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WINONA


“I’m sorry, but I don’t love you.”

No one ever wakes up thinking they will hear those words. They aren’t much when spoken in other sentences or alone, but when put together, they can stop a heart or make one feel as though they’ve been struck by a train.

Winona was only twenty the first time she’d heard them. Herbert Smith had written her just days before, telling her of his intention to visit, and she’d done her best not to jump out of her own skin in excitement. They’d been courting for a few months, and she just knew a proposal was coming. How foolish she’d been.

She could remember everything about that day. Like how her mother had washed her hair and then spent hours fixing it just right. Or how she’d bought a new dress the day before and how it had felt opening the box and looking down upon it before she slipped it over her head, letting it drape her frame while she slipped her arms through the sleeves. She had thought it was the prettiest dress in the whole shop and knew it would bring her good luck.

Her heart pounded as her mother fastened the buttons, and she made her way down the staircase, waiting in the foyer for Herbert to arrive.

And arrive he did.

But with other plans on his mind.

“Good morning, Winona,” he said as he entered the front door and removed his hat.

“Good morning, Herbert.” She motioned toward the parlor. “Shall we?”

“Ah. Yes.” He looked at her for only a moment before his gaze shot down to the floor, and he cleared his throat, adjusting his tie. He was obviously nervous.

“Would you care for something to drink?” she asked, leading him to the parlor. “Mother made fresh lemonade this morning.”

“No, I’m all right.”

“Are you sure? It’s hot outside, and I know the trip across town must have been long in the carriage.” Although her parents lived in a nicer part of Independence, it wasn’t like the part of town Herbert’s parents lived in. It was no secret that the boy came from money, and while Winona hadn’t ever cared for such details, she knew her mother did.

“It was a long trip, but I’m all right. I don’t plan on being here too long anyway.”

Winona’s stomach twisted as they sat on the couch beside one another.

What did that mean?

Surely, a young man would want to spend time with his new fiancée after proposing.

“Oh. I . . . I didn’t know that you only intended to stay briefly.”

“Well, I just need to discuss something with you, and it shouldn’t take long.”

Shouldn’t take long?

She’d always known Herbert to be more of a romantic gentleman, so for him to think he could propose and leave . . .

Perhaps that was it, though. Perhaps he wasn’t there to propose. Perhaps he was only there to ask her to join him at his parents’ house for dinner or at the next party. What was the next party? Her mind searched through the stack of invitations she remembered going through on her father’s desk, but the endless stream of names etched on each envelope blurred together. She could only remember one and didn’t know if it was the next. It didn’t matter. She just needed something to talk about.

“I heard the Buffords are planning an end-of-the-summer party. Are you planning on attending?”

“Yes. I am.”

Her heart thumped. Was that it? Was that all he was going to say?

She stared at him while he sat stone-faced beside her, holding his hat in his lap.

Perhaps he just needed a little push. “Mother says they are trying to make it the event of the summer, but she doesn’t know why. The whole thing has been hush-hush lately. I have to say it’s putting Mother on edge. Part of me worries for her, and part of me thinks it’s funny. I don’t know that I fully understand—or ever will—my parents' social obligations.”

“I know why.”

“You do?”

“It will be an engagement party for their daughter, Emily.”

“Emily Bufford is engaged?” Winona blinked, trying not to let her mouth gape for too long before shutting it. “To whom?”

Herbert’s face turned as white as the sheets on Winona’s bed, and she furrowed her brow as she saw him gulp another big breath that seemed to get lodged in his throat. A thin layer of sweat glistened on his forehead.

“Herbert? What’s the matter? Do you know who proposed to Emily? You have to tell me.”

He inhaled a deep breath, puffing up his cheeks for a moment before blowing the air out. “I can’t see you anymore, Winona.”

“What do you mean?”

“I can’t call upon you anymore or write to you. I can’t visit you anymore.”

“Why?”

“I just can’t.”

“So, you aren’t going to tell me why? Do I not deserve to know the reason?”

He fidgeted with the hat still in his lap, turning it over and over. Winona wanted to snatch it from his grasp and throw it across the room.

“What is going on, Herbert?”

“I’m sorry, but I don’t love you,” he said. “I’m in love with another and have already proposed to her.”

Winona’s breath sat tight in her chest. For a moment, she thought to ask who the young woman was, but as the words repeated inside her mind, it dawned on her how the story connected.

“Emily. You proposed to Emily. Didn’t you?”

“Yes.”

“I don’t understand. We’ve spent the whole summer together. You professed your love to me at the town festival just two weeks ago. You . . .” She paused, biting her lip as she glanced around the parlor and lowered her voice in case anyone was listening outside the room. “You kissed me near the gazebo. You don’t just kiss a woman you don’t love or have the intention of marrying. I . . . I thought you were going to propose to me this afternoon.”

“Well, I’m sorry to disappoint you, and I’m sorry I made you think that my intentions were something they weren’t.”

“I still don’t understand. What changed?”

“Nothing changed. I just . . . I fell in love with Emily.”

She laid her hand across her mouth, closing her eyes while she inhaled and exhaled several breaths. Tears threatened to expose her heartbreak, but she held them at bay, not wanting to let him see that he’d made her cry. Surely, it would serve him right to know the damage he’d done and the pain he’d caused. Perhaps it would make him feel as awful as she thought he should feel. But at the same time, she hated crying in front of people, and not only would it lead to more heartbreak, but it would be pointless in the end. It wouldn’t change his mind nor change the circumstances. It might even make them worse . . . if word got out—meaning he told someone—how she’d reacted.

Oh, Mother’s social circle would surely have a hay day with that.

She thought of her parents' friends and what they would say. She also thought of her own friends, the gossiping young women whom she had told all about Herbert and his intention to marry her. She’d gushed about him, telling them all how wonderful and caring he was and how she’d fallen so in love with him.

And now she would have to tell them what?

That he’d changed his mind and found another? That he didn’t love her in return, and even though he said he had and had stolen a kiss—her first kiss—he would be walking down the aisle with the likes of Emily Bufford?

It was bad enough that this would be the source of gossip until Christmas— especially after the engagement party. But for Emily and her mother to know how upset Winona had been? Worse, what would other men say? For her to go from a woman wanted by a young man to being cast aside for another. Surely, they would wonder what was wrong with her. It was just last year that Natalie Hudson was passed over by Albert Gibbons for another woman, and not soon after that, her parents had to send her away for once word got out, no man wanted to even talk to her, let alone court her.

Stupid social rules.

She didn’t want to leave her home any more than she wanted to be the subject of the talk around town.

There must be a way around that, she thought. Maybe I could act as though I was happy about the whole thing. Or I could even tell people that I feel sorry for Emily, having to be married to Herbert Smith.

She never liked the thought of lying, but telling people he was a dreadful man wouldn’t be a stretch at this moment.

She straightened her shoulders, shaking her head as she tilted it toward the ceiling. “Well, I suppose I should just say thank you for letting me know. Congratulations to you and Emily. I hope you have many years of happiness.” She sighed and rose from the couch. “You’ll see yourself out, I presume.” With the last of her words, she marched for the door.

“Winona, wait.”

She paused but didn’t turn around to face him. Tears misted her eyes again, but she blinked them away.

“I’m sorry,” Herbert said.

“It’s all right. You’ve done me a favor, and I don’t know if I could have accepted your proposal. I liked you, but it never went beyond that. I never loved you, and I doubt I ever would. It’s far better for the both of us if we end things.”

The remnants of breakfast in the pan made Winona’s skin itch as her hands rested in the dirty water. She glanced down, groaning as she dumped the water from the pan and washed her hands before throwing the pan in the sudsy bucket. She shook her hands, letting them dry in the air. It had been a while since she’d done the washing, always having one of the young women do the dirty work. With them all married and caring for their new husbands, though, the job inevitably fell on her shoulders again.

At least she only had to wash the dishes she got messy and no one else’s.

Even if that did mean she was traveling alone.

She hadn’t known how long she’d been daydreaming, and although she would like to think that it had been a pleasant memory she had relived, she knew that it had been one of the worst. She hadn’t known then that the afternoon when Herbert visited her and announced his engagement to Emily Bufford would end up being the worst thing to happen in her life. Had she known, she probably wouldn’t have allowed him into the house.

Unfortunately, she had, and unfortunately, it had cost her so much more than just a few hours of crying as she lay in her bed.

Just as with Natalie, the other young men in their social circle had turned away from her, seeing her as somehow damaged because another man—one of their friends—had decided not to marry her but marry another instead. Her parents fought for years after that summer, trying to rebuild their reputation and hers, and while most of their friends decided to overlook the gossip when she finally found the position at the orphanage, it was the first hint of freedom she had tasted in more ways than one. Not only was she free from the confines of her parents, but she was free from the confines of society.

Confines of society.

Winona snorted at the thought and the memory of Herbert sitting on the couch next to her that afternoon. He’d been the one and only man in her life that she’d kissed—at least until last night—and it wasn’t until just moments ago that she’d allowed herself to even think of him, let alone think of his name.

Why should she want to? He didn’t matter. His decision didn’t matter. None of the details of his leaving mattered. So why would it matter to say or think his name?

It didn’t.

Just like it shouldn’t matter that Weston Mills, the wagon master Winona had both liked and hated for the last several months, kissed her.

She glanced toward his wagon, noticing the smoke rising from his early morning campfire. He’d yet to put it out even though they were leaving camp within the hour, and as she watched for signs of him, he moved from around the back of the wagon, heading toward the campfire with a pot in his hands.

Has he not eaten breakfast yet this morning, she wondered. I would have thought he would have eaten when the rest of them did.

She continued to watch as the wagon master set the pan on a rock near the fire, throwing a few bits of bacon into it while he mixed what she could only assume was batter in a bowl while the meat sizzled. Instead of waiting for the bacon to render and cook thoroughly, he dumped the batter on top, cooking the ingredients together into this bacon-filled pancake that sounded gross but interesting after she thought about it.

Surely, it was good. What was not to love? Bacon? Pancakes? She ate them together all the time, just taking separate bites instead of mixing them.

“What are you looking at?” a voice close to her asked.

Winona whirled around, nearly knocking into Lark, standing mere inches from her. Lark flinched, and Winona clutched her throat, gulping a few deep breaths.

“Lark! You . . . you scared me.”

“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to. I just wanted to see how you were this morning and if you needed help before we head out of camp.”

“Oh. That’s nice of you. But I have everything packed up. Sure, there are a few things I need to do, but I can manage just fine.”

“Are you sure?”

“Of course.”

Lark paused, biting her lip as she cocked her head. “Is something troubling you?”

“No.” Winona shook her head. “Why do you ask?”

“Cora mentioned you were flustered last night when she came for Benjamin. And I told her I would talk to you. So, is there something troubling you?”

For a moment, Winona considered telling Lark what had happened with Mr. Mills. While she wasn’t sure if she’d talk about it with the rest of the women, there had always been a different kind of bond between her and Lark. Perhaps it was because no matter what uncomfortable circumstances in life Winona faced, nothing could compare to the horrors Lark had lived through. Because of this, Winona knew she could go to Lark about anything and wouldn’t have to feel odd about doing so.

Before she could tell the young woman or not, her mind spoke for her, and she blurted out, “No, nothing is wrong.”

Lark’s eyes narrowed for a second as though she didn’t believe the headmistress. But instead of saying such, she clasped her hands together in front of her and shrugged. “All right. If there ever is something you wish to talk about, I am here, though.”

“I know.” Winona smiled. “You should get back to your wagon. I expect we will leave soon. You know how Mr. Mills likes to leave before sunrise.” She pointed toward the sky as colors of orange, yellow, and pink already started to edge out the greyness of dawn.

She watched Lark walk back to her wagon, catching sight of Mr. Mills staring at her from across the camp. The two of them fixed their gazes on one another until Mr. Mills looked away, busying himself with his own chores as though he’d fallen behind.

She knew the distraction tactic well, and while part of her wanted to confront him, her feet stayed rooted in place, forced by the twist in her gut that told her not to even think about speaking to him, no matter the questions she had.


TWO
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WESTON


Weston Mills watched Miss Callahan for a few more moments until he couldn’t take it anymore. He had to look away. Did he want to? That was a debatable question. Did he have to? That was more answerable. Yes. He had to. But not for the reasons one might think. It wasn’t that he didn’t want to look at her. It was that he couldn’t.

Not after the embarrassing thing he did last night.

A soft groan vibrated through his chest, and he spun back toward the wagon, closing his eyes for a moment before getting back to work and packing up his belongings.

Dawn was breaking, and the soft pink hues of the morning sky were slowly chasing away the remnants of night. The early morning mist clung low to the ground, and the Oregon air, crisp and clean, carried the sharp tang of pine and the subtle hint of wildflowers. He stood for a moment, trying to distract his thoughts by focusing on the landscape. The eastern horizon was painted in broad strokes of gold and crimson, the warm light spilling over the rolling hills and cascading down into the verdant valleys while a faint blush of sunlight swept through the peaks of the mountains.

Weston had seen the sun rise he didn’t know how many times on his journeys from Missouri to Oregon. He'd seen it illuminate the endless prairies, casting long, dancing shadows over the golden sea of grass. He'd seen it transform the towering mountains into a stunning silhouette against a burning sky. And he’d seen it in Independence, Missouri, and Oregon City, Oregon, while the hustle and bustle of life in the towns buzzed around him. They’d all been different, filled with memories he wanted to remember and ones he’d wanted to forget. They all had their own mark, yet they were all the same, too.

But this one . . . this one was different.

There was something about the sun rising over the land this morning that made his heart ache with a deep, quiet yearning. It was as if this sunrise held a tender promise, a pledge of a new beginning.

The only problem was that he didn’t know whether that new beginning was a good thing or a bad thing.

Pulling himself from his distracted haze, Weston got to work finishing the last of his chores, the rigors of life on the trail, and the responsibility of seeing husbands, wives, and children moving from Missouri to seek a new life in Oregon. He paused, looking around at the nearly deserted camp. The usual sounds of cattle lowing and people talking were muted, swallowed up by the hushed reverence of the early morning. The wagon train would be leaving soon, rolling onwards to The Dalles. They were now on the cusp of their journey's end, and while their next stop lay only a day's ride away, he couldn’t help but feel a strange knot of unease, an unsettling flutter in his gut that he hadn't felt since his first trip all those years ago.

The trials they endured were etched in every furrowed brow and calloused hand. Disease had struck, threatening not only to derail their progress but kill everyone who dared travel with him. They had pulled through with unwavering determination, losing only a few along the way. If the measles weren’t bad enough, there were the bandits—or so they had believed—trailing them. Luckily, the dozens and dozens of men working for Mr. Wright ended up being only a few that the settlers could take care of before any other lives were lost. Even if the murderer’s presence no longer seemed to linger like a shadow over the camp, the memory of the damage he had managed to cause was still a heavy burden on Weston’s conscience.

He'd always prided himself on getting people to Oregon safely. Sure, he didn’t have a perfect record. There was always someone who died along the way, whether from sickness, old age, or mostly from injury. But just as with everything else, there was something different. Perhaps it was because this was the first trip that people had been murdered.

He had seen the look of death he didn’t know how many times, but death by sickness or injury was a different kind of death to murder. There was an evilness to it that seemed to mark the bodies in a way that left him haunted.

Drawing a steadying breath, Weston set his thoughts aside and got back to packing his supplies. The sun rose, and the golden light began to fleck the rolling hills, illuminating the tall grasses that swayed in the breeze. The trail was calling at this early hour, and while he’d always liked to start before bright light peeked over the horizon, if he didn’t get his backside into gear, that wouldn’t happen.

As he moved with practiced efficiency, Weston checked the wagons one last time to ensure the bags of flour and cornmeal, salted pork, and a sack of dried apples was securely packed and the tools for cooking and fixing wagons were all carefully arranged to withstand the rugged journey ahead.

“Is everyone ready to go?” he shouted, covering the sides of his mouth so his voice would echo over the camp. His question was met with several nods from the men, a few thumbs up from others, and a ‘we are ready when you are, Sir’ from William Stonemill, who had mostly healed from his burn wounds and, along with his wife, Betsy, now helped Mr. and Mrs. Campbell by driving their wagon with the women so Mr. Campbell could ride alongside and help out with the cattle if needed.

“Whoever is riding behind me, get in line, and we will move out.” Weston waited for the wagon, which was next in line, to follow behind him and lead the others. He wasn’t sure of the rotation, but the longer whomever it was took, the more a lack of patience tickled at his chest.

“Who is riding behind me?” he shouted. “It’s time to go!”

“Sorry,” he heard a voice call out.

While part of him didn’t want to look, for he already knew who was talking to him, his eyes veered off, watching Winona steer her wagon toward him. The rising sun cast a gentle halo around her, glinting her auburn hair with hints of gold. His chest tightened. There was something about her that fascinated him. Her spirit was as wild and untamed as the landscape they traversed, her wit sharp enough to cut through even the most stubborn of men, and her resilience rivaling that of the toughest pioneer.

Of course, it was her turn to follow right behind him, he thought, snorting to himself.

“I’m sorry it took me so long. I couldn’t get the hitch buckled,” she said. She had a slight look of worry on her face, but as he looked at her, she smiled and chuckled as though trying to soften any stern feelings he might have over her excuse. “I suppose I should have taken Lark’s offer to have Carter help me when she asked.”

The way she tried to calm him caused an unbidden smile to tug at the corner of his mouth, and he cleared his throat, shoving the soft echo of her voice from his ears. His heart thumped in an unsettling rhythm whenever he was around her, and this morning was no different. In fact, it was worse. It was as if it remembered something that his mind had decided to forget a long time ago – the sweet intoxication of affection, the exhilarating dance of desire. He grunted in annoyance, irritated with his traitorous heart while last night unhelpfully replayed through his memories. He could almost still feel Winona’s lips on his, warm and surprisingly soft, and it stirred a strange sensation in him. It was a feeling he hadn’t invited, didn't want, and had vowed never to entertain again. Unfortunately, his mouth hadn’t listened to his mind.

He shook his head as if physically trying to dislodge the thought so he could cast it aside where it belonged. He was a man of the trail, a man content with the company of his horse, his wagon, and the endless path that stretched ahead.

He climbed into his wagon and flopped onto the buckboard with more force than necessary, causing the wagon to shake slightly. He drew a deep breath, letting the cool morning air fill his lungs and soothe his troubled thoughts. He was a guide, a protector, a man whose duty was to see this wagon train safely to their destination. This was no time for him to be distracted.

He didn't need love. He didn't need marriage. All he needed was the open trail and the whispering wind. And yet, as he spurred his horse into motion, he couldn't help but steal one last look at Winona, the woman who was slowly but surely, seeping into the corners of his steadfast heart. An ache rested in his chest. He both wanted to say something to her this morning and yet didn’t.

What could he say?

Surely, he could tell her it was a mistake, something that should never have happened. Although he knew he should say those words, no matter how hard he tried to see himself telling her all that, he also knew he wouldn’t be able to.

It wasn’t that he couldn’t bring himself to do it.

It was that he didn’t know if he wanted to bring himself to do it.


THREE
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WINONA


Isaiah 43:2 says, “When you pass through the waters, I will be with you; and through the rivers, they will not overflow you. When you walk through the fire, you will not be scorched, nor will the flame burn you.”

Winona thought about that verse as she stood on the bank of the river, watching the vast stretch of water sprawled out before them, its sheer enormity demanding everyone’s attention—including her own. She felt small in its vastness, reminded of nature’s power and unpredictability. It felt as though the river wasn’t just a body of water but it was a test of her will, courage, and determination. Would she dare to cross it? Or would she turn away, giving up everything she’d done? The river shimmered under the sun’s rays, a beautiful yet daunting sight, reflecting the heavens and the many faces of the people contemplating their next move.

They had crossed through more rivers and streams than she’d ever thought possible, but none of them, not even ones she feared they wouldn’t survive, looked like this one. It was nearly two times as wide, and although she didn’t know for sure, she guessed it was at least twice as deep. Calculating that possibility, she knew the wagons wouldn’t just roll across. Surely, they would all be swept away before they could blink their eyes.

“And just how do you expect us to cross this?” Mr. Stonemill asked Mr. Mills. His voice rose into a nasal-like tone that carried a hint of indignation.

“We aren’t crossing it,” Mr. Mills said.

Each one of the heads of the men standing around him whipped toward him. “What do you mean we aren’t crossing it? How do you suppose we’ll get to Oregon City if we don’t.”

“We can’t cross this with the wagons. It’s too deep. This is the Columbia River.”

“So, what are we going to do, Mr. Mills?” Mr. Campbell asked, cocking his head to the side. He glanced over at Mr. Scott and Mr. Dawson as though he knew they had the same question on their minds. If they did, they didn’t let on. Instead, the two of them just stared at the wagon master along with the rest of the men.

While most of them kept their gaze on the wagon master, Winona couldn’t help but let her eyes drift toward the military fort in the distance. Smoke billowed from a couple of the little makeshift buildings while Winona could see soldiers meandering around.

“We can take the Barlow Toll Road. It will take longer, but it’s the best option.” Mr. Mills looked around at all the men, glancing slightly at Winona as she stood close enough to be within earshot but far enough away that she wasn’t in the heart of the conversation. Even if she was traveling alone and the one responsible for her own self, none of the other wives had joined their husbands by the riverbank. Winona felt a shiver, not from the cold but from where she could tell this conversation was going.

“Take longer?” Mr. Stonemill furrowed his brow. A slight groan rumbled through his chest. “We are on the last of our supplies. I don’t know how we’ll make it longer than we already have. We’re down to skipping lunch and just eating breakfast and dinner as it is.”

“What about the fort?” Mr. Reed asked. “Are there supply outlets there?”

Mr. Mills shook his head. “I’m afraid not. It’s a military fort, and the only supplies there are the ones shipped here for the soldiers.”

“So, what are we going to do?” Both Mr. Reed and Mr. Stonemill looked at one another, exchanging glances before looking around at the other men. Although they didn’t voice the thoughts in their minds, Winona could tell what they were just by looking at the men’s eyes. They were as weary as she was and running low on supplies.

“You can either take the river and float down to Fort Vancouver or the longer route of Barlow Toll Road.”

“Take the river? How do you suppose we do that?”

“You’ll have to sell your horses, disassemble your wagons, and build a raft.”

The men looked at one another again. “How much longer is Barlow Toll Road?”

“It takes about a week just to get to Willamette Valley. But there, you can stock with a few supplies and fresh horses before the last stretch to Oregon City.”

“And the river?”

“It’s shorter but building a raft will take time and work. Not to mention the rapids are unpredictable. The choice is up to you. You can either take the rapids or the road.”

Choice?

The word flickered in Winona’s mind. Out of the whole conversation, it had been the only one to grab her attention, and now that it had its hold on her, it wasn’t about to let go.

Choice.

They could choose to leave the wagon train and head out on their own.

A lump formed in her throat, and although she tried to swallow it, she couldn’t. Her heart thumped as her thoughts drifted to the young women she thought of as daughters and their new husbands: Lark with her steadfast determination, Cora with her unyielding spirit, Harper with her quiet strength, and Grace, who had been a beacon of hope throughout their journey. She could not bear the thought of them parting ways. The bonds they had forged were too strong, too precious. She had come to rely on them, drawing strength from their shared experiences and dreams, and she didn’t know how she would continue without any of them.

What would happen if their husbands chose different paths for them?

Surely, Carter and Lark would choose the road with Lark expecting, as a pregnant woman wouldn’t do well with the river rapids. And surely, Cora and Jasper, and Luke and Grace would choose the road, not wishing to take young Benjamin and Henry on a dangerous raft. Children drown in rivers even more often than adults. The only questionable ones were Harper and Brooks, as she thought of their names, she turned toward Brooks, studying his face for any sign of his thinking. He offered her no hint about his plans and stared at the river for a moment with his brow furrowed before he turned to leave and strode off without saying a word to anyone.

Mr. Mills watched the blacksmith leave and then glanced at Winona before turning his attention back to the other men. She half expected him to ask her what her plans were, and when he didn’t, she felt a pang of disappointment. They hadn’t spoken since the night he kissed her, and although not that much time had passed, the longer they both went without talking, the more awkward she felt.

“I will let Captain Spencer know that we will stay the night at the fort,” the wagon master said. “For those who wish to take the road with me, we will leave at dawn. Those wishing to stay and take the river . . . I wish you luck and good fortune. It’s been a pleasure knowing you.”

With the last of his words, he strode off, too, not taking any time to talk to anyone about their plans—not even Winona, who remained on the riverbank with her arms folded across her chest. She watched him leave and then watched all the other men leave one by one, mumbling to one another as they left. Their plans were unknown, much like her own.
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WESTON

As Weston approached Fort Dalles, the log walls of the fort rose against the horizon. Built on a slight elevation, the fort overlooked the expansive Oregon wilderness. The sun was on its descent, casting the sky in vibrant hues of crimson, gold, and deep indigo, making the fort stand out even more.

Soldiers in navy-blue uniforms patrolled the perimeter, and their brass buttons reflected the diminishing sunlight. A few were on horseback, and the mounts tossed their heads restlessly, fighting against the bits in their mouths and the tight grips on the reins. Weston could also see groups of men training with rifles while others were engaged in lighter activities—playing cards, chatting, or simply enjoying the picturesque sunset.

Weston guided his horse to the entrance, nodding to the guards who greeted him. “Weston Mills to see Captain Spencer,” he said, dismounting his horse.

A tall soldier approached, and although he had a serious demeanor, he looked as though he was about sixteen years old. He squinted slightly against the sun’s glare. “Yes, Sir. Follow me, please.”

They walked past the wooden barracks and a blacksmith working diligently on horseshoes. The clinking of metal echoed around them while the scent of supper cooking wafted from a distance. The men had a forlorn look about them, as though the winter had been hard on them, and while they’d enjoyed the spring, there seemed to be a sense that they were all ready to either go home or move onto another fort. They looked about as tired as Weston felt. The trail had been long and hard, and his body was worn out.

The soldier led him to the heart of the fort, which was the officer's quarters. Two flags fluttered on either side of its entrance—the Stars and Stripes on one side and the regimental colors on the other.

The soldier knocked lightly. “Captain Spencer, Sir?”

“Yes?”

“Sorry to interrupt, but a man is here to see you. His name is Mr. Weston Mills.”

“I’m a wagon master on a wagon train passing through,” Weston whispered, hoping that the additional information would make a difference in case the captain was considering telling the soldier to order Weston to leave.

“He’s a wagon master on a wagon train passing through,” the soldier added.

“Send him in.”

The soldier turned the doorknob and pushed on the door. It creaked open to reveal a spacious office. Bookshelves lined the walls, filled with volumes and maps, while a massive oak desk sat in the middle; sitting behind it was Captain Spencer—a man of medium build with sharp features and greying hair. Another man sat in one of the chairs across from him, and while the Captain remained seated, the second man rose to his feet and outstretched his hand toward Weston.

Weston glanced between the two of them as he stepped forward, first shaking the captain’s hand. “I’m sorry to interrupt. They didn’t tell me you already had company.”

“It’s quite all right, Mr. Mills. This is Mr. Marlow. He’s a journalist from Oregon City, and we were just chatting about nothing important. I hope you don’t mind that he stays.”

“No. Not at all.”

Mr. Marlow stood and shook Weston’s hand. “It’s a pleasure to meet you.”

“You too.” Weston turned his attention back toward the captain. “Thank you for seeing me.”

“Not a problem. What can I do for you?”

“I just wanted to inform you of my wagon train passing through and make sure it was all right to leave in the morning.”

“It should be fine. We haven’t had any attacks by the natives in a while. I think most of them have either realized that we mean no threat, or they’ve moved on. Of course, I can’t guarantee that nothing will happen.”

“Of course, you can’t.” Weston’s brow furrowed. “How hostile are we talking?”

The captain sighed. “They’ve attacked a couple of smaller wagon groups. Nothing major, just some stolen supplies. But it’s best to be prepared.”

Weston nodded, taking in the information. “I appreciate the heads up. Anything else I should know?”

The Captain hesitated for a moment. “Not that I know of.” He turned to Mr. Marlow. “Did you have any trouble on Barlow Road?”

“None.”

A thought seemed to flicker in the captain’s mind, but he didn’t say it. He looked at Weston again. “How many are in your party?”

“Um, I’m not sure. I need to ask everyone to find out who is planning on going downriver and who is taking the toll road.”

“That’s fine. Just pay the fees before you leave.”

“Yes, Sir. How much is it again?”

“Five dollars a wagon.”

“Well, thank you for the information. I’ll bring the money by in the morning. I want to leave at dawn.”

“That’s fine.”

Weston turned, but before he could reach the door, Mr. Marlow called out. “Mr. Mills, might I talk to you for a moment before you leave?” Although he paused, he continued to speak before Weston could answer. “I need to head back to Oregon City, and I thought if you would be all right with it . . . I could travel back with your wagon train.”

“Of course, you can. You’re more than welcome.”

“Thank you.”

“We will leave at dawn.”

“I’ll be sure to be ready.”

Weston motioned toward the captain. “Thank you for your time, Captain Spencer.”

“And safe travels to you, Mr. Mills.”

Weston exited the office, his thoughts heavy with the weight of the information. As he walked out of the fort, the setting sun bathed the landscape in a fiery glow; its beauty and dangers collided.
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The night had settled gently on the wagon train, and as the darkness stretched out around them, the sky was like a rich canvas of stars, illuminating the camp in their soft glow. The campfire flickered, painting faces with gold and orange and casting long, dancing shadows on the ground.

Winona sat on a log, her bowl of steaming stew warming her hands and lap while the savory aroma wafted through the cool night air. Around her sat Harper, Grace, Cora, and Lark, their dresses rustling softly as they shifted their seats on the blanket while the men, except for Henry, had taken positions nearby, their deep voices blending with the crackle of the fire.

“This stew smells heavenly,” Grace said, spooning a bite into her mouth, her blue eyes bright in the firelight as she looked from her bowl across the fire to Henry, who was seated next to his grandpa, Elijah, shoveling bites into his mouth. He only took a few seconds to chew before taking another bite. “Don’t make yourself sick, Henry,” she warned.

The boy slowed down for a few bites, then glanced at her out of the corner of his eyes and shoveled a few more bites into his mouth when he noticed she wasn’t paying attention. His father cleared his throat, cocking his head to the side as if to silently tell his son to listen to his new mama.

“Did you make it with beef, Winona?” Harper asked. She stabbed a chunk of meat with her fork and lifted it above the firelight, checking it. Broth dripped from it, landing near her husband’s shoe. He moved his foot, casting her a sideways glance.

“No,” Winona said, shaking her head. “It is the last of the deer meat . . . or what I could cut from the last few chunks I had that weren’t spoiled. I had to throw the rest out into the trees for whatever animal finds it. I hated doing it, but I can’t have spoiled meat in my supplies.”

“I hope you didn’t have to toss too much,” Carter said.

“It wasn’t a lot. Although, without it, I’m afraid I don’t have much meat left.”

