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Chapter One
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Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, April 1868

The pay packet held four dollars and eleven cents, and the rent was nine.

Judith set the coins in a row on the table and counted them again. It took no time. Four greenbacks, a dime, a cent. She had counted them under the gas lamp at the mill gate, and again in the dark of the passage with her hand shut round them. The room was cold. Hugh lay asleep in the trundle with his knees drawn up and his mouth open, and every few breaths he coughed, a small dry sound she had been listening to for three weeks.

The foreman had read out the new rate at eight the night before. Fourteen cents the shirt, down from seventeen. Mr. Fenn had said it standing on a crate between the cutting tables, with his thumbs in his waistcoat and his eyes on the clock, and a hundred and twelve women had bent their heads over their work and not said a word. Judith had finished the shirt in her hands. It was a good seam. She had run it flat and clipped the thread and laid the shirt on the pile, and then she had gone on to the next, because the next was fourteen cents.

She put the coins in the tin and put the tin in the drawer.

There was another tin under the floorboard by the bed. It held seventy-four dollars and fifty cents in small notes, folded tight, and it had taken four years to fill. She had begun it the week the news came from Gettysburg. She had been two months gone with Hugh and sitting on the stairs of her mother-in-law's house, and she had understood with perfect clarity that she was going to need a floor under her. Mrs. Strode had said, in the front parlor, that the family would of course do what was proper. Then the family had done nothing at all. Julian's pension was under consideration. The Pension Office wrote each spring to say that the papers were in order and the claim was before a clerk, and each time she read the letter twice and put it in the Bible with the others.

She lifted the board and looked at the tin without opening it. Then she laid the board back.

At a quarter to eight someone knocked.

* * *
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It was Mr. Albright, the landlord, who knocked twice and loudly. He was a short, damp, apologetic person in a brown coat, and he stood in the passage with his hat against his chest and did not look at her.

"Mrs. Strode. I am sorry to come so early."

"The rent is due Saturday, Mr. Albright."

"It is not about the rent." He wet his lips. "There's a gentleman. He has come with Constable Kehoe. I told them it was not my business, ma'am, I said I had no part in it, but they would come up."

Behind him on the stair a second tread sounded, heavy and slow. Judith did not move. She stood with one hand on the door and the other on the frame. Then Mr. Albright stepped aside and two men came up into the light.

The first she knew. Constable Kehoe had a red nose and a ward in Kensington, and he had stood at her door in the winter of 'sixty-five over a neighbor's stolen coal. He took off his hat. The second was a stranger, a tall narrow man of forty in a black coat of excellent cloth and gray kid gloves, with a pale clean face and fair hair brushed smooth. He carried a leather case under one arm. He bowed. He looked past her, once, at the bed and the table and the stove, and she watched him count them.

"Mrs. Julian Strode?"

"I am."

"My name is Amory Gage. I act for Mr. Cornelius Strode." His tone was pleasant, low and level, suited to a sickroom. "May I come in? I think it will be easier for you than the stair."

She stood aside. She would think afterward that it was the first mistake of the day, but the passage was cold and full of Mr. Albright's breathing, and she had been taught in her mother's house that one did not argue on a stair. Gage came in. He laid the case on the table and took off his gloves one finger at a time. The constable remained in the door. Hugh coughed in his sleep.

"This is your son."

"Hugh."

"He has Captain Strode's brow." The gloves were folded and laid on the case. "Mrs. Strode, I will not take your time. You will know that Mr. Strode has had a long interest in the boy. He has watched from a distance. He is seventy years old, and has no children of his own, and the boy is the last of his brother's line. It has distressed him greatly to learn how the child is kept."

"How he is kept."

"This room. The hours you work. The mill." He said the word as one might name an illness. "A child of four, left through a twelve-hour day with a neighbor, in a street where there have been three deaths from the cough since Christmas. I am sure you do the best that you can, madam. No one imputes a fault to your heart. But Mr. Strode is a man of means, and he feels that the boy has a claim on him, and on the family. He has filed a petition in the Orphans' Court."

He opened the case. He took out a sheet of heavy paper, folded in thirds, and held it out to her.

