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			In the world’s broad field of battle

			She has nobly done her part. she

			Was always kind and loving, for she

			Had a noble heart. a tender loving

			Mother, a true and faithful wife, she

			Is gone, but not forgotten: twas

			A grand and noble life.

			 

			—Epitaph, Martha Ann Maupin
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			PROLOGUE

			Under the oak, May 2010

			

			A gentle breeze whispered through the new leaves of the scattered oaks crowning the ridge by my house. Echoes stirred in me. I moved into the dappled shade of a double oak overlooking the field below, where lush spring grass shimmered across the land like waves of green silk. The old tree leaned toward the long downward slope as if keeping watch over the stepped pasture to the river valley at the bottom. Its second trunk, a late offshoot, smaller, younger, stood in its shadow.

			I ran a hand over the rough bark and looked into the intertwined branches. A subtle sweetness of emerging growth scented the air. Again a whisper rustled the leaves, and I wondered what the oak was trying to say to me. It felt like a sentient presence.

			Or was it her presence I felt? Martha. My great-great-grandmother.

			The breeze riffled the hair on my neck and sent a chill down my back despite the warmth of the late afternoon. Did she stand here on this same spot on the hill, marveling that this land was hers? Not the land of her husband. Not the land of a landlord. Hers. As now it was mine. Her husband died less than two years before she came here. My marriage ended twenty years ago, and my father had been gone three years. I bent forward to glance at the far side of the old tree and imagined her there, sharing this wonder across time.

			A torrent of feelings must have flooded Martha when her husband died, leaving her alone with their many children on the Oregon frontier. Lone mothers had few options in her day, but after harrowing experiences of crossing the plains, facing death, bitter regret, even shame, she bought this place herself to make a home for her family. This was the Martha A. Maupin Century Farm, one of the few Century Farms in Oregon named for a woman. Now, more than 140 years later, another woman in the family owned it.

			How did Martha dare make such a choice? It was more daunting for me than I had anticipated. When she took over operation of the farm in 1868, women had so few rights they couldn’t even vote. The farm had barely been carved out of the wilderness by the previous short-term owners. By the time I acquired it, the place had resources, an antiquated commercial prune dryer, a prune orchard, timber. But the price had dropped out of the timber market. Prune crops were scanty and the old dryer ran on oil with its soaring costs.

			I took a sudden ragged breath and gazed at the long view. From where I stood I could see across the river to a tree-covered range of mountains on the western horizon, and in the middle distance a long sweeping plain. The river made a loop, extending along the far side of that plain before curving in a wide crescent to cut below it on this side. Pioneers called it Pleasant Plain. My grandfather once owned part of it, and my father grew up there. My property ran as far as the river below and continued up the hill behind me in a broad oak-dotted savannah surrounded by swaths of fir forest.

			What would Martha have seen from here? The plain certainly. Perhaps a distant cabin or two. Was this double oak alive then? If not this one, perhaps the one that dropped the acorn from which this grew?

			Whether this part of the land was always open savannah with these widespread oaks, I didn’t know. But it was likely similar in Martha’s day. Some of the oaks could have been as much as two hundred years old, each open and free of form with no sign of ever being crowded in a forest.

			Did she walk this place, as I loved to do, just to know every ridge and canyon, every open field and enclosing woods? Family legend described her as a walker. She walked all the way from Missouri to Oregon, but less perhaps for the love of it than because she couldn’t bear the jolt of the wagon in her condition. Still, she must have come up here, gazed at this view, or whatever view lay before her then.

			I watched as the afternoon sun slipped low in the sky, turning the distant hills a deep misty blue. The long expanse of Pleasant Plain gleamed vivid green, the fields broken by clumps of glistening oaks and other hardwoods, a few bold lines of tall firs almost blue-black against the muted blues of the farther hills. I could see the bend of the river off to my right, and the wide teal band coursing between tree-rimmed banks below. The sun backlit the new leaves of gnarled oaks nearby, a tracery of their dark branches outlined within the delicate young foliage.