“I’m afraid none of us do.” Jasper sat next to Cora, cradling little Benjamin in one arm. He fetched his cup with the other and sipped the water inside. “I about pitched a fit this afternoon when I learned the fort doesn’t have any supplies.”

“Me too,” Brooks said. “I’m not sure we will make it to Willamette Valley.” He glanced at Harper, who met his gaze before she reached over and laid her hand on his arm, gently squeezing it.

“Does that mean you and Harper will take the river route?” Jasper asked Brooks.

Brooks shook his head. “I don’t know. I haven’t decided. It might take us longer to go the road route, but I don’t think I can have a raft built in a day or two. I would need at least a week to build something sturdy enough to carry the load.”

Winona looked at Harper. Her heart thumped. They were the ones she worried about the most, and it had been for a good reason. They had no children to protect or look after.

“What about you, Jasper? Carter? Luke? What are you three planning?” Brooks asked.

The three men looked at their wives, and each of them drew in a deep breath, blowing it out slowly. Jasper even puffed his cheeks.

“I won’t take the river route,” Carter said first. “It’s too dangerous for Lark.”

“I won’t either.” Jasper adjusted Benjamin, moving the infant from one arm to the other. The boy cooed and looked around at everyone sitting around the fire, smiling with a big toothless grin when his eyes fell upon Winona. “It’s too dangerous for Benjamin,” Jasper finished.

Brooks watched the two men, then looked at Luke. “Which route are you taking?”

Luke looked at Elijah and then at Grace, clearing his throat. “We’re taking the road. I don’t want any part of the river.”

“Does that help you decide, Brooks?” Carter asked.

Brooks opened his mouth but closed it, glancing slightly at Harper. Winona’s heart lurched. They had been the ones she’d worried about the most.

“I hadn’t decided yet,” Brooks admitted. “But . . . seeing as how you all are taking the road . . . we might as well the take the road too. I am still worried about the supplies, though.”

“If it’s a lack of meat is the problem, I know we can find a few deer to get us through.” Luke adjusted his seat, slightly grunting with his movement. “Even if we only got one, that would feed all of us for a few more days. Surely, we could get to Oregon City.”

“We’ll have to talk to Mr. Mills about it in the morning.”

“Talk to me about what?” a voice asked.

While everyone turned to watch Mr. Mills approach, Winona closed her eyes, straightening her shoulders as she drew in a deep breath. When she opened them, Lark was staring at her with her brow furrowed. She mouthed the words ‘are you all right’ and Winona nodded.

“About hunting for food before we leave the fort.”

“I don’t think you’ll find much game near the fort, but we will figure out something between here and Oregon City.” Mr. Mills paused. “Does that mean y’all are taking the road?”

Everyone nodded.

“Good.”

“Have you spoken to everyone else? Is everyone taking the road?” Carter asked.

“I have talked to a few, but not all. Most of them are staying and will take their chances with the river. Betsy and William will be taking the road.” Mr. Mills pointed toward Brooks. “They had asked if they could ride with me if you planned on staying, but . . .”

“They are welcome to stay with us,” Brooks said, glancing at Harper, who nodded. The pair had become a makeshift family for the young couple whose parents hadn’t reacted favorably to their marriage or the young baby on the way.

“Their families are both staying and taking the river, as well as Mr. and Mrs. Reed.”

The five women all glanced at one another, and while Winona didn’t know what they were thinking, she could still see the concern on their faces. It wasn’t a secret that the other families were still only minor acquaintances to Winona. The wives weren’t anyone she could see herself having afternoon tea with or visiting at their house. But she’d still come to know some of them as kind women, and she didn’t want anything bad to happen to them.

“It’s their choice, and one that I told them they needed to make on their own.” Mr. Mills blew out a breath, resting his hands on his hips as he recalled every word the captain had told him about the safety of the road and the fee for each wagon, adding that he would expect them to have the money and be ready to leave before the sun rose in the morning. He turned slightly to leave, but he paused before walking off completely. “Oh, one more thing. We will have a guest with us for the trip.”

“A guest? Who?” Carter asked.

“He’s a journalist, Mr. Norm Marlow. It seems he was out here to write a story and would like to head back to the city, so he asked to join us. I didn’t think anyone would mind.” Mr. Mills nodded, tipping his hat. “I’ll let you get back to your supper. See you in the morning.”

Although Winona wanted to run after him, she didn’t, as the thought of addressing the kiss directly made her stomach churn with anxiety. How could she broach such a delicate subject without making things more awkward? The problem was, she couldn’t. So, instead of saying anything, she watched as he vanished in the night sky.

Winona’s gaze swept over the campfire as the memory of their stolen kiss flitted to the forefront of her mind.

Does he regret it, she wondered.

She could feel a wall growing between them, and his once approachable demeanor was now distant. The casual chats and brief moments of laughter they once shared now seemed like a distant memory.

She sighed inwardly. It’s as if he’s avoiding me on purpose.

The thought stung. Maybe he did regret the kiss. Maybe, in the light of day and away from the heat of the moment, he realized he’d made a mistake. And now he was maintaining distance to protect them from further complications.

Maybe he’s as confused as you are, she thought.
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The horizon was still a deep shade of indigo, with only the faintest hint of gold announcing the impending dawn. Despite the early hour, everyone was hustling and bustling around the wagons, gearing up to leave. The rhythmic clanking of pots, the neighing of horses, and the distant chatter filled the air.

Winona’s gaze was drawn to a small gathering near one of the wagons. Betsy’s brown hair fluttered in the slight breeze as she stood with her husband, William, and their families. While Mr. Stonemill and Mr. Dunning had yet to overcome their animosity for the union, Mrs. Stonemill and Mrs. Dunning had set aside the pain and strife and hugged the young couple as they said their goodbyes. While Betsy and William decided to continue traveling with Brooks and Harper, their parents and siblings decided to traverse the river instead.

“Promise me you’ll look after each other,” Betsy’s mother said. She brushed her fingertips through her daughter’s hair.

Betsy nodded, tears streaming down her face. She tried to speak, but even though she opened her mouth, she couldn’t utter a single word.

William wrapped his arm around his wife’s shoulders. The scars from his burns had faded since healing, but they still left their marks, wrinkling his skin and giving it a slight glow. Winona had thought it made him look even more handsome, like he’d been through hell and back for the woman he loved and wore his scars with honor.

“I will take care of her, Mrs. Dunning,” he said. “You have my word.”

“Are you sure you don’t want to stay with your father?” Mrs. Stonemill asked her son.

He shook his head. “I’m sure. I want to make the choice for my family.” He laid his hand on his wife’s belly. “It’s not that I think Pa’s choice is bad. But I just don’t think the river is the place for a woman in a family way. And neither does Dr. Evans.” The young man motioned toward Carter and Lark’s wagon. “He’s taking his wife down the road route, so that’s where I’m taking mine.”

“I understand.” Mrs. Stonemill inhaled a deep breath, hugging her son. As she pulled away, she patted him on the shoulder and turned to see her husband and Mr. Dunning approaching the four of them.

Mr. Stonemill reached out and shook his son’s hand. “Watch out for us when you arrive in Oregon City. I don’t know who will get there first, so just keep your eyes open.”

“I will. But I also need to get a start for myself too.”

“I know you do. I can’t say I was ever happy about this marriage—and I don’t know that I’ll ever be fully, but I understand your duty now is to your wife.”

“Thank you.”

Betsy moved around her mother, cocking her head to the side as she approached her father. “I’m sorry if I disappointed you. I didn’t mean to. I just . . . I just fell in love.”

Her father nodded, chewing on his bottom lip for a moment. “Take care of yourself,” he said.

Before she could say anything else, he turned and walked away. Her mother reached out, touching Betsy on the arm. “Just give him time,” she said.

“How much time does he need?”

“It will be different after the baby comes. You’ll see. He won’t be able to be mad when he sees his grandchild for the first time.”

After a few more tearful goodbyes and lingering hugs, Betsy and William turned to join the wagon train; the weight of the farewell was evident in their steps as they joined Harper and Brooks, and the four readied themselves for the trip.

Winona made her way toward her wagon, passing Grace, Henry, and Luke and stopping just for a bit to ensure they were ready too.

“It never gets easier, does it?” Grace asked.

“What never gets easier?”

“Watching families split apart.”

Winona took a deep breath, pushing back her own emotions. “No, it doesn’t. And I have seen my fair share of it for one lifetime as I watched mothers and fathers leave the orphanage without their children. But William and Betsy have each other, and that baby will be here before they know it. Plus, they have us. I have no doubt we will be their family on this journey.”

Grace raised one eyebrow. “Are you all right?”

Winona managed a smile, placing a comforting hand on Grace’s arm. “I am. I guess it’s just that every departure and farewell brings back memories. But there’s no time for getting lost in my thoughts. Mr. Mills will be livid if we don’t leave before sunrise.”

She let out a soft chuckle and turned for her wagon, finishing up the last bit of chores before packing her belongings in the wagon. The rest of those leaving for the road did the same, finishing up anything they needed before they climbed onto the buckboards.

As the sun crested the horizon, casting the world in a warm golden glow, Winona and the others looked around for the wagon master. She hadn’t seen him all morning, and as a few of the men got down and looked for Mr. Mills, the old man arrived, walking through camp with another man in tow.

As they passed by each wagon, Mr. Mills introduced the man. He shook the men’s hands and tipped his hat to the ladies, and as they approached Winona, instead of just tipping his hat, the man took it off, holding it near his chest.

“Miss Callahan?” Mr. Mills asked. “I’d like for you to meet Mr. Marlow. He’s a journalist and will travel with us to Oregon City.”

“Good morning,” Mr. Marlow said. His voice was like a whispered breath, and he smiled from ear to ear. “Miss Callahan, is it?”

“Yes. Winona Callahan.”

He stuck his hand out to take hers, but instead of shaking it, he took the back to his lips. “Winona is such a beautiful name. Of course, I wouldn’t suspect any less from a beautiful woman.”

Heat rushed up the back of Winona’s neck before moving to her cheeks, and her gaze dropped to the ground. She’d gotten compliments before, but there was something about the way he said what he did. It was as though it was more than just a simple compliment if that made any sense.

“Thank you, Mr. Marlow.”

“Oh, please call me Norm. There is no such need for formalities.”

Winona looked up, catching Mr. Mills from the corner of her eye. The wagon master rolled his eyes and motioned toward his wagon.

“We should get on the road, Mr. Marlow. We have a schedule to maintain, after all.”

“Right. Right.”

Mr. Mills continued to point toward his wagon. “You can ride with me since you no longer have your horse.”

“What happened to your horse?” Winona asked. Both men glanced at her, and by the way that Mr. Mills glared at her, there was a tiny part of her that regretted opening her mouth.

“I offered it to a soldier who lost his mount, figuring that a wagon train would come along sometime, and I could just hitch a ride.”

“Oh. Well, that was rather kind of you to do that.”

“It seemed like the right thing to do. He needed it more than me.”

“Does the army not provide horses for the soldiers?”

“They do, but unfortunately, the Captain couldn’t spare one, and the young man had to do his patrols on foot. It would take him hours longer than the rest, and he just looked so beat down and worn out when he would get in at night. I felt sorry for him.”

Mr. Mills cleared his throat. “It’s time to go. Miss Callahan, you may follow me since you are alone. Dr. Evans will bring up the rear.”

Before Winona could say anything, Mr. Mills walked off. Mr. Marlow didn’t, however, and when Mr. Mills noticed the journalist wasn’t following him, he turned to look for the man.

“Come on, Mr. Marlow. I have a schedule to keep.”

“Did you say that Miss Callahan was traveling alone?”

“Yeah.” Mr. Mills cocked his head to the side and raised one eyebrow. “Why?”

“The trail is no place for a woman to travel alone.”

Mr. Mills pointed at Winona. “She’s been doing it for the last few days, and the last few months, she’s been traveling with other women. She’s more than capable of driving that wagon on her own.”

Winona blinked at Mr. Mills. Had she heard what she thought she did? Had he really said that? Gone was the man who had told her she didn’t know how often she didn’t belong on this trail, not with other women, and certainly not alone. Although she told herself not to say a word, she couldn’t help herself. “I think that’s the first time you’ve ever said that, Mr. Mills.”

“What do you mean?”

“Well, you’ve made it abundantly clear several times these last few months that you didn’t think I could make the trip alone.”

He waved his hand as though to wave off her comment. “Oh, I didn’t think that.”

She blinked again, and a slight chuckle vibrated through her chest. “That’s certainly news to me.”

“You’ve always been capable, Miss Callahan,” Mr. Mills said, giving her a slightly hard stare.

“Capable or not, I simply wouldn’t be a gentleman if I allowed such a beautiful creature to not only ride by herself but not show her the chivalrous thing of driving the wagon for her so she can enjoy the ride and relax. It’s what men do, after all.” Mr. Marlow glanced at Mr. Mills, who rolled his eyes again. Then the two men looked at Winona.

“Well, Miss Callahan?” Mr. Mills asked. “Do you want Mr. Marlow to ride with you?”

While part of Winona wanted to tell him she’d be fine to ride alone, there was a part of her that also didn’t want to refuse. It would be nice not to work so hard for a day. It would also be nice to have some company, especially from a man who gave her such a nice compliment. If those weren’t enough reasons, she couldn’t deny that seeing Mr. Mills squirm at the thought of another man helping her made it a little more fun.

She raised one eyebrow, smiling. “I think I’d like some company.”

While Mr. Marlow beamed with a huge grin, Mr. Mills scowled and inhaled a deep breath, letting it out slowly through his nose.

“Fine,” he said. “Mr. Marlow, you can ride with Miss Callahan.”

Mr. Marlow nodded and placed his hat back on his head. “It would be my pleasure.”
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Winona watched the horizon, the ever-shifting dance of light and shadow playing before her eyes. The early morning had soon given way to the later morning and then the early afternoon, and before she knew it, they were miles from the fort and well on their way to Oregon City.

“So . . . what brings you out West?” Norm asked. He glanced at her as his mouth curved into a smile she didn’t know a person was capable of. There was something about meeting new people that always intrigued her. Each individual was like an unread book, their stories, and experiences hidden behind the covers of their faces. With every introduction, she felt as if she was standing at the entrance of a new world, waiting to be explored.

She pondered how every handshake, every exchanged glance, was an invitation—a chance to delve deeper into someone’s life. There was always a risk, of course. Sometimes, you’d find tales of joy and triumph, other times, narratives of sorrow and loss. Yet, to Winona, that was the beauty of it. The uncertainty in the vastness of human emotions and experiences made each encounter invaluable. And every time she met someone new, she felt enriched, as if she had added another chapter to her own life’s story.

“Well, a new start, I guess. I had started this journey with four young women, but they’ve all found love and gotten married along the way.” He pointed toward the wagons behind them.

“So, they are all still with the wagon train?”

“Oh yes. Lark is married to the doctor, and Cora married Jasper. Harper, the school teacher to the children, married Brooks, the blacksmith, and Grace recently married Luke, an ex-Pinkerton traveling to his ranch in Oregon.”

“It sounds like it’s been quite the trip for you.” His head jerked slightly. “You said they were young women traveling with you, are they not your daughters?”

“No. They grew up at the orphanage where I was headmistress.”

Norm blinked, and his mouth hung open for a moment. “Wow. You were a headmistress at an orphanage?”

“Yes, for a long time.”

“That’s quite commendable, Miss Callahan.”

“Oh, please, call me Winona.”

“I was hoping you’d say that.” He brushed his fingers against his chest as a slight chuckle vibrated through his lips.

“Is Norm short for Norman?”

He shook his head. “Nah. My mother preferred Norm to Norman, so they just kept it as Norm. She was always a hardheaded woman and got her way with everything. I used to think my father hated it, but the older I got, the more I realized that deep down, he thought it funny more often than not.” He paused for a moment, letting his gaze drift off toward the horizon as though he was lost in thought for a moment. “It’s funny how things you think as a child either end up being wrong or at least different than what you thought.”

“I can understand that.”

The wagon creaked gently beneath them, moving at a rhythm that harmonized with the gentle clopping of the horse hooves. The vast wilderness stretched endlessly, with the sun casting a warm, amber glow across the landscape.

“So . . . headmistress,” he paused as though thinking about what her line of work meant. “Does that mean that there was ever a Mr. Callahan?”

Heat tickled up the back of Winona’s neck again. Norm certainly had a way of making her do that. She shook her head. “No. I’ve never been married.”

He blinked. “A beautiful woman like you? Either the men where you were from are stupid or . . . I suppose you just never found the right one.”

She cleared her throat. “Well, I never really looked. I was always concerned with taking care of the children. It was all I wanted to do and thought about.”

“I suppose I can understand that. I never married myself. It wasn’t that I never wanted—or don’t want to—I’ve traveled a lot being a journalist, and I didn’t want to force a woman to live that kind of life.”

“That’s thoughtful.”

“And lonely.” He rolled his eyes, chuckling under his breath.

She laughed.

“Surely, you must meet many people in your travels, writing stories and such.”

“I do.”

“I’ve always been fascinated by tales of adventure that I read in the newspapers. Stories of people and places that I will never see or visit myself. And I love learning about new things and getting ideas about life circumstances I never thought of.” Her gaze drifted to the horizon for a moment. “Being the headmistress of an orphanage doesn’t offer many adventures, except perhaps in the stories I’d share with the children. Real-life tales, though, have always intrigued me.”

“You’re kind of on one right now.”

She laughed again. “You’re right, I am.”

Norm leaned back, adjusting himself comfortably on the buckboard. “Ah, real-life tales. I’ve seen many during my travels as a journalist. The Gold Rush, the rise of the railroads, and even the shifts in Native American territories. But, you know, it’s the individual stories, the personal triumphs, and tragedies, that resonate the most.”

Winona’s mouth gaped slightly as she turned toward him. “You’ve been to the Gold Rush? Tell me about it. It always seemed like such a frenzied, exciting time.”

He sighed as he seemed to recall his memories. “It was a period of wild ambition. Men, and even some women, were lured by the glint of gold. They dreamt of prosperity and a better life. But as much as there were tales of newfound wealth, there were equally as many lost dreams and crushed hopes.”

Winona nodded thoughtfully. “I’ve seen my share of crushed hopes at the orphanage, whether it was parents having to give up their children or children not getting adopted. But there were also stories of resilience and determination as children found homes and discovered love.”

“I think there’s a parallel, isn’t there?” Norm asked. “The pioneers, the orphans—they’re all searching for something, a place to belong, a brighter future.”

Winona lifted her hand, scratching the side of her neck as she thought about what Norm had said. She hadn’t met a man so eloquent and intelligent, and merely sitting next to him had piqued her interest and curiosity in ways she hadn’t expected.

“Your insight is profound, Norm.”

“Eh.” He shrugged. “That’s probably just the writer in me.”

“Writer or not, it’s . . . this is by far the most interesting conversation I’ve had in months.”

“Well, I’m glad to be of service.” He chuckled. “I suppose I’ve just always felt that life, in all its forms, is a journey. Whether it’s a child seeking a family or a pioneer seeking fortune, at the core, it’s about finding one’s place in the world.”

She smiled softly. “I hope Oregon City will be that place for the young women I traveled with. I’ve always wanted nothing but a haven of opportunities and new beginnings for them, and I hope they will find it.”

He nodded. “Well, from what you’ve already told me, they have, being newlyweds.”

“That’s true, and they each found wonderful men. Lark is already expecting a baby, Cora, and Jasper adopted an orphan from the wagon train, and Grace . . . well, her husband has a young son whom she adores.”

“Sounds like they are already starting those great new lives you wanted for them.”

“I hope so.”

“They will all do great in Oregon City. From what I’ve seen and written about, it certainly promises to be a great place for many new starts for settlers from all over. Even you.” He paused, giving her a wink. “What do you seek in Oregon City, Winona?”

Winona sucked in a slight breath and hesitated as she gazed at the horizon, watching as the setting sun painted a canvas of hues she had never seen before. For weeks now, several questions had echoed in the depths of her heart—one of which was the one Norm had asked. What did she want to find, and what did she want for her life in the distant place that whispered promises of new beginnings?

She thought of the orphanage she once headed and the children she had nurtured there. Kensington had been such a huge part of her life, and it had saved her just when she needed it. She’d grown up there just as much as some of the children, and she could still hear all the laughter she shared, the tears she’d cried, and the life lessons she learned beneath that old, weathered roof.

Would she find such a haven in Oregon City?

Or did she even want to find one?

Or perhaps instead of finding one, she could start her own orphanage, creating a refuge for young souls in need, much like the sanctuary she had left behind. Of course, that idea only sounded like a good idea if there wasn’t an established home for the children. She didn’t want to take away from a place already there.

Not to mention, as much as she loved taking care of children, a small part of her wondered about her dreams.

She’d devoted so much of herself her whole life that she hadn’t lived for herself.

A pang of guilt bumped against her heart. She never wanted to be selfish, yet she also couldn’t deny that she always felt a twinge of sadness when she thought of things she’d missed out on. Love and marriage were dreams she had tucked away, convinced that time had sailed past her. So many times in her life, she felt adrift, like a boat unmoored, tossed about by the uncertainties of the sea—always meant to be alone even as she clung to hope she was wrong.

As she watched the young women on this journey, seeing their vibrant possibilities and dreams play out before her eyes, their joys held a bittersweet charm for her. They had something she would never have, and the thought both pained her and gave her comfort too. Even if she would never have love or marriage for herself, she could still share in the giggles of their children and hold those tiny hands as if they were the hands of her own grandchildren. She could still be around for them, doing what she could to make their lives easier and filled with love.

Even if hers was lacking.

She closed her eyes with the thought of solitude, of facing the vastness of life without a partner by her side, and it cast a shadow on her spirit.

She wanted to believe she wouldn’t be destined to remain on the fringes, a spectator to the unfolding stories of love and life. She wanted—just as much as anyone—to find the promises of new beginnings in Oregon City, and she prayed the town would hold a different chapter for her, one she had not yet dared to dream of.

“Um . . . I’m not sure what I want to find in Oregon City,” she finally said. “I suppose, just like everyone I wish most for a fresh start and a chance to do more, to give more. The children at the orphanage always taught me that even in the bleakest moments, there’s always a sliver of hope. I want to hold on to that hope and spread it.”

Norm was silent for a moment, lost in thought. “You know, Winona, I've met many individuals in my years of documenting tales. But few have the spirit and determination you possess. Oregon City won’t know what’s hit it.”

“Thank you for the compliment.”

“I mean it. That town isn’t going to know what to do with itself. You’re going to turn it on its head. In all my time there, I don’t think I’ve encountered anyone like you.”

“Well, let’s just hope I do it justice, then.” She chuckled, dropping her gaze to her lap as she tucked her chin. Warmth tickled her skin, moving to the shells of her ears. His compliments were unmatched, and she felt as though she was a young girl of eighteen all over again, sitting in the parlor with a boy she liked.

“How long have you been in Oregon City?” she asked, trying to ignore how much his words caused butterflies to flutter in her stomach.

“About a year. I like the town.”

“Does that mean you will stay, or do you think you’ll move on again?”

“I don’t know.” He inhaled a deep breath, glancing at her with a look that made her stomach flutter anew. “It depends on if I find a reason to stay.”
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Amidst the vast plains, Mr. Mills halted the wagon in front of Norm and Winona. Winona had come to know this as his signal that they’d reached their resting spot for the evening, and as Norm laid the reins down on the buckboard’s floor, she reached her arms above her head, stretching.

“I take it we are stopping for the night?” Norm asked.

“Yes.”

Norm nodded, setting the brake on the wagon as Winona glanced over the horizon, her gaze drawn to the masterpiece of nature unfolding. Like a fiery orb, the sun began its descent, casting an array of purples, reds, and gold across the sky's vast canvas. The sight was one of splendid serenity as if nature itself had stopped to admire its creation. Although she hadn’t questioned if she would have a lovely day with the company instead of riding in the wagon alone, she hadn’t quite been ready for how lovely the day was. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d enjoyed a conversation with someone so much.

Perhaps it could have even been years.

She felt the wagon shift as Norm clambered down with his characteristic ease. He turned back around to face her. “May I help you down?” he asked.

Her stomach fluttered, and she sucked in a slight breath. “Oh. Of course.”

She slid over to the side of the buckboard and grabbed the back of the seat, leaning down until her foot found the step. She felt a set of strong hands reach up, encircling her waist, and with Norm’s soft touch, the world seemed to suspend momentarily. The warmth of his tight grip seeped through her dress, making her heart thump and her cheeks flush.

He held onto her until she stepped to the ground, and although she expected him to release her, he didn’t. They both paused. Time seemed irrelevant. His grip was firm yet gentle, and his eyes locked onto hers. A silent conversation passed between them. The atmosphere was thick with tension, a blend of anticipation and uncertainty.

“Miss Callahan?” a voice called out, jerking her attention away from Norm.

She glanced over as Mr. Mills approached them. “Are you all right?” he asked.

“Yes, yes, of course. Norm . . . Mr. Marlow was just helping me down.”

Winona pushed herself away from Norm as the wagon master looked between the two. “That’s good,” he said with a slight gruffness to his tone she’d only heard when he was annoyed—which was quite often when she thought about it. “I trust the road had been kind.”

“Yes. It was. Thank you for asking.” She wanted to say something about him never asking before and her curiosity about why he was asking her this time, but she wasn’t stupid. She knew why he was asking. She also knew why he was standing there, talking to her when he’d never made an effort in the months they’d traveled.

Norm cleared his throat, smiling from ear to ear. “Mr. Mills, I can't thank you enough for allowing me the privilege to travel with your wagon train and for suggesting I ride with Winona. She is such a splendid woman.”

Mr. Mills merely nodded; his eyes were as cold as the dryness in his voice, and he looked between the journalist and Winona a few times. “You’re welcome.”

A silence in the air was as thick as a slice of steak cooked on the fire. The two men stared at one another, and while Winona got the impression that they were not each thinking the same thing, surely they would realize it the longer they all stood there.

“Winona?” another voice called out.

Winona spun to see Lark and Carter approaching them. Lark’s belly seemed to grow daily, and she smiled with her arm linked to her husband’s. The young couple’s faces glowed, and while Winona would always be happy to see them no matter the time of day or reasoning, she was incredibly grateful for them.

“Lark. Carter.” Winona reached out, rubbing Lark on the upper arm and shoulder as the young woman leaned in. She hoped her tone would hide her gratitude for the interruption. She didn’t want to seem over-excited. “Is there something wrong?”

“No. We just thought we’d have a small supper tonight and wanted to know if you cared to join us.” Lark glanced at Norm. “You’re more than welcome too, Mr. Marlow.”

Winona’s stomach fluttered again. This wasn’t the distraction she wanted or needed. This was just another nail pounded into the sign that read, ‘If you wish to annoy Mr. Mills or make him seem jealous, enter right here.’

“Oh.” Winona brushed her fingertips against her chest, and although she only slightly agreed with the words just waiting on the tip of her tongue, she said them anyway. “That sounds like a wonderful idea.”

“It does,” Norm said, reaching out to shake Carter’s hand. “Thank you for the kind offer. I believe I will take you up on that.”

“Partially because he doesn’t have any supplies.” Mr. Mills chuckled as though he was trying to pass off his rudeness as a simple mock. Winona glanced at Norm, smiling as she tried to hide the awkwardness she felt for him.

If he wasn’t aware of how Mr. Mills felt before, surely he did now.

“Ah, yes, I’m afraid that’s true. Unfortunately, the captain wouldn’t allow me to buy any supplies.”

“It’s all right, Mr. Marlow.” Lark reached out, brushing her hand on his arm. “We’ll make do.”

“The one thing I can do for you all to repay you for your kindness, though, is to help you get settled when we arrive in Oregon City.”

“You don’t have to do that,” Lark said.

“No, I do, and I insist. I won’t take no for an answer.” Norm shifted toward Carter, laying his hand on Carter’s back. “But we can talk more about that while I help you set up camp.”

The two men walked away, and Lark snorted as she looked at Winona. “He’s an interesting man.”

“You have no idea.” As soon as the words slipped from Winona’s lips, she regretted them. Not because she didn’t mean them, but because it wasn’t just Lark who had heard them. She glanced over at Mr. Mills and cleared her throat. Before she could speak, he turned away from them, mumbling under his breath that he had a few chores to see to before supper.

Lark watched him leave, raising an eyebrow as she looked at Winona. “What’s wrong with him?”

Winona shrugged, hoping Lark would believe the lie.
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WESTON

Wagon masters don’t make friends, nor do they fall in love.

Weston had always lived by these two mottos, and throughout his whole life, guiding people across the country to a fresh start in Oregon, Montana, or even Idaho, they had served him well. He enjoyed the company of those he helped, but only to the extent of getting to know the bare minimum just to get them where they needed to go. He never made friends, never wanted to write to anyone, or never thought of them after saying his goodbyes.

What was the point of thinking about them?

What was the point of writing to them?

Nothing. They would go on with their lives, and he’d go on with his.

That was how it should be, and that’s how it had always worked out for him. He was content with that arrangement, and it never bothered him.

It was the same with not falling in love.

He’d witnessed more weddings on his travels across the country than probably the preachers who officiated them. So many couples met and fell in love, while so many more went on to have children in the months and months traveling the trail. Of course, this never shocked him. It was natural. People fell in love. People got married. That was how it should be, and he was happy to stand in the shadows and watch the whole thing play out.

So why did it feel different now?

Why did it feel as though saying goodbye to Miss Callahan and the tight-knit family she’d created in the last few months put a knot in his stomach? More importantly, why did seeing Miss Callahan get along with Mr. Marlow bother him even more?

There were few men in this world that he didn’t like. He often prided himself on getting along with just about anyone—at least everyone who knew their place in this world. Those who knew where they belonged and stuck to their work and lives, living in such a way that they weren’t a burden to anyone.

Sure, there were a few times he’d come across headstrong men who thought they could do his job better, thought they could get their families safely to Oregon without the need for anyone to help them. He’d either come across them miles later to find them hurt or, worse, dead.

They all sealed their fate, he thought.

There were also the ones who just liked to argue for the sake of it. He never understood those types of men. The ones who wanted to be heard for one reason or another, so much so that they’d talk to talk without thinking much of what was coming out of their mouths. For the most part, he could deal with men like that, too. Just like with the headstrong ones, he’d either let them have their say, ignoring them altogether or leave them to fend for themselves if they had such grand ideas of how to do things better. They’d find their own demise, or unlike the headstrong ones, they’d come back with their tails tucked between their legs.

Was it sad when a man’s foolishness would cause him to meet his maker? Of course. But their mistakes were never any of Weston’s business. They made their choice. They had to deal with the consequences just like he did and everyone else in the world.

While those types were always annoying, no matter how Weston rolled the dice, there was also another type—and it was just the type of man Mr. Marlow was, Weston was sure of it.

He’d seen the type a hundred times before. The one who was always positive and friendly. The one who always gave compliments and wanted to help just to be a nice guy. They were always the same, little con artists who wormed their way into people’s lives, making them feel like they found a friend, making them feel like he was about the best person they’d come across or welcomed into their lives.