She took it. It was cold from the case. It was printed, with spaces filled in a clerk's copperplate, and there was a seal at the foot in red wax. She read it standing, with her thumb on the margin to hold it flat. Her eyes went across the lines and brought back nothing. In the Matter of Hugh Julian Strode, a Minor. The petition of Cornelius Strode respectfully represents. Words followed. Unfit. Insufficient. Improper means of support. Inadequate lodging. The said mother being employed at a manufactory. The sheet grew heavy in her hand. At the bottom, in the same copperplate: Pending a hearing on the twentieth day of April, the minor to be surrendered into the custody of the petitioner's agent.

"Surrendered," said Judith.

"On Saturday."

"This is Thursday."

"The Court has been generous in the matter of time." He laid his hands together. "Mrs. Strode, I came myself, and not a sheriff's man, because Mr. Strode would prefer that it be done kindly. Nothing in this paper need be contested. If you will agree to the guardianship, in writing, today, you will not appear before a judge. Mr. Strode will see that the boy has a nurse and a tutor and every advantage. He will see that you are provided for. I am empowered to say five hundred dollars, and a position in his household as a needlewoman, if you wish it, with a room on the third floor."

She heard it all. It went into her ears as water goes down a drain.

"I could see him?"

"On Sundays, I should think."

"Through the nursery door."

Gage said nothing.

"I have been four years at that mill," said Judith. Her voice was quite steady. It surprised her. "I have sewn eleven thousand shirts. I know what it is to be called unfit by a man in a good coat who has never been inside the building. I am obliged to you, Mr. Gage, for coming yourself. I will not sign it."

"You will think better of that."

"I will not."

"The Court is very likely to find for my principal." His tone did not alter. "The judge will look at this room. Good morning, Mrs. Strode. I shall call on Saturday at nine."

He took up his gloves. He did not put them on until he was on the stair.

* * *
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She stood at the window for a long time after they had gone. The street was gray. A dray went down it, loaded with barrels, and across the way a man was putting up the shutters of the cobbler's shop. The coal smoke lay low and yellow over the roofs, and someone in the room below was frying onions. She watched it with a curious attention, as one watches a place one is leaving. Then she found that her fingers had closed on the petition and crushed it, and that she was shaking so hard that the paper rattled against the sill.

She set it down. She put both palms flat on the glass.

Five hundred dollars and a room on the third floor. She knew exactly what it was worth. It was the price of a woman's name. She would live in Mr. Strode's house on Walnut Street, in a room under the roof, and mend his waistcoats, and on Sundays she would be admitted to the nursery for one hour, and Hugh would call her Mrs. Strode. By the age of ten he would call her nothing.

And if she refused, the Court would give him to them anyway.

She knew it. She had known it before she was done reading. She had worked four years among women who had stood before magistrates, and she knew what a judge saw when he looked at a widow in Kensington. A room with one window. A mill hand. A cough. A dead husband's family in a house on Walnut Street with a carriage. She would stand up in a borrowed bonnet and say that she loved her child. The judge would look at her hands.

"Mama?"

She turned.

Hugh sat up in the trundle with the quilt round his waist. He was rubbing one eye with the heel of his fist. He had Julian's brow, as the man had said, a straight dark ridge over gray eyes, and a cowlick that stood up at the crown whatever she did to it. He looked at her. He was awake all at once, as children are, and his face was grave.

"Why was the man here?"

"Which man?"

"The one with the gloves." He coughed. "Was he cross?"

"No." She crossed the room. She sat on the edge of the trundle and took him into her lap, quilt and all, and held him against her with her chin on his hair. He smelled of sleep and soap. "He was not cross. He had a paper to give me."

"About what?"

"About you."

"Am I in trouble?"

"No, my darling." She shut her eyes. "You are not in trouble. You never will be."

He considered this. His small hand found a button of her bodice and began to turn it. She sat with him for some time, quite still, and listened to the cough run through him and subside, and felt the beat of his heart against her arm. Then she set him on his feet and said, "We are going to have our breakfast. And then I shall want you to help me pack."

* * *
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She had not known she would do it until she was on her knees by the trunk.

It was Julian's trunk. It stood at the foot of the bed with a quilt over it. She had not opened it since the winter. The chest was a plain soldier's one of pine, painted green, with his name stenciled on the lid. She lifted the quilt. She opened the lid.

