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CHAPTER ONE
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The Leaving

I had spent most of my life believing a man could outwork trouble.

Turned out, trouble could work just as hard.

By the spring of 1884, the little farm I had inherited from my father was hardly a farm anymore. Two seasons of poor rain had turned the fields brittle, and the bank wanted money I did not have.

My name is Wade Brackett, and at thirty-four years old, I owned a covered wagon, two bay horses, three rifles, a box of tools, and not much else.

Except for Ada Bell Rowan.

Ada was not my wife.

Not yet.

She had come to live near our place after her brother died in a sawmill accident. With no family left close by, she earned what she could sewing clothes and helping neighbors during harvest.

She had known me nearly two years before I finally admitted I was leaving.

“You mean running,” she said.

We stood near the barn while I tightened a strap around a wooden trunk.

“I call it leaving.”

“You always call things by kinder names than they deserve.”

I looked at her.

Ada wore a plain blue dress and a faded bonnet tied beneath her chin. She was twenty-eight, stubborn as a fence post, and somehow able to make me feel foolish without raising her voice.

“There’s nothing here for me anymore,” I said.

She glanced toward the farmhouse.

“What about memories?”

“Memories don’t pay taxes.”

“No,” she said softly. “But sometimes they tell us who we are.”

I leaned against the wagon wheel.

“I know who I am.”

“Do you?”

Before I could answer, she walked away.

The next morning, I hitched Bramble and Tuck, loaded my last sack of flour, and climbed onto the wagon seat.

Then Ada came walking up the lane carrying a carpetbag.

I stared at her.

“What are you doing?”

“Going with you.”

“No.”

“Yes.”

“Ada, you can’t just—”

“I already sold my sewing machine.”

I blinked.

“You loved that machine.”

“I can buy another.”

“Where?”

“Wherever we end up.”

I looked toward the road.

I had planned to travel alone.

I had planned to sleep beneath the wagon, eat beans from a tin plate, and keep moving until I found land worth working.

Ada climbed onto the seat beside me.

“You could at least pretend you’re glad.”

“I’m trying to decide whether you’re brave or foolish.”

She smiled.

“You’ll have plenty of time to figure it out.”

I clicked my tongue, and Bramble and Tuck leaned into their harnesses.

The wagon rolled forward.

I never looked back at the farmhouse.

Ada did.

For nearly a mile.

Then she faced west.

Neither of us knew what waited beyond the horizon.

But for the first time in months, I felt something stronger than worry.

Hope.
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Dust and Distance

The first week taught me that traveling with Ada was nothing like traveling alone.

She talked.

A lot.

“What do you think we’ll find?”

“Land.”

“What kind?”

“Good land.”

“With trees?”

“Probably.”

“A creek?”

“Hopefully.”

“Neighbors?”

“Eventually.”

She folded her arms.

“You could make a sermon sound short.”

I laughed.

That pleased her more than I intended.

We crossed wide stretches of prairie where the grass rolled like water beneath the wind. At night, I made camp while Ada cooked.

Her biscuits were hard enough to patch wagon wheels.

I never told her that.

One evening, she caught me dipping one into coffee.

“That bad?”

“I like them sturdy.”

She threw a dish towel at me.

The road became rougher as we traveled farther from settled country.

Rain came hard one afternoon.

The wagon wheels sank into mud.

Bramble strained.

Tuck slipped.

“Easy!” I shouted.

I jumped down and grabbed the bridle.

Ada climbed down behind me.

“Stay in the wagon!”

“I can help.”

“You’ll ruin your dress.”

She stared at the mud covering my boots.

“I believe civilization will survive.”

Together we pushed while the horses pulled.

The wagon finally rolled free.

Ada stood ankle-deep in mud, laughing.

I had never seen her laugh that way.

Not polite laughter.

Not the small smile she used around strangers.

Real laughter.

“What?” I asked.

She pointed at me.

I wiped my cheek.

Mud covered my hand.

“You look ridiculous.”

“So do you.”

She looked down at her ruined dress.

Then we both laughed.

That night we sat beneath the wagon canvas while rain tapped overhead.

Ada wrapped a blanket around her shoulders.

“Wade?”

“Yes?”

“Are you afraid?”

I almost lied.

“Yes.”

She looked surprised.

“Of what?”

“Choosing wrong.”

“The road?”

“Everything.”

She stared toward the opening of the wagon.

“I’m afraid too.”

“You don’t act like it.”

“Neither do you.”

The rain softened.

I looked at her.

“Why did you really come?”

She took a long time answering.

“Because staying frightened me more than leaving.”

I understood that.

Maybe better than she knew.

The next morning, the sky cleared.

We hitched the horses and continued.

Something had changed between us.

Nothing had been said.

Nothing needed saying.

We were no longer two people traveling the same road.

We were traveling it together.
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The River

Three weeks after leaving home, we reached the river.

It was wider than I expected and moving fast from spring runoff.

I stood on the bank studying the current.

Ada joined me.

“You’re thinking too hard.”

“I’m deciding whether we cross.”

“That sounds useful.”

“There’s another crossing forty miles south.”

“Then why not take it?”

“Because forty miles means three more days.”

She looked at the water.

“And drowning takes less time.”

I glanced at her.

“You always this cheerful?”

“Only when you’re about to make a foolish decision.”

We camped beside the river that night.

By morning, I had decided.

We would cross.

I tied everything down tight, checked the wagon tongue twice, and led the horses into the water.

At first, everything went well.

Then Bramble stumbled.

The wagon shifted.

Ada grabbed the seat.

“Wade.”

“I’ve got them!”

The water climbed to the wagon bed.

Tuck fought the current.

I pulled hard on the reins.

“Come on, boys!”

The wagon lurched sideways.

For one terrible second, I thought we were going over.

Ada climbed forward and grabbed my arm.

“Let them angle downstream!”

“What?”

“Stop fighting the river!”

She was right.

I loosened the reins and guided the team diagonally.

The current pushed us hard.

Then Bramble found firm ground.

Tuck followed.

The wagon climbed toward the opposite bank.

When the wheels finally reached dry earth, I jumped down.

Ada followed.

For several moments, neither of us spoke.

Then she slapped
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