And then he’d infect it.

That was Mr. Marlow—or at least that was the feeling Weston got when he was around the man. Mr. Marlow was the snake in the grass trying to pretend to be the good guy. The one that wanted to be everyone’s friend, but those friendships were superficial at best. He knew other journalists and had come across several in his days. They would no sooner sell you for a buck and a story than look at you and had no regard for privacy. He didn’t trust them, and he didn’t trust Mr. Marlow either.

“Can you tell us a little about the town, Mr. Marlow?” Dr. Evans asked. He handed the journalist a bowl of stew as everyone sat around the campfire.

“It’s a great town. Lots of things going on with more and more settlers arriving each day.”

“Is there a town doctor?”

“There is. Dr. Sutton. But he’s the only one, and with the town growing . . . well, I’m sure he’ll be happy to hear another doctor is moving into town. He might know of a house you and Mrs. Evans can rent until you find your own place. I’ll introduce you to him when we get into town.”

“I’d appreciate that. Thank you. I was slightly worried about what we’d do when we got into town.”

“That’s understandable.” Mr. Marlow shook his head. “But there’s no need to worry. I’ll take good care of you. Mr. Jenkins, the owner of the hotel, owes me a few favors, and I’m sure he’d be happy to give you rooms for a discounted rate, if not for free, for a few nights so you can find yourself some housing. Not to mention, I have connections with the town mayor, so it won’t take long before we find you some houses to rent.”

“Well, you just know everyone, don’t you?” Although Weston meant to say that in his head, he didn’t. He said it aloud and in a relatively robust tone that caused Dr. and Mrs. Evans, Miss Callahan, and Mr. Marlow to all turn and look at him.

Miss Callahan raised one eyebrow. “I would hope being a journalist, and the head of the town paper, Norm would know everyone. In fact, if he didn’t, I would think it odd.”

Why was she defending him?

Mr. Marlow chuckled, casting her a broad smile that twisted in Weston’s stomach.

Why did he have to look at her that way? And worse, why do I care? I shouldn’t care. Not in the slightest. It shouldn’t matter why the man looks at her in a way I don’t like. She’s not mine.

“It’s true that I do know a lot of people. But Winona is right. I know them because of my work. I love writing about the town and,” he tucked his chin, snorting a laugh, “well, there are a lot of characters roaming around day and night.”

“Is it a safe town?” Mrs. Evans asked.

“Oh yes, it’s quite safe. There are still some instances of trouble and places you should stay away from.”

“Like what?” Miss Callahan asked.

“Well, like the saloon at night. Men can get a little out of sorts when whiskey is involved, and some have gotten into brawls. They don’t usually end well.”

“What do you mean they don’t end well?”

“Someone is shot.” Mr. Marlow chuckled, shaking his head. “But I doubt any of you will ever be around the saloon at night.” He paused, taking a bite of stew from his bowl. “Even with the few instances, it’s a safe town. I think you will enjoy it.” He looked at Miss Callahan again. “I think you will, too. If you decide to stay.”

“Decide to stay?” Mrs. Evans glanced at her headmistress. “Are you thinking of not staying?”

Miss Callahan squirmed a little on her seat as she tucked her bowl of stew in her lap. Her face twisted with a hint of displeasure in the journalist for his big mouth, and for a moment, Weston felt a ping of joy in her annoyance.

It was exactly what Weston thought. He knew those types like Mr. Marlow—nothing but nosy busybodies getting into everyone’s business. The only thing he was looking for was a story to sell papers. That’s all.

“No, I didn’t say that.”

“So, you are staying?”

“I didn’t say that either. I just . . . I don’t know what I want.”

“Do Cora, Harper, and Grace know?”

“I don’t know. I don’t think so.”

Mr. Marlow glanced between the two women, and his shoulders hunched. “I’m sorry, Winona, for saying something I shouldn’t have.”

“No, it’s not your fault.” She turned toward Mrs. Evans. “Lark, dear, I just . . . part of me wonders what will be there for me in Oregon City. You and the other women have families or the start of one, and I don’t have anything.”

“But you have us.”

“That is true. I do. But I also don’t want to be a burden.”

“You could never be a burden, Winona.” Dr. Evans glanced between the woman and his wife. “My wife, the other women, and all the children, especially our child . . . they need you.”

“I know, and I need them.” Miss Callahan dropped her gaze to her lap. “It wasn’t something I had decided. I was just thinking out loud because I have nothing waiting for me in Oregon City. I don’t have a home or a job.”

“But you have us,” Mrs. Evan said. “You don’t need to worry about those things. We will always make sure you have what you need, just like you did for us our whole lives.”

“And that’s wonderful for you to offer. But I would still like to take care of myself.”

“I wouldn’t worry too much about finding your place in town.” Mr. Marlow shook his head, taking another bite of stew before he reached out and grasped her hand. “I already told you the town won’t know what hit it when you arrive. You’re going to do just fine.”

“I guess we shall see.” She looked at the journalist and giggled. Her cheeks flushed with a light shade of pink, and Weston’s stomach clenched.

“If you decide not to stay, you’re welcome to head back to Missouri with me.” Weston didn’t know why he said what he did, but as he finished his sentence, he regretted ever speaking.

“You aren’t staying, Mr. Mills?” Miss Callahan asked.

He shook his head. “I hadn’t planned on it.”

“Of course. You are a wagon master. That’s your job, guiding people down the Oregon trail. It’s what you do.”

“Yes, it is.” His gut twisted again with his words and the sudden realization that just as Miss Callahan didn’t know what she was going to do while he had already made his plans a long time ago hit him square in the chest.

Staying in Oregon City just wasn’t an option for him.

But it was for her.

Even if he didn’t know if he wanted to live without her, that wasn’t for him to decide.

Why did I have to kiss her? Why couldn’t I have just left well enough alone and stuck to my motto? Don’t ever make friends. Don’t ever fall in love. I just need to get these people to Oregon City then I can leave.
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Oregon City.

The destination they’d longed for since they left Independence and the town Winona thought they might never see. As the wagon rolled down the last bit of trail, Oregon City unfurled before them like the pages of a novel, revealing the hard-worn fruits of their westward adventure.

It had been months of hard work and sacrifice, months of stress and worry, months of trying to grasp and hold onto every ounce of joy they could find amongst the pain and sorrow, and after those months on the trail, the sight of the town was like an oasis that drew an awed breath from her lips.

Several weathered wooden buildings sprawled out, interrupted by narrow dusty streets that bore the footprints and wheel tracks of countless pioneers who had come before. She knew not of where they had gone or what had become of them, but she hoped they found the future they’d been looking for just as much as she hoped those traveling with her would find theirs. She wanted nothing more than for all the women’s dreams to come true. For Lark to find the family and love she didn’t know she deserved. For Cora to have the large family she’d always dreamed about. For Harper to have the chance to teach to her heart’s content. And lastly, for Grace to find that she was so much more than the unwanted child of a family who didn’t deserve her.

As they entered the town, the sun hung low in the sky, casting an orange glow that danced upon the rooftops and windows, turning the ordinary into a world tinged with gold. The air was thick with the sounds of a town alive—the distant hum of conversations, horses neighing, wagons creaking, and children laughing.

Men in dusty boots and weathered hats trotted by on horses, each bearing the look of someone with a destination in mind. Their faces, tanned and lined from their trials and tales, occasionally turned to offer a nod or a curious glance toward Norm and Winona along with the rest of the wagon train.

“So, this is Oregon City?” Winona asked Norm.

He smiled and nodded. “Yes, ma’am.”

“It’s bigger than I thought it would be.”

“Is that a good thing or a bad thing?”

“Good, I guess. Just means more opportunity.”

“That it does.”

They continued their way in the wagon, rolling down the main street. Women meandered along with the menfolk, walking hand in hand with children down the wooden footpaths in front of the buildings. Their dresses swept the ground with every step while their bonnets, decorated with whatever tiny finery they could muster, shielded their faces from the sun. Older children ran around without the watchful eyes of their parents, shouting to one another as they played their games or played with the barking dogs that followed them. Their laughter seemed to punctuate the otherwise adult concerns of the day.

The wagon train continued deeper into the town, and more and more houses soon gave way to buildings like the general store, which proudly displayed its wares from fresh produce to bolts of fabric. Next to it, a blacksmith was hard at work, the rhythmic clang of metal on metal acting as a heartbeat to this bustling town. She could almost feel Brooks’ interest even if she couldn’t see him, and it wasn’t a surprise to her when she glanced over her shoulder and saw him jump from the wagon, leaving William to look after Betsy and Harper while he made his way over to talk to the hardworking man. The sounds of the fire drowned their conversation, but even if Winona couldn’t hear them, she knew what Brooks was asking.

Leaving Brooks to his own business, she continued looking around, and the smells of the town enveloped her, like the freshly baked bread from the bakery they passed, the pungent aroma of the local stables on the other side of the street, and the mouth-watering scent of roasted meats from a nearby butcher.

Although the wagon train’s arrival caused a mild ripple in people meandering down the street, many of its residents were too engrossed in their routines to pay it much attention. At first, Winona thought it odd but then supposed this was a town that saw frequent newcomers, each with their own story, each seeking a fresh start. Why would more be interesting?

Mr. Mills halted his wagon in front of them, and as Norm pulled Winona’s horses to a stop, she looked around, focusing on the three-story building in front of them. Its wooden facade, although weathered from the sun and wind, held a touch of sophistication in the deep hues of the wood, and the twin lanterns flanking the grand entrance cast a warm, inviting glow.

“Is this the hotel?” she asked.

“Sure is.” Norm set the brake and laid the reins over the bar, climbing down from the buckboard. He turned and stretched his arms out as if to motion her to come down. She scooted over to the side, and he helped her down just as he’d done the last several days it took them to get from the Dalles to Oregon City.

She moved around to the front of the horses, lifting her hand to her face to shield her eyes from the sun as she studied the building, looking at each of the windows before stretching her arms and back. The weight of the journey seemed to vanish from her bones, and although there was still so much unknown in front of them, a sense of relief washed through her for the first time in months.

The rest of those traveling with the wagon train made their way toward the hotel, and their boots left footprints in the fine dust coating the streets. A young boy, no older than ten, approached with a bundle of newspapers in his hands. “Oregon City Gazette, ma’am?” he asked, thrusting a paper towards her.

Norm rushed toward them both, grabbing the paper from the boy and giving him a coin in return. “Thank you, lad,” he said, and as the boy nodded and trotted toward Carter, Brooks, Jasper, and William, holding out papers for each of them as well, Norm unfolded the newspaper, scanning the titles written in black and white ink. “Very nice, Harrison,” he mumbled to himself.

“Harrison? What is that?” Winona asked the journalist.

“He’s more of a who than a what. He’s my assistant, and he’s been in charge for the last couple of weeks while I’ve been away. I’m sure he will be quite happy to see me this afternoon.” He paused, glancing at Winona. “Would you like to see my office? I could show you the printing press and how we make the daily newspapers.”

Although some of her desired to say yes, the other part of her lingered between saying no because she was rather tired from the journey and because of the look she caught Mr. Mills giving them out of the corner of her eye.

Not that the wagon master’s opinion should—or did—matter to her. But it still made her uneasy.

“I don’t know if I’m up for such an adventure today. I’m quite tired. But perhaps I could have a rain check?”

“Oh, of course. I understand how tired you must be. We can do it another day. I should also check the office's condition before bringing anyone to the place. For all I know, Harrison could have created an utter disaster without me here.” Norm chuckled, waving his hand as though he waved off his earlier suggestion of her coming with him.

Lark, Cora, Harper, and Grace finally reached Winona’s side, and the five women took in the sights.

“Where’s Henry?” Winona asked Grace.

Grace hooked her thumb over her shoulder. “He’s coming with Elijah.”

“I can’t believe we made it,” Lark said. She laid her hand over her belly.

“It’s been quite the adventure, hasn’t it?” Harper asked, nudging Winona with her elbow.

Winona sighed, looking at each of them. “It has. But I think it’s also safe to say that the adventure isn’t over. In fact, I think it’s just begun.”

“Well, Winona,” Norm said. “Shall we get all of you checked in?” A broad grin spread across his face, and he motioned toward the door. They followed his lead, and as they walked across the wooden walkway, Winona pulled her shawl tighter around her shoulders.

A bell chimed above them, and as the door opened with a creak, Winona stepped through the frame into the world within. She looked around the foyer, her eyes tracing the broad staircase leading to the second and third floors. Her boots echoed off of the polished wooden floors of the hotel’s spacious lobby, and as she spun a few circles, her eyes drifted up to the high ceilings crowning above them and supported by thick wooden beams. A grand chandelier made of brass and glass hung in the center, while to the side of them, a large stone fireplace crackled with a welcoming fire, the scent of burning cedar mingling with the faint aroma of tobacco.

Plush velvet chairs and wooden tables were neatly arranged in the center of the parlor, providing guests with a comfortable place to relax and converse. On one side, a long wooden counter stretched out, where the hotel clerk stood, ledger in hand, ready to register the newcomers. Opposite, a set of double doors led to the hotel’s dining room, where the clinking of glasses and silverware hinted at the meals being enjoyed within.

Winona sucked in a breath, brushing her hand against her chest.

“Impressive, isn’t it? Built just two years ago. They say it’s the finest in Oregon.”

“It certainly is grand,” Winona replied. “Is the whole town like this?”

Norm chuckled. “Not quite. Although there are nice areas, Oregon City is a blend. You’ve got your grand establishments, like this hotel, and then you’ve got your humble shacks and cabins. But what’s constant is the spirit of the people. Hard-working, resilient, always looking to the future.”

Winona admired the hustle and bustle around them. “It seems so alive. So full of potential.”

Norm nodded, scribbling something in his notebook. “It’s growing every day. Traders, settlers, adventurers, they all converge here. The promise of a new start, a fresh chapter, draws them in.”

Winona took a deep breath. “It’s a lot to take in.”

“It is. But it’s all good.” Norm cleared his throat and moved away from her, waving his arms slightly to draw the attention of the travel-weary group. “Ladies and gentlemen,” he began with a flourish, “let’s get you checked in.” He pointed toward the front desk and the man standing behind it. “May I introduce the man behind this fine establishment—Mr. Jenkins. Mr. Jenkins, please welcome my new friends. They are here for rooms.”

A tall man stood behind the counter, smiling as they approached his desk. His silver hair spoke of experience, but his eyes held a warmth that immediately set the group at ease. “Welcome to the Beaumont Hotel,” Mr. Jenkins greeted, “How many rooms are y’all needing?”

Carter glanced around before he stepped forward. “Eight, Mr. Jenkins.” He stuck his hand out. “I’m Dr. Evans.”

“Good afternoon, Dr. Evans.”

The two men continued to talk about the room that Carter and Lark needed, and when he was done, Brooks and Harper reserved their room, Jasper and Cora reserved theirs, Grace and Luke were next, followed by William and Betsy.

“So, who are in the last three?” Mr. Jenkins glanced at Winona, and she smiled. “You and your husband, ma’am?” He pointed toward her and Mr. Mills.

She opened her mouth to say no, but Mr. Mills beat her to it, and he stepped forward, shaking his head. “We aren’t married. And there will only be two rooms needed. One for the lady and one for him.” He pointed to Mr. Benson, Luke’s father-in-law, who was still walking around the parlor, looking at the décor in the place. He stopped for a moment to study a painting with a little more interest,

“Oh. All right.” The hotel owner glanced at Winona. “I apologize for the misunderstanding.”

“No apology is needed. I assure you.”

Norm stepped closer to Winona, and although he chuckled, there was an oddness to it, as though he didn’t find anything comical about the mistake, but he wanted everyone to think he did.

“Are you not getting a room?” Winona asked Mr. Mills.

“Nah.” He shook his head again. “I'll be getting a tent over near the stables.”

“Are you sure?”

“Yes, Miss Callahan. I won’t be in town for more than a few days, and a tent is just fine by me. No sense in spending any money where it doesn’t need to be spent.”

His eyes met Winona’s, and for the first time since their kiss, he truly looked at her without blinking and breaking his gaze. She had an unexpected twinge in her heart, and as she stared at him, the reality set in. While she’d come to Oregon City to perhaps set down roots with the young women, Mr. Mills was a bird of passage, always with his eyes set on the next horizon. He wasn’t looking to stay here. He was here to finish the job she’d paid him to do, and then he would move on to the next group, leaving with the wind and vanishing in the sunset.

“Well,” Mr. Jenkins said, “let me just take you up the stairs and show you the rooms. I’ve got some young men in the kitchen that can help you with any luggage.”

“I think we can all manage,” Luke said to the hotel owner. He glanced at the other four men, who all nodded in agreement.

As they dispersed, Winona found herself watching Mr. Mills, a silent acknowledgment that their paths, once crossing, would soon uncross for good, and the finality of the moment settled in her heart, a poignant reminder of the fleeting nature of journey-met companions.

While everyone followed Mr. Jenkins upstairs, Norm hesitated for a moment, wedging himself between Mr. Mills and Winona, and he waved slightly to gain her attention.

“I suppose this is where I leave you for the night.” He chuckled again as though he thought he’d made a joke. “But . . . well, do you . . . would you like to have dinner with me tonight? There’s a dining room, and the food is quite good.”

Her gaze drifted back to Mr. Mills, who was still staring at her from behind Norm’s shoulder.

“Winona?” Norm asked, shifting his stance to get more in front of her.

“Yes?”

“Did you want to have dinner with me?”

She inhaled a deep breath. A tiny part of her would have liked to share a meal, yet a more significant part of her wished just to be left alone for a while. Perhaps it was the travels or just the stress of the day suddenly melting; she didn’t know. But it didn’t matter.

“Um. I was planning on just eating in my room and going to bed. I’m quite tired. It’s been so long since I’ve had the comfort of a bedroom.”

“Of course. Of course. You don’t need to say another word. I understand. I shall leave you to get your much-needed rest, and I will, hopefully, see you tomorrow.”

“Yes, I would like that.”

“Have a great night, Winona.” He tipped his hat as she returned the sentiment, and then he turned to leave, walking out of the hotel with a slight hesitation to his gait.

She waited for Mr. Mills to speak, but the longer he didn’t, the more nervousness fluttered in her chest. She couldn’t take the silence anymore.

“Are you really not staying in the hotel, Mr. Mills?”

“Yeah. There’s no need.”

“Don’t you want to spend a few comfortable nights in a bed before you have to sleep in a wagon again?”

He shook his head again. “Never saw much of a need for a bed, and I’ve gotten used to the wagon. Part of me wonders if I could even sleep on something that isn’t hard.” He chuckled, then inhaled a deep breath. “I should get to the stables before it gets too late. Have a good night, Miss Callahan.”

She wanted to stop him but didn’t know what to say. “You too, Mr. Mills.”

It was the only thing she could think of.
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Weston stepped out of the hotel, adjusting his wide-brimmed hat before yanking his handkerchief from his back pocket. Although he wiped the dust from his face, he could still feel the grit of the journey in his bones. The sight of Mr. Marlow, all confident strides and big-city talk, asking Miss Callahan to dinner had soured his mood further, even if knowing she'd declined had given him a glimmer of hope.

Hope? Really, old man? You’re going to talk of hope? For what?

He growled at himself. Exactly what he saw hope in, he didn’t know. He wasn’t meant to have love and marriage or a life here in Oregon City. His life was meant for the open trail and riding the plains across the country. His life was meant for adventure, and this town . . . well, this town wasn’t going to provide that. Not in a million years.

He moved toward the wagons, untying his horses from the post. The street was bustling, people moving about their business, but the only thing Weston could focus on was the growing gap between him and Miss Callahan.

Stop it, he thought. Just stop thinking about her.

The hearty voice of Mr. Scott rang out behind him. "Mr. Mills! Wait up!"

Weston turned to find the men from the wagon train – Mr. Scott, Mr. Dawson, Dr. Evans, and Mr. Campbell—trotting toward him.

“Are you taking the horses and wagon to the stables?” Mr. Scott asked.

“Yeah.”

“Can we follow you?” The men exchanged glances and then looked at the wagon master.

“Of course.”
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“How long do you need the stall?” The stable owner looked over Weston’s horses and wagon as he did with the other men before agreeing to a price to store their wagons and board the horses. Unlike the rest of them, who had paid for at least a week with the option for longer in case it took them more than that to find a house, Weston knew he’d be gone long before then.

“Just a day or two. I want to stock up on supplies before I leave, but I’m not staying long in town.”

“So . . . two days?

“Yeah. We’ll go with that.”

The man studied Weston for another moment. “I’ll tell you what I told them. I can’t guarantee everything will stay here. I lost the guy who stays with the wagons at night. The idiot went to the saloon one afternoon and got himself into a pickle with the sheriff.”

“Well, I was going to rent a tent, but I can stay with the wagons for the nights I’m here.”

“If you do, I’ll give you free board of your things.”

“Sure. That sounds good.”

The two shook hands, and the men left the stables, having secured the second thing they needed after arriving.

“How did the talk with the blacksmith in town go?” Mr. Scott asked Mr. Campbell.

“Good. He says that both William and I can start work the day after tomorrow. He says he’s been so busy that he’s had to turn people away, and with no other blacksmith in town, people here are getting desperate.”

Mr. Scott offered a smile. “Sounds like the town’s filling up fast. This place is going to be bursting at the seams soon, I think.”

“And on that note, gentleman, this is where I leave you,” Dr. Evans shifted away from the rest of the men a few steps, tipping his hat to them. “I promised Lark I would find the doctor and return to the hotel before supper.”

“Good luck,” they each said to him.

Not long after the doctor left the group in search of his future endeavors, Mr. Scott and Mr. Campbell left, too. Mr. Campbell said he’d wanted to stop by the blacksmith again, and Mr. Scott said he’d wanted to head to the sheriff’s office to discuss a job. Mr. Dawson gave him a few tips on things to say and ask, questions that would help the miner from the east look like someone a sheriff from the west would be interested in hiring.

“I hope he finds what he’s looking for,” Mr. Dawson said as Mr. Scott trotted off and vanished.

“And what about you, Mr. Dawson,” Weston asked, watching the young miner vanish, too. “When are you headed to that ranch you told me about?”

“Elijah and I will head out there tomorrow morning and look around. I was told there was a small cabin on the property, but I don’t know its condition. I thought I’d check before taking Grace and Henry out there.”

“Where is this place you have?”

“About five miles north of town. It’s not too far, yet it’s far enough, if you know what I mean.”

“Yeah. I do. I know the feeling well.”

Mr. Dawson cocked his head to the side, narrowing his eyes for a moment. “And what are you going to do, Mr. Mills? Are you headed back East to find another wagon train that needs a guide?”

Weston inhaled a deep breath. From the first time he stood on the edge of his family’s land as a boy, staring out at the rolling hills that stretched endlessly before him, he felt it—a deep, unyielding pull, like the tide being drawn by the moon. It was as if the very earth whispered secrets to his soul, stories of far-off places, of meadows untouched by human feet, of mountains that touched the heavens, and of rivers that held age-old tales in their depths. There was an unquenchable fire within him, urging him forward and compelling him to step into the wild unknown. Every sunrise was a promise, every sunset an invitation, and every night sky a vast tapestry of dreams yet to be realized.

He knew that this type of life would take him away from what all the other young boys wanted. He knew it would be a lonely life and that his parents' settled life with the comforts of heart and home wouldn’t be an option. He was fine with that, seeing them as nothing more than anchors to souls like his. How could he rest when every gust of wind spoke of adventures waiting just beyond the horizon or when every rustle of leaves beckoned him to explore? He'd often been told that to settle was to know peace, but for him, peace was in the journey. It was in the thrill of discovery, the joy of the uncharted, and the wonder of the vast, boundless land. Deep in the core of his being, he believed that he was born with the spirit of an explorer, destined not to stay in one place but to travel, seek, and truly see this magnificent country.

“That was my plan.”

“Was? Is it not anymore?” Mr. Dawson raised one eyebrow, and he caught Weston off guard. Did he really say was?

He cleared his throat. “I meant is. That is my plan.”

Mr. Dawson snorted. “Oh. All right. For a second, I thought you would say that you had changed your mind.”

“No. I suppose I just used was because . . . I don’t know why. But leaving is my plan. I’ve got no reason to stay.”

Mr. Dawson dropped his gaze to the ground and nodded as he stuck his hands in his pockets. “I guess that makes sense. I just thought . . . nah, never mind.”

“You thought what?”

“Well, I thought . . . you and Miss Callahan were . . . going to stay in Oregon City together.”

Weston’s heart clenched at the mention of the woman’s name. “That was never the plan. She has her own life, and it doesn’t include me. Mine doesn’t—and hasn’t—ever included her either.”

“Are you sure about that?”

“I am. Is she not?” Weston’s stomach twisted. Had she said something to the young women who then said something to their husbands? This is why he didn’t like getting involved with people where gossip can spread like wildfire through the lot of them.

“Oh, I don’t know. It just seemed that was both of your plans to me. But I’m just an outsider looking in. Pay no attention to what I think or say.”

Weston didn’t know if he felt sadness knowing Miss Callahan hadn’t said anything or relief, and he didn’t want to admit that a part of him especially didn’t want to feel the latter. “Well, as long as it doesn’t seem that way to her, I’ll be all right,” he lied. “I don’t want her going around thinking I was planning on staying because I want to be with her.”

“Hopefully she doesn’t. Otherwise, she’ll be in for a shock when you leave.”

“I should probably let her know, just in case. I don’t want her getting upset, though.”

“She’ll be all right. Grace and I managed to get the room just across from her, and if she needs anything, I’ll keep an eye on her.” Mr. Dawson smirked. “Of course, if that journalist, Mr. Marlow, has anything to say about the matter, I’m sure he’ll have no problem shoving his way toward her and sweeping her off her feet.” Mr. Dawson chuckled a little harder. “He does seem keen on the idea, doesn’t he?”

“A little too much if you ask me.” Although he tried to sound as casual as possible, a soft rumble vibrated through Weston’s chest.

Mr. Dawson raised one eyebrow and cocked his head to the side. “But I thought it wasn’t like that.”

“It’s not.”

“Then why care about what Mr. Marlow does?”

“I don’t know.” Weston shrugged, ignoring the heat inching up the back of his neck with his flustered embarrassment. “I just get an odd feeling about that man. She could do better.”

“Better as in you?” Another smirk spread across Mr. Dawson’s face.

“No. I didn’t say that.” Although Weston didn’t mean to shout, he did. Then he waved his arm to wave off Mr. Dawson’s ridiculous assumption. “I don’t even know why we’re discussing this.”

Mr. Dawson chuckled. “I suppose it’s your choice if you want to play coy, old man. But you should know half the wagon train saw how you looked at her. I reckon she’s been throwing glances your way, too. Otherwise, you wouldn’t seem so bent out of shape when I mentioned Mr. Marlow.”

Weston furrowed his brow. “I don’t know what you’re talking about. And I’ll ask you kindly to change the subject or get back to your wife and son at the hotel.”

Mr. Dawson chuckled a little harder. “All right. All right. I’ll let it go. I suppose it’s none of my business anyway.”

“No, it’s not.”

“Just . . .” Mr. Dawson hesitated, chewing on his lip for a second. “Just don’t throw away something good because it was different than what you thought you wanted or expected. That’s all I’m going to say. Take it from me. I know what I’m talking about.”

“I don’t think I’m throwing anything away.”

“Maybe you are. Maybe you aren’t. That’s not for me to decide.” Mr. Dawson shrugged. “But I do think you should stop by the hotel before you leave and at least say goodbye to the woman.”

“Why?”

“Because you should.”

Before Weston could say another word, the ex-Pinkerton strode off toward the hotel. Weston watched the man until he disappeared, and then he turned, exhaling a deep breath as he headed down the street. From the moment he was old enough to truly understand the bonds of matrimony, Weston had known deep in his bones that love and marriage weren't chapters in his story. Maybe it was the roving spirit in him, the insatiable hunger for the horizon that had always held his heart captive. Or perhaps it was the gnawing belief that he'd long surpassed the age where love could find its way into an old man's heart. Seeing Miss Callahan, with her fiery spirit and gentle eyes, did make him question, even if just for a fleeting moment, the choices he'd made. But who was he fooling? He was a man set in his ways, and time had a cruel manner of reminding one of missed opportunities and roads not taken.

He didn’t want to live like that.

He’d never lived with regret, and he wasn’t about to start now.

Shaking away the lingering feelings, he continued toward the general store. He could feel the familiar weight of decisions long made settling back into place, reminding him of the path he'd chosen. Thoughts of Miss Callahan and 'what could have been' had no place here. He needed to focus and prepare for his departure from Oregon City. His list was evident in his mind: rope, provisions, and maybe a new hat. The open trail awaited, and the past, no matter how alluring, had to remain where it belonged—behind him.
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The sun barely peeked over the horizon as Weston's tired eyes slowly opened. He hadn’t gotten much sleep throughout the night, and he could feel the weariness, not just from the pounding in his head or the lines that creased his forehead but also from the heaviness in his chest. The night had offered little solace to his overwhelmed mind, and instead, it had been a theater of tossing and turning while he was haunted by the imagined pictures of Miss Callahan's face.

Why was it so hard to shut out the world and find peace in sleep? The more he tried to push her from his thoughts, the more vividly she appeared. The irony wasn't lost on him; for a man who prided himself on being resolute and unshakable, the mere thought of all the conversations they shared and then the time she’d spent with Mr. Marlow had rendered him sleepless.

Weston rolled onto his back, staring blankly at the roof of his wagon as Mr. Dawson's gruff voice rang in his ears: “Don’t throw someone away like trash.”

Weston didn’t know if those were the exact words, but it was something like that. And it was enough for him to know that the advice had been unsettling, without the following suggestion that he should find her before he left and say goodbye.

He snorted with that thought.

Part of him resisted the very thought of saying goodbye to the woman. What would be the point? Of course, there were couples here and there throughout the years he’d waved to after they’d arrived and went their separate ways. It was the cordial thing to do. When someone says goodbye to him, he’ll say it back every time.

But what was the point of him going to her just to say it? Was he supposed to tell her something else? Had Mr. Dawson expected him to bear his soul? What was it the ex-Pinkerton thought he’d say in that moment? That he loved her? That he wanted to stay in Oregon City and be with her?

He couldn’t say those things.

Even if he wanted to.

Wait. Did I just think even if I wanted to? Do I want to? And worse, what if I said all those things and was met with indifference?

What if his feelings were one-sided? The uncertainty was maddening. Not to mention, he couldn’t deny that there was another part of him, a part he often silenced with reason and logic, that whispered perhaps there was something to what Mr. Dawson had said. Perhaps he shouldn't be so quick to throw away a chance at something . . . more.

No. Don’t do this. Don’t cave. You don’t want love, and you don’t want marriage.

Annoyance bubbled within him. How he allowed himself to be swayed away from everything he’d worked hard for, he didn’t know. With a growl of frustration, he suddenly kicked off his blanket. Enough was enough. It was time to find some semblance of resolution.