There was little in it. His razor, wrapped in a handkerchief. A sash. A tin of buttons. His Bible, with the cover warped by damp, and a shaving brush and a ribbon of faded blue with a medal the Army had sent with a printed letter. A bundle of her own letters, tied with tape. On top of it all, folded in the blue wool he had worn on the day he left, lay the greatcoat.

It was an infantry officer's coat, with brass buttons and a cape. She had not unfolded it in nearly five years. She took it out now and held it against her face, and it smelled of cedar and camphor and, under that, faintly, of a man. She stayed so for a minute. Then she shook it out. A paper fell from the pocket and landed on the floor.

It was a letter. She had read it three times, in October, and put it away.

Oregon City, August 14, 1867.

Dear Mrs. Strode. You will not remember me. I was Sergeant Ira Dunmore in your husband's company, and was beside him at Gettysburg on the first of July, and I carried him out of the wheat and could do nothing else for him. He spoke of you. He spoke of the child that was coming, and I have thought of it often. I write because I have heard from a man in the Regiment that you are in want. I am a married man now and keep a store in Oregon City, and my wife Bess has a dress shop and more orders than hands, and a room over it that stands empty. I have a good deal to be thankful for, and I owe your husband my life twice over, and I would be glad to repay it to his widow. There is work here for a seamstress who knows her trade. There is air and a school for the boy. Your husband was the best officer I served under. Come. Yr obt servant, I. Dunmore.

She read it standing. When she had done she folded it with great care along its creases, and she held it in her hand and looked at the wall.

Oregon.

It was a word on a map. It was a place the newspapers called a wilderness, where women went who had nothing left to lose. It was two thousand miles. She had seventy-four dollars and fifty cents and a child with a cough. She had never in her life been farther from Philadelphia than the Delaware shore.

On Saturday, at nine.

She laid the greatcoat over the edge of the bed. She stood looking at it, and at the boy, who had settled on the floor beside the trunk with the tin of buttons and was sorting them by color into heaps, and she did the sum.

The emigrant cars left the Broad Street depot at ten past seven in the evening. They went to Pittsburgh, and Chicago, and the river at Council Bluffs, and from there a ferry took you across the Missouri to Omaha. She knew it from the placards at the depot, which she had passed every day for three years on her way to the mill, and had never read. A woman could go for twenty-eight dollars. A child under twelve went for half. Fourteen more. Forty-two.

Seventy-four less forty-two left her thirty-two dollars and fifty cents. The placard had also said that companies were forming at Omaha through all of May, and that a woman who could work, and a boy who could be fed from a common pot, might be taken on for her passage in return for her labor. She could mend. She could mend anything. She had been mending since she was seven years old.

It was not a plan. She knew that. It was only a door, and she was standing in front of it with a sleeping child in a cold room and four dollars and eleven cents.

She picked up the coat.

* * *
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They went down the stair at six.

She had packed a carpetbag: two changes for Hugh, one for herself, her work-basket, the Bible, and the tin of buttons, because Hugh would not be parted from it. She had taken the money from under the board, every dollar, and sewn it into the lining of her skirt with stitches so small that no thief on earth could have found them. She had written a note and left it on the table with the key and the four dollars and eleven cents, because she would not have it said that she cheated a landlord. It read: Mr. Albright, this is what I have toward the rent. I am sorry for the rest. J. Strode.

The passage was empty. A smell of onions came up from the room below.

At the foot of the stair Mrs. Dolan stood in the open doorway of her own room, a stout widow of sixty in a gray shawl, who had watched Hugh three days a week for four years and been paid in shirts. She looked at the bag, and at the boy, and at the old army greatcoat that hung to his ankles, and her face worked. She went back into her room. She came out with a loaf wrapped in a cloth, and a screw of tea, and a pair of knitted mittens, and put all three into Judith's hands.

"I never saw you," said Mrs. Dolan. Her voice shook. "I was at my sister's all the evening. If the man in the gloves comes asking."

"Thank you."

"Go on, now. Keep well, the pair of you."

