to the rain barrel’s thick winter skin, open a split down the center?

Caroline looked over the girls in their hoods and mittens and flannels. Together they were lighter than a single sack of flour, but the drag of so much sodden clothing would carry them straight under if the wagon broke through. Her eyes traced the cinched canvas brow overhead. They were hardly better off than kittens in a gunny sack.

If the wagon did not budge in the time it took to pray Psalm 121, Caroline decided, she would lift the girls down and lead them across on foot. Even if she had to carry Laura, the three of them could slip over the mile of ice light as mayflies, leaving the team’s burden nearly two hundred pounds the lighter.

Caroline prayed, and still the wheels had not moved. Nor could she. The psalm had given her imagination time to extend beyond the relief of reaching solid ground—to turning, safely hand in hand, to face Charles stranded on the lake behind them. What could she do for him or their daughters, clutching their small mittens on the opposite bank of the Mississippi, if the wagon rolled forward and the ice opened—

With a rasp, one metal horseshoe bit into the surface. Caroline held her breath for the collapse. Instead, a muscled jolt inched the wagon ahead. She felt herself leaning toward the team, as if her own scant momentum could coax them forward.

Once more the iron tires crackled over the ice, this time the sound as welcome as the snap of a tinderbox. Laura clapped her hands and cheered the horses until the wagon slanted up onto the Minnesota bank. Mary slipped out of Caroline’s lap and burrowed under the spring seat to scoop up Nettie. “I won’t leave you alone again,” Caroline heard her promise the doll.

“Those horseshoes make pretty good ice skates,” Charles proclaimed, “but I don’t believe I’d like to have a pair nailed to my feet.” Mary and Laura giggled. They could not hear the chagrin behind the boom in his voice. He would not say it had been his fault for stopping the wagon, but Caroline knew he would not be dousing such a situation with a joke unless he’d felt a scorch of responsibility.

“Go on with Mary,” Caroline said, nudging Laura over the seat. Cold air rushed silently in and out of her chest. She was shaking, now that it was over. Relief saturated her, yet there was no lightness in it. Instead she was salted down with regret that she should be so thankful to put Wisconsin behind them.

“Good thing Ben and Beth pulled through,” Charles said, cheerful again. Caroline had not gained enough control over her breath to groan at his pun. “Would have been a job to portage all this equipment across on foot.”

Something in his voice slipped between her tremors and turned her head. “Charles?” she asked.

He cocked a smile at her, mouth half–turned up.

One look at him and Caroline did not need to ask whether he’d thought about the ice. Not a wisp of fear so much as brushed his whiskers.

Perhaps the threat she’d felt had only been another queer spell, like she’d had in the store. It was as though a single droplet of any one sensation had the power to soak her through. The notion left her lightheaded, as if she had no traction on the world. Caroline pulled her shawl across the points of her shoulders and elbows, wishing for a sturdier veneer.

Charles’s brow had begun to furrow. He was still waiting for her to speak. “We should make camp soon,” she said, “if supper is to be ready before dark.”

“The Richardses said there’d be a place along the shore just north of the crossing,” he said. “Little spot the lumber men use in season. It’s out of the way a mile or so, but I figure you and the girls would rather spend our first night out under a roof instead of around a campfire.”

A house. The very thought lifted Caroline’s cheeks and smoothed her forehead. “Yes, Charles,” she said. “In weather like this it will be a mercy to have one more night of shelter.”





Five

IT WAS A bunkhouse, with beds lining the walls like shelves. Dry kindling by the hearth, a stubbled broom. Nothing more.

“Looks like you won’t have to cook out tonight, Caroline,” Charles said.

Caroline’s lips smiled, but her cheeks did not follow. Already she felt herself shrinking from the starkness confronting her. The wagon was cramped and chill, but compared to this empty room it was intensely their own.

Mary snugged Nettie into the fold of her elbow. “It isn’t very nice inside,” she ventured.

“It will keep us warm and dry,” Caroline said, speaking as much to herself as to Mary, “and that is plenty to be thankful for.” She eyed the narrow bunks.

“I’ll bring the big straw tick in for you and the girls,” Charles said. “Best if I sleep out with the wagon and team.”