			The beauty evoked a tug of warmth, like the face of a loving friend. I’d explored nearly every part of the farm’s 641 acres, from rushing creeks and waterfalls, into the hush of towering trees standing like nature’s own cathedral, to the high ridge where you could see the snaking river on both sides and look into the top of a scraggy fir to exchange glances with a bald eagle. I’d grown up on this rich land bordering the Umpqua River in southern Oregon, and I felt linked to it, rooted as the old oak.

			Of the three generations between Martha and me, two had owned it. Her son Cap held ownership for a long time, and my dad bought it from Cap, his great-uncle. Although my line ran through Cap’s sister Mary, my dad’s purchase kept the farm in the family. Now that he had died after tending this place for many years, my kids and I were determined to continue keeping it. They had moved to the farm with me to help out.

			Martha had a large brood of children—nine, ranging in age from two to twenty-one when she settled here, the final one born in 1865. Her husband, my great-great-grandfather Garrett, died the year after that child’s birth. Would the babies have continued had he lived? Did she breathe a sigh of relief? And feel guilty about it? I wondered, given hints of trouble along the way.

			I glanced again at the far side of the tree’s double trunks, wishing she could answer my growing questions. As a woman I was drawn to Martha’s story, especially now that I owned her farm, but I would need to search for answers through the remnants of recorded memories, and the echoes, left behind. I hoped to do more than write a family narrative. I wanted to know her.

			“What brought you here, Martha?” I whispered. “How did it all begin?”

			Murmurs stirred in the leaves overhead, and I tilted my head to listen.

		

	
		
			
			Chapter 1

			The Missouri Edge

			Greene County, Illinois, Early Spring 1844

			Sweet, crisp air wafted into the little cabin through the wide-open door and windows. Birds twittered. A jay screeched. Sap was rising in every branch in the surrounding woods. Martha held the broom upright with both hands and took a twirl in the middle of the floor.

			Two long steps brought her to the wall, where she reached up and swept the bristles across the dingy logs, wanting to make the place gleam with welcome. Her brother Doc was coming home, and her brother Stephen and his family were visiting from Macoupin County. How she’d missed them, especially Doc.

			She gazed about the small log structure with its sideboard for cooking and its fireplace, all cleaned and ready for a cozy fire. She loved this cabin. Nestled in the woods behind her parents’ big log house, it had been a place of joy for her from her earliest memory. Pa built it for Grandpa and Grandma Wood, Ma’s folks, soon after the family settled this farm on the western Illinois frontier, back in 1830 when Martha was only a year old.

			She’d spent many happy hours here with her beloved grandparents. Grandpa always had time to laugh and play with her, and to show her the wonders surrounding them—plants and how they grew, tiny insects and frogs, the delight of a tugging magnet, the mystery of a sundial he built out in the clearing. He taught her the pleasure of reading and writing, and clever tricks with numbers. She remembered him so well, though she was only six when he died.

			Grandma died soon after, but Ma would not let Pa turn this cabin into a corn crib or work shack. She kept it for visitors, like Stephen and his family, and maybe for the memory of her parents. Martha and her younger brothers used to play here and make believe all sorts of exciting stories. Smiling, she lifted the broom again to whisk out a dusty corner, feeling feather light as she thought of those free and happy days.

			A familiar voice drifted across the wooded yard. “Where’s my little sister?”

			“Doc!” She dropped the broom and ran out the door. He strode toward her, a wide smile on his bearded face, and she bounded to him, giving him a fierce hug. “You’re here.”

			He lowered his voice in mock seriousness. “Yep, the Doc is back.”

			She giggled at his usual greeting. He wasn’t a doctor. Ma and Pa only named him Doctor Harvey after some medical doctor they admired. Now her brother liked calling himself Doc. Martha leaned back to study his face. “When did you grow a beard?”

			His grin lifted the trimmed brown mustache as he ran a finger over the close-cropped hair on his jaw. “Does it make me look older?”

			“Is that what you want?”

			He tugged gently at one of her dark-brown pigtails. “Why not? And you. Did you turn fifteen while I was gone?”

			She put on a smug face. “I did.”

			Ma called from the other house. “Martha Ann Poindexter! You done with that sweeping? I need your help in here.”

			Martha gave Doc a quick smile and ran for the house, pigtails flying. “Coming, Ma!”

			Stephen stood in the doorway. She hugged him, and Jane and little Peter.

			“Martha!”

			“Yes, Ma.”