Judith went out. The air struck her face, raw and wet, with soot in it. The street lamps were lit. She stood a moment on the step with the bag in one hand, and Hugh's mitten-clad hand in the other, and looked back up the stair at the lighted door, at the room she had lived in for four years. Then she turned the boy's collar up, and settled the big coat on his shoulders, and took the first step.

"Where are we going, Mama?" said Hugh.

"West," said Judith.
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Chapter Two
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Omaha, Nebraska, May 1868

Joel Brannock had been in Omaha eleven days. He had not yet found a man he would trust with a horse.

He stood at the rail of Captain Shaw's wagon yard at seven in the morning with his hat pulled low and a tin cup of coffee going cold in his hand, and watched a boy of fifteen lead a bay stallion across the mud. The boy held the lead rope in both fists. The stallion walked behind him with his neck arched and his ears turned back, patient, and in no hurry to prove it. Joel counted six strides. On the seventh the horse put his head down and blew.

"Slack," said Joel. "Give him slack."

The boy let go a foot of rope. The stallion lifted his head and walked on.

"That's Duke," said Joel. "The gray is Absalom. Neither has been farther west than Illinois. If either arrives in Oregon with a mark on him, I'll want to know whose mark." He drank the cold coffee. "Put them in the second stall. Water, no grain. They're off the cars two days and you'll colic them if you feed them like cattle."

"Yes, sir."

The boy went. Joel stayed at the rail.

It was a raw bright morning with a wind off the Missouri. The yard was a ragged field of mud and canvas, forty acres of it, and every wagon in it was being loaded. Men swore at oxen. A woman in a sunbonnet sat on a trunk and nursed an infant. Children ran between the wheels with a dog. Beyond the fence rose Omaha, brick and raw lumber, and the railroad sheds, and a haze of coal smoke lay over the river, and over everything the long thin whistle of a locomotive went up. Eleven days. He had come across the continent by cars and by steamer to buy two horses, and he had bought them in Kentucky in March, and it had taken him two months to learn that bringing them home would cost more than the buying.

He had not expected that. A younger man would have.

"Pa."

A small hand tugged his coat.

"Pa, Duke's watching the gray."

"He's always watching the gray."

"He's planning something."

"He's thinking about oats," said Joel, and looked down.

His daughter stood beside him with her chin tipped up. She was eight years old, brown and square-built and stubborn, with her mother's black hair in two braids that she had done herself that morning, badly, and a gap where a tooth had been. She wore a boy's flannel shirt, belted, and boots two sizes too large that she had insisted were the right fit. She had been on a horse since she was three. She regarded the stallions with her head tilted.

"I could ride Duke," said Winnie.

"No."

"I could walk him."

"No."

"You're always saying no. You said no to the canal boat and no to the puppy in St. Louis and no to the man with the monkey." She considered. "You said yes to the fried oysters."

"I was hungry."

"You were hungry on the canal boat too." Her face was perfectly serious. "I think you only say yes when your stomach's talking."

"Go and see if the cook has any bread."

She went, with a long sideways look. He watched her cross the mud with her braids swinging. She walked as Rachel had, with her toes turned out and her whole back in it.

He turned his cup upside down on a post.

He had not left her behind for a single night since the mountain. Not when Mrs. Kerr offered, and not when the doctor in Oregon City had told him gently that a child of seven did not belong on the cars with a man who slept in his boots. He had meant to go east alone. He had stood in the yard of the ranch with the bag in his hand, and she had stood on the step. She hadn't cried. She had only looked at him. And he had understood that if he went, he would come back to find her grown, with her mother's way of walking, and a face that had learned not to ask.

So he had put her on the cars. It was not good sense. He had never claimed it was.

* * *
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"Brannock!"

Captain Shaw came across the yard at a careful walk. He was a tall fair man of fifty with a long face, a gray mustache and light eyes, and he wore a blue coat that had once been military and a hat with a flat brim. He carried a board under one arm. On it, in neat black letters, was lettered a list.

"I have you at forty dollars a month," said Shaw. "Found. Meat for the company at your discretion, one man to dress it, and a free hand for the first week. If the company is not satisfied by Fort Kearny, they may say so in writing."

"I'd say so myself."