He wouldn’t tell her anything other than a simple goodbye.

And then he’d leave Oregon City for good.
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WINONA

Winona glanced out the window onto the streets below as she fastened the last button on the sleeve of her blouse. Although she didn’t have a reason for it, there was a rush to the morning, and she had felt as if she didn’t get ready and go downstairs for breakfast that instant; she’d miss something.

She just didn’t know what that something was.

They weren’t on the wagon train anymore, so it wasn’t as though she had to pack everything up so they could head out. Still, she supposed it had become a habit she’d now have to break.

A soft knock rapped against her room door, and she turned to face it.

“Who is it?” she asked, half expecting one of the young women to respond. She didn’t know which one, but Lark had always been the early riser of the four of them.

“Winona?” a male’s voice asked. She instantly recognized how Norm said her name and inhaled a deep breath. “I’ve come to ask if you’d like to have breakfast with me. Mr. Jenkins is known all over town for his famous eggs and bacon.” A slight chuckle hinted through his words.

Winona adjusted the final pins in her grey hair, glanced at her reflection in the mirror one last time, and then walked to the door. Norm’s familiar big smile and bright eyes glinted in the light from the sconces hanging on the hallway walls as she opened it. He held out a huge bouquet.

“I’ve wanted to give you flowers since the day we met,” he said.

“Oh. Well, thank you. They are beautiful.” She took the bouquet, smelling the sweet scents of several of the colorful blooms. “And good morning to you, too.”

“So, do you fancy having breakfast with me or not?”

She tilted her head and gave a nod. “I’d be delighted to.”

He turned his body to the side, holding one arm for her to take, and after she set the bouquet on the small table near the door and grabbed her wrap hanging on the hook, she slid her arm around his, and he led her downstairs.

The two descended the staircase to the hotel’s parlor and adjoining dining room. The room was filled with wooden tables and matching chairs, polished into a sheen while the floors creaked slightly under their feet. Most of the tables were filled, and the chatter echoed throughout the room; the sounds drowned one another, so it was hard to hear any of the conversations in detail.

“Where would you like to sit?” Norm asked.

Winona shrugged. “I’m fine with anywhere. Just find a table.”

“How about over by the windows? I think it would be nice to eat with the light coming from the sunrise.”

“That sounds nice.”

He led her to the row of tall windows lining the back wall. The soft morning sunlight filtered into the room, illuminating everything with a glow. Norm pulled out a chair for Winona, taking the one opposite her. They settled in, the comforting clatter of dishes and a low hum of conversations surrounding them.

A man walked up to the table, and without saying a word, he set two cups down and filled them with coffee before he left. Winona stared at the cup, wondering how rude it would be not to drink it. It wasn’t that she didn’t like coffee, but she’d always preferred a little sugar to lessen the bitterness.

“As I said, you’ll love the eggs and bacon.” Norm scooped up his cup and took several sips of the steaming liquid. He closed his eyes for a moment. “He’s got good coffee too. You should try it. I don’t think I’ve had finer except when I was in San Francisco.”

“You’ve been to San Francisco?”

Norm nodded. “A few times. The last time was about six months ago. I had some business to take care of.”

“Wow. It seems your job takes you to a lot of places.”

“It has. I would like to slow down, though. Stay in one place and build a life.”

“I can understand the need for that.” Although Winona met his gaze, she couldn’t hold it for more than a few seconds at a time. Her stomach fluttered as she couldn’t ignore the hinted notion that when he talked of the future, he meant in some way that she’d be a part of it, or at least he hoped she would.

“You wouldn’t believe the state of the newspaper office when I got there yesterday,” he said, shaking his head. “I swear, I thought a tornado passed through. There were papers strewn everywhere, ink bottles left out, and the press . . . don’t get me started on the mess Harrison left.”

“Oh no. I’m sorry to hear that.”

Norm leaned back in his chair. “Yeah. It was a mess. But it’s no surprise with Harrison in charge. I probably should have known and expected it. That man can’t organize his own thoughts, let alone an office." He chuckled, clearly more amused than irritated. "I spent the better part of last night cleaning up. I'd love to show you around if you're free later.”

“I think that would be all right. It would be interesting, too. I’ve never seen a printing press, or how a newspaper was made. I would like that very much.”

“Good. Perhaps this afternoon would work?”

“Sure. I promised the young women we would go to the dress shop after breakfast and have tea afterward.”

“That’s quite all right. You do what you need. I have a few errands and things to do today, too. I can be back here about three o’clock. Does that work?”

“Yes, it does.”

“Good. That will also give me more time to ensure the office is tidy enough.” Norm snorted, shaking his head again as though he pictured the state of the place all over again. Winona couldn’t help but feel a twinge of curiosity about how the place looked. It almost made her want to see it a mess instead of it all cleaned.

“Why do you leave him in charge then?” she asked.

“He’s the only one I can leave in charge. I’ve got no one else, which is another reason I don’t want to travel anymore. This town is growing, and there will be more stories to tell. Soon, I’ll be too busy to leave.” He leaned forward, resting his elbows on the table and lowering his voice slightly. “At least it will be nice to settle down.”

Her heart gave a slight flutter as his words seemed to have an unspoken meaning behind them. She could feel that he was, once again, talking about her somehow being a part of him settling down.

“So, Winona, what are your plans?”

“For?”

“Are you staying in Oregon City or going back East? I know you were still deciding while we were on the road. I just didn’t know if you’d made a decision.”

As her thoughts drifted to the choice at hand, she also couldn’t help but think about Mr. Mills, and she looked out the window, wondering what he was up to this fine morning. Had he fared well in a tent last night? Or was he waking up with the regret of turning down a comfortable hotel bed? She also couldn’t help but think about his offer for her to travel back home with him.

Did she want to go home? Or was Oregon City her home now? She thought of how she would feel leaving the young women and the small families they’d made. How many more children would they be blessed with, and how would she feel only reading about those children in letters? Sure, she would return to Kensington and a job she loved, but at what cost?

The weight of the past thirty years pressed down on her as each memory intertwined with the comforting predictability of her old life. She had played her part diligently, nurturing the dreams and aspirations of countless children and guiding them through life's many challenges until they found homes with families who would love them like they were their own. That was a life she knew like the back of her hand, a world where every corner was familiar, every face a known entity. Yet, as she sat in this new land, surrounded by a vast expanse of unknowns, there was an undeniable allure to the fresh slate that Oregon City offered. It was a chance to redefine herself, to break free from the shackles of routine and expectation.

Not to mention having dreams of her own.

She thought of each of the young women she'd traveled with, brave souls who—even if they were unsure of it at the time—managed to carve out new beginnings in this rugged land. Their hopes, their fears, and their dreams echoed loudly in the chambers of her heart. It felt unthinkable to leave them now, to turn her back on their fledgling families and the promises of tomorrow.

She couldn’t do it.

And she wouldn’t do it.

“I’m going to stay in Oregon City,” she finally said.

“I’m happy to hear that.” Norm reached across the table, laying his hand on hers. Warmth rushed up the back of her neck, making the fine, soft hairs stand on end. Her heart thumped, and she dropped her gaze to the table, inhaling a deep breath as she looked up. While she expected to look at Norm as she glanced back up, she hadn’t expected to see Mr. Mills walking toward them over Norm’s shoulder. As soon as she and the wagon master made eye contact, he slowed slightly but continued to make his way toward the table.

He pulled off his hat and cleared his throat as he reached the table. “Good morning, Miss Callahan. Mr. Marlow.”

“Good morning, Mr. Mills.” Norm turned, releasing his slight grip on Winona’s hand before shaking Mr. Mills' hand. “How was your first night in Oregon City?”

“Can’t complain.”

“Good to hear it. Did you find a suitable place to stay?”

“Suitable for now. I won’t be here long.”

“That’s right. You’re heading back to Missouri, correct?”

“More than likely. That’s the start of the Oregon Trail, and I’m sure I’ll find another group of travelers looking to come west.” Mr. Mills glanced at Winona. Her heart thumped again, but this time was different. It felt as though his eyes were trying to stare directly into her soul.

Norm glanced between the two as though he, too, felt the strength behind the eye contact Mr. Mills was trying to make.

“Well, I’m sure you’re the best man for that job. I don’t think I could do it.” Norm chuckled, then reached out, touching Winona’s hand again. His touch jerked her attention. “But I’m grateful you do the job. Otherwise, you wouldn’t have brought this lovely woman to Oregon City, where she’s just decided to stay.”

Winona’s stomach pitched and rolled. She hadn’t wanted Mr. Mills to find out like this. She had wanted to be the one to tell him.

Mr. Mills inhaled a sharp breath, holding it. His eyes widened, and he blinked several times. “You’re staying?” he asked.

Her gaze danced around the room, and she fidgeted in her chair for a second before she stood. “Norm, would you please excuse us for a moment? I need to speak with Mr. Mills alone.”

She could tell that Norm didn’t like her request any more than he enjoyed seeing the two of them leaving the dining room. She didn’t care. She needed to talk to Mr. Mills, and she wasn’t about to do it in front of the man who was obviously vying for her attention.

Mr. Mills followed her into the parlor. Luckily, with breakfast on the minds of everyone in the hotel, the parlor was vacant, and as she reached the small nook in the corner near the window, she turned to face the wagon master.

“I don’t wish to keep you from your breakfast,” he said before she could speak.

“You aren’t. I asked to speak with you. I wouldn't have done it if you were keeping me from anything.”

He nodded as though he realized what he’d said didn’t make sense. “So, what did you wish to speak to me about?”

“I had hoped to be the one to tell you I decided to stay. But Norm just blurted it out . . . and, well, I’m sorry.”

“How long have you known that was what you would do?”

“Just a few moments. I had decided just before you walked into the dining room.”

“I see.” Mr. Mills dropped his gaze to the floor, nodding as he looked over his hands. “Well, it’s good you have a plan. Now you can start looking for work and a house or whatever you plan to do.”

“I’m not sure of that at the moment.” She snorted. “I haven’t even told the women.”

“They will be happy to hear the news.”

“I know they will.” She stared at him while he looked at everything in the room but her. “Are you still planning on leaving?”

He nodded. “I got all the supplies yesterday.”

“Oh. So . . . will you leave today, then?”

“Probably tomorrow or the day after.”

“So that’s it then?” She wasn’t sure what she wanted him to say, but she did know that what he had wasn’t it.

He finally looked up at her. “What’s that?”

“We never talked about what happened that night . . . after Grace and Luke’s wedding.”

Mr. Mills shrugged. “I didn’t think we had to.”

A twinge of shock hit her chest, and she exhaled as though the words had punched the air from her lungs. How could he be so cavalier? Did he not care?

The sudden realization that perhaps he didn’t care hit her ten times harder than hearing that he didn’t think they had to talk about the kiss that night.

She looked around the room and her gaze fell upon Lark, Carter, Grace, Luke, Cora, and Jasper, who had come down the stairs and stood in the foyer that linked the dining room and the parlor. They stared at Winona and Mr. Mills, each one with a look of confusion.

Of all the feelings and thoughts she’d had in the last several months, a moment of clarity washed through her.

“I see. If that’s how you feel, then I . . . I suppose we have nothing left to say.” She turned and headed toward the staircase.

“Miss Callahan,” Mr. Mills called after her.

She paused and slowly turned toward him.

“Goodbye,” he said.

Every bit of her soul ached with just those two words. She felt betrayed and used, and she suddenly felt as though she was just a young girl sitting in her parents’ study while a boy broke her heart all over again.

Without saying a word, she continued toward the staircase, pausing beside Lark. “Would you please tell Norm that I needed to lay down, and I will see him this afternoon?”

“Is everything all right?” Lark asked.

“Yes. I just need to lay down. He’s at a table in the dining room.”

“Of course, I’ll tell him.”

Before Lark or anyone else could say anything, Winona trotted up the stairs and headed to her room. She never wanted to see Mr. Mills again, and the sooner he’d leave town, the better.
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God has something better for you. You’ll see.

It was the phrase Winona had uttered she didn’t know how many times in her life, and one she relied on to comfort those children in need. No one thinks about how a child feels when a husband and wife decide on one child over another or when they decide not to adopt at all. Both leave wounds bigger than one can imagine, especially when that child has already fallen in love or sees a future with a family, only to have it ripped away.

Yes, things can be painful or hard, but that doesn’t mean He will leave you with nothing. Just because it may seem like He didn’t give us what we want doesn’t mean he doesn’t give us what we need.

Winona trotted up the stairs and down the hallway to her hotel room, and as she closed the door behind her, the muffled sounds of the parlor were replaced by a piercing silence, amplifying the weight of Mr. Mills’ words. Of course, it wasn’t just what he’d said that had bore into her soul, suggesting that neither of them should consider what happened after Grace and Luke’s wedding, but it was how he’d acted. In not many words, he’d managed to say that the connection should remain an unspeakable memory and one she shouldn’t think about again.

But how was she supposed to do that when she thought about it all the time?

Winona crossed her room to the window, and as she opened the curtains, she looked down upon the streets. There were more people moving about the town than earlier this morning, as though once breakfast was over and with full stomachs, people were more focused on going about their business. She looked down one side and then the other, closing one eye as she pressed her face against the glass, looking for the stables. She felt they weren’t far; she just didn’t know where. She also didn’t know why she was searching for it to begin with.

A slight growl rumbled through her chest, and she spun away from the window, letting the curtains fall as she made her way to the bed and sat on the end. The hinges of the bed frame squeaked from the movement.

With the room only dimly lit by the sun filtering through the window, her thoughts tangled with her feelings, and the pained questions bubbled up, and tears formed, threatening to fall as she grappled with the unpredictable nature of love and fate. She pressed a hand to her chest, trying to quell the rush of emotions. “Why,” she began to whisper to herself, the words tasting bitter, “does love, under God’s design, have to be this unpredictable, this hard to grasp?” Drawing a shaky breath, she stopped herself from continuing. She didn’t want to think about Mr. Mills anymore, didn’t want to think about his kiss. She also didn’t want to think about how the heart seeks what it wants, but it might not always align with God’s plan.

She thought of Norm, whom she’d left alone in the dining room. Hopefully, he understood and wasn’t offended. She thought of their time together in her wagon and how their conversations flowed like a melodious tune. He was educated and charming, and he had a kindness that warmed her heart.

She took a deep breath. Perhaps it was time to consider Norm and his affections. It wasn’t fair to him or herself to be trapped in a limbo state of what-ifs with Mr. Mills, especially when he’d made it evident that there were no what-ifs to question.

“God doesn’t always give us what we want,” she whispered, “but perhaps He gives us what, or who, we truly need.”
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“Winona?” Lark’s voice echoed from the other side of the door.

Winona flinched, glancing around the room momentarily before looking toward the door frame. “Yes?”

“May we come in?”

Of course, Winona knew Lark wouldn’t be alone after all the women had seen what happened in the parlor with Mr. Mills. She inhaled a deep breath and made her way to the door, opening it.

“You don’t need to check on me. I’m all right.”

“We know you are.” Lark cocked her head to the side. “It’s Grace’s fault. She needs help with . . . something.” Lark bit her lip, nudging Grace in the arm with her elbow.

“Ouch,” Grace snapped, glaring at Lark. “That hurt. And why is it me who has to have a fake reason to visit her?”

“Stop it, both of you,” Cora pushed past the two women, entering the room with Harper not far behind her. “Winona isn’t stupid. She knows why we are here even if you think it’s fine to tell her a small, white lie.” She folded her arms across her chest as she stood by the bed and turned, shooting a mild glare at Lark and Grace, who followed the other two young women into the hotel room.

“You don’t need to come check on me,” Winona said again, shutting the door. “I told you that I’m all right.”

“We know. But we just needed to make sure. You always need to make sure when you think something is bothering us, so we are just doing the same for you.”

“And I thank you for that. But it’s not needed. What you saw in the parlor . . . it was nothing. Just a conversation.”

Lark chewed on her lip, rubbing her belly with her hand. “It didn’t look like nothing, Winona. What is going on between you and Mr. Mills?”

“Nothing. He was just coming to tell me goodbye because he is leaving for Missouri in a couple of days. He also wanted to know if I was going with him.”

“Are you?” Grace asked.

“No. I’ve decided to stay here with you and your families.” Winona smiled as she looked at all four women. “I might not know what I’m going to do or where I’m going to live, but my place is here.”

“You’re more than welcome at the ranch,” Grace said, glancing between the headmistress and the rest of the women. “When we figure out what we are doing. Luke and Elijah are riding out there this afternoon to have a look around.”

“That’s kind of you, and I may take you up on that. But I think I would like to try to find my own place. I’ve never lived alone, so I’m interested in seeing what it’s like.”

“What will you do for work?”

Winona shrugged. “I don’t know. But I’ll find something. I know how to sew and cook and clean. I know I’ll be all right.”

“Well, one thing is for certain: no matter if you find a job or not and no matter if you find a home or not, you will always be welcome with any of us.” Harper reached out, brushing Winona’s arm with her fingertips. The rest of the women all nodded in agreement.

“I know. I would like to see if I can stand on my own. At least at first.”

“So, was that all Mr. Mills and you were discussing?” Harper asked.

Winona bit her tongue. She didn’t want to lie to the women, but she didn’t want to tell them the truth either. She’d always prided herself on being honest, yet she also saw little point in rehashing what had happened between her and the wagon master when nothing would become of it.

“Did something happen between you two that you haven’t told us about?” Lark moved across the room and sat on the bed, blowing out a breath as though the creaky bed gave her comfort.

Lie?

Or tell the truth?

Lord, I don’t wish to lie to these young women. But how can I face the truth?

“Oh, it was nothing,” Winona said, waving her hand. “And I just want to forget about it.”

“Forget about what?” Cora asked. Her brow furrowed. “What happened?”

“I said it was nothing, and both Mr. Mills and I agreed that it doesn’t matter and shouldn’t matter.”

“What didn’t and shouldn’t matter, Winona?” Lark adjusted her seat on the bed.

“He . . . he kissed me after Grace and Luke’s wedding.” Winona shook her head, closing her eyes for a moment. As she opened them, all four women stared at her, blinking.

“He kissed you?” Cora moved closer to Winona, and with her arms still crossed over her chest, her mouth gaped.

“Yes, but it was nothing. He said that it should just be forgotten, and I . . . I think he’s right.”

“You do?” Lark raised an eyebrow.

“You don’t?” Winona rubbed her forehead. “I mean, yes, I do. We are two different people, and it was all just . . . a misunderstanding. The events leading up to that night with Mr. Wright and everything that happened in the last few months. Both of us just acted rashly, and we weren’t thinking. It should never have happened.”

The four young women exchanged glances, and Winona felt as though it was a silent sign they were hinting that they disagreed with her.

“What is it?” she asked.

They looked at each other again, and Lark cleared her throat before she spoke. “Well, we . . . we always thought something was going on between you two.” Mild hesitation whispered through her voice.

“You did what?”

“It was obvious there was an attraction,” Harper said. “Or at least there was interest.”

“We fought the entire time.”

“Well, yes and no. You did argue, but you also had pleasant conversations. We all saw them.”

“Fighting can mean there is passion between two people. It’s not always a terrible thing,” Lark added after Harper finished.

“I know. But, it is in our situation. Trust me, ladies, I am not upset over this, nor am I upset that he is leaving.”

“Mr. Marlow seems quite smitten with you,” Grace said, smiling. A slight snort hinted through her nose with her amusement.

“Yes, he does.” Winona glanced down, feeling warmth spreading through her cheeks.

“Are you blushing, Winona?” Grace giggled.

“Oh, stop. I’m not blushing. It’s not like that. Well, at least not yet.”

“Yet?” Lark cocked her head to the side, raising one eyebrow.

“Well, he is lovely, and we have such delightful conversations. I would be a fool not to. . .”

“Not to what? Be interested in him?”

“Yes.” Although her answer was more of a breathed whisper than an actual word, the answer still hit her, and a twinge of regret fluttered in Winona’s chest. “I feel awful leaving him down in the dining room alone.”

“He’s not alone.” Lark blinked. “The husbands joined him for breakfast while we came up here.”

“He is still there?”

“Should be.”

Winona moved around the women, heading toward the door. “I need to speak with him and tell him I’m sorry for leaving.”

She left the room before any of the women could say another word, and she hurried down the stairs, making her way into the dining room. Just as the women had said, Norm sat at the table with the men and two boys, Henry and Benjamin, who was smiling at everyone in the room while he kicked his feet and squirmed in Jasper’s arms. The six of them were chatting and laughing while shoveling bites of eggs and strips of bacon into their mouths while they swapped their stories.

Carter and Luke both stood as Winona approached the table, and after spinning around and seeing her coming, Norm stood, too.

“Are you feeling better?” he asked, smiling at her.

“Yes, I am. My apologies for leaving. I just needed a minute.”

“There’s no need to apologize. I’ll let Mr. Jenkins know you have returned, and we will get you some breakfast right away.”

As Norm trotted off toward the kitchen, the young women came down to the dining room, and their husbands moved to different tables, giving Winona her seat back so not only could she share a meal alone with the journalist, but they could each sit with their wives.

“Mr. Jenkins said he would have a plate out to you in just a few minutes.” Norm exhaled a deep breath as he retook his seat, adjusting it after sitting down.

“Thank you.”

“I’m glad to see you are feeling better.”

“Yes. It was . . . it was nothing.”

“And Mr. Mills?”

“What about him?”

“Did he leave?”

“I assume so. I’m sure he has lots to do before he leaves Oregon City, and I don’t wish to interfere with his plans.”

“Are you still feeling good about staying?”

“Of course. In fact, I would like to start looking around today for a possible job or even a house.”

“That sounds wonderful.”

“I was also thinking . . . you mentioned you have errands.”

“Yes. Just a few things to do for the newspaper.”

“Is there a chance you want some company? Perhaps you could help show me around, too, and later this afternoon, we can go to your office, and you can show me around there, as well.”

A huge smile spread across Norm’s lips, and he nodded. “I would love to.”

“Great.” As Winona reached for her napkin, a man brought her a plate, setting it in front of her. It smelled amazing, and her stomach growled. “We can start as soon as we are finished eating.”
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“That is the post office. It was built a couple of months ago, and Mr. John M. Shively is the postmaster. He’s a delightful man. We’ve had a few conversations about what it’s like being a postmaster. Some of the telegrams he sees . . .” Norm scratched his chin and chuckled. “Quite the interesting job.” He pointed toward another wooden building on the other side of the street. “That is the Blue Moon Café. It used to be a fine place to eat that rivaled Mr. Jenkins.”

“What happened to it?” Winona asked, noticing how it looked a little rundown.

“The owner, Mrs. Smith, passed away, and her son took over the place. Even though he’s got all his mother’s recipes, neither he nor his wife can cook worth a dime. It’s just not the same, and the place doesn’t see many folks much. I’m surprised it hasn’t closed.”

“That’s sad.”

“Yeah, it is. But perhaps when they finally close and sell it, someone else will take over, and we’ll all be eating good again.” He chuckled.

Winona watched and listened while Norm continued prattling on about several more buildings they passed. She couldn’t help but feel a slight hint of gentle envy in his enthusiasm. With each new story about someone else who lived and worked in the town, his eyes lit up, and another pang of wistfulness struck her. His infectious zest for life reminded her of a time when she, too, looked at the world with such fascination and delight.

Somewhere along the way, that flame within her had dimmed, and she struggled to pinpoint the exact moment when her perceptions had shifted. Had it been recently? Had the trials of the trail been too much for her mindset? She thought back to a time before they left when the last little boy—Theodore—left the home with his new family. She’d always loved watching them leave, hand in hand. Yet, she remembered there was something about the day that just wasn’t the same.

Had she been around heartbreak for so long that it had clouded her ability to see the joy in every day? The orphanage gave her purpose and love in the form of those innocent children, but it also showed her the depth of human sorrow. Those young souls, devoid of familial love, had exhibited a bravery she deeply admired. Still, the underlying sadness in their eyes was something she could never shake off, and perhaps, over time, it had engrained in the deepest depths of her mind, and she hadn’t even realized it.

She began to wonder if, in her attempt to relate to the children’s pain, she had unwittingly let a certain kind of melancholy seep into her very being, and by immersing herself in the shared grief of the orphans, she had built a fortress around her heart, letting only familiar emotions—those that would make her feel comfortable, not joyful—filter through.

“What do you think, Winona?” Norm’s use of her name jerked her attention.

“I’m sorry. What did you ask?”

“Are you all right?”

“Yes. I just had a thought that distracted me for a moment.”

“You don’t know how many times a day that happens to me.” Norm laughed. “I asked if you’d like to visit the general store and meet the owners. Might as well since this is your home now.”

“Oh. Yes, I would like that.”

“Very well.” Norm motioned toward a building across the street, and as she stepped off the wooden path that lined the road, he placed his hand on the small of her back, guiding her a few steps before he reached out and stopped her.

“Before we go inside, I forgot to point out the bank.” He pointed up the street from where they were. “It has the green roof.”

“I see it.”

“It’s become such a vital part of the town, I must say. The hope is that as more settlers arrive, the bank will be able to boost our local economy even more than it has. But enough about all that. Let’s get inside the store. I can’t wait to introduce you to Lawrence and Margaret.”

He continued leading her toward a building that stood slightly larger than its neighbors, with a painted wooden sign hanging over the entrance. Its brightly painted letters M & L Goods stood out on the brown wood.

As they stepped into the store, she could smell the familiar scents of fresh wood, leather, and dried herbs. The aisles were lined with barrels of grains, sacks of flour and sugar, jars of jam and pickles, and other preserved foods, and a counter towards the back showcased a variety of candles, pots and pans, and fresh baked goods.

Behind the counter stood a couple in their late forties. The man, presumably Lawrence, was tall and sturdy, with a thick salt-and-pepper beard, but his thick frame was offset by the delicate spectacles perched on the bridge of his nose. Beside him, presumably Margaret, was a woman with a robust figure, her hair streaked with gray but eyes sparkling with mischief.

“Norm! You troublemaker,” The woman greeted the journalist with a broad smile, nudging her husband. “Look who came strolling into the store today.”

Her husband glanced up, adjusting his glasses. “Norm. You’re back from the fort.”

“Yes. I’m back.”

“How was it?”

“Interesting. Interesting. I have so many stories to tell you both about my travels.”

The woman glanced from Norm to Winona, and her eyes widened. “I don’t care about your stories. I just want to know who you brought to our store today?” Before Norm could introduce Winona to the couple, the woman moved around the counter and outstretched her arm. “Good afternoon. My name is Mrs. Margaret Tannin.”

“Good afternoon. I’m Miss Winona Callahan. It’s nice to meet you both.”

“Likewise.” Mrs. Tannin looked between Winona and Norm again as though she was waiting for them to say something.

Norm chuckled. “Winona is new in town. Just arrived yesterday from Missouri.”

“Missouri? That’s quite a distance to travel.” Margaret nudged her husband again. “Did you hear that, Lawrence? Miss Callahan is from Missouri.”

“You’re a long way from home.”

“Indeed.”

“This is my husband, Mr. Lawrence Tannin.” Margaret patted the man on the shoulder, and he nodded, pushing his glasses further up his nose, only for them to slide back down slightly, tilting the frames and making Lawrence look discombobulated. “Good to meet you, Miss Callahan.” He reached out to shake her hand, but before she could, his glasses slipped again, this time, nearly falling off, and he jerked his hand back to keep them from falling.

“You’ll have to excuse him,” Margaret said, shaking her head. She heaved a deep sigh. “Last time they fell, he stepped on them and broke them. I told him if he did it again, he’d have to wait for a replacement pair. I love Dr. Grady, but I’m not too keen on paying him for another set.”

“I told you I need to see. It’s not something I can go without.”

Margaret waved off his words, snorting. “He’s blind as a bat, and if it weren’t for those glasses, he wouldn’t be able to see a thing.”

“Somedays, I wonder if that wouldn’t be a blessing.”

Margaret raised one eyebrow and cocked her head to the side, casting a sideways glance at her husband. “You wouldn’t be able to work in the store without them.”

“You say that like it’s a bad thing. I’d probably have fewer headaches because I wouldn’t have to listen to your endless chatter.”

Margaret stared at her husband, and after she rested her hands on her hips, she started laughing and brushed her hand on her husband’s arm. “You’re just about the most perfect person. Do you know that?” she asked him.

“I can’t be, not when you hold that card.”

The two smiled at each other, and then Margaret moved around the counter toward Winona, yanking out a jar of candy from one of the shelves under the cash register.

“Care for a treat, Winona?”

Winona chuckled at their banter, accepting a piece of candy, “Thank you. This is quite the store you have. I’ve never seen such a variety before.”

Lawrence puffed out his chest with pride. “Well, we aim to provide.”

“So, what brings you to Oregon City?”

Winona sighed. “A new start. I traveled with four young women who lived at the orphanage where I was headmistress and . . . well, they are now all married, and one has a baby on the way. Another one adopted a little orphaned boy.”

“Wow. You certainly had an adventure coming out West, didn’t you?”

“You have no idea.”

“Well, I suppose the means of how you got here don’t matter in the end. The point is you’re here, and that’s all that matters. This town is full of those looking for a new start. And let me tell you, dear, you’ve come to the right place.”

Winona glanced at Norm and then at Margaret as a slight flutter whispered through her chest. It had been a long time since she’d thought about hopes and dreams outside of caring for the children at the orphanage. Now, it was as though she didn’t know if she could think of anything but what she wanted out of life. “I hope so.”

“Well, we should be on our way. I promised Winona a tour of the town, including my office, and I don’t want to disappoint her.”

“Oh, I doubt you could.” Margaret smiled and then turned her attention toward Winona. “Norm is one of the best we have in this town. You won’t find a finer gentleman. Well, you won’t find a finer one other than my husband, of course.”

“Of course.”

“You two have fun.”

The store owners waved as Norm led Winona out of the store, waving in return until the bell above the door chimed as it shut.

Norm pressed his hat down onto his head, tugging on the brim until he thought it was secure enough on his head. He heaved a deep breath. “So, I don’t want to rush the day, but do you mind if we go to the newspaper office now?”

“No, not at all. I would love to see it.”

“Then follow me.”

Norm and Winona strolled side by side. His hand gently rested on the small of her back, guiding her effortlessly through the hustle and bustle of the streets, and as they approached a bustling intersection, Norm's grip on Winona tightened. It was as though he was ensuring her safety. His attentiveness made her feel protected, a feeling she hadn't realized she had missed until this moment.

Horse-drawn carriages laden with goods trundled past as children played games on the sidewalks, and women with parasols chatted animatedly, their skirts brushing the ground. Every corner seemed to have one business or another, and as they rounded another street corner, the aroma of fresh bread wafted from a nearby bakery, mingling with the scent of horses and the distant hint of the river.

The two made their way through the streets, past red-bricked buildings and wooden houses, some still amid construction, representing the growth and promise of Oregon City. At length, they approached a small nook of a building that bore a sign reading ‘Oregon City Gazette’. Norm reached out to open the large wooden door, ushering Winona inside with a gracious nod.