			Bustling from table to sideboard, Ma wiped her hands on her outer apron, voice tense with excitement. “Put bread and milk on the table and set out plates and cups. We can’t all fit around the table but fit what you can, and the rest of us will find places as we’re able.”

			Martha picked up a loaf of Ma’s warm bread, relishing the delicious aroma, and set it on the cutting board to slice. Family members poured into the house, talking and laughing. Ambrose, Martha’s oldest brother, gave Martha a wave and smile across the room, as his wife Polly ushered in their two boys. It had been a long time since the whole family was together.

			“Where’s Louisa?” Ma asked. “Looks like everybody’s here but Louisa.”

			Martha shook her head, breathless with all the rush. She’d be glad for Louisa’s help.

			“Missouri?” Pa’s voice, rising above the murmur in the room.

			Martha glanced his way. Doc and some of the other boys had gathered near Pa, their hands animated as they spoke. Pa leaned forward, intent on the conversation. The room vibrated with excitement. What was going on?

			They all went silent and turned as one to face the door. Martha’s sister, Louisa, stood in the doorway in a fine blue-flowered dress, ruffled apron over full skirts, dark hair topped by a trim bonnet of the same fabric as her dress, the bonnet’s solid blue bow looped like an elegant flower—as only Louisa could tie a bow. Her face glowed. “Hello, everyone. Sorry we’re late.”

			Her tall, handsome husband stepped up behind her carrying little Perry. John Bronough looked every bit the gentleman with his tailored suit. Even a vest. He took off his tall hat, hung it on a peg on the log wall, and gave a passing smile to everyone, proceeding to greet each one.

			After quick hugs for the long-absent relatives, Louisa grabbed an old apron and went right to work helping Ma. She always seemed to know what to do without Ma having to tell her. Martha would never forget how her own life changed when her sister left. There were only two girls, and since Louisa was older than Martha by seven years, Louisa was usually the one Ma called on to help her. Oh, Martha had her chores, but being so much younger, she always had time to run and play with her brothers. Then Louisa married her handsome John Bronough, and Martha’s freedom ended.

			She heaved a sigh, remembering. Eight years old and a drudge already.

			Something in the men’s conversation caught her attention, something about new land, and she slipped closer to hear what they were talking about. Doc had become the center. He turned to John, as if to catch him up on the discussion. “Well, according to our cousin William, there’s fine land to be had in Missouri.”

			John nodded. “So when are you thinking of leaving?”

			Martha snapped her head around to give Doc a straight look. Leaving? Doc? Missouri? He’d just gotten home from Stephen’s place in Macoupin County. But that was right next door to Greene County, here in Illinois. Now he was going to Missouri? She bit her lower lip. Well, Missouri wasn’t so far. Greene County was near the western border of Illinois, her home maybe a day’s ride from the Mississippi River and the state of Missouri just the other side of the Mississippi.

			Deep in thought she missed Doc’s answer, but John was quizzing him further. “So where is Carroll County?”

			“In western Missouri,” Doc said. “Not the farthest edge, but close.”

			Martha’s mouth dropped open. Close to the edge? The western edge? She’d never see Doc again.

			Doc went on. “It’s fine rolling prairie and rich bottomland along the Missouri River, land virtually for the taking.” He swung around to face Ambrose. “Are you sure you don’t want to go with us?”

			Ambrose shook his head. “Sounds mighty interesting, but I don’t think I could be ready this spring. You and Simpson look into it and let me know what you think.”

			Martha turned to Simpson. He stood behind Doc, thumbs in the slash pockets of his linsey-woolsey pants, shoulders high so he seemed somehow taller. Simpson was going too?

			Looking from brother to brother, she studied them as she always saw them—in layers. First, the older ones, Ambrose and Stephen, who seemed more like uncles than brothers. They’d been gone from the house, married, for years. Next came Doc and Simpson, now in their early twenties. Then the three younger boys, all in their teens, Ben and Larry, who were older than Martha, and little brother Newt.

			“How will you go?” Pa asked. He bent toward Doc, eyes gleaming. “Will you take a wagon? Or just packhorses?”

			John leaned back in his chair. “You can take a steamboat all the way there, can’t you? That way you could check it out, see if you like it, buy supplies there. I’m sure they have everything we do, with all the transportation on the Missouri River.”