"I have no doubt." The mustache twitched. "I must tell you, Mr. Brannock, that I do not hire a man on his reputation. I hired you on Mr. Lorne's, who says you are the best shot between here and the Cascades and the worst tempered. I will have no quarrels in my train."

"Then you won't have a quarrel with me."

"You do not quarrel?"

"I don't talk long enough."

Shaw gave him a considering look. Then, to Joel's surprise, he laughed, a small dry bark. "That will do. You'll sign the Articles. Everyone signs." He hung the board on a nail on the tailgate of the nearest wagon. "The rules of the company, Mr. Brannock. Twelve, all told. I read them to every adult. I have crossed this road six times, twice with the dead, and I have found that a company which has not agreed on its laws before the first river will agree on them in the middle of it, with knives."

He read them anyway. Joel listened with his arms folded. No firearm to be discharged in camp. No travel on the Sabbath save in danger. Each wagon to take its turn on guard. The captain's word on the road to be final. And the seventh: No person shall travel with this company under a false name, or in flight from the process of any court.

"The seventh is not a hardship?"

"No."

"You would be surprised at the number who think it is." Shaw's mouth turned down. "I have turned back a man with a wife in Kansas. I have turned back a clerk from St. Louis with six hundred dollars in his coat that were not his. The road is hard enough on honest people. I will not have it crowded."

He signed. Shaw gave him his hand. It was a dry hand, and tired.

Across the yard a dog barked, and a child shouted. A man laughed. Joel turned his head.

* * *
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The stallion had got a rope round his legs.

He saw it before he heard it, and he was across the yard in the time it took the thought to cross his mind. The boy of fifteen had left the stall door open. Duke had backed out, and the lead rope had trailed behind him and fouled a wheel, and he stood in the middle of the mud with his head up and his eyes ringed white, spinning on his haunches and blowing. The gray was screaming from inside. And between the stallion's front hooves, square in the path of the next plunge, stood a very small boy in an enormous blue coat.

The boy had a tin in his hand. He was holding it up with both arms, and looking at the horse.

Joel did not shout. A shout would have finished it. He came in from the stallion's off side, low, with his left hand out and his voice pitched in the deep slow monotone he had learned from his father, and he said, "Easy now, Duke. Easy." He said it three times. The horse swung his head. Joel's right hand closed on the back of the boy's coat and lifted. He swung him clear, through the air, and set him down on his feet a rod away, and had the lead-rope in his fist before the stallion could think of a thing to do.

"Whoa. Whoa, you great fool."

The horse stood, trembling. Sweat ran down his neck. Joel stroked it with the flat of his hand, long and slow, and felt the heave of the ribs subside. When he was sure of it he looked round.

The boy was sitting in the mud where he had been set down, a child of four with a cowlick and gray eyes in a coat that came to his ankles. He had not cried or dropped the tin. He stared at Joel with an expression of grave interest.

"He's a very big horse," said the boy.

"He's a stallion. You don't walk under them."

"I wanted to see."

"You saw."

"Hugh!"

She came across the yard at a run, and he saw her too late to be ready for it. She was a slight pale woman in a gray dress, no bonnet, with her brown hair coming down on one side and a carpetbag dragging at her arm. She was perhaps twenty-eight. She was white as paper. She dropped the bag at the edge of the mud and went down on her knees before the child and took his face in her hands, and her fingers shook so that he could see them, and her eyes ran over the boy's arms and legs, and his head, and his coat, with a swift exact attention he had last seen in a surgeon.

"Are you hurt?"

"No, Mama."

"Are you sure?"

"The man picked me up."

She looked up.

Her eyes were blue. They were dark and level and shadowed, and they took him in as they had taken in the boy: all of him, once, the hat and the beard and the Sharps on his shoulder. There was no thanks in them yet. There was something more careful than thanks, an arithmetic. Then her lips parted.

"You have my gratitude, sir."

"Keep him back from the stock."

"I will."

"A child that size doesn't know what a horse can do."

"I know what a horse can do." Her voice was low and rather flat. "He was beside me one moment and then he was gone. I have never lost sight of him in his life." She stood, and the boy's hand was in hers, and the trembling had stopped. "It will not happen again."

"See that it doesn't."