As Winona stepped into the newspaper office, she was immediately struck by its sheer vibrancy and chaos. The room was vast and filled with the distinctive smell of paper and ink. Large wooden tables were laden with stacks of papers, each in varying stages of completion. Ink bottles sat precariously close to the edges, their caps off, revealing dark liquid that bore testament to stories waiting to be told. Against one wall stood the massive printing press, a behemoth of metal and wood. It was an intricate web of gears, rollers, and plates, exuding a sense of purpose and gravitas. The articles were pinned up around the room, some complete with etched illustrations, while others were marked up with red corrections and notes. Around the machine, trays filled with individual metal-type letters were meticulously organized, waiting to be set into place for the next edition.

Winona's eyes wandered to a corner where a young man, presumably in his early twenties, was buttoning up his jacket, preparing to depart. His tall frame and wiry build were complemented by a mop of curly brown hair and spectacles that magnified curious green eyes. Noticing the two of them, he paused, casting a questioning glance toward Norm.

Norm cleared his throat, “Ah, Winona, allow me to introduce you to Harrison, my right-hand man. Harrison, this is Miss Winona Callahan. She’s new in town, and I traveled back from the fort with her wagon train.”

Harrison extended a hand, offering a polite smile, “Pleasure to meet you, Miss Winona. I've heard whispers about a newcomer; I assume that would be you.”

Winona shook his hand, noting the ink stains that marked his fingers, “It seems I'm the topic of town gossip already.”

Harrison chuckled. “Only with Mr. Marlow. However, news travels fast in a place like Oregon City, especially when it's our job to be in the know.”

Norm chuckled. “I suppose I can’t argue with that.”

“Well, news waits for no one around here. I’m headed out to see what the town mayor has to say about the saloon becoming a rather rowdy place the last few nights.” He paused, nodding toward Norm and Winona. “I’ll be back later. It was a pleasure meeting you, ma’am.”

“The pleasure was mine.”

As Harrison headed towards the exit, Winona inhaled deeply, glancing around the office. She looked across the two desks, noticing a picture frame on one of them. Norm stood beside a younger woman in the photograph, smiling at the camera.

“It’s my sister’s granddaughter,” he said, noticing her eyeing the picture. Winona got the impression he could sense the question forming in her mind. “It was taken about a year ago at her wedding.”

“Does she live in Oregon City?”

“No. She’s in San Francisco, where my sister and her family live.”

“You mentioned traveling there before. Is that where you are from?”

“No. They’ve only been living there for seven or eight years.” He moved over to the desk, picked up the picture, and looked at it for a moment before setting it back down. “This was taken at Maria’s wedding. She married a man last fall, and they are happily expecting their first child.”

“Congratulations to them.”

“Thank you.”

“How many children does your sister have?”

“Four. Three sons and a daughter, who has Maria and had a son, but he passed away.”

“I’m so sorry.”

“Yeah, it was an accident at the lumber mill he worked for.” Norm shook his head as though shaking away the memories. “Her sons are all married with a few children each of their own.”

“Do they all live in San Francisco too?”

“No. They have moved all over. I’m not sure where two of them are now, actually. I know one went North to the Klondike.” Norm paused, then glanced at Winona with his head cocked to one side. “So, what do you think of this lovely little town you moved to, Miss Callahan?”

Winona snorted a laugh. “I think it’s cozy and will suit me just fine.”

“That’s good to hear. What did you think of Lawrence and Margaret?”

“They were nice. They seem to have quite the relationship, too. I can tell they love each other even though they like to give each other a hard time.”

“That they do. I’ve always thought if I got married, I would like to have a marriage like that. One that was fun and interesting and kept me on my toes.” He turned slightly, leaning against the side of his desk as he folded his arms across his chest. A playful mirth seemed to wash through his movement.

Warmth spread up the back of her neck as she nodded. She didn’t know exactly where this conversation was headed, but she had an idea. “That would be fun, I suppose.”

“You said on the road after the fort that you had thought of marriage, but you just didn’t have the time because of the orphanage. What about now that you aren’t working for the orphanage?”

“I don’t know. I suppose I wouldn’t say no to love and marriage if it found me. But I suppose it depends on what kind of work I find here. Everything is so unknown at this point.” Her heart thumped. She didn’t know if she wanted this conversation to continue, as she could sense it would travel to a place she didn’t know if she wanted to visit just yet.

He nodded a few times as though he had internally studied her answer. “That’s understandable.” He paused. “Would you like to go on a picnic with me tomorrow afternoon?”

“I would love to.”

“Wonderful. I will make the arrangements and pick you up at the hotel around noon.” He pushed off his desk and made his way toward the printing press. “Would you like to see how this works?”

She smiled, and a slight hint of relief washed through her chest at the change of subject. “Yes, I’d love to.”
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Winona sat on a spread blanket, feeling the softness of the fabric beneath her fingertips and the sun’s warmth as it played peek-a-boo through the rustling branches above. It had been a lovely afternoon for a picnic, and Norm had found a beautiful little meadow for them to enjoy.

Tall and regal trees bordered the clearing, their leaves a chorus of greens, offering shade and rustling whispers from the gentle breeze. Every time she looked up, the dappled sunlight formed patterns, shimmering in delicate, moving mosaics on the vibrant grass below.

Just beyond the trees, a river flowed with a soft, consistent melody. It was a gentle serenade of water against pebbles, and it paired perfectly with the birds chirping as they fluttered from tree branch to tree branch above her head. Their trills and tweets were reminders of the life around her.

“What a lovely day,” she said, inhaling deeply. The air was fragrant with the scent of wildflowers, their colors popping against the green grass and blue sky, painting a beautiful and chaotic portrait of nature.

Norm nodded as he sat beside her. “I found this place while riding one afternoon, and I have come back when I’ve needed some time to myself.” He chuckled. “Truth be told, I even went to the mayor’s office once to find out if anyone owned it.”

“Were you hoping to buy it?”

“I was. Sometimes, I think I still might.”

“What stopped you?”

“It’s a little too far out of town for my liking. Sure, it’s a wonderful place to visit, but I’m not sure I’d want to live here if that makes sense.”

“It does.” She leaned back on her elbows and let the sun warm her face. Her dress flowed around her, the soft cotton fabric catching the light breeze, making her feel as if she was floating.

“Of course, I suppose it would be better to share it with someone else. Living alone and this far from town is one thing, but living with someone and being this far from town might not be so bad.” He chuckled again as he looked down at the spread of bread, cheese, and fruit that he’d laid out on the blanket. His eyes held that familiar twinkle, and his lips had a playful curve. She didn’t know if it was the spoken words that sent her heart racing or the unspoken ones that hinted in his tone, along with the way his gaze lingered on her.

“Well, you wouldn’t be lonely with someone out here. But it still is quite far from town.” She dropped her gaze and reached for a grape, popping it into her mouth. The piece of fruit burst as she chewed, enticing her tastebuds with sweetness.

“I suppose you’re right. It still is the most peaceful spot I’ve ever come across.” He cocked his head to the side, glancing at her as he smiled. “I have to admit, though, being here now . . . I think I was wrong to think so highly of this place before.”

“What do you mean? It’s beautiful here.”

“Oh, don’t get me wrong. It is. But the beauty I have been enjoying here alone can’t compare to the beauty that it is, now that you’re here with me. I don’t think it’s just the place that is peaceful and brings me happiness anymore.”

“What else is it?”

“It’s the company.” Norm shifted his body, moving closer so his fingers grazed hers.

She inhaled a sharp breath. “I see.”

“Do you even know how rare moments like this truly are?”

Her heart pounded harder, and she tucked a strand of her hair that had fallen loose behind her ear. “Mmm-hmm. I think so.”

“I guess it’s just the romantic in me, though,” he said, chuckling as he shrugged. “I just think it’s not often we can have these moments. It seems like every day, there’s always more work to be done. More articles to write. More clothes that need washing. More floors that need sweeping. More meals that need to be cooked.”

“I suppose that’s true. But I hardly think daily life is something to see as a bad thing.”

“I don’t think it is. It is harder when you’re alone, though.”

“That makes sense.”

“Does it?” His face lit up. “So, what if we didn’t do it alone?”

“I beg your pardon?”

He stood and moved closer to her, kneeling beside her. He blurted out the words before she could even get in a word, asking him what he was doing. “Will you marry me, Winona?”

His question hung between them like a heavy curtain, casting a shadow on the sunlit meadow. She froze. Her pulse raced, and it echoed in her ears, drowning out the once loud sounds of the birds in the trees or the tiny brook flowing over the rocks.

She pressed her hand to her chest, feeling as if her breaths quickened. Norm had more than proven his worth as a man. He was strong, kind, and warm, and their many shared moments filled with conversations and laughter flashed before her eyes. They had a foundation of friendship, which she had always believed was the bedrock of lasting love.

So, what was stopping her from saying yes?

As she stared into Norm’s eyes, she couldn’t push away the memory of Mr. Mills, the man who had awakened the feelings within her she’d thought she’d lost forever with just one stolen kiss under a blanket of stars. The way his hands had brushed against hers as though it held a promise of love. He was what she thought she wanted, and she’d envisioned a life with him filled with everything she desired.

But it was just one kiss.

One kiss that he didn’t want. One kiss that he said was a mistake.

Tears misted her eyes, and she blinked them away before they could even threaten to spill down her cheeks. She grappled with the weight of Norm’s question. Settling wasn’t an option for her. She didn’t want a love born out of convenience or out of not wanting to be alone. She’d rather face life alone than live with a marriage she felt she had to accept for one reason or another. She wanted passion, the kind that consumed her and left her yearning for more. She saw that kind of love in Lark, Cora, Harper, and even Grace, and she wanted it for herself just as much as she had wanted it for them.

Yet, the thought of saying no didn’t sit well with her either. She didn’t want to lose him or leave him, and the thought of doing just that tore at her heart.

“So, do you have an answer?” Norm asked.

“I . . .” Her voice trembled and wavered. “I don’t know what to say.”

“Say yes.”

“I’m not saying no. I want you to know that. But I don’t know if I can say yes right now, either. I care about you deeply. Our friendship has meant the world to me, and I can see what we could be. The thought of losing that or you is . . . unbearable.”

Norm’s eyes clouded with uncertainty. “There sounds as though there is a but in that sentence.”

“I don’t think there is.” Winona took a deep, shuddering breath. “I suppose I just need time to think about it. I only just arrived in town after a long journey and . . . well, it’s all so overwhelming.”

Norm’s shoulders were hunched, and he closed his eyes briefly before opening them and meeting her gaze. He exhaled a slow breath. “Of course, it is. How could I have been so foolish not to think of that? I’m sorry for not taking all of that into consideration. I should have.”

“No, it’s not anything you did wrong.”

“Yes, it is. I should have known that it was too soon. I suppose I just got so excited.” He reached out and grabbed her hands. “I’m just so fond of you, and I thought, ‘why wait’, but I see now that I should have. I want you to take all the time you need to figure out the answer.”

“Really?”

“Yes. I don’t want to lose you, Winona, or our friendship. Would it be too much to ask you to consider my proposal?”

“No, not at all. I will think about it. I promise.”

He stood, and she jumped to her feet before he could move, wrapping her arms around him. He embraced her in return, holding her tight against his chest. His chin rested on her head. She clung to him, and as the weight of the decision bore down on her, the crossroads of her life were glaringly evident.

Although love was beautiful, it was also complicated, messy, and sometimes painful. It was not for the faint of heart or the one who seeks something easy. It was a journey and one where the destination was unknown more often than not. The trails were unmarked, perhaps even uncharted, and it was up to the couple to find their way by relying on each other and God.

Still wrapped in Norm’s arms, Winona stared out at the meadow. Lord, she thought to herself, love shouldn’t be this complicated. My heart is torn in two, each side pulling me towards a different destiny. Norm is comfort, stability, and the promise of a life of mutual respect. Mr. Mills, on the other hand, is passion, fire, and the unknown. I yearn for both, but how can a heart be split in two and still function? I’m lost, Lord, standing at a crossroad with no sign to guide me. I implore you to light my path, to show me the way, for I fear that without your guidance, I might lose myself in this struggle.

Closing her eyes, she let the sun's warmth comfort her, imagining it was the Lord’s embrace.

They say the heart wants what it wants, but what if it wants two opposing things? She didn’t want to hurt anyone, nor did she wish to live a life filled with regrets. Love is a gift, a blessing, but it can also be a test.

Lord, grant me the strength to make the right choice and to find clarity amidst this storm of confusion. If loving two people is a sin, then guide me toward redemption. For in your light and wisdom, I place my trust.

“We should get back to town. I’m sure the ladies are wondering where I’ve taken you.” Norm chuckled and pulled away from her. “And I have some things to do at the office before supper.”

Winona dropped her gaze to the ground, nodding. “All right.”
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WESTON

Dust swirled around Weston’s boots as he stepped onto the sunlit streets of town. He’d walked more miles in the last day than he had in months. It wasn’t that he particularly wanted to trek to and fro through town without stopping, but whenever he stopped and sat down, his thoughts always went to Winona.

And he just couldn’t think about her.

Not now.

Yesterday’s events in the hotel parlor seemed like a dream, or more accurately, a nightmare he wished to shake off. How had he let words escape so easily? To tell Winona that their kiss meant nothing. The weight of that lie pressed heavily upon his chest. It meant everything. Everything he had been denying, everything he had been running from. And now, the fear that he had lost her because of his foolishness was far more daunting than any wild frontier he’d faced.

How could I have been so stupid?

His heart, which he’d carefully guarded for so long, was a raw, exposed nerve. Every time he thought of Winona’s face after his words, it was as though someone had plunged a knife into him, twisting it just a little more with each memory. He wanted to rewind time, to swallow back the words that had spilled so carelessly from his lips.

He shook his head, hoping to shake the thoughts from his mind, and instead of allowing himself to fall back into the memories, he focused on the town around him.

Just as every other day, the town was alive with people going about their daily lives, punctuated by the conversations around him and the intermittent clip-clop of horses’ hooves as the wagons passed him. For a moment, Weston almost envied how they seemed so carefree, even if reality told him there was a chance they were struggling just as much as him. Not for the same reasons, of course, but for others only they knew.

The wooden planks beneath his boots creaked as he made his way past storefronts and homes. He could smell fresh bread from a café and hear the pounding of steel at the blacksmith shop echoing through town.

A sudden movement caught his attention, and as he lifted his hand to shield the sun from his eyes, he squinted at a wagon heading down the street. As the distance between them lessened, he saw Winona sitting in the wagon with Mr. Marlow, and Weston’s pulse quickened. Sunlight caught the silver strands of her hair, highlighting her face as the wheels rolled along the dirt. Mr. Marlow sat beside her with a grin, and as they spoke to one another, the journalist acted as though he hung on Winona’s every word. He had the confidence of a suitor, driving his woman through town like the prize he’d won.

A surge of jealousy washed over Weston, stinging every inch of his skin like a thousand bee stings. While pushing Winona away had been his choice, watching her in another’s company felt like a betrayal. His throat tightened, and every instinct urged him to call out and stop them. But the shackles of his own pride and apprehension kept him silent, immobilized on the dusty street.

He glanced down at the ground, exhaling a deep breath.

“Leave it,” he whispered to himself.

As he looked back up, a ruckus from the saloon caught his attention. A group of men burst from the saloon doors, shouting at one another while they all had their weapons drawn. Their faces were twisted in fury, and before anyone could react, the deafening roar of their shots sent a wave of terror throughout the streets. The once bustling street turned into a scene of chaos as men, women, and children screamed in panic, searching desperately for cover.

Weston lunged forward as his eyes locked onto Mr. Marlow and Winona in the wagon. Weston could see the man’s eyes widen as the situation began to dawn on him, and he pulled sharply at the reins, bringing the wagon to an abrupt halt.

“No! Get her out of here!” Weston shouted.

Weston doubted the journalist could hear him, but he shouted it again anyway, watching as Mr. Marlow jumped down from the wagon. He turned to grab Winona, but several gunshots rang out, and one bullet struck the wagon's side, splintering the wood. The loud crack echoed, and Mr. Marlow ducked and fled, abandoning the wagon—and Winona—to seek shelter, disappearing amidst the chaos. Sensing the violence and noise, the horses became agitated and skittish. Their eyes widened with fear, and they both reared, jerking and shaking the wagon until their restraints snapped and with powerful force, they bolted. The wagon lurched, and the sudden movement threw Winona out, sending her tumbling onto the street. She screamed then her head hit the ground, and she went limp.

Anger and fear ripped through Weston’s chest, and he lunged toward Winona. Bullets whizzed past him, some so close he could feel their heat. His ears rang from the gunfire, and the air was thick with dust and gunpowder. Winona lay in the dirt, unmoving. Her face was pale.

Bullets tore up the ground mere inches from her, and with a final surge of adrenaline, he covered the distance between them in seconds. Without hesitation, he threw himself over her, shielding her from the flying bullets with his own body.

Amidst the roar, Weston could barely make out any individual sounds. The sheer terror in the screams around him made his heart race faster, anxiety clawing at him with icy fingers. He clung to Winona, desperate to shield her from the barrage of bullets, his body an imperfect barrier against the onslaught.

Other gunshots rang out in the distance, and Weston looked up to see the sheriff and a few of his deputies running toward the scene. Mr. Dawson and his father-in-law, Mr. Benson, came running with them, shouting at the men from the saloon. One by one, the rabble-rousers were disarmed, their bravado melting under the sheriff’s stern gaze.

Weston slowly lifted himself off Winona. His heart hammered in his chest, and as he moved, she lay there like a statue.

“Winona?” He called out her name. She didn’t answer. “Winona? Winona!” Furrowing his brow, he glanced down, checking her for any bullet wounds. She didn’t have one. “Winona?”

Still no answer.

“No, no, no . . .” His voice trembled. He leaped to his hands and knees. His voice was firm despite the tremor of fear that threatened to break him. He didn’t know if she could hear him, but he spoke to her anyway. “I’ll get you to Dr. Evans.”
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Weston hadn’t been much of a praying man. He had always preferred to take matters into his own hands rather than look above for answers. It wasn’t that he didn’t believe in God—no, he believed all right—but he always felt that God was busy with bigger matters and more important people than the likes of him. Not to mention, Pa always prattled on about how Weston needed to pride himself on handling his own life and problems—not rely on anyone else to get him through things.

The idea of praying, leaning into that higher power, often felt foreign to him. Sure, he’d had moments where he’d whisper for guidance and strength. There were also times he’d asked for one thing or another—a trip across the country without strife or in the midst of danger. But on a day-to-day basis, he’d not been good at whispering his thoughts to God. There were times he didn’t give it much thought, and there were times he regretted his lack of concern over the matter of praying.

Today, at this moment, while Winona lay in a bed, unconscious as Dr. Evans examined her injuries, he felt the latter hit him square in the chest. For the first time in a long time, he found himself wondering if he had been wrong all these years. If, perhaps, he'd missed out on a form of strength he'd never truly understood before. Had he missed out on something that could not only save Winona at this moment but help ease her pain and burden?

Could he find solace in prayer like others did?

Could he genuinely pour his fears and hopes into whispered words and believe someone out there listened?

The room was thick with tension. The cries of fear, the stifled gasps, the barely audible prayers from the lips of those gathered, swirled around him, making the air almost suffocating. Every moment that passed as the doctor worked made Weston's heart race faster, guilt gnawing at him.

He should have been there to protect her better. He should have kept her safe, staying with her to ensure nothing harmed her. He shouldn’t have said what he did, telling her their kiss meant nothing or should mean nothing. His actions had only sent her into the arms of Mr. Marlow—the one who didn’t protect her like he should have.

Weston glanced toward the man sitting in the corner, cradling his head in his hands. He rocked his body back and forth, staring at the floor as though he wasn’t brave enough to watch what was happening. Weston should never have left Winona with him.

If only Weston had been there to protect her, then none of this would have happened. If only he’d prayed for her safety. If only he had been more vigilant.

“Please, Lord,” he whispered. “Please help her make it through this.” He shook his head, unsure if he’d done it right. For the first time, he felt the true depth of vulnerability. He was a man who had faced down gunslingers, wrestled wild animals, and defied nature's fury, but he felt utterly powerless at this moment. The worry gnawed at him, threatening to pull him under. What if she didn’t make it? Would she ever forgive him?

He sat on the edge of the bed, holding her hand while the young women, Mrs. Scott, Mrs. Evans, Mrs. Campbell, and Mrs. Dawson, who had traveled with Winona clung to their husbands, who were all in the room too, and each other. Tears streamed down all of their cheeks.

“Her pupils are reactive,” Dr. Evans said. He inhaled deeply, letting go of her eyelid so it closed. He continued checking around the rest of her head as he exhaled. “I can feel a sizable lump on her head. She hit it hard.”

“She has been unconscious the whole time.”

“Given the bump and what happened, I would expect her to be. We’ll wait for her to come around and wake up to see if she’s all right.”

Weston’s grip tightened around her hand. “What if she doesn’t wake up?”

“I’ve seen worse bumps on the head than that one. I’m confident she’ll wake up. When is what I don’t know.” Upon gathering all the supplies, he put all the instruments back into his doctor's bag. “All we can do right now is wait.”

Weston glanced down at Winona. Tears misted his eyes as the doctor began dressing her wound, but he blinked them away before they could stream down his cheeks. He never cried in front of anyone, and with almost a dozen people in the room, he wasn’t about to start today.

Mr. Marlow stood and made his way over to the bed. He sat on the other side, looking down at Winona.

“Thank you, doctor,” he whispered. He reached for Winona’s hand, and Weston whipped his head toward the journalist, growling.

“What are you thanking him for?” He had wanted to control his anger and had done well until now.

“I beg your pardon?”

Weston moved off the bed, standing while he kept ahold of Winona’s hand. “She wouldn’t even be in this situation if it wasn’t for you.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“You left her in the wagon. I saw the whole thing.” Weston laid Winona’s hand down on her chest, and as he moved around the end of the bed, crossing the room, the four young women rushed to their headmistress's side, kneeling by the bed. They continued to sob as they told each other everything would be all right. They would make sure of it.

Weston continued toward Mr. Marlow, and although Weston felt as though the man wanted to cower from him, the journalist didn’t. Instead, he puffed his chest slightly, holding his ground. “I did no such thing. I thought she was behind me. I turned to help her out, but a bullet hit the wagon. I figured I was in her way, and if I moved, she could jump down.”

“But you didn’t stay to find out. You just ran off.”

“No, I didn’t.”

“Yes, you did! I saw you. You didn’t even look over your shoulder to make sure she was behind you.” Weston lunged forward, but Mr. Dawson, who had been standing with his wife, caught him before he could get any closer to Mr. Marlow. “You shouldn’t be here. You should leave,” Weston said.

Mr. Marlow shook his head. “I’m not leaving.”

“You should. You don’t belong here. You aren’t a part of this family.”

“I am, too, and more so than you are. You were just her guide, nothing more.” Mr. Marlow rested his hands on his hips. “You should all know I asked Winona to marry me this afternoon, so I have every right to be here.”

A couple of the young women gasped, glancing at each other while they covered their mouths with their hands.

Weston’s heart thumped harder than it had been, and his stomach twisted. Mr. Marlow had proposed? What had Winona said?

Thinking of all the answers she could have given him—which were only two—Weston’s mind started to race. A cold chill ran down the back of his neck, and he sucked in a breath as the memories of the day he agreed to let Mr. Marlow join their wagon train began to haunt him. Every interaction, every glance shared between Winona and Mr. Marlow, played on an agonizing loop in his head. Why had he ever agreed to let the man join them? If only he could turn back time, erase that decision, and keep that interloper from weaving his way into their tight-knit group. Was it fate or sheer foolishness that had allowed him to open the door for Mr. Marlow to possibly steal away the only woman who had ever intrigued him enough to make him question his single life?

“You proposed?” Mrs. Evans asked. She let go of Winona’s hand and moved around the bed, swinging her large pregnant belly around the bed frame. “What did she say?”

Although Weston had wanted to ask the question, he couldn’t help but feel slightly relieved Mrs. Evans had asked before him. He didn’t know if he would have been able to get the words out, much less keep his voice from either cracking or coming out with an awkward, high-pitched tone.

“Did she say yes?” Mrs. Evans asked again.

“Well . . .” Mr. Marlow scratched the back of his neck and cleared his throat. “Not exactly. She asked if she could think about it.”

“So, she didn’t agree to marry you?” Weston asked, feeling a slight weight shift off his shoulders. His emotions gnawed at him; the thought of losing her to another was almost unbearable. He knew he had failed somewhere along the way, letting silence and pride cause him to get in his own way. But he hadn’t known the extent of the repercussions until now. Of course, if she did love Mr. Marlow, he would step back. His love for her was true, deep enough to let her find happiness elsewhere if that was what she wanted. However, if there was even a sliver of a chance that she felt for him how he felt for her, he would fight, for no mistake was too great not to try and amend.

Mr. Marlow glared at the wagon master. “She didn’t say no. She only asked if she could take a few days. She just arrived in Oregon City and hasn’t even found a job or a home yet. She is overwhelmed a little.” Mr. Marlow deepened his voice as he folded his arms across his chest. “But I’m confident she will say yes. I love her, and . . . she loves me.”

“Has she said it?” Although Weston didn’t know if he could ask this question either, he wasn’t about to wait for one of the women to ask first. He wanted to know the answer more than anything in the world.

“Not yet. But I know it’s only a matter of time before she does.”

Weston’s blood began to boil, and a flame ignited in his chest. Mr. Marlow needed to leave. Now.

“Well, until that day comes, then I suggest you stay out of the affairs of this family. You should leave.”

Before Mr. Marlow could utter another word, Weston moved around Mr. Dawson, again lunging for the journalist. Although Mr. Dawson attempted to stop the wagon master, his wife cleared her throat, shaking her head as her husband looked at her. He let Weston by without stopping him.

Weston grabbed Mr. Marlow’s elbow, and with a tight grip, he led the journalist toward the door. Mr. Marlow tried to stop himself, but Weston pressed on, putting a slight bit of power behind his force, and after Weston opened the door, he shoved the journalist through. Mr. Marlow spun around.

“I don’t know where you come from, Mr. Mills, but a fiancé is a part of the family. I have every right to be here.”

“But she’s not your fiancée, Mr. Marlow. You said yourself she hasn’t said yes.”

“That’s just a small detail.”

“And yet, it’s a rather important one.”

Mr. Marlow opened his mouth again, but Mr. Mills slammed the door before the journalist could speak.

Weston spun around to face the room, and as he did, he met the four young women standing behind him, all with their arms folded across their chests.

“Can you all stay with her for a bit?” He asked, blowing out a breath. “I need to do a few things.”

The four women nodded, and as he turned to leave the room, Mrs. Evans stepped toward him, making a slight sound as though she wanted to stop him. He faced her.

“What took you so long?” She asked, raising one eyebrow as she cocked her head to the side.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Only a man in love with a woman would react like you did, Mr. Mills. So, I want to know what took you so long to admit it?”

“I’m a man,” Weston said, shrugging. “Sometimes we’re idiots.”
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Winona’s senses stirred, and her eyelids fluttered open. Her mouth was parched, and her whole body ached.

“Winona?” Lark’s voice whispered. “Are you awake?”

Winona opened her eyes even more, looking at the ceiling of her hotel room. She licked her lips and cleared her throat.

“Winona?” Lark asked again.

Winona moved her head, glancing at the young blonde sitting on the side of the bed. She nodded, trying to ignore the pain in her neck.

“I’ll go fetch Carter,” Lark said.

Before Winona could speak, Lark cradled her stomach, stood from the bed, and left the room, softly closing the door behind her. Harper took the seat that Lark left, and she reached for Winona’s hand. Her brown eyes were wet with unshed tears.

“I’m so happy you’re awake,” she said. She glanced around the room, and as Winona moved her head too, she saw Cora standing near the window, rocking her weight back and forth with Benjamin sleeping in her arms and Grace sitting in the chair with Henry playing on the floor in front of her. He bounced the toy wooden horse on the floor as though the horse was trotting. The two women said nothing as Grace clutched her handkerchief, and Cora, the usually boisterous one, bit her lower lip.

“How do you feel?” Harper asked, her voice trembling slightly as she reached for Winona’s hand and cradled it.

“I hurt all over,” Winona said. Her voice was a raspy whisper, dry from a lack of water, and she took a moment to register the pain all over her body, especially her head. “May I have a glass of water?”

“Of course.”

Harper left the side of the bed, making her way to the dresser, where she poured a glass of water and returned to the bed, handing it to Winona, who gulped half of it before taking a break. She exhaled a relieved breath and then looked at the three women. “What happened?”

Harper’s eyes welled with tears. “There was a gunfight at the saloon, and you were in a wagon with Mr. Marlow passing by when it happened. You fell out of the wagon and hit your head.”

A blurry memory surfaced about an afternoon picnic with Mr. Marlow, a proposal, and a trip back into town where she remembered the fight breaking out as they passed the saloon. She also remembered Norm jumping from the wagon and as she tried to follow him . . .

Winona blinked hard as the memory faded. “Who helped me?”

Harper squeezed Winona’s hand tighter. “Mr. Mills. He’s been worried about you. He stayed by your bedside for a little while, but he said he had some things to see to, and we should let him know as soon as you awoke.”

“Where is Norm?”

Harper looked at the other two women, and the three exchanged glances. Winona’s stomach tightened and twisted, and she eased herself up to lean against the headboard. The wood was hard against her aching back, but she didn’t care.

“What is going on? Where is Norm?”

“It doesn’t matter where he is, Winona. Mr. Mills threw him out of the hotel room after he saw what he did.” Harper waved her hand toward the door to mimic what had happened.

“What do you mean?”

“He left you in the wagon. He didn’t even help you down or see to your safety. He just left.”

“I’m sure that’s not what happened. I don’t see him just leaving me.”

“Well, that’s what Mr. Mills saw.”

“But I don’t think he would just leave me. Surely, he jumped down and tried to help me. Something must have happened.” Winona’s brow furrowed, but her head pounded with the motion, and she closed her eyes, trying to relax the muscles in her forehead.

“Is it true that Mr. Marlow proposed to you?” Harper asked.

Winona opened her eyes, glancing down at the blanket over her body. She toyed with the end as she nodded. “He did.”

“He said you told him you needed time to think about it.”

Winona nodded again. “I did.”

“What about Mr. Mills?” Grace asked.

“What about him?” Cora moved away from the window and made her way over to the bed.

Harper, Grace, and Winona looked at her, blinking.

“What do you mean what about him?” Harper asked. “He obviously has feelings for her.”

“But he said what happened between us didn’t matter.”

“And clearly, he was lying.” Grace stood from the chair, moving around Henry, still playing on the floor. The boy watched her go over to the bed but didn’t move from the spot in front of the chair. Grace sat on the other edge of the bed, opposite Harper and Winona, and she reached for the headmistress’s hand. Her long blonde curls fell over one shoulder. “You should have seen the way he was acting. He was –and has been—so worried. I could tell it bothered him when Mr. Marlow told him about the proposal. He didn’t like it. Not one bit.”