She could not allow herself to consider how it might feel to sleep in this place without him—not if she was to get supper before dark. Caroline swallowed twice to spread the muscles in her throat. “And the two crates of kitchen things, please, Charles.”

First he brought her two pails of snow and an armload of weathered-looking firewood from the pile outside the door—mostly pine, with some maple mixed in. She set the hardwood aside and laid a modest cookfire with the rest. The flames blazed up merrily, the warmth burnishing her cheeks.

“We will need more hardwood to bank the fire for the night,” Caroline said when he came in with the crates. “The pine hasn’t enough pitch left to burn through until morning.” She hated to ask him after all he had done this day, but already the dry pine was burning too hot and fast to trust with a pan of cornbread. Charles only nodded and buttoned up his overcoat.

With her own things in her hands, Caroline warmed to her tasks. She melted a kettle full of snow to a simmer and dropped in as much salt as she could pinch between her thumb and the curl of her first finger. The evening had the thin sort of chill that made her hunger for a pot of bean soup. Instead, hasty pudding would have to do.

She had hardly pulled her wooden spoon from the crate before the girls came rushing to help. Caroline met Laura with the broom and set Mary to straightening up the straw tick. Before long they were whinnying in circles around the bed, the broom held between them as though they were a team of ponies. Caroline let them run—they were restive from travel, and hasty pudding would demand more attention than she could share out if she were not to burn their supper.

The bag of cornmeal was chilled to the core. After the texture of the road, Caroline welcomed the even grit sifting through her fingers. Her hands moved in tandem, one sprinkling, one stirring. As the grains melded with the salted water, a sweet, starchy scent reached upward. Sometimes she crouched and sometimes she bent over the kettle, easing the long sinews in her back and calves by turns while the spoon droned its low swirling song against the iron kettle. Slowly the room behind her began to warm, as slowly Mary and Laura’s play wound down into the rhythm of her stirring.

Caroline’s hands were thankful for the movement, and her mind content with the stillness of hovering over the bubbling pot. If a thought began to stray back across Lake Pepin or ahead to the night to come, her tempo faltered and the hasty pudding bubbled and whined, calling her mind to attention.

By the time Charles came in with the carpetbag and another pail of snow, she had lost her misgivings to the kettle’s eddies. The chamber pail was clamped under his arm. He set everything on the hearth to warm and squatted alongside her, tilting his palms to the fire. “Smells fine,” he said.

Caroline smiled. “It’s nearly ready.”

“Ma?” Mary asked. “There’s no table.”

“That’s because we’re camping now,” Charles said. “Come and get your plates, girls, and I’ll show you how it’s done.” Charles paused, hooked his finger through the loop of Mother Ingalls’s jug and lifted it from the box of tin dishes. “What’s this?”

“Maple syrup,” Caroline said. “Your mother brought it. To eat or trade, she said . . .” She trailed off. His palm was circling the jug’s belly.

“Isn’t that just like Ma,” Charles mused. His whiskers met over his crimped lips, and Caroline saw the clutch of his throat. He opened his mouth and drew a breath, holding it for a moment. “Nothing like maple syrup on hot hasty pudding,” he said to Mary and Laura, and pried the cork loose. It was foolish with the sugar maples of Wisconsin still nearly in sight, but the day had been sharp in so many ways that Caroline could not refuse the sweetness.

They ate from their laps, hunched along the edges of two bunks. Caroline savored the feel of the hasty pudding tracing a soothing line down her center. Its warmth gathered steadily in her belly, then seeped outward to press the chill from her skin.

They did not talk, tired as they were and spread along the wall with nothing but the empty room before them. Caroline tried to imagine how it would look with a man sleeping on every shelf. The place would be little better than a pantry stocked with lumberjacks.

Darkness sank down around them before they finished. Laura waited without a fuss for her turn for a drink, only to open her mouth and yawn mightily into the tin cup when Mary passed it to her.

“It’s bedtime for little girls,” Caroline said. Her own eyelids were thick at the rims, her shoulders grainy with fatigue.

Their nightgowns were still cold red bundles
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