			Pa gave a soft grunt. “Pretty expensive.”

			Martha glanced at John. Maybe not for him. But the rest of the family didn’t have John Bronough’s resources. A good man, John. He just didn’t always understand folks who had less.

			Doc leaned on the table. “Well, I think we’ll need a wagon of some kind.”

			“You could fix up that old cart,” Pa said.

			Doc grinned. “Are you sure you don’t want to go, Pa?”

			Pa let out a huff. “I’m too old to move again.”

			“No, you’re not. I’m surprised you stayed in this spot as long as you did. How many times did you move in the early years? And you’d be with us boys. Isn’t that right, Simpson?”

			Pa lifted one side of his mouth in a lopsided grin. “But I’m too young to be tagging along after my boys.”

			A chorus of laughter rose from the table. Ben put a hand on Doc’s arm. “I’d like to go. Can I go with you?”

			Pa reached for Ben and yanked at his shirt. “I’ll need you here, Ben. With my big boys gone, I’ll need your help. Besides, you aren’t even twenty yet.”

			“Almost. I’m nineteen.”

			Pa shook his head, and Ben’s shoulders sagged. Martha knew how Ben felt. Now he’d be Pa’s main help and be confined.

			A sudden overwhelming desire engulfed Martha. She couldn’t bear the idea of losing Doc. But underlying that intolerable prospect arose an even more powerful feeling, a compelling need to escape the confinement she’d felt since Louisa left and Martha lost her freedom. She blurted out her wish without considering the sheer audacity. “Can I go? Please?”

			The entire gathering quieted as faces turned to stare at her. She tried to think, grasping for reasons, any reason that could make this preposterous desire a reality. Everything in the room stopped, as if frozen like a pond in winter.

			Pa thawed first, his single word as brittle as a dropping icicle on that same winter day. “No.”

			Martha ducked the icicle and barreled ahead. “I can cook for them. You know neither Doc or Simpson can cook to save themselves. They could faint dead away from hunger out there all alone.”

			Ma spoke up. “Missouri is no place for a girl, especially the west. It’s a wild country.”

			Martha faced her mother, hands spread wide. “Didn’t you travel to the frontier in Kentucky and Illinois?”

			Ma’s tone didn’t yield. “With my parents, and then with your father.”

			“But Doc and Simpson will look out for me, won’t you?” Martha looked at Doc first, then Simpson. The boys glanced at each other, brows raised.

			Pa had his jaw set, but a tenderness touched his voice. “Give yourself some time. Find a nice young man here in Greene County, and then if he wants to take you west you can go. You’re only fifteen.”

			Doc cleared his throat a few times, as if searching for words. “A lot of people are going that way, people on their way to Oregon even. Last year, I understand almost nine hundred people went west over the Oregon Trail. Families. Children. Clear to Oregon.”

			Martha couldn’t contemplate Oregon. But was Doc leaning her way? She tried for a gentle nudge further. “But Missouri isn’t so far. Is it?”

			Ben barged in. “How can Ma manage without Martha?”

			Doc laughed. “Well, Louisa lives close, and with most of us boys out from under foot, Ma will wonder what to do with her time.”

			Ma huffed at that.

			Simpson stood straighter. “Missouri isn’t far. Martha’s right. And she can cook.” He gave her a quick smile that set her head spinning, and directed his words to Ma. “Doc and I—we’ll both come home to visit pretty often. I’ll come home next year after the first harvest and can bring her back with me. Maybe Doc will find a woman by then who can put up with him.” A chuckle circled the table, and Simpson went on. “Doc can come the year after. You’ll see. It’s not far at all for a visit now and then.”

			Doc grinned and looked at Pa. “Or maybe you’ll decide to follow.”

			Pa shook his head. “If I was a younger man . . . ”
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			May 1844. Martha stood gripping the lead rope of their horse Red as they all awaited the ferry at the Illinois River. Heart racing, she motioned across the river toward a ridge cloaked in spring’s bright greens. “Look at the mountains.” She’d never seen such mountains.

			Doc shrugged, one hand on the massive neck of their one ox, Kip. “Those aren’t mountains. Just hills.”