He turned his back on her. He took the stallion's rope and led him toward the stall, with the boy of fifteen standing white-faced at the door.

* * *
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He was still short-tempered when Winnie came back.

It was not at the woman. He told himself so. It was the old sour weariness of a man who had looked at too many travelers with a child on their hip and no idea of the road. He had seen them on the Platte. He had seen them at the Dalles, in the rain, with their feet bound in sacking. He had helped dig nine graves on that road in 'sixty-four, and five had been small. He rubbed down the stallion with a wisp of straw and thought: A woman alone. A boy with a cough, and a bundle. Not a mule among them. And then the cough came across the yard and broke off, and he stopped.

"Pa," said Winnie, at the stall door. "There's a boy."

"I know there's a boy."

"He's named Hugh. He's four. He's got a tin of buttons." Winnie's face was alight. "He says the buttons are his papa's, off his army coat, and he's not to lose a single one. He showed me. Pa, there's an eagle on every one."

"Winnie."

"I told him he could have the pick of Duke's old halter, if he'd trade. And he said he couldn't, because they're his papa's." She spoke fast, with her hands. "But he said I could hold one. And I did. And then he said he would be my brother."

"You've a brother."

"I've a brother in a grave," said Winnie, "and he never said anything at all."

The straw stopped moving in Joel's hand.

She didn't say it to wound. She said it as she said everything, plainly, in the high clear voice of a child who sees no reason to put a thing in a different shape from the one it came in. She stood with her thumbs in her belt and her gap-toothed face turned up, and waited.

He put down the straw. He crouched, in the mud, with his knee in the muck, until his face was level with hers.

"He's a good boy," said Joel.

"Yes."

"His mother's got a good deal on her. She's not to be pestered."

"I won't."

"You will. You'll be all over her like flies." He put his hand on the top of her head, and her braids slid under his palm, and he felt the small skull warm and hard under the hair. "But I want you to remember it's a long road. And people on it aren't always who they say."

"Who is she, then?"

"I don't know."

"Why do you say she isn't who she says?"

"I haven't heard her say," said Joel, and stood. His knee cracked.

* * *
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They rolled out at three.

It was a ragged, creaking departure, thirty-one wagons strung out along the bluff road in a long ribbon of canvas and dust, and half the town had come to see. Dogs barked. A band of boys ran alongside. Captain Shaw went up and down the line on a gray cob with the board of the Articles tied to his saddle and a look of fixed unhappiness on his face. Joel rode ahead of the lead wagon with the Sharps across his pommel, and the two stallions on lead ropes behind, and watched the road. He had a long day before him. A hunter's day began at the moment the wheels turned.

He had seen the roll signed at noon.

He hadn't meant to look. The captain had set up a table at the edge of the yard, with an inkpot and a ledger, and the families had lined up to put their names to the Articles. A farmer with six children. A pair of bachelor brothers. A man who gave his trade as a dentist. And at the end of the line, behind a stout elderly woman in black bombazine who carried an umbrella upright, the pale woman in gray with her boy by the hand.

The old woman had spoken for her. He'd heard the half of it. She is a seamstress, Captain. I have need of one. Five girls and nine pairs of sleeves, and Dora has lost a spool of thread. I will take her into the Ladies' Wagon and her board shall be mending. You will find that Mrs. Haskin does not retract an offer. And Shaw, who feared very little in the world but arithmetic, had said at last that he supposed the rules did not prohibit it.

The woman had taken the pen. She had stood over the ledger with it for a moment, quite still. He had seen her look at the page. Then she had written, in a small straight hand, a name.

Mrs. J. Carver.

She had not hesitated long. A breath. But he had seen it, because he was a man who watched a deer's ears, and he had seen her hand stop above the paper, and the nib touch the paper. Then she had put the pen back in the stand. Seven: No person shall travel with this company under a false name.

He had said nothing. It was none of his affair.

He rode on up the bluff road in the dust, and the wheels creaked behind him, and presently he heard a sound at his stirrup. A small determined clatter. He did not look down.

"Pa."

"No."

"I haven't said it yet."

"You don't need to."

"Hugh could ride on the mare," said Winnie, trotting along beside him on her own brown pony with her braids bouncing and her face turned
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