“Then he shouldn’t have said what he did.” Cora continued to rock her body, bouncing Benjamin as he stirred slightly from her talking.

“But what if he said it because he thought that’s what he was supposed to say?” Grace furrowed her brow at Cora.

“That’s not an excuse or a reason for him to do it. If he loved her, he wouldn’t have said it. Period. He would have fought for her. I think she should forget about him and accept Mr. Marlow’s proposal. He loves her, and he’s proven that by asking her to marry him.”

“What do you think about the whole thing, Winona?” Harper asked.

Winona’s cheeks warmed. “I don’t know what to think about any of it. I’m so confused.”

“What does your heart tell you?” Grace asked.

“I don’t know that either.” Winona inhaled a deep breath. Her chest hurt, and she brushed her fingers across it. “I see a life with both of them. Norm is . . . well, despite the recent opinion, is a lovely man. He’s kind, and he offers a wonderful life.”

“And Mr. Mills?” Grace raised one eyebrow.

“I don’t know what he offers. But there is something about him. He drives me crazy in both a good way and a bad.” Winona chuckled, but as the pain spread through her back, she winced and stopped.

“The idea of a wonderful life is important,” Grace said.

“But so is happiness and love,” Harper added. “You shouldn’t confuse security for true love.”

“And she shouldn’t pass on love for the cares of someone who doesn’t know what they want or can’t admit it or brushes her aside for one reason or another,” Cora said.

The three women exchanged glances, looking as confused and torn as Winona felt.

“When did you all get so smart about the realities of love?” Winona snorted, smiling at the three young women.

“We all learned and got advice from an amazing woman.” Harper winked, squeezing Winona’s hand again. “I have to say, out of us all, it would seem fitting for you to be the one with two suitors, Winona.”

Although Winona wanted to laugh, she didn’t. But she did smile again as the three laughed at Harper’s joke. It was true that out of all the women, she never fancied herself as the one with two suitors. It was an odd sort to be in, no matter which way she looked at it, and she didn’t know what she would ultimately do. Life seemed like a familiar path with Norm, where every twist and turn was anticipated. His comforting presence and stimulating conversations painted a reassuring and structured future. The thought of life with him was akin to a well-rehearsed song, harmonious and predictable.

In contrast to the journalist, Mr. Mills was a whirlwind of raw emotions, fiery passions, and unforeseen adventures, challenging every expectation she held about love and life. Each moment with him was like standing on the edge of a cliff, with the exhilarating wind of the unknown brushing against her face. The thrill of taking unpredictable leaps and the inherent fears of where she might land were intertwined. Every thought of a shared future with him was colored with shades of excitement, curiosity, and an undeniable hint of apprehension. It was an intoxicating blend, making her question the boundaries of her desires and the depths of everything she’d ever wanted.

The door opened, and Lark came back inside with Carter in tow. Lark raised both eyebrows and sucked in a breath. Before Winona could ask her if anything was wrong, Norm entered the room behind them. The air around Winona thickened with unspoken words, and Winona’s eyes widened at the sight of the man she hadn’t expected.

Norm skirted around the doctor and his wife, rushing to the bed. He knelt, and his knees hit the floor with a thud, making Winona cringe slightly. Surely, he will wake up to bruises tomorrow. Norm’s eyes welled with tears.

“Winona,” he began, voice choked, “I cannot begin to express my regret for leaving you in that wagon and not being here sooner. I wanted to visit; truly, I did. But Mr. Mills . . . he wouldn’t let me.”

“Wouldn’t let you?” Winona glanced around at the women, who all exchanged glances once more. While they had told her that Mr. Mills threw Norm out, they hadn’t told her why.

“It doesn’t matter what he did or didn’t do, though.” Norm waved his hand to wave off her question and his own words. “But the moment I heard you were awake, I had to come. I had to see you to apologize. I didn’t want you to think . . .” He paused, leaning forward and kissing her forehead tenderly. It was gentle, filled with remorse and longing, making her heart flutter. “Well, there was a misunderstanding, and I want you to know the truth.”

“A misunderstanding? What is the misunderstanding?”

Before Norm could answer, Carter stepped forward, clearing his throat. “Why don’t I examine Miss Callahan to see how she is first, and then you two can finish talking.”

“Yes, yes. Please do that, Dr. Evans. I want to hear how you think she is doing.” Norm rose to his feet and moved away from the bed.

Carter took a deep breath, offering a supportive smile as he began his examination. “Let’s check those eyes first.” He gently lifted Winona’s chin and studied her eyes, looking for any signs of a concussion before his fingers traced over the bump on her head, causing her to wince.

From his vantage point, Norm shifted uncomfortably at Winona’s slight show of pain.

“So . . . will she be all right?” Norm asked, voice laden with worry.

“Only time will tell, but I don’t think there is anything to be concerned about. I think she’ll recover just fine.”

Norm exhaled a deep breath, laying his hand on his chest. “Thank you, Dr. Evans.”

Carter and Lark glanced at one another, and as he gathered his things, shoving them back into the doctor’s bag, she looked toward the other women, nodding as though she was telling them something without saying the words. They returned her silent suggestion, gathering their things before making their way toward the door.

“Are you all leaving?” Winona asked them.

“We’re just going to let you two have a moment alone. We will return,” Harper said. She held the door open for Grace, Henry, Cora, Lark, and Carter, who followed the women, giving the headmistress one last glance over his shoulder. “If you need anything, just holler.”

“I will. Thank you.”

With their departure, the room was engulfed in a heavy stillness. It felt as though every shadow was holding a whisper, every creak echoing a heartbeat.

Norm took a deep breath, his fingers fidgeting as he hesitated, choosing his words carefully. “Winona,” he began. His voice was calm but thick with concern, “I owe you an explanation about what happened.”

She tilted her head, unsure if she should agree with him or let it be.

“I never meant to leave you behind,” Norm continued. “No matter what anyone has told you. When the chaos ensued, I believed you were safe and behind me. I can’t express how remorseful I feel. I would never want anything to happen to you, and I should have ensured you were behind me.”

Winona studied him for a moment, his sincere gaze, the genuine distress in his eyes. She didn’t know what had transpired nor what was said between Mr. Mills and Norm. Given her knowledge about how stubborn and opinionated Mr. Mills could get, she could only imagine. She hadn’t ever been on the other side of his screaming fits, but she’d heard them from across the campsites.

“Well, thank you for the kind words. I’m not sure what happened myself. I think it was just an unfortunate accident, and I also think it’s in the past. We can’t undo it, so we shouldn’t let it shadow the present.”

“You don’t know how glad I am to hear you say that. But even with such forgiveness, I would love to have the chance to make it up to you.” Norm knelt beside the bed once more, reaching for her hand. “I still want to make it up to you. Have you thought on the matter of the proposal?”

Her heart thumped.

“I’m sorry. I haven’t.”

“I suppose it was foolish of me to ask since you have been through this terrible situation. Of course, you haven’t had any time to think about it. Forgive my stupidity.”

“It’s not stupid to wonder.”

He nodded, relieved, but there was still a lingering hesitance in his demeanor. Drawing closer, he took a deep breath as if about to divulge a secret, "Winona, there's more I wish to discuss. I suppose I asked if you’d thought about the matter because of what I have to tell you.”

“What is it?”

“After Mr. Mills told me to leave, I went to the office. I just needed a moment. While I was there, I received a telegram.”

“From whom?”

“From the editor at the San Francisco Chronicle. I have spoken to him several times about different jobs and positions with the newspaper, and he wrote to me offering me a job.”

“He offered you a job?”

“Yes.”

“In San Francisco?”

“Yes.”

“So . . . does that mean you are leaving Oregon City?”

“If I take the job, I will. I hoped to talk about us leaving Oregon City together as husband and wife. I know you would love San Francisco. It’s a beautiful city, and you will have everything you have ever wanted. We would find a lovely home for us, perhaps close to the bay where we can take walks along the beach, listening to the ocean and feeling the breeze on our cheeks, and you could have all the freedom that comes with the city, horse-drawn carriages on cobbled streets instead of dirt that coats your shoes. You would enjoy the finest dress shops and decadent meals in elegant restaurants.”

Dresses?

Meals?

Within the dim room, Norm's words painted a vivid picture of a future that seemed both tantalizing and foreign. While she’d never seen San Francisco, she could still picture in her mind the bustling streets and burgeoning opportunities for a promised life far removed from the dirt streets of Oregon City, where a gunfight could happen at any moment. The thought of living amidst the city's grandeur, its ever-evolving rhythm, and the whispers of a modern world was undeniably tempting.

He made it sound as close to Heaven as one could get, and her heart fluttered at the idea of walking those wide avenues, of experiencing the city's countless marvels.

Yet as this shimmering vision settled, the faces of Lark, Grace, Harper, and Cora appeared in her mind's eye. The bonds they'd built during their challenging journey, the shared moments of joy and despair, were priceless to her. She had chosen to settle in Oregon City because of these connections, and she couldn’t help but feel as though her commitment to the life she had envisioned alongside these women was unwavering.

Confusion clouded her thoughts. “That sounds lovely,” she said softly, “but what about Lark and Grace and Harper and Cora? I chose to be here with them.”

“I understand that. However, I have to ask, would they want you to stay if they knew the excitement, adventure, and love that awaited you in San Francisco?”

She opened her mouth to answer but closed it before she said a word. While she had thought she knew the answer, when she thought about it, she couldn’t deny that she didn’t. They only wanted her to be happy, even if that meant her leaving to find that happiness.

“I know you thought long about staying,” Norm said. “However, with all its promise, I believed that San Francisco would be a fresh beginning for us—more appealing than Oregon City.” He cocked his head, twisting his voice into a mocking tone at the mention of the town. “I wanted to give you a chance for excitement, a new adventure, and we can visit the women and their families anytime you want. I promise. All you have to do is say the word, and we will come see them.”

Winona thought of the advice the three women gave her. The idea of a wonderful life is important. But so is happiness and love. You shouldn’t confuse security for true love. And she shouldn’t pass on love for the cares of someone who doesn’t know what they want or can’t admit it or brushes her aside for one reason or another.

Mr. Mills was unsure.

Norm was sure.

Mr. Mills didn’t know what he wanted.

Norm knew.

Mr. Mills didn’t have anything to offer her.

Norm had a lovely life already planned for them in a wonderful city filled with hopes, dreams, and love.

Mr. Mills told her their kiss didn’t matter.

Norm proposed marriage.

“Yes, Norm. Yes, I’ll marry you, and yes, we will have a lovely life in San Francisco.”


FIFTEEN
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Winona could feel the warmth from the window as she sat gazing out at the familiar streets of Oregon City. The roofs of the buildings, the winding roads, and the people meandering about their lives below all seemed like miniatures in a story she had grown to know, yet one she knew was about to come to an end. Each corner held a memory, every path a story.

And yet, her heart was on the cusp of turning a new page—one that would take her to San Francisco as a married woman.

The golden hues of the setting sun bathed the town, perhaps a reflection of her own tumultuous feelings. Winona had always believed in God's impeccable timing, even if it had been mysterious to her, and in His intricate design for everyone's life. There were moments she had questioned His plan, especially during the hardships of their journey from Missouri. Yet, every time, His purpose became evident in retrospect. The path God had laid out for her was neither easy nor predictable, but it was hers.

And now, she stood at another crossroads, not of hardships, but of choices.

Jeremiah 29:11 says, “For I know the plans I have for you,” declares the Lord, “plans to prosper you and not to harm you, plans to give you hope and a future.”

She recalled the scripture over and over again, repeating it inside her head as she took solace in the words. They served as gentle reminders that every twist and turn, every joy and sorrow, was part of His plans for us, plans to prosper and not to harm, plans to give hope and a future.

A future with Norm as her husband.

The life that Norm promised in San Francisco was nothing short of a dream. The hustle and bustle of the city, the elegance of its streets, and the promise of a fresh start away from familiar terrains beckoned her. She had, in her quieter moments, longed for such a life — one filled with new experiences, excitement, and the thrill of the unknown. She envisioned elegant ballroom dances, theaters echoing with applause, and streets lined with shops displaying the latest fashions. More than that, she saw a life where love, though in its nascent stages now, would blossom and grow, intertwining their futures.

Yes, it was nothing short of a tempting thought, this future she pictured.

With this burst of happiness, a weight bore down on her, too. While leaving Oregon City, she would also leave Lark, Cora, Harper, and Grace. And she hadn’t figured out how to tell them.

These women were more than just travel companions; they were everything to her. She had watched them grow into the beautiful beings they were now, and she had grown to love how each of them supported and cared for one another, shared dreams, and faced adversities together. They were not of her blood, but they were her daughters; they were her family.

Tears threatened to spill, but Winona blinked them away.

She knew that decisions like these were never easy. They demanded sacrifice, understanding, and, above all, faith. Faith not only in God's plans but also in herself and her choices.

She also knew she would have to tell them.

“Lord,” she whispered to herself. “Please give me the wisdom to convey my decisions with grace, and please give me the courage to step into this new chapter of my life with unwavering faith in You and Your blessings. I pray for this in Jesus’ name, amen.”

A knock rapped on the hotel door.

“Who is it?” she asked, looking toward the large wood slab.

“It’s Weston . . . er, Mr. Mills.”

Winona’s heart thumped. While she had thought about telling the young women about her decision, she hadn’t thought about what to tell the wagon master. What would she say to him? Would he understand? Or would he, like a bruised chapter of her past, become a memory she would revisit with fondness and regret?

Of course, she should probably not even think of telling the man. Why be concerned when he had said what he did? Even if he had forced Norm to leave her room after the accident, to her, he still was nothing more than the man who told her—in not so many words—that she meant nothing to him.

“Good evening, Mr. Mills,” she said, opening the door.

“Good evening.” He paused, inhaling a deep breath. “I heard you woke up. I’m happy to see it’s true.”

“I’m a little lightheaded, but otherwise, I am all right, Mr. Mills.”

“That’s good. And you may call me Weston. I know we’ve never established anything informal, but there’s no sense in not doing it after all this time and after all we’ve been through.”

“Yes, I suppose you’re right.” She brushed her fingertips against her chest, trying to ignore the kindness in his eyes.

He’d always had beautiful eyes. Ones that carried with them a gentle wisdom yet a toughness that melted her from time to time. She often found herself either thinking about them or staring into them, not wanting to look away.

“May I come in?” he asked.

Without a word, she opened the door, pushing it aside to give him enough space to enter. “I’m sorry that I wasn’t here when you woke. I . . . I had some things to do and take care of, and they couldn’t wait.”

“It’s quite all right, Mr . . . Weston. Lark, Cora, Grace, and Harper were here when I woke up. Lark fetched Carter to make sure I was all right, and of course, Norm came with him.”

A white-hot flame flared in Weston’s eyes. “Mr. Marlow was here?” Weston’s voice deepened, and a slight growl hinted at the end of his question.

“Why wouldn’t he be?”

Weston’s jaw clenched. “I don’t know. Perhaps because it was his fault you were injured in the first place.”

“It wasn’t his fault those men rushed out of the saloon with their guns blazing.”

“But it was his fault that he left you in the wagon alone while he ran for safety.”

“He told me he thought I was behind him and didn’t know I wasn’t.”

“But when did he figure out that you weren’t? He never came back for you.”

She opened her mouth but paused. Weston had a point, and it was one Norm didn’t discuss or bring up. Still, even with that said, there had to be a reason. “Perhaps he saw that you were with me and thought it best to wait until the gunfight was over.”

“Is that the excuse he fed you?”

“Fed me?” Her brow furrowed at Weston’s choice of words. Did he see her as some foolish young woman who just believed anything a man told her? “I don’t understand what you mean by that.”

“I know what I saw. He left you because he wasn’t worried about you.”

“I don’t understand how you can say that. He had just proposed to me that afternoon.”

“I saw what I saw.”

“Well, perhaps you saw wrong.”

The two of them stared at one another, and just as it had many times before when talking to the man in front of her, anger started to bubble in her chest. This happened every time they were alone. One minute, they exchanged pleasant conversation, and she would be annoyed with him the next.

She hated it.

Yet, she loved it.

It made her feel alive. It made her feel as though she had an opinion, and no matter what it was, she was free to say it, even if she didn’t know if he’d agree. She never had to tiptoe around Weston, watching what she said in fear that one thing might cause him to feel differently about her.

“It doesn’t matter, though. What’s done is done. I believe it was all a misunderstanding and one I’m willing to forget.”

“If that’s your prerogative.”

“It is. Especially when I’ve just agreed to marry him, and we are leaving for San Francisco.” There. She said it. She hadn’t thought about how she would tell the wagon master about her plans. Of course, she hadn’t considered just blurting it out, but if that was how fate would lead it to happen, then who was she to argue with that?

Weston’s eyes widened, and he backed up a step. His mouth gaped for a moment before he spoke the only words he looked as though he could muster. “You did what?”
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WESTON

The room suddenly felt too small, and the walls closed in on Weston. Winona's announcement rendered his joyous news—which he had yet to share—insignificant. He had been on pins and needles the whole way over to the hotel this evening, bursting to tell her that not only had he secured a job at the stockyards, which would pay him enough money for them to make a start at a life together, but he’d also found a house for them to rent on the outskirts of town near Dr. Evans and his wife. Dr. Evans had even been the one to help him find it.

Now, what was he supposed to do?

“You agreed to marry Mr. Marlow?” Weston’s question was more of a statement than a question, or at least it was in his mind. Although he didn’t repeat the words out loud, he said them a few more times in his head as though he needed to for them to register fully.

“Yes. I did. He has a job offer at the San Francisco Chronicle, and he talked about how lovely the city is and how we could find a home. I know I had planned to stay in Oregon City with Lark, Cora, Harper, and Grace, but it’s a wonderful chance for me to go to San Francisco.” She brushed her fingertips against her forehead, letting a soft chuckle whisper through her lips. “It all happened so fast. He offered me a life . . . with so much more than I hoped for.”

Weston felt as if he'd been punched in the gut. The anger, confusion, and hurt swirled inside him. He wanted to shout at her, wanted to ask what about them and their plans together. He wanted to tell her all about the things he’d done for them today, about the life he started to create for them. Of all the things he wanted to say, though, he didn’t utter any of them.

Not even the one he wanted to the most—don’t marry him, marry me.

He took a shaky breath as his dreams shattered before him. He couldn’t compete with the life Mr. Marlow was promising, a life lived in a big city, probably in a house twice the size of the one he found with a housemaid to help her with daily chores. He also couldn’t afford to buy her the things she deserved or provide her with everything her heart desired—two things that she deserved more than anything in the world.

He looked into her eyes, searching for even the tiniest bit of doubt in her choice. He hoped he would find something that told him not to let her make this mistake—because that was what it was: a mistake. But he couldn’t see anything.

“Well, you certainly deserve what is best for you, Winona,” he said.

[image: ]


WINONA

Winona’s heart thumped as Weston stared at her.

Was that all he had to say to her? That she deserved what was best for her? Of course, she never thought differently than that. She wasn’t about to settle for less than she deserved. No one should have to do that. But it was how he said it, as though he was telling her, once again, that he wasn’t about to even try to give her what she desired.

He wasn’t going to fight for her.

He was going to step back and walk away.

She sucked in a breath. “And you think that Mr. Marlow is best for me?”

Weston shrugged. “Don’t you?”

“I just thought . . . you might have a reason you think I should say no to Norm and stay in Oregon City.”

Weston inhaled a deep breath. He opened his mouth, and she waited for him to speak. Without saying a word, he just shook his head. The weight of his unspoken words hung between them like a bridge yet to be crossed.

Would they ever cross it?

Or would they each turn away, leaving it behind?
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“Are you sure you want to do this?” Lark stuck a pin in one of Winona’s grey curls as she glanced at their reflection in the mirror. Her round belly brushed against Winona’s back, bumping her slightly and making her smile. Lark had grown over the course of the week they’d been in Oregon City, and Winona knew it would only be a matter of time before they welcomed the bundle of joy into the world.

“Of course, I’m sure. Why wouldn’t I be?” Winona sat in front of the vanity, poised like a timeless portrait dressed and draped in layers of delicate chiffons and intricate laces that seemed to have a life of their own. She had found what she thought was the perfect dress, and as she adjusted her seat, the material fluttered and swayed, catching the golden beams of sunlight peeking through the curtains hanging by the windows.

“Because I still don’t think the groom is the right man for you.”

“Hush, Lark,” Cora said, skirting around the doctor’s pregnant wife. “Don’t try to make her doubt her choice on her wedding day. That’s rude and hurtful.”

“Sometimes the truth hurts.” Lark shot Cora a glare. “Do you remember when we tried to talk you out of courting Mr. Wright because we knew he wasn’t right? Look how that turned out.”

“Don’t bring up that man again. Ever.” Cora lifted her finger, wiggling it. “And this is a different situation. Mr. Marlow is a fine gentleman who loves her and will take care of her.”

Lark glanced at Harper and Grace. “Are you two going to help me out?” The two shook their heads, and Lark rolled her eyes, shooting them each a glare. “Don’t even pretend that you two agree with this marriage. I know you don’t,” Lark said.

Winona turned in her chair, cocking her head to the side. “Is that true?” she asked the young women. “Do you agree with Lark?”

Harper and Grace exchanged glances. “We just want you to be happy,” Harper said.

“With whomever that is,” Grace added.

“And you don’t think it’s with Norm?”

“We just always thought there was something between you and Mr. Mills. But if we were wrong, then we were wrong.” Harper smiled. “And if you’re happy, then we are happy.”

“Well, I am, and . . .” Winona sucked in a deep breath as she watched all their reflections in the mirror. Her heart thumped as she knew that not only would she get married today, but she also had to tell the young women that she and Norm would be leaving for San Francisco not long after they said ‘I do’. “I have something I need to tell you all. You might want to have a seat.”

Once they all were positioned on the bed, Winona couldn’t help but pause, looking at all four of them. While she knew they were no longer the young girls she’d watched grow up at the orphanage, she was shocked to find that they were no longer the young women who had started the journey just several months ago. They had all changed. They had all grown.

“Norm received a job offer, and he is going to take it.”

“What job offer?” Lark asked.

“It’s for an editor’s position at the San Francisco Chronicle.”

“The San Francisco Chronicle?” Lark’s brow furrowed. “Does that mean you will leave Oregon City to live in San Francisco?”

Winona inhaled a deep breath; her heart broke at the thought of her answer, but it was one she had to give. “Yes.”

The young women exchanged glances again.

“You mean . . . you’re leaving Oregon City?” Grace asked.

“Yes, I’m afraid I am.”

Grace’s eyes misted with tears. “But if you leave . . . you’ll miss everything. You’ll miss the birth of Lark’s baby, and you’ll miss . . . the birth of mine.”

Winona covered her mouth as soon as the words hit her ears. The other three women turned toward the rancher’s wife with their mouths gaped.

“You’re . . . you’re going to have a baby?” Harper asked. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

“We wanted to wait until after the wedding.”

Harper laid her hand on Grace’s shoulder. “But that’s what I was doing, too.”

Another round of gasps filled the room, and Winona’s gut twisted. Three babies would come into the world, and she would miss all of them. She’d always known she would never have grandchildren. It was just the fact for a lonely unmarried woman, and as the years passed, the chances were even less. It had been something she’d accepted, finding comfort in the knowledge she’d miss out on that part of her life. But when Lark found out she was in a delicate way, everything changed, and Winona suddenly found herself dreaming of all the babies she would hold and help raise. A glimmer of hope twinkled in her heart, and now she felt as though she would miss out all over again.

The women all looked at Cora, who shook her head, waving her arms. “Don’t look at me. I have enough of a time with just having Benjamin. I’m quite happy with God not blessing me with another baby right now. I wouldn’t be disappointed about it, but I’m happy with His decision.”

Harper, Grace, and Lark laughed.

Winona didn’t.

It wasn’t that she didn’t find the women’s banter funny. But at this moment, Winona felt a weight in her heart amidst their laughter. She wished fervently that circumstances were different, simpler.

How does one pick between two lives they want? How does one choose to stay, saying no to something that could change everything, and how does one choose to leave, saying goodbye to what they thought they wanted? Each life beckoned with its allure. One was the embrace of the familiar, the comfort of known landscapes and faces, a life where she had laid down roots, built bonds, and dreamt dreams. It was a life that echoed the past, present, and a foreseeable future. To reject it meant saying no to memories and desires she once held dear.

On the other hand, was the allure of the unknown, the thrill of a new beginning, and the promise of what might be. It was a path paved with potential, adventures, challenges, and growth. But to embrace these meant leaving behind the warmth of familiarity and venturing into the uncharted. It was a dive into a world where every step was a new discovery but also a step away from the life she had always known.

It felt as though she faced a two-sided coin.

Tears misted her eyes, and she blinked them away, trying to smile. “I’m so happy for the both of you. You shouldn’t have felt as though you had to wait to share the news, though. I am happy to share such special surprises on this day.”

The women turned their attention toward her; this time, their faces had a little more forlorn look about them. As if the choice wasn’t hard enough, they’d made it even harder, and they didn’t even know it.

“Do you have to leave Oregon City?” Grace asked.

“Don’t ask her such a thing,” Cora said. “It’s not fair.”

“Why is it not fair?”

“Because she’s obviously found happiness with Mr. Marlow and wants to be with him. If he’s leaving, then she has to follow him. It would have been the same if Jasper and I decided to head to California.”

“That doesn’t answer my question.”

“Yes, it does. It’s unfair to ask her and make her feel guilty for choosing a life with a man who loves her.”

Grace’s shoulders slumped. “I didn’t mean to do that.”

“It’s all right, Grace,” Winona said. She stood from the vanity chair and made her way over to the bed where they were all sitting. She rested on the edge, sliding herself up onto the mattress. “You didn’t make me feel guilty. I don’t think that anything any of you could say would. It hasn’t been the easiest of choices, I will admit that. But if I wish to be with my husband, then I will have to leave.” She chuckled, hoping to ease the sadness plaguing the young women. “Norm said we can visit anytime I want, so I hope you all are all right with house guests.”

“It’s fine with us if you want to leave, Winona,” Cora said. “We know just like we have had to think about our futures, you have to think about yours.”

“Yes, I do, and unfortunately, it comes with a price that I don’t wish to pay.”

“I still wonder if that future is with Mr. Marlow.” After saying the piece, Lark held her hands up, looking around the room. “Yes, I said what I did. And before you guys say anything, that is the last time I will speak on the matter.”

Winona cocked her head to the side. “I know why you think what you do, Lark. I, too, thought of a life with Weston. But he has chosen otherwise, and I need to find the happiness I deserve. Sometimes life throws choices at us, and we have to make decisions we never thought we’d face.”

“What do you mean he has chosen otherwise?”

“He didn’t fight.” Winona inhaled a deep breath. “When I told him I was marrying Norm and leaving, he said nothing. I even asked him if he saw a reason for me to stay and nothing.”

“Perhaps he’s too scared to speak up,” Grace said.

Winona cocked her head to the side. “Or perhaps he doesn’t have feelings for me, and I need to let him go.” She paused, heaving a deep sigh.
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WESTON

The warmth of the afternoon caused a thin layer of sweat to slick across Weston’s forehead. He had busied himself all morning, gathering the necessary supplies to travel back to Missouri. His hands worked deftly, securing ropes and knots as he stacked the sacks of sugar, flour, slabs of pork, and bushels of fruits and vegetables that would only last him about a week but were nice to have just the same.

Although he tried to distract his mind, counting items over and over again so he could calculate how long they’d last him, his mind was elsewhere. In fact, the wooden planks and sacks of grain might as well have been clouds of smoke for all the attention he gave them. They were just objects, things in his way rather than things that brought relief.

He didn’t want to think about Winona, not today, especially when he knew that she’d be married to another man by the time the sun set. He’d thought that by deciding to leave, he could shut out the ache in his chest, stopping it from plaguing him every second of every day. But as much as he tried not to, she was all that remained on his mind. Pictured images of the curve of her lips as she laughed, the way her eyes seemed to hold a sky full of stars when they looked at him, and how she always rested her hands on her hips when she got annoyed haunted him. He could still hear her voice, soft and graceful when they were chatting as friends and fiery when she was angry with him.

Oh, how she could get annoyed with him.

Of course, there were times she drove him crazy. But more often than not, he only said things to ruffle her feathers just because he loved to see her feathers ruffled. Everything about her had been everything he’d ever wanted in a woman, and he knew that from now until the day he met his maker, every colorful sunset and sunrise painting the sky, every gust of wind carrying the scent of blooming wildflowers, and every glistening river rushing over the rocks would remind him of her.

If he didn’t already love nature so much, he would have hated it now.

“I have to let her go,” he whispered to himself. “She’s not meant for me.”

She was to marry Mr. Marlow, a man of means who could provide her the comforts of a wonderful life in the city, far away from a dusty town, while Weston, with his dirt-streaked face and calloused hands, was a drifter at heart. Sure, he had lined up a job and a home for them, but it still wouldn’t have been the life Mr. Marlow promised.

He cinched the final knot, feeling the rope burn against his palm as he tightened it and tucked the end into the wagon so it wouldn’t hang down and catch in the wheel. He couldn’t help but think he was nothing more than a fool. Walking away from the one thing, the one person he desired most in the world. Yet, he also couldn’t help but think it didn’t matter. He had made his choice, and he needed to stick with it.

It was the right thing to do for her.

And it was the right thing for him to do, fading into the wilderness alone. The pang in his chest was a reminder that sometimes, the bravest thing one could do was let go.

So that’s what he would do.

“Mr. Mills?” a voice said behind him.

Weston turned to see Dr. Evans and Mr. Dawson heading through the stables toward him.

“Good day, gentlemen.”

They both nodded.

“What can I do for you?” Weston asked.

Dr. Evans glanced at Mr. Dawson and then looked back at Weston. “We’re here to do something for you.”

“Oh. What is that?”

“We’re here to convince you to stop Miss Callahan’s wedding.”

Weston sucked in a breath. Of all the things he thought would come from the ex-Pinkertons’ mouth, those words weren’t it. He shook his head. “I’m sorry, but I can’t do that.”

“Why not?”

“Because there’s no reason to. Mr. Marlow is a . . . fine man.” Weston couldn’t help but growl slightly when he said what he did. Even if it was true, he didn’t like thinking it, much less saying it. “He has a lot to offer her.”

“That may be true, but it doesn’t matter if he’s not the one she truly loves.” Dr. Evans cocked his head to the side. “It’s like with me and my wife. When we left Missouri, there was no doubt that Miss Randall, now Mrs. Scott, had her sights set on me. I could have been happy with her. Cora is a lovely woman. But she wasn’t my wife, and I knew it. Lark is as stubborn and pigheaded as you are, Mr. Mills, no offense. And just like she was meant for me, you were meant for Miss Callahan. You both just need to admit it.”

“I’ve seen the way the two of you look at each other,” Mr. Dawson added to the argument. “It’s plain as day to all of us. You both love each other and even if Mr. Marlow is a nice man who will care for her, he’s not the one she truly loves. She’s only marrying him because you have pushed her away. Grace told me she picked him because you wouldn’t fight for her.”