			Martha lifted her brows. “They look like mountains to me. I never saw hills so high.” Whatever folks called them, she thought they were fine to see.

			The flat open ferry slipped this way across the broad stretch of water and thumped against the near shore. The three Poindexters led their animals onto the wooden planks, and Doc pulled out cash for their passage. They had two horses, each saddled with a pack behind the saddle, one ox pulling their refurbished cart covered with a pale canvas top, and a milk cow tied on behind the cart. The ferryman tallied people, animals, and property, calculated the fare, and Doc paid it.

			Martha held tight to the horse as the ferry rocked forward. Rails on the sides offered protection, but the ends were wide open. She’d never been on a ferry before. Any streams she’d crossed—at least since she was old enough to remember—were small enough to ford. The Illinois River was huge. The horse snorted and stepped back and forth, as unaccustomed to this as Martha. She tried to soothe him. “Easy, Red.”

			“Wait till you see the Mississippi,” Simpson said. “I hear it’s even bigger.”

			Martha could scarcely contain her joy at this fantastic adventure. She felt buoyant as a log floating on that water. They’d stayed at a farmhouse last night with some pleasant people, the first night out, and got back on the road early this morning. The sun shone on them now as if to shine favor on their journey.

			When the ferry bumped to a stop, the travelers led their animals onto solid ground, maintaining a firm grasp on the horses to keep them from plunging forward. A narrow road led into the ridge ahead, but as they trudged up the slope, it soon became clear the ridge was little more than a rounded height. The road cut through the lowest part, a broad gap that allowed easy passage.

			After a gradual decline they came out on flat ground, as level as any table Martha had ever seen. Doc made a sweeping gesture with one hand. “This would be the Mississippi Bottoms.”

			Martha pointed to another ridge in the distance. “Look there.”

			Doc smiled at her. “I believe that’s Missouri.”

			“Really? It doesn’t look far.”

			“Farther than you think, but we should get there before dark.”

			As if the hills of Missouri tugged at her, Martha walked a little faster, smiling at one brother, then the other. She felt so thankful to them for bringing her along, allowing a young woman like her to enjoy such rare freedom.

			The day grew long, and her legs began to feel heavy. Not being very tall, she had to take more steps than the boys. The flat table of land never seemed to change. The ridge never got any closer. The sun moved across the sky and they could not keep up with it.

			When she’d begun to wonder if she and her brothers were progressing at all, she noticed the line of trees ahead growing larger. She imagined a race with the sun and stepped faster. Her horse was ready, but the ox had one speed. Slow. She soon outpaced the others and had to wait.

			Fidgeting with Red’s lead rope until the fibers dug into her palm, she took a long breath. “Hurry, Kip,” she whispered. She wanted to see those wild lands of western Missouri. They were becoming part of her dreams—the day kind, and the night.

			Simpson’s voice carried on the breeze that played across the flat. “Look at the land right here. It’s rich ground, Doc. Why are we going so far west?”

			“Because somebody owns every last piece of this, and the Missouri River has good bottomland like it.” Doc pinched his brow. “I don’t think I want a place in the bottoms, though. You know what makes this land so rich?”

			“What?”

			“Floods.”

			Martha frowned. Floods?

			Doc bent toward his brother, using his hands to illustrate. “How’d you like to have your crops in the ground and a nice cabin built and the river just rolls through and washes it all away?”

			Martha scanned the broad landscape and tried to envision a river so big it filled the entire flat. She was good at seeing things in her mind, but she couldn’t quite picture that much water.

			“When do these floods happen?” Simpson asked.

			Doc jutted his lower lip out and looked overhead. He sounded like an old farmer making lazy talk about the weather, but his tone had an edge to it. “Oh, about this time of year.”

			Martha slowly raised her eyes. The sky was as clear as Mama’s blue china pitcher, but she studied it anyway. The boys caught up with her, and she turned to march on, though she still gave the sky an occasional glance.

			Reaching the trees at last, they followed well-worn tracks into the woods. Their footsteps softened, muffled by the enclosing greenery. Birds flitted in the branches. The scent of rank weeds mingled with the sweetness of new growth. They heard the rushing water before they saw it. Walking next to Simpson, Martha passed a curtain of trees and the mighty river came into view. She opened her mouth to speak but said nothing, just stood there gaping while currents stirred up and down her like the roiling river.

			Doc stepped up beside her and put a hand on her shoulder. “Now, that’s a river.”

			A couple of big boats skimmed across the water in the distance. On the near shore a large covered wagon waited at the ferry landing. The Poindexters started to move on again, when a man from the wagon ambled back toward them. He took off his hat and tilted his head forward. “Howdy.”

			Doc answered for the family, putting on his deep voice. “Hello. Where you headed?”

			“Oregon.”

			Martha let out a sigh. Oregon. That name again of unimaginable wonder.

			The man nodded. “Yep. I figure to get me some free land out there. Where you folks headed?”

			“Missouri,” Doc said. “Western Missouri.”

			The other man clamped his lips tight and nodded again.

			A hallo sounded on the water, and Martha saw that one of those boats was a ferry, coming quickly this way. It looked more like a ship than the crude plank ferry back on the Illinois River. Paddle wheels churned on the sides, while black smoke poured out of a tall smokestack above a wide cabin, a deep well below for passengers, hemmed in by white slatted rails.

			By the time the Oregon-bound folks got their large wagon with four oxen, three horses, ten cows, and other miscellaneous animals on board, the ferry barely had room for the small Poindexter party. But with careful nudging, the ferryman got them on.

			The boat shuddered and plowed forward against the strong current. Martha edged her way to the side and grasped the sturdy top rail so she could see the broad expanse of brown water surging beneath. Her stomach churned like the powerful water, but a slow grin spread across her face, and she didn’t try to hide it.

			When they reached the Missouri shore, the people from the covered wagon bid the Poindexters good-bye and took a northerly route toward those towns on the western edge of Missouri that were jumping-off places to the Oregon Trail. The Poindexters headed for Montgomery County, a little to the south. That would be their first stopover with family. William’s uncle Richard lived there and would welcome his kin on this trip west.

			“Do you actually know any of these relatives?” Martha asked Doc.

			“William and his family stopped to visit us when they came through on their way from Kentucky to Missouri. Back in the early thirties, I believe.” Doc lifted a brow at her. “You were pretty little. I don’t know if you remember.”

			“No. So how are we related?”

			“William’s a second cousin, I think, something like that. Pa never was too clear on the family connections.”

			Martha thought a minute. “Poindexters, anyway.”

			Doc nodded, smiling.

			As the trio hurried down the road, trying to make a little more headway before night fell, Martha noticed something strange about the farms they passed. “Look. All the people working in the fields have dark skin.” In Illinois they’d seen many farmers in their fields, but none dark. “Why is that?”

			Doc gave her a quick glance. “Negro slaves.”

			“Slaves?”

			“Yeah. Missouri’s a slave state. Illinois is a free state—what you’re used to.”

			Martha frowned and stared at a worker with near-black skin. She’d heard about slavery, but had never given it much thought. “Don’t the farmers here work?”

			Doc shrugged, and a little shiver skimmed across Martha.

			The sun was about to dip below the horizon. Doc stopped Kip and looked around. “We’d better find a place to spend the night.” Kip rubbed his broad face against Doc’s arm as if agreeing.

			Simpson pointed off to the right. “There’s a farmhouse back in those trees.”

			The thought of rest made Martha realize how exhausted she was. Her whole body felt weighted down. This had been a much longer day than their first. They found the lane to the large two-story house and made their way between tall trees bordering the narrow track.

			“Whoa, Kip,” Doc said, and left the ox standing as he marched to the front door to knock.

			A dark-skinned woman answered. She asked him to wait a moment and disappeared into the interior. A portly man with pallid complexion and elegant whiskers soon came to the door. His deep voice resounded. “You looking for a place to stay?”

			Doc stood taller. “Just for the night. My brother and sister and myself.”

			“Where you younguns from?”

			“Illinois. Greene County.”

			The man let out a huff and talked over his shoulder to a blonde-haired woman behind him. “Folks from Illinois want to stay the night. Don’t know if we have room. Do we?”

			Doc kneaded the back of his neck. “Maybe we could just set up camp by the barn, or in a field, or—”

			The man’s face reddened. “We don’t much cotton to Northerners around these parts.”