“She said that?” Weston’s heart thumped.

Had she really said that? Was she really waiting for him to fight for her?

“Yes, she did.”

Weston dropped his gaze to the ground. He had been a wanderer all his life, treating love as if it were a myth, a story for those who sought comfort in fairytales. The vast stretches of land and the beckoning call of the open road had been his only constants. Yet, Winona had shifted his entire universe, turning his long-held beliefs to dust.

“Do you know where they are getting married?” he asked.

“At the church on the edge of town. We’ll take you there.”

As Weston followed the two men out of the stables, the once stoic drifter inside him felt an unfamiliar urge to allow himself to fight for the desires he had buried deep down. Every fiber of his being yearned to fight, not for gold or land, but for a chance at love, for mornings with her laughter and nights with her whispers.

He would fight for her.

No matter what.


SEVENTEEN
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WINONA


Winona stood in the dimly lit church foyer, inhaling and exhaling several deep breaths. Her heart raced, and nothing could disguise the tremor in her hands as she held the bouquet of wildflowers that Grace had picked for her. Tears welled in her eyes, and she could hear the voices just beyond the doors that led down the aisle and down to Norm, who was waiting for her.

Her heart raced, threatening to tear her apart from the inside.

No matter the sounds in the background of her thoughts, they were nothing but muffled echoes, distant and surreal, as all she could think of was the choice she had made and the love she was about to forsake.

Norm was a good man. Kind-hearted, hardworking, and above all, he loved her with all his might. He had courted her, made her feel cherished, and given her a chance at the life she had always dreamt of—a life of love, commitment, and family. When he proposed, with that hopeful twinkle in his eyes, she knew that saying yes to him would ensure a life of comfort and affection.

There had been no doubts in her mind.

But then there was Weston. His face haunted her thoughts, and the memory of his kiss still made her shiver. With Weston, everything felt intense, passionate, and unpredictable. Their story had been tumultuous, filled with heated arguments yet sweet conversations that had made her only want to talk to him more. There was a fire in Weston that drew her in, a wildness that matched her free spirit. But with that fire came an inherent instability. And when she needed him to fight for her and give her the stability she craved, he chose to run away, go back to Missouri, and leave her behind.

She took a deep breath, letting the scent of the wildflowers fill her nostrils. The tears in her eyes threatened to spill, and she quickly blinked them away. She thought of the nights she and Weston had spent together, sharing conversations about their dreams under the vast black sky. Dreams that now seemed so distant.

She always hated how he didn’t think she could make the journey, yet she also couldn’t deny that his words of doubt had lit a fire in her to prove him wrong—a fire that she realized she didn’t even know she had in her. He pushed her to be better every day, even if he didn’t know it.

Why wouldn’t he fight for me, she wondered. Was I not good enough?

She shook the thoughts from her head as she heard footsteps approaching the door. She sucked in a breath, closing her eyes while the doors swung open, and as she looked down the aisle, she saw Norm waiting for her next to the pastor. A broad grin spread across his face, and he clasped his hands in front of him.

He will love and cherish you, she thought. And he won’t leave you.

Gripping her bouquet, she started down the aisle, taking it step by step as she kept her gaze on Norm, who looked dashing in his best suit; a slight nervousness was visible in his eyes.

Winona approached the altar slowly, her steps light and her head held high, and as she reached Norm, he extended his hand, and she took it. Her fingers trembled ever so slightly as their hands intertwined, and they turned towards the pastor.

“Dear friends and family,” the pastor began, his voice echoing in the silent church, “we have gathered here today in the sight of God and this congregation to join Norm and Winona in the holy bond of matrimony.”

He paused for a moment as though he was allowing the gravity of the occasion to sink in. “Marriage is a sacred institution, ordained by God, and it is not to be entered into lightly or unadvisedly. If anyone here knows why these two should not be joined in matrimony, let them speak now or forever hold their peace.”

The church remained silent, save for the creaking of wooden benches and the distant sound of birds outside. Winona glanced over her shoulder, looking at the four young women and smiling for a moment until she realized that two of the husbands weren’t sitting with their wives.

The pastor continued, jerking her attention back to the ceremony, “Norm, do you take Winona to be your lawfully wedded wife, to live together in the holy state of matrimony? Do you promise to love her, comfort her, honor her, and keep her, in sickness and in health, forsaking all others, and keep only unto her, so long as you both shall live?”

Norm swallowed hard, and with a steady voice, he said. “I do.”

The pastor then turned to Winona. “Winona, do you take Norm to be your lawfully wedded husband, to live together in the holy state of matrimony? Do you promise to love him, comfort him, honor him, and keep him, in sickness and in health, forsaking all others, and keep only unto him, so long as you both shall live?”

Winona took a deep breath and opened her mouth. “I—”

“Stop!” a voice shouted.

All eyes turned to the entrance, where a panting Weston stood. His face was red, and the raw emotion in his eyes and voice caused Winona’s heart to skip a beat.

Dr. Evans and Mr. Dawson ran in after the wagon master, and both Lark and Grace stood, shuffling out of the pew as they made their way toward their husbands.

“What did you do?” Lark asked Carter.

“I did what I knew should be done.”

Norm stepped forward with his face twisted in annoyance. Before he could open his mouth, the pastor raised a hand, signaling for calm.

Weston took a few more steps into the church, every pair of eyes watching him. "I can't let this happen. I can't let you marry him, Winona."

Winona's breath caught in her throat, her grip on her bouquet tightening. She could feel Norm's hand on her arm, a silent plea for her to stay with him. She wiggled from his grasp, turning to face the wagon master.

“Why didn’t you fight for us sooner?” she asked, her voice cracked on the last word.

“I thought it would be better for you if I didn’t. I thought that I couldn’t give you the life you deserved.”

“I can,” Norm said. “I can give you everything, Winona.”

Winona glanced between the two men, and she backed away from both of them.

Weston moved toward the couple. "I know I've made mistakes. I've let my fears and uncertainties get in the way of what's most important. But I've realized . . . you are my home, Winona. Leaving Oregon City, leaving you . . . it's the biggest mistake I'd ever make. I love you more than words can express, and I am ready to fight for us, to give you the life you deserve."

The church was filled with a heavy, palpable silence. All eyes were on Winona, waiting for her response, and the weight of her decision pressed down on her shoulders.

Norm reached out, trying to grab her hand. "Winona, we've made a commitment, a promise to each other. Don't let his words sway you."

Winona's gaze moved between the two men, and as she looked at Weston, the raw sincerity in his eyes called out to the very core of her being. Despite the tumultuous nature of their relationship, it was with him that she had felt the most alive, the most herself. The fire they shared, the intense emotions, the electric charge every time they touched—it was a connection she had never felt with anyone else. Weston was the wild rhythm that matched the beat of her heart, the unfinished song that she yearned to complete. In choosing him, she was choosing a life less predictable, but one that promised an adventure every single day. She realized that, in loving him, she embraced both the storms and the rainbows, and she was willing to brave any test for the chance to find uncharted wonders with him by her side.

Her only problem now was telling Norm.

She took a deep breath, trying to steady herself as she faced Norm and reached out, letting her fingers graze along the material of his lapel. She cocked her head to the side, fighting back tears.

“You’ve always been so kind,” she whispered. “And it was your kindness that made me care for you. I want you to know that.”

He inhaled a deep breath, dropping his gaze to the floor as he nodded. “But it’s not enough, is it?” His voice was deep, sad.

She furrowed her brow. “You don’t know how much I want to say that it is. But I can’t. I’m so sorry.”

“Don’t apologize. One should never apologize for finding or showing love. Ever.”

“Not even when it hurts someone I care about?”

He shook his head. “Nope. Not even then.” He inhaled a deep breath, glancing at Weston and then back at Winona. “I wish you two the best.”

“Thank you. Good luck in San Francisco.”

He smiled, but it was a half-smile, one that she felt he only used to silently say thank you for the kind words, but he wasn’t sure if he could accept them or not. Without another word, he left the church, shutting the door behind him.

Everyone in the room watched him until he vanished, and then they all turned toward Winona. She looked at each of their faces, her eyes falling lastly on Weston.

“Well, now what?” she asked.

A smile spread across his face, and he glanced at the pastor as he approached the front of the aisle and grabbed Winona’s hand. “Do you think we can start over?”

“As long as it’s what you and Miss Callahan wish, then I can.”

Weston turned back to Winona. “So, how about we make this official?”

“It’s about time. What took you so long?”

He snorted a laugh. “Well, as I told Mrs. Evans a few days ago, I’m a man. Sometimes we’re idiots.”


EIGHTEEN
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WINONA


TEN MONTHS LATER

The wooden table in the center of Winona’s warm kitchen gleamed under the evening light as she meticulously laid out plates, silverware, and cups. The smell of pot roast and fresh bread filled the room, and a vase with wildflowers stood at the center of the table as its crown. She adjusted her apron and was about to fetch the fresh pies she’d baked that morning when the door opened with a muted creak.

Weston stepped inside. His boots were covered in dust, and his tired face bore the marks of a long day working under the relentless sun of the stockyards. “Good evening, darling,” he said. His voice was low with exhaustion.

“Good evening, dear.” She made her way over to him, wrapping her arms around him. He returned the embrace. “Did you have a good day?”

“It was good. Long. But good.” He smiled at her, giving her the same kiss he did all those nights ago when he made her head spin after Grace’s wedding.

He glanced at the table, raising an eyebrow.

“Setting up for a feast, I see. Are we having guests?”

She nodded. “Yes, so you need to go wash up.”

Before Weston could even make it to the kitchen sink, the door swung open, and Lark stepped inside. Her radiant face was framed with cascades of blonde hair. She cradled their daughter, Lily, close to her chest. The baby squirmed and whimpered, and Lark’s brow furrowed with every sound. Carter followed not too far after her, smiling as he shut the door behind him. His expression was a mixture of exhaustion and contentment.

“Good evening,” they said to both Winona and Weston. Weston shook Dr. Evans’ hand, kissed Lark on the cheek, and said a little hello to the baby in Lark’s arms before explaining he had to wash up and heading into the kitchen toward the sink. Lily kicked her feet, crying as he walked away as though she didn’t want him to leave.

Winona moved over to Lark, stretching out her arms. “I’ll take her from you,” she said, motioning toward the baby. Lark happily obliged, breathing out a deep breath as she handed Lily over to Winona, and as soon as Winona started swaying her body, the baby stopped crying and calmed, giving Winona a big, toothless grin.

“I think someone’s missed her grandmother,” Lark said.

“Has she been difficult?”

“Only a little. She just hasn’t been too happy today. I don’t know why.”

Winona took the baby with a tenderness only a grandmother could muster, gazing at Lily’s sweet, chubby cheeks. “Oh, my precious Lily. Are you having a bad day?”

Weston chuckled, wiping his hands on a towel, a hint of moisture in his eyes. “I don’t know anyone who would have a bad day in your arms.” He made his way back over to them, brushing his hand on Lily’s head. “She just needed time with her grandparents.” He moved his finger down to her chin, tickling her until he drew a bubbly giggle from her.

“Always,” Carter grinned, clapping Weston on the back. “You know she can’t resist your stories.”

Weston smirked. “Well, every tale I spin is one for the ages. Can’t blame the child for having impeccable taste.”

Winona laughed, adjusting Lily in her arms. “You haven’t changed one bit, Weston.”

Another knock rapped on the door, and as Carter moved to open it, the doorknob twisted, and it popped open. Cora, with Benjamin in her arms, and Jasper stepped inside.

“I hope we aren’t late,” Jasper said, blinking as he scanned the room.

“Nope. You’re right on time.” Weston made his way toward them, but before he could take Benjamin from Cora, the door opened again, and Grace, with baby Jack cradled in her arms, entered the room. Luke followed, trying to hold back Henry from rushing past them all.

“Grandpa!” Henry exclaimed, tugging himself from Luke’s grip. He darted across the room and leaped into Weston’s arms, wrapping his tiny arms around the older man’s neck.

Weston laughed, his eyes crinkling with joy. “Look at you, sprouting up like a young tree!”

Lark grabbed Lily back from Winona, motioning toward Grace as though she was telling her that Winona’s arms were now free to hold Jack. Grace made her way to the headmistress, handing her the sleeping infant who wasn’t more than a few weeks old.

“We ran into Harper and Brooks at the general store just as we were leaving. They should be here any minute.”

It wasn’t but just a few more minutes, as Grace said it would be, that Harper and Brooks appeared at the doorway. The gentle cry of a baby preceded Harper as she entered, holding her newborn daughter, Elizabeth, wrapped in a soft, white blanket.

Harper smiled shyly, brushing a strand of hair behind her ear. “Sorry we are late; I couldn’t find the kind of apples I was looking for at the general store.”

“You aren’t late. Not at all.” Winona shifted Jack to one arm, taking Elizabeth in the other. Born only a few days apart, they slept blissfully in her arms.

The room was a symphony of laughter, baby coos, joyous reunions, and shared tales. Winona felt as though her heart might burst with happiness. She stood in the center, taking in the sight of the ever-growing family not of her blood but that she’d created out of love just the same.

A strong hand settled on her shoulder, and she turned to find Weston’s deep blue eyes studying her. “Are you happy, Winona?” he asked, his voice low and filled with warmth.

She looked around the room once more at the faces of their children and grandchildren. Emotion choked her voice, but her smile said it all. “I can’t think of a better life than the one we’ve created, Weston.”

Weston drew her close, planting a gentle kiss on her forehead. “Neither can I, my love. Neither can I.”

“Thank you for this,” she whispered.

Weston cocked his head to the side. “For what?”

“For fighting for me. For giving me a reason to stay where I belonged.” She looked around the room, then down at the infants in her arms. “There’s so much beauty to be found in finally getting everything you want from life, and not just in places, but in people and in moments.”

Weston kissed her cheek. “There's no one else in this world I'd rather share those moments with than you.”

“And I, you.”

Conversations around them continued, and the sounds were nothing more than a timeless lullaby. Their two souls intertwined, basking in the simple beauty of what God had blessed them with, and together, they stood, surrounded by the laughter and joy still echoing in their ears. The legacy they had built was more than just a house or land. It was the generations of love, hope, and dreams that filled every soul of their family and the promise of many more memories to come.

THE END
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Five women headed out West to make new lives on the Frontier find hope and love in the arms of five men. Their adventures may be different, but their bond is the same as they embark on the journey together in the same wagon train.
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Everyone loves adventure.

Well, almost everyone.

Abby had to correct herself on that point. Her parents didn’t like adventure much. Neither did her three older sisters. They liked being home. They liked being in a place they knew. They didn’t enjoy the thrill of the unknown or the sense that the world could open up right under their feet.

Of course, that wasn’t an appealing thought. For surely that would mean death. And Abby didn’t like the idea of that. She just liked the adventure.

Yeah, she thought to herself. I don’t like that.

Abby heaved a deep sigh as she walked along the path around the lake. It was a favorite pastime for her and one she enjoyed nearly every day. Well, every day that her parents and sister’s stayed in their country home. When they were in the city . . . well, that was another story. She would often sneak out of the house and head to the park. Even if she had to be careful about being seen, she would still try to get in a little walk in the trees and sunshine. Wasn’t that what Spring and Summer were for? Perhaps even Autumn? Winter surely not, although she couldn’t complain too much about those months. For she loved the snow too and would enjoy it until her fingers and nose turned red, and her skin hurt.

Something about nature called to her like a mother calls to a child when they want them to come home or to the table to sit down and share a meal. She loved everything about it. The smell of the air, the sound of the birds, and the leaves rustling in the breeze. The feel of the sunshine upon her skin and how it felt as though her body tried to soak it all in like a rag soaks up water.

The outdoors made her feel alive.

Much like the sense of adventure did.

And the two, she thought, went hand in hand.

“Aammeelliiaa!” She heard a woman’s voice call out in the distance. Her name was long and drawn out and sounded as though the woman—her mother—calling had her hands up against the sides of her mouth.

Her heart thumped. She couldn’t be caught coming from the direction of the lake, and yet, there would be no chance to sneak around to the other side of the stables without being seen. Her mother called for her several more times, and as she tried to round the stables, appearing as though she came from a different direction, she heard her mother’s foot stomp on the front porch.

“Abby Lynn Jacobson! And just where have you been?” Her mother raised her hand as if to stop her from answering. “Don’t even tell me you were walking around that lake all by yourself.”

“All right.” Abby squared her shoulders. “I don’t tell you that.”

Her mother’s eyes narrowed, and she pointed her finger in Abby’s face. “You listen to me, young lady; you will not go flittering off again. Do you understand me? You have far too many responsibilities in this house to do anything other than what you’re supposed to be doing.”

“But sewing and cooking and cleaning are just so boring. I want to be outside.”

“Outside is no place for a woman unless they are out there to hang laundry on the line or gardening. Both of which you need to be doing too.” Her mother continued to wave her hands around the outside of the house, pointing toward the laundry line and the fenced garden around the back of the house. Clothes already hung on the line, and they moved in the breeze. “Your sisters certainly don’t spend any time fooling around outside.”

“That’s because my sisters are married and have husbands to look after.”

“And you will have one too. Sooner than later, now that your father has made it official.”

“What do you mean?” Abby jerked her head, and her brow furrowed.

“Mr. Herbert Miller is on his way over to the house this afternoon.”

“Why?” Although she asked, she wasn’t sure she wanted the answer, nor did she believe she would like it.

Her mother shook her head and rolled her eyes. “To finalize the agreement and plans to marry you and take care of you, of course.”

Abby sucked in a breath and spit went down the wrong pipe. She choked and sputtered, coughing several times while she gasped. “I . . . I  . . .” She coughed a few more times and held out her hand until she regained composure. “I don’t want to marry him.”

“That’s not for you to decide. He comes from a well-to-do family and intends to provide a good life for you. Not to mention we could use the money.” Her mother clasped her hands together and fidgeted with her fingers as she glanced around the home. It was still in good shape for its age, but even Abby had seen some of the repairs it needed, and she knew her parents couldn’t afford it. “I dare say he’s the richest young man out of all your sister’s husbands. You will have a better life than any of them.”

“And you think I care about that?”

“You should. It’s well known around St. Louis that the Millers have the means. There are mothers and fathers all over the city who would love to have him for a son-in-law. You’re going to have quite the life, young lady.”

“But is it quite the life if it’s a life I don’t want?”

“How can you not want it? A husband. A nice home. Children. It’s all you’ve wanted.”

“No, it’s all you’ve wanted. And it’s all my sisters have wanted.”

“Oh, spare me talk of your dreams of adventure.” She rolled her eyes again and wiggled her finger at her daughter. “There is plenty of adventure in being married and having children. Trust me.”

“That’s not the kind of adventure I want, Mother.”

“It doesn’t matter what you want, Abby. Your purpose in life and in this family is to marry and have children. If you’re lucky, which it looks like you are, you will marry a nice man with means. You should be happy. You could have ended up like Mirabel Pickens.” Mother brushed her fingers across her forehead. “Lord only knows what her parents were thinking marrying her off to that horrible Mr. Stansbury on the edge of town. He’s at least twice her age and hasn’t two pennies to rub together. Of course, he acts like he does, but honestly, I think the Pickens family gives them money.” Mother fanned her face with her hand. “Now, go upstairs and change your dress. Fix your hair too. He’ll be here within the hour.”

Before Abby could protest any further, her mother spun on her heel and marched back across the porch and into the back door of the kitchen. Abby stood on the porch. Part of her was too stunned for words, yet the other part wasn’t shocked at all. She always knew this day was coming. It just had come a little sooner than she thought it would, and although she had thought of a few excuses or reasons she could give to put it off, with Herbert on his way to the house, she didn’t know if any of them would work.

Scratch that.

She knew none of them would work.

Her parents had their eyes set on the young Mr. Miller for a while, and there wasn’t any reasoning they would listen to that would change their minds.

It wasn’t that Herbert—or Hewy as he once told her she could call him—was a dreadful young man. He wasn’t exactly what she would call the type of man she would hope to marry, but he was nice. He was taller than most men his age and skinner, and he wore thick glasses that always seemed to slip down his nose as he talked. He was constantly pushing them back up, and there were times Abby wondered if he ever would buy a pair that fit better or if he enjoyed the fact they were a size too big. Like had it become a habit for him and one he liked.

She remembered how distracting it had been at the Christmas dance last December that her parent's friends hosted at their house. Every few steps, he would take his hand off her waist to push them back up his nose, and he would even miss a step here and there, throwing them both off balance because he had to lead. He’d even stepped on her foot once or twice.

Her toe throbbed for days after that party.

No. She simply could not marry him. She just couldn’t.

If her mother wouldn’t see reason, perhaps her pa would.

She marched across the porch and into the house, making her way toward his office and knocking on the door.

“Come in,” her pa said from the other side, and as she opened it and moved into the room, he glanced up from his desk and smiled. “Good afternoon, Abby.”

“Well, it’s an afternoon, but I’m not sure it’s a good one.”

He cocked one eyebrow and threw the pencil in his hand down onto a stack of papers on the desk. “What has your mother done now?”

“She’s informed me that Mr. Herbert Miller is on his way to the house to finalize an agreement for my hand in marriage.” She paused for a moment but then continued before her father could say a word. “Father, I know you aren’t going to accept it. Right?”

“And what makes you say that?” He glanced down at the papers on his desk as he blew out a breath.

She knew where this conversation was headed. She’d seen this reaction in him she didn’t know how many times in her life. When faced with a question that Pa didn’t want to answer, he used work as his excuse to ask whoever was asking him what he didn’t want to face to leave. She wasn’t about to let him do it today.

“I don’t care what you have on that desk that is so important, Pa, but quite frankly, I don’t care. This is important. This is my future. I don’t want to marry Herbert Miller. I don’t love him. You’ve got to put a stop to this.”

He reached up and rubbed his fingers into his temples. “What is it that you want me to say, Abby? I don’t have time for this.”

“I want you to say no and tell him that I’m not ready to marry and that you don’t give him your blessing.”

“You know I can’t say that, young lady.”

“For heaven’s sakes, why not?”

“Because we’ve already agreed, and he’s already paid off our debts.”

“He’s done what?” She didn’t mean to shout, but she did anyway, and the look on her father’s face as the loudness in her tone blared in his ears told her she should have given a second thought before letting her volume raise.

“Don’t take that tone with me, young lady.”

“I’m sorry, Pa. I didn't mean to. It’s just that . . . I don’t want to marry Herbert Miller.”

“And I don’t understand why you don’t. He comes from a good family—”

“And he wants to provide me with a good life. I know.” She threw her hands up in the air and paced in front of her father’s desk. “Mother already told me all those things. But they don’t matter. It doesn’t matter how good his family is or what he wants to provide for me. I don’t want to be like my sisters. You know this. You’ve always known this.”

“Don’t tell me you still have all those silly notions of adventure stuck in your head.”

“They aren’t silly.”

“But they are!” He slapped his hand down on his desk. The force was so great that it rattled the oil lamp sitting on the edge, and the flame flickered. Abby flinched, and she stared at her pa, blinking.

Of course, she’d seen her father angry a time or two growing up. She didn’t think there was a child alive who didn’t see their parents in a fit at least once. It was what adults did.

But while she knew he could get that angry, she didn’t expect to see it. At least not today. Not over this.

He fetched an envelope, opened it, and yanked out the money tucked inside. He threw it down on the table. “Do you see this? This is what will save this family. You are what will save this family. Abby, it’s time you grow up and stop wasting your time and thoughts on silly things. You’re not a child anymore. You’re a woman. It’s time for you to marry and take care of a husband and children. I know you have never talked about wanting those things, but I thought perhaps the older you became . . .”

“Well, you thought wrong.” She folded her arms across her chest.

“Perhaps I did. But that doesn’t change the fact that we will make the wedding plans when this young man comes over this afternoon.”

“Pa, please, no. Don’t make me do this.”

He held up his hands. “I’m sorry, Abby, but I’ve already made my decision, and the deal is done. It’s what I had to do to save this house and my family. And it was the best thing I could have done for you.” He moved to the office door, opening it before he paused in the frame. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I must see to the rest of my work before this young man arrives.”

“Pa?”

“Abby, this conversation is finished.”

Tears welled in her eyes, and although she tried to blink them away, she couldn’t, and they soon found themselves spilling over and streaming down her cheeks. She shook her head as she watched him leave the office. While she knew there had been a chance he wouldn’t listen to her, she hoped he might.

And now that hope was gone, leaving her with only a sense of desperation.

What could she do? She couldn’t marry Herbert. She just couldn’t. She would rather run away than marry him.

Run away.

That was what she would do.

That was the answer.

If she wanted adventure when no one would give it to her, well then, she would simply take it for herself.

All she needed was to pack some clothes and get her hands on some money.

Money.

She glanced over her shoulder toward the pile of cash Pa had yanked out of the envelope. She didn’t know how much was there, but it looked enough. Or she should say it looked like enough to get her where she wanted to go. It was hers after all, wasn’t it? If she was the one sold like a farm animal?

She moved over to the desk, staring down at the paper bills.

She didn’t have to take it all. She could leave some of it for her parents.

Never mind, she thought. I’m taking every last dollar.


TWO
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WILLIAM


“Do you have room for my horse?”

William’s eyes fluttered with the booming voice that filtered into the barn from the stalls and walkway below. He rolled over, and several stalks of hay poked his back through his shirt. He hated sleeping in the hayloft of a barn, but it was safer than sleeping in a stall. Not only could a horse step on him, or worse, lay down on him in a stall, but there was a better chance he would get caught if he was down there instead of up in the hayloft.

And he couldn’t get caught.

Not unless he wanted to go to jail.

Which he didn’t.

“Yeah. Just take the last stall on the left, Mr. Russell. Are you boarding for the day?” another voice asked.

“I’ll be back for him around dawn. That’s when we leave to take another trip to Oregon. I gots me a pocket full of money, and I want to have fun spending it.”

William’s ears perked up with the word money, and he rolled over again, scooting on his stomach toward the edge of the loft so he could look down upon the man. He couldn’t glimpse the man’s face looking down on the top of his hat, but the man was dressed in all black from his hat to his chaps. He watched as the man led his buckskin horse down the walkway into the stall and untacked it before throwing the saddle on the rack and hooking the bridle on the horn. He fed and watered the animal, then strode back toward the door. The rowels of his spurs clanked and rattled with each of his steps.

William knew he needed to get out of the barn before the stable master found him. He didn’t know the price he would have to pay if caught sleeping in the hayloft, but he wasn’t about to find out. He rolled up onto his knees, folding his blanket before shoving it in his bag and brushing the last crumbs of the stale loaf of bread he had for dinner, so they scattered in the hay.

Looking over the edge of the loft, he glanced around, and after making sure no one would see him, he scaled down the ladder, jumping off the last rung before he slung his bag over his shoulder and darted out the back door of the barn.
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William hadn’t ever been to Independence, Missouri before. He’d only heard about it in his brother’s stories. They used to talk about coming here as young boys when they dreamed. It was known as the Queen City of the Trails. The starting point where those seeking to travel out west to the frontier started their journey. He hadn’t known what to expect from this strange little city, but such didn’t matter. All that did was that somehow, he found his way out of it.

And preferably by wagon on a wagon train headed to Oregon or California.

He wasn’t picky about where he would go. He just needed to get as far away from Missouri as possible and by any means he could.

Even if he had to work for it.

He trotted down the different alleyways between the buildings, staying off the main streets as he veered through town. He rounded the corner onto another street, and as he did, he came face to face with a small café. Scents of eggs, bacon, sausage, and potatoes wafted in the air, and his stomach growled as though to tell him it wanted everything the nose could smell. His mouth watered too, and he closed his eyes, imagining how it all tasted—which he was sure was delicious.

He hadn’t eaten anything since finding that loaf of old bread in the garbage outside of the bakery yesterday morning, and while he had planned to go back there to check for more, the thought of stale, butterless bread was no match for the smell of a hot breakfast.

Opening his eyes, he glanced down at the ground. He didn’t want more stale bread any more than he wanted to dig out his own eyes, but of course, there was one big problem. How to get it? Getting the bread was easy, but with empty pockets and not a nickel to his name, the hot breakfast was nothing short of impossible.

He heaved a deep sigh and hunched his shoulders as he kicked at a rock and watched it roll several inches. Admitting defeat was never easy, and this morning with a grumbling stomach was no exception.

Still, facts were facts. He didn’t have the money, so bread it was.

He continued down the street, barely looking up as he passed the café. He didn’t want to see the food any more than he wanted to smell it, but as he passed, he glanced out of the corner of his eye. A young couple was sitting at a table outside, chatting to one another. Distracted with their conversation, they didn’t even look at William as he passed. Hesitation spurred through him, and he slowed down, watching as the man scooted his chair toward the woman, and they huddled their faces close to one another.

“And so, I told him, Mr. Dexter, I just can’t marry your daughter because I’m in love with someone else,” the man said.

“Oh, and just who might that be?” the woman asked.

The man scooted his chair even closer and grabbed her hands. “Why, you, my darling.” While the woman ducked her chin, her face turned a bright shade of red, and she removed her handkerchief from her handbag, brushing her other hand along her chest. William wanted to retch at the sight of their love and affection for one another, but with an empty stomach, nothing would have come up. Not to mention, he would have drawn unwanted attention from what he was about to do.

He just needed to wait for the perfect moment . . .

Just as he had hoped, the man, so overcome with love, shoved his plate aside and out of his way. William lunged over the small fence separating the dining area from the sidewalk and grabbed the plate. The woman screamed, but as the man spun in his chair, William took off down the street with the plate tucked tight into his body so none of the food would spill.
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William continued down the street and around another building, hiding behind several wooden crates stacked against the brick wall. He pressed his back against the bricks and glanced down both directions of the alleyway before sliding down to the ground and tucking his legs up until he was blocked from sight.

His lungs heaved, and he closed his eyes. “Lord. Please forgive me for stealing this food. I know it’s wrong, and I have sinned. I hate to eat it, but . . . I’m starving. I pray for my forgiveness. In Jesus' name. Amen.”

Although the first bite tasted like a little bit of heaven, the guilt gave it an unpleasant aftertaste. It was one he didn’t like, but he also knew that he didn’t know when he would see food again without stealing. He wanted to curse himself just as much as he wanted to curse his brother for putting him into this mess. And yet, he also knew that doing either of those wouldn’t make the situation better.

Nothing would make it better.

Well, clearing his name would.

But knowing the solution and putting it into play were two different things. Pinkertons weren’t about hearing reason. They just saw the words as excuses. The guilty are always trying to get out of punishment for their crimes, they would say, and no matter what he told them, they would only say it to him.

They wouldn’t believe him.

Nor would they even give him the chance to explain.

He shoveled the last few bites of eggs into his mouth, both wanting to chew them slowly to savor them and also gobble them down so he could flee before anyone caught him. Once he had licked it clean, he tossed the plate aside, and another hint of guilt prickled in his chest as the bone white china smacked against the dirt with a thud sound. He wanted to return the plate to the café, and yet he knew that it would be foolish to do so.