			Martha’s heart pounded an odd rhythm. Tightness gripped her temples. Northerners?

			Simpson spoke up. “Let’s go, Doc.”

			“Look,” Doc said. “My sister is tired and we need to rest.”

			Martha began to protest. “I’m not—”

			Doc ignored her. “Besides, my pa’s from Virginia by way of Kentucky.” He waved a hand toward his brother and sister. “Every one of us three was born in Kentucky.”

			The woman leaned close to the man and spoke with animated gestures, her voice too low for Martha to hear. Finally he nodded, stroking his whiskers. “You can use a room upstairs. And your livestock can go in the barn.” He turned and called out. “Jimmy, you take care of these animals, now.” A dark man came running, and the man of the house smiled at Martha. “Heddy will take care of you folks.”

			Martha hesitated, still trying to take in the odd situation, but by the time she managed to utter a soft thank you, the couple had disappeared inside the house.

			The young dark woman who’d first answered the door came outside. A soft luster rose on her velvety brown skin. She smiled but dipped her head, her eyes, though bright, not quite meeting Martha’s. “You can come on upstairs, miss, and you, sirs.”

			[image: ]

			Great sheets of rain drenched the travelers and their animals and all their goods. The window of good spring weather had closed on them. Martha wondered if they would ever be dry again. She watched the sky and the dark threads streaking down from heavy clouds like a frayed hem. How much would it take to fill those giant rivers to overflowing?

			The rain had started shortly before they reached Richard’s place in Montgomery County. “Never saw the like,” he’d said. He and his wife, Mournin, were friendly and insisted the cousins needn’t rush off. But the travelers were anxious to get on their way. After several days of rain, a little blue sky showed, luring them into thinking they’d have an opening.

			They left Richard’s and traveled about half a day when it started again. By the time they got to their next stop with kin, the deluge was back. They had a pleasant stay with William’s brother Waddy and his family in Callaway County, but finally decided they’d better go on, rain or no.

			Land was uneven here, soft rolling hills. The water ran in rivulets, cutting small gullies, and the cart’s wheels kept slipping on the road’s slimy surface and sinking into the ruts. Martha led both horses so Simpson could help Doc guide the wagon and pull it out when it got stuck.

			The wheels mired to a stop, and Doc stood frowning, hands on his hips. “I wonder if we made a mistake crossing the Missouri at Boonville. This route’s shorter, but we have to cross again to get to William’s on the north side.”

			They’d opted for the shortcut, bypassing a long bend of the river to save time and struggle, but they were hearing more talk about high water from folks along the way. Martha kept thinking about what Waddy had said. “William’s smack down in the Missouri Bottoms, and with all this rain right on top of the June rise from the snowmelt, I do worry about him.”

			Martha drew her arms close to her body and clutched the lead ropes against the wet fabric of her skirt. William’s land might be flooded already.

			Simpson blew out a heavy breath. “Well, if we can’t get this cart moving, we won’t get back to the river anytime soon.”

			Together they pushed as Doc gave the ox a sharp command. “Get up, Kip.” And the little cart slithered back up onto firmer ground. By keeping it on sod, away from the tracks where water ran like small creeks, they managed to make better time. Still, they were soaked and caked with mud by the time they saw a line of trees that marked the river.

			Doc grinned. “Now, isn’t that pretty.”

			Simpson glowered at him. “Pretty wet, I’d say.”

			“Well, one good thing,” Doc said. “I don’t see any river water this side of the trees.”

			Encouraged by the hope of cover on this rainy day, the travelers pushed the ox to hurry down the gentle slope. If they could get a ferry to take them across, they should get to William’s before dark.

			Near the tree line, a lone rider came toward them. Doc called out. “Hallo! Can you tell us where to get a ferry to cross over to Carroll County?”

			The man pointed. “Right through there. But I don’t know if he’ll take you across. River’s mighty high.”

			“Will the ferryman be down there?”

			“Maybe. He’s got a shed not far, if he ain’t. You’ll see it.”

			Thanking the man, they headed in the direction he’d pointed. Once into the trees they got a full view of the raging river. Martha’s stomach tightened into a knot. The brown water churned as it raced downstream. Its roaring raged through her.

			A twangy voice penetrated the din. “You wanting to go across?”

			She looked up to see a small, wiry man limping down a trail to where she and her brothers stood, no doubt looking a bit forlorn.

			Doc stepped toward him, reaching out to shake his hand. “Can you do it? Is it safe?”

			The man gazed at the river, angular face scrunched tight. Finally he ran a hand over his thinning hair and gave a curt nod. “She’s nigh on bank full. Water’s fast, but she ain’t flooding. I’ll take you.”

			Martha swallowed hard, wishing he’d said they ought to stay in a nice cozy farmhouse somewhere around here until the river went down. She seemed stuck in place when her brothers started to lead their animals down the slope to the waiting ferry.

			The man let out a yell, making Martha jump, but she soon saw a young man racing toward them, barefoot, arms pumping. Yellow hair stood straight up on the top of his head like wheat stubble that looked more chewed than mown, his twiggy limbs sticking out below slashed-off sleeves and pants.

			Doc paid the ferryman and gave Martha a quick smile. She drew a deep breath and took a step forward, remembering how she’d begged to come on this trip. Each led an animal as they’d done before, the cow following behind the cart. What a good cow. Gentle. Never balked. But this time she hesitated. Martha patted the cow as she moved her horse ahead and stepped onto the rocking planks of the open flatboat ferry. The cow followed.

			Both horses snorted and danced, until Martha had to put all her attention on keeping her horse still. The long, narrow craft had low rails on the sides, less than knee high, not much to hold a person in—or keep the river out. Martha kept Red to the center.

			When they were settled in place, the ferryman untied the heavy rope that bound the boat to a large tree, and the river’s current took them. Martha wondered if it wouldn’t sweep them all the way down to the Mississippi River and St. Louis. The man picked up a long pole, while at the rear the boy held a heavy oar set into a crude-cut wooden lock, nothing to hold it in place but his scrawny hand. The young man pointed the oar hard askew, as the ferryman strode toward the front on the downriver side and shoved the long pole into the murky water with hefty jabs. The ferry slowly turned to point upriver into the current and moved out onto the water, going slantwise toward the far shore.

			For such a small man, the ferryman appeared rather mighty in his fight with the powerful river, using its flow even while the force of it ran against them. Thick mounds of muscle clenched on his slim arms below short sleeves. Water swirled and sloshed around the rough-hewn wooden pole at every thrust, creating small dissolving wakes. Meanwhile, the boy began to ply the rear oar back and forth like a fish whipping its tail, until Martha felt the forward motion.

			The fierce rush of water grew louder the farther out they went. What had been eddies and slow-churning roils became the steady hammering of a determined current. The water reeked of disturbed soil and plant. Her mouth felt dry despite the cloying humidity and steady drizzle, an acrid taste rising from low in her throat. The ferryboat trembled. Or was it only her own trembling? She hugged Red’s warm neck, her fingers twining into the coarse hairs of his mane. He stepped back and forth, feet wide to brace himself.

			The bow of the ferry turned straighter toward the far shore, but that shore seemed to move, slipping right on by. The current had them, carrying them downstream. The ferryman yelled at the boy. “Turn ’er harder upriver less’n ye wanta end up in Saint Loo-ee!”

			Martha stared at the brown froth dashing ahead toward a distant tree-lined bend, and she hunkered closer to Red. Saint Louis. Her own thought.

			The man gouged the pole into the water again but didn’t appear to touch bottom anymore. Pulling out the pole, he slammed it onto the floor of the boat.

			Doc’s voice rose above the water’s roar. “Can I help?”

			“Hold this pole here so it don’t slide off. She’s movin’ a little faster’n I figgered on.”

			Doc leaped toward the pole, dropping onto his knees to grasp it.

			The wiry little man lunged to the rear and snatched the oar out of the boy’s hand. “What ye still scullin’ fer?” He set the oar hard to one side and glared at the boy. The young man ducked his head low, face flushed into his hair, and grabbed the handle again, holding it in both hands so tight his knuckles whitened. The rough water shook the length of the oar and the boy struggled to hold it, his whole body quaking with the effort.

			The ferryman bounded back to the downriver side, where he picked up another oar and began sweeping it through the water. The craft gradually turned slantwise again. The far shore slipped by slower
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