Perhaps I can leave it outside the door tonight after dark, he thought. Do at least one good thing today, even if it’s not much of one.

It would be the right thing to do.

He could almost hear his mama talking to him from Heaven above, telling him what he needed to do. Or course, that was nothing new. He listened to her daily, always on his case about one thing or another he did. Lord, she would roll over in her grave if she saw him now. He was glad she passed on so she wouldn’t have to see the utter failure he’d become. As much as he hated to think that, he did, and it was just another thing to hate his brother for.

He heaved a deep sigh and slipped his hand into his pants pocket, pulling out a folded piece of paper. It was yellower than it had been months ago, and the edges were tearing from all the time spent in his pocket, and all the times he pulled it out, looked at it, and stuck it back in. It wasn’t that looking at it gave him hope or comfort. It was just the opposite, actually. The paper only brought him fear, pain, and anger, and although he wanted to throw it away every second of every day, he also wanted to keep it. He didn’t know why.

Perhaps it was the reminder he needed.

Or perhaps he was nothing but an utter fool.

He didn’t know which.

But as he opened it and looked down upon the words ‘WANTED’ and a drawn picture of his face with his name below written in black ink, all the feelings came flooding back.

He was a wanted man.

And it was all his brother’s fault.
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ONE
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CULLEN


“God never gives you what He can’t carry you through.”

Pastor Duncan’s words repeated in Cullen McCray’s mind as he glanced down at his niece. All of just nine years old, the little girl sat beside him in the wagon as they drove into town. Her little body bumped into his every time a wheel rolled over a rock, and her white-blonde hair blew in the gentle breeze. She was the purest example of what the pastor was talking about. Or at least that was what the pastor had told him when he brought her to Cullen’s cabin that day, scared and sad. Her entire world was torn apart by her father’s sudden death and him, her uncle, her only chance.

She glanced back at him. Her eyes---his brother’s eyes---stared at him. She looked more like Clint every day, and he wondered if she would grow up to have Clint’s mannerisms. Would she act like him? Talk like him? Would she think like him? While he wanted her to, a part of him didn’t. He wasn’t sure he wanted another Clint in his life.

“What do we need from town today, Uncle Cullen?” Sadie asked.

He rolled the piece of straw from one side of his lips to the other, chewing a little more on the sweet taste of the dried stem. “Just the usual, Sadie. Did you need something else this time?”

She shrugged. “I was thinking of making a pie when we got back to the ranch.”

Pie.

He hadn’t thought of pie in months, hadn’t thought about much of the things his late wife used to bake, actually. Because thinking of them would have reminded him of her and how she wasn’t around to bake them anymore. He ate chili and stew and steak and potatoes and eggs and bacon, which was the sum of his diet. Perhaps he would have some bread or biscuits on those cold winter nights when he needed something to stick to the sides of his gut and keep him warm, but other than that, he didn’t branch out. He didn’t want to. He didn’t want the reminder.

Of course, he knew that needed to change now that Sadie was in his life. He had to care for her, and a little growing girl needed more nourishment than what he’d been putting into his body. She needed a garden with lots of vegetables and an orchard with fruit trees. She needed bread. She needed cakes and cookies and, well, pie. All the things his late wife would spend her days making for him. He could still smell all the scents in the house. But back to the point. Sadie needed more, and she also needed to cook and bake—or at least learn to do those things along with how to sew, read, and do arithmetic.

“Do you know how to bake a pie?” he asked the girl.

“I do. Well, sort of. It was one thing Nanny Noreen taught me before . . .” The little girl's voice trailed off. She didn’t want to say before the accident. She never did. She always stopped herself when she found the words trying to come out of her lips.

Not that he blamed her. He never wished to speak of it, either. His brother and his sister-in-law were now up in Heaven with his wife, leaving Sadie and him down here on earth to pick up the pieces as best as they could.

“What kind of pie did you want to make?” he asked; a slight hope rose in his chest that the girl would say peach or apple. Those were always his favorite.

“I don’t know. I guess whatever fruit I can find in town.”

Find in town.

Guilt prickled in his chest. She shouldn’t have to find fruit in town. She should be able to go out and pick it off her tree. It was just another thing he mentally put on his list of things to do for her—plant some trees.

“Well, I suppose we can look to see what Mr. Dawson has. If you find something that works, we can get it. Did you need anything else for a pie?”

“I don’t know. I suppose if I may, I’ll look around?”

“Yeah. You can do that.”

She glanced at him again and smiled before leaning her head on his arm.

His heart gave another little tug at his guilt. For so many months after the accident and after Pastor Duncan brought her up to his cabin, he hadn’t wanted her to stay. Not quite a burden, but almost there. He had packed her bags, he didn’t know how many times, fully intent on taking her down to the orphanage where he thought she belonged. She needed a chance at a family with a ma and pa. She didn’t need a gruff lone wolf like him. Not to mention, he had wished to live his life alone in his cabin. The cattle ranch. The family. Those were all things Clint, his brother, wanted. He didn’t. Or at least he didn’t until . . .

He shook his head, ridding himself of the thoughts of his late wife.

He couldn’t think of her.

Not now.

Not today.

Never again.

He tapped the reins on the horses’ backs, then whistled at them to pick up the pace into a trot. He needed the distraction of town to ease his mind.
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MAGGIE

“Love always, Clint.” Maggie once again read the ending words of Clint’s last letter as the stagecoach rolled down the lane. Her heart thumped, and she bit her lip as she leaned back in the seat and rested her head back.

She didn’t want to think about the life she left to travel hundreds of miles across the United States so she could marry a man she didn’t know. Or how she fled her parents’ house in the middle of the night with her mother telling her to leave while her father slept. She only wanted to think about the life she was about to start as Mrs. Clint McCray. It didn’t matter that they hadn’t actually met before and had only corresponded with letters. Nor did it matter that she wasn’t exactly in love with him . . . yet. It only mattered that in those letters, he promised her a life far away from her parents and the life they had planned for her. One where Daddy would shove her into a loveless marriage with either Benjamin Stone or Matthew Cooper—two sons of business acquaintances he’d known for years. She knew both men well, too. Benjamin was nothing but a bore, and Matthew . . . well, let her just say she didn’t care for the way he treated women. Not to mention, his reputation in town left little to be desired, and she doubted the perpetual bachelor would even want to marry. He had more fun pursuing other tastes.

While she knew her daddy didn’t think they were the best choices, he also wasn’t about to have a spinster for a daughter, and she knew her time was fast ticking away. As did her mama. Which was why, when Clint’s letter arrived with the plan for her to leave, they packed her a suitcase and bought her a ticket out west. Out to Lone Hollow, Montana.

“Are you headed to Lone Hollow?” the woman sitting across from her asked. Slightly older than Maggie, her hair was styled in a tight bun at the base of her neck, and she looked through a pair of spectacles resting on her long, thin nose.

“Yes, I am. My soon-to-be husband lives there and is waiting for me.”

The woman smiled and ducked her chin slightly. “Best wishes to you both.”

“Thank you. I’m Maggie, by the way. Maggie Colton.”

The woman nodded. “Amelia Hawthorn. It’s a pleasure to meet you.”

“You, too.” Maggie shifted her gaze from the woman to the window of the stagecoach. Nothing but mountains and forests and wilderness, Montana had been nothing like she’d ever seen before. So pretty. So peaceful. Like God’s perfect place and glory was here in this state. “Where are you headed?” she asked, turning her attention to the woman.

“Brook Creek. It’s about forty miles west of Lone Hollow.”

“So, you still have a bit to go in your travels.”

“Unfortunately. But I figure I’ve been this far. As long as I get to my post, I don’t mind the distance.”

“Post?”

“I’m a schoolteacher, and I received my post orders for the small town. I had asked for Lone Hollow, seeing as how it’s a milling town, but was told it was filled . . . at least for now.”

“A milling town? Does that make it a more appealing post?”

“A little. Lone Hollow has one of the few sawmills around, and having a sawmill means more amenities than Brook Creek, like a hotel and café. There is more of a population in Lone Hollow than in Brook Creek, too, which means there are more families and children. They told me they would tell me if the teacher in Lone Hollow leaves, and if he does, then I will move again as I’m not sure I want to stay in Brook Creek.”

The name made Maggie giggle. “It’s funny that the town is named for two synonyms for a river.”

“Don’t get me started on that.” The woman rolled her eyes and exhaled a deep sigh as she slid her fingers behind her ears, tucking any loose strands of her blonde bun behind her ears. The feathers on her maroon hat fluttered with her movement, and they matched her maroon dress. “Of course, all I care about are the children. I hope they are nice and are ready to learn.”

“I’m sure they are, and you will do fine.” Maggie bit her lip again at the thoughts in her head. She dropped her gaze to her hands, fidgeting with her fingers. “My husband-to-be has a daughter. She is nine years old. His first wife died of Scarlet Fever several years ago when she was just a baby. I feel awful that she was never able to meet her mother.”

“Such a shame she lost her mama.”

“Yes, it is. I just hope I can bond with her. I don’t wish to replace her mother, but I hope to be someone she can accept and love.”

“I’m sure she will. It might take some time, but you will do just fine.”

Maggie glanced at the woman and smiled as she nodded. She didn’t know if she could talk anymore about the young girl or her concerns, for the notions brought more butterflies to her stomach than the thoughts of meeting Clint. She wanted to do right by the young girl and wanted to be someone the girl could trust, look up to, and perhaps love after time had passed. She knew how wonderful it was to grow up with a mother, and she wanted that for Sadie.

The stagecoach slowed, and with the change of pace, Maggie glanced out the window again. While the mountains and forests were still in her view, a few houses speckled what little she could see, and as more and more passed by, the stagecoach slowed as it finally entered the town of Lone Hollow.


TWO
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CULLEN


Cullen halted the horses in front of the general store, and as Sadie climbed from the wagon and trotted inside, he jumped down himself and tied the reins to the tie post. The morning sun shone down on the back of his neck, causing a thin layer of sweat that he wiped away after yanking the handkerchief from his back pocket. He made a mental note of the things he needed—sugar, flour, more seeds for their new garden, and some much-needed equipment to help him with the tasks. How Clint had tended to the old garden they had at the ranch in past years with the broken and rusted tools in the barn, he didn’t know.

He also didn’t want to forget he needed nails for the lumber he picked up from the sawmill the other day. The old barn had a wall that needed fixing before winter set in, or else he didn’t think it would withstand another few months of the wind, ice, and snow.

Actually, the whole thing needed fixing—or to be replaced—but he wanted to at least take it one wall at a time.

“Good morning, Mr. McCray.” Mr. Dawson smiled as Cullen entered the store. His voice boomed over the bell that chimed as the door opened the closed.

“Morning.”

“I saw Sadie run past a few minutes ago. She darted over in the corner as though she was determined to find something.” The owner slightly chuckled as he adjusted his glasses up his nose.

“She’s fixing to make a pie this afternoon.”

“Oh? A pie. Sounds delicious. I have some nice apples that Mr. Smith brought in yesterday from his orchard. I tried one myself, and they are bright red on the outside and juicy on the inside. They should make some lovely pies.”

“Well, then I suppose I see an apple pie in my future for dinner, then.”

The two men chuckled at Cullen’s joke as Cullen leaned against the counter.

“So, what can I do for you today?” Mr. Dawson asked.

“Just the usual. Plus, I need a new rake, hoe, and shovel. I’m going to expand the garden at the ranch this spring. Let Sadie have fun growing what we will eat in the winter.”

“Sounds like she’ll enjoy that.”

Cullen ducked his chin for a moment, lowering his voice. “I sure hope so.”

Mr. Dawson laid his hand on Cullen’s shoulder. “Mrs. Dawson and I were talking about what happened to your brother and how you’ve taken the girl in and cared for her. You’re doing a mighty fine thing, Mr. McCray, and a mighty fine job, too. The whole town thinks so. You shouldn’t doubt yourself.”

Cullen nodded. “Thank you. I’m trying. Sometimes I do not know why God gave a guy like me a girl to raise.”

“Because He knows what He’s doing.”

The door opened, and the bell above it chimed again. Cullen glanced over, meeting Pastor Duncan’s gaze as he strolled in. The pastor nodded and tipped his hat to the two men before taking it off and tossing it on the counter.

“Morning, gentlemen,” he said.

“Morning, Pastor.” While Mr. Dawson returned the salutation, Cullen only nodded. An air of being uncomfortable squared in his chest. He hadn’t seen the pastor in a while, and the last time he did was when the pastor brought Sadie up to his cabin with the news . . . and well, he hadn’t been pleasant to the old man. In fact, he’d been downright rude, and while at the time he thought he was justified, there were times he felt he’d overreacted.

Pastor Duncan nodded back to the store owner and yanked a slip of paper from his pocket. “Mr. Dawson, I have some special requests I need to make this morning, and I’m hoping you don’t have to order any of them.”

“Sure thing.” Mr. Dawson held out his hand. “Give me the order. I’ll see what I can do after I get Mr. McCray loaded.”

“Oh, there’s no need for that. Just bring what you have for me out here. I’ll load it myself,” Cullen said, hoping the gesture would make up—even if it were just a little—for the past.

“Are you sure?”

“Yes, I’m sure. See to the Pastor’s order. I’m in no hurry.”

As Mr. Dawson vanished in the store’s backroom, Pastor Duncan leaned against the counter. He glanced at Cullen a few times before clearing his throat. “Did you bring Miss Sadie with you?”

“She’s over there, gathering things to make a pie this afternoon.”

“A pie?” The pastor’s eyebrows raised as he smiled. “Sounds like you will have a splendid dinner this evening.”

“If she doesn’t burn the house down.” Cullen chuckled to himself a bit.

“It also sounds like she’s doing all right. After . . . everything.”

“She seems to be. She has her moments as I would expect anyone to have, having been through what she’s been through.”

“And how are you handling everything?”

“All right, too, I suppose.” He paused for a moment, clearing his throat. “Listen, Pastor, about the last time we spoke—”

“There’s nothing to say about that.”

“But there is. I wasn’t . . . I was rude to you, and I shouldn’t have been. I can’t imagine it was easy for you, bringing Sadie to my cabin with the news.”

“It wasn’t that bad. I figure since it was His plan, I might as well help Him orchestrate it.” The pastor smiled. “We haven’t seen you around church lately. I was hoping you would start coming again now that you have Sadie.”

A flicker of guilt prickled in Cullen’s chest. He knew how wrong it was to skip church every week. But it had been the one thing he and his wife shared, had been their favorite time together, and since her death, he hadn’t been able to even think about setting foot inside that place. Every inch screamed her. Every wooden pew. Every window. The door. The pulpit. Even the floor that she’d walked down dressed in a white dress to become his wife.

Now she lay in the ground in the small graveyard next to it.

That was another reason he hadn’t been back. He hadn’t visited her grave since the funeral.

“I’ll think about next Sunday, and I’ll ask Sadie if she wants to go,” he lied.

Pastor Duncan’s eyes narrowed for a moment before they softened. “Children rarely know what’s best for them, and it’s up to their parents to tell them what they need to learn and do.”

“Yeah, well, I’m not her parent.”

“You are. It’s just a different kind of parent.”

Cullen opened his mouth to argue again but stopped himself as the little girl bounded around one of the shelves. A broad grin etched across her face as she held an armful of bright red apples.

“Uncle Cullen! Uncle Cullen! Mr. Dawson has apples. Lots of red and juicy-looking apples. I think I’ll try to make an apple pie, maybe even two pies. What do you think?”

“I think it sounds delicious, Sadie.”

Her smile widened even more, and she handed him every one, she carried.

“Hello, Pastor Duncan,” she said, noticing him standing there.

“Good morning, Sadie. How are you this fine morning?”

“Good.” A memory seemed to flicker in her mind, and her face twisted a little. Her smile faded. While Cullen wasn’t sure of the thoughts suddenly weighing on her mind, he could guess that it had to do with the fact that the last time she’d seen the pastor was when he brought her to Cullen’s cabin to let Cullen know, not only of his brother’s death but that Sadie was now in his custody. He didn’t want to imagine what that time had been like for her. Having lived through both her parents’ deaths, she was now an orphan and coming to live with a man she only knew a little.

As Cullen put the apples on the counter, Mr. Dawson returned from the back with his arms full. “I was able to gather most of what you needed, Pastor Duncan,” he said, setting it all down.

“It’s a sign from God, then. It’s going to be a great day.”

Cullen stepped away from the counter as the pastor and store owner finished their transaction. A small part of him hoped the subject of church wouldn’t come up again, at least not in front of Sadie, before he had a chance to talk to her. He didn’t know if he wanted even to mention it, at least not until he was ready—which he was far from it—and he didn’t need the pressure of being roped into it before then.

The pastor said nothing, however, and after paying for his supplies, he tipped his hat to them, gave Sadie an extra wave and a smile, and left the store without another word.

Cullen breathed a sigh of relief as he laid his hand on Sadie’s shoulder and guided her around the counter. “Let’s help Mr. Dawson get our supplies from the back and then get them loaded into our wagon.”
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MAGGIE

The stagecoach came to a complete stop in front of the Lone Hollow Hotel, and Maggie climbed out. Her boots touched down on the dirt road, and she lifted her hand to shield her eyes from the sun. It helped a little, but she still had to squint as she glanced from one direction to the other. Clint had said he would wait for her at the hotel, but no one had even approached her as the driver handed over her luggage. Shrugging off the slight air of confusion, she crossed the hotel’s porch and sat down on a bench just outside the door. The wood planks showed little kindness to her shoes as the humid moisture in the air stuck to her skin. The sun’s heat deepened, weighing on her with a heavy thickness.

Perhaps he got tied up or something and is just running late, she thought.

As the stagecoach’s driver finished unloading a few parcels that were obviously en route to people who lived in the town, he climbed back into his seat and cued the horses down the road. Maggie could see Amelia wave just before the carriage vanished around the corner, and she couldn’t help but smile when she thought of the small town of Brook Creek.

Who names these towns, anyway, she thought.

People meandered through the streets while Maggie continued to wait on the bench under the overhang, and she glanced around at the hotel to keep her mind busy. It wasn’t the worst one she’d ever seen, but it wasn’t the best either, looking as though years of weathered seasons had taken a toll on the old wood—the once bright shade of dark red paint had faded into a pale cherry color.

“Top of the mornin’ to yeh, Miss,” called a voice from the building across the street. She jerked her head around to find a short, plump man tipping his hat to a woman walking toward him. The woman smiled and waved as she passed, and he watched her for a moment before returning to the sweeping he had been doing on the porch in front of a building that looked like a café. The volume of his thick Irish accent overwhelmed the chirping birds in the oak trees above, and he turned his body slightly as a pair of young boys ran past him, one betting the other he could leap up and batter the painted sign while the other could not. However, upon catching the man’s glare, they both seemed to realize their theory would go unproven.

More people meandered along the storefront while a man tossed supplies into the back of a wagon while a little girl watched. Her white-blonde curls bounced from not only her movement but the gentle breeze in the air.

Maggie checked her pocket watch. The stagecoach hadn’t been early or late, but right on time, and a flicker of concern rested in her stomach. She had gotten the correct date, hadn’t she? She reached into her handbag and yanked out the letter, unfolding it as she read it one more time.

“You should arrive on the 10th of April by wagon. I will wait for you.” She read the words of Clint’s letter in a whisper to herself.

Today was the 10th of April, was it not? She was certain it was.

“Good morning, Miss,” a voice said.

She glanced up. Her heart thumped.

“Are you new in town?” The older gentleman said. He tipped his hat before taking it off. “My name is Pastor John Duncan.”

She let out a deep breath and stood. “Miss Maggie Colton.”

“Sorry for the intrusion. I just saw you sitting here, and it looked as though you were waiting for someone.”

“I am. Mr. Clint McCray. I’m his . . . wife-to-be, I suppose you could say. We’ve been corresponding for several months, and he sent for me so we can be married.” She showed him the envelope and piece of paper she was reading as though she thought it would prove her story. Not that she thought the pastor didn’t believe her, it just seemed like the thing to do.

He didn’t take it, and instead, he jerked his head and blinked as though shocked.

Her stomach twisted. What had she said that seemed wrong? Perhaps she should give a little more detail, hoping to gain some insight into what the pastor was thinking. “He said he would wait for me when I arrived. See? It’s all here in this letter. Do you know him?”

“Well, yes, I do . . . but . . .” The pastor glanced over his shoulder, hooking his thumb. He paused for a moment as though watching someone, then turned back to her. “Actually, Mr. McCray is just over there, loading supplies into his wagon.”

She had noticed the man earlier. Perhaps he had wanted to get everything loaded before he came for her. “Ah, yes, that man with his daughter. I see. Her name is Sadie, correct?”

“That would be them—Mr. McCray and Sadie McCray.” Pastor Duncan moved, stepping aside and motioning her toward the road as if to give her permission to cross it so she could finally be with the one she’d been waiting on. “It was a pleasure meeting you, Miss Colton.”

“The pleasure is all mine.” She shook his hand again, then bent down, grabbing her suitcases before she looked in both directions and trekked across the road.

Her heart thumped with each step, and as she neared Clint, she blew out a breath. This was it. This was their moment. The one she could picture in her mind. He would smile. She would smile. They would hug and tell each other how happy they were to meet each other finally. He was more handsome than she had even thought. With broad shoulders and this rough exterior with chocolate hair, a subtle beard, and arms that as they tossed bags of supplies in the wagon, she imagined them wrapped around her. Her excitement fluttered in her chest, and she had to remind herself to walk, not run, to him.

“Mr. McCray?” she called out, and as Clint turned to face her, she dropped her bags and threw her arms out, wrapping them around his neck. Perhaps it wasn’t exactly proper of her, but she couldn’t help herself, not to mention she didn’t care. “I can’t believe we are finally meeting.”

Clint wiggled from her grasp and backed away from her. His eyes grew wide, and his mouth gaped for a moment. “Who are you?” he asked.

“What do you mean, who am I? I’m Maggie, Maggie Colton. Your soon-to-be wife. You sent for me, and you were supposed to meet me. Remember? It’s the 10th of April.” Her stomach twisted with each of her words, and with each passing second that the words didn’t seem to bring any clarity to him. She still had his letter in her hand, and she outstretched it. “You wrote me, telling me to come so that you and I would be married.”
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“Excuse me, but you did what?” Whitney’s voice remained calm even if the situation warranted that she should be anything but. Of course, she had heard what her aunt and uncle had said. She just didn’t know if they heard it, and Lord knows, if anything can make a fool see the error of their ways, it’s hearing them repeat their dumb ideas.

At least, that was what she hoped would come of having her aunt repeat the words.

“We had gambling debts we couldn’t pay, so we told Mr. Walker that you would marry him in exchange for what we owed him.”

“You sold me? You sold me to pay for your gambling debts?”

“I wouldn’t say sold you. It’s more of an agreement.”

“A spade is a spade, Aunt Louise. And with your weakness for cards, you should know that.”

“And just what’s that supposed to mean?” Uncle Willie let out a grunted noise as he flopped on the dining table chair. He grabbed his cup of coffee and took a sip. He coughed. Whether from the smoke he inhaled last night while drinking and playing cards or the bitter black tar-like coffee Aunt Louise made him each morning, Whitney didn’t know. “You should be happy.” He pointed toward her. “In fact, you should thank us.”

“Thank you?” She arched an eyebrow as she faced her uncle and folded her arms across her chest. Mild irritation bubbled under her skin.

“Yes, thanking us. We set you up with a man of wealth and a man with clout in this town.” Uncle Willie took another sip and hissed a breath after he swallowed.

“Clout? For what? For being a tyrant?”

“I don’t think anyone has called me the likes of a tyrant before,” a voice said behind her. She spun to find Mr. Sheldon Walker in the flesh, standing in the doorframe of her aunt and uncle’s house. He removed his hat and slithered inside. “Or at least not in my company.” He gave her a wink. “Mr. and Mrs. Smith, I hope you don’t mind me just inviting myself in.”

“Of course not, Mr. Walker,” Aunt Louise said.

Whitney wanted to roll her eyes, but she knew not only would it be ill-mannered, but it would come with a whipping to her backside from her uncle—even at her age. They would forever see her as the child they were saddled with—as they had told her she didn’t know how many times—after her parents died when she was young, and one far too young to remember much about the family she lost.

“What are you doing here, Mr. Walker?” Her words hissed through her gritted teeth.

“Hush, child.” Her aunt flashed her a glare. “You know better than to go talking to guests like that.”

Mr. Walker ducked his chin, giving a soft chuckle as he strolled across the room with a little swag to his steps that made his hips pop. His thin legs looked like twigs on a tree, even in his pants, and the rowels of his spurs clanked. “I came by to see my future bride.” He lifted his hand, circling his fingers through one of Whitney’s blonde curls. “I assume your aunt and uncle told you the good news.”

Propriety made her bite her tongue, but in her mind, she was ripping him apart up one side and down the other. There was no one else in this town who she disliked more than Sheldon Walker. No one. And the mere mention of his name caused a growl through her chest.

“She informed me of some news. However, it was not, how shall I say this, news I desired to hear.”

“I’m sorry to hear you say that.” He dropped his hand and circled her with slow steps. “I hoped you would be pleased, knowing you will have a much better life. We can even have a Christmas wedding if you like . . . with all the fancy decorations you want.”

She glanced around the house that had been her home. Nothing about it was homey to her, though. Instead, it was a trap keeping her hostage. The stove was just the stove she had to keep going in the winter, or else she would freeze. The windows were just the windows she would have to clean. The floors were just the floors she would spend every day sweeping, only for her uncle to traipse across them with his muddy boots. The list went on and on. Nothing was hers except her clothes and Daisy, their last hen and the only one who had survived her uncle’s drunken proclivity for her aunt’s fried chicken—the only meal she could cook—after a night of winning big at the poker tables.

While she couldn’t deny the thought of Mr. Walker’s mansion at the edge of town was more appealing than what she lived in now, the house came with a man, however, and a despicable one at that.

“Well, I’m sorry, but it doesn’t. In fact, I will have to decline your offer since I’m afraid I have to disagree with my aunt and uncle’s deal with you.”

Mr. Walker stopped right behind her. His silence inched up the back of her neck, and as he leaned into her, his hot breath whispered across her skin.

“Your words are unfortunate to hear. Most of all, because they don’t matter.”

“I beg your pardon?” She fought the urge to turn and face him, mostly because she didn’t desire to not only look him in the eyes but to have her face so close to his.

“You speak as though you have a say, Miss Smith. When the truth of the matter is, you don’t.” He leaned away again and continued around her, stopping once again, but this time in front of her. “Now, why don’t you fetch all your belongings so you can come with me?”

“And why would I go with you?”

“I think it’s clear why.”

“Seeing as how couples don’t live together until they are married, then I don’t.”

“Well, we aren’t like just any couple. Now,” He stepped closer to her and, once again, toyed with a few strands of her hair. “Go fetch your things.” He spoke each word slowly, pausing for a second between each one. His voice, a mere whisper, hinted at the threat that there would be consequences if she didn’t listen.

She closed her eyes for a moment, then obeyed. Not because she wanted to or had plans to go through with the deal her aunt and uncle made, but because she wanted to escape from all of them.

While Mr. Walker and her aunt and uncle continued prattling on about the terms of their agreement, she rushed down the hallway. So many times in her life, she’d escaped to her bedroom. Most of the time, it was her haven. However, there were other times when not even the closed door was enough of an obstacle to her uncle’s drunken wrath, and she learned a safe route out of the house without taking the obvious one—the front door.

This time, however, she would have to leave for good.

This time, she wouldn’t return when she knew it had been long enough for them to pass out, sleeping half the day before they would wake, feed themselves on whatever they stumbled upon in the kitchen, and head out to the saloon for another night. If they had won, they would be in good spirits, often bringing home treats—especially when she was little, like a teddy bear or a new dress. If they’d lost . . . well, she blocked nearly all those memories.

After closing the door, she yanked a suitcase out from under the bed. She wasn’t about to stay in this house another minute longer, nor was she about to walk down the aisle with the likes of Sheldon Walker. She would rather they string her up by her toes than be his wife.

One by one, she shoved her clothes into the suitcase, taking as much as she could stuff inside before grabbing another bag. This one wasn’t for her clothes, though.

After gathering what little money she’d scraped together from any work she could find around Perryville and tucking it into her handbag, she tossed the suitcase out her bedroom window, climbing out after it. Her feet slipped on the snow, and her rump slammed into the ground. She hissed and rubbed her backside as she stood, ridding her dress of snow, dirt, and twigs stuck to the material as she made her way to the chicken coop.

“Daisy. Here, Daisy.” She called the chicken until the hen strutted over to the gate, making soft clucking noises as though the hen was asking what she was up to. “I’m sorry. I don’t have any food. But you must come anyway. We need to get out of here.” She bent down and scooped the bird into her arms. Daisy struggled for a moment, flapping her wings until Whitney got her arms around the hen. Once the bird calmed, Whitney shoved her in the bag and closed the flap, buckling it tight but leaving space for her to breathe.

“I must be crazy leaving with a chicken,” Whitney whispered to herself.
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Only two trains came and left Perryville daily—one in the morning and one at noon. If you missed them, you were out of luck and stuck in town until tomorrow. Whitney didn’t want to stay in the town another night. Not because she didn’t have the money to stay in the hotel but because Mr. Walker owned the hotel. Not to mention, she was sure that he was probably already out looking for her, or if he wasn’t, he had sent out his men to do the job for him.

She needed to leave Perryville, not stay, even if it was just one more night.

Her only problem was she didn’t have the money for the ticket.

Seventy-two dollars? Was the train made of gold?

She still choked on the amount as she strolled around the train station, watching the other passengers instruct the attendants on which trunks and suitcases went into which car. Everyone was in a distracted haze of dealing with the pre-boarding orders, and as she reached the end of the dock and the last car of the train, she noticed no one was around.

No one would catch me, she thought. If I just climbed the stairs.

Inhaling a deep breath, she scaled the steps and darted into the back door, shutting it behind her. A sense of relief and fear washed through her as she found herself in the dining car.

“At least it’s empty,” she whispered to herself. She didn’t know what would happen if she got caught, but she knew what would happen if she didn’t try. “A wedding to Mr. Walker.”

She crossed through the dining car toward the door on the other side, and as she reached for the handle of the car door, it opened, and a short, round man squeezed through the doorframe.

“I swear they make these trains smaller and smaller, Mrs. Wilhelm.” His booming voice echoed through the car, and he stopped as he came face to face with Whitney. His wife, who had entered the car behind him, ran into his backside.

“Barney, what are ya stopping for?”

“There’s a woman in here.”

“A woman?” She peered around the man, and with a flick of her wrist, she lifted her spectacle stick up to her face, peering at Whitney through her thin-rimmed glasses. “Oh, hello.” She said to Whitney.

“Excuse me.” Whitney ducked her chin as she tried to skirt around the couple. She made it to the door, but as she tried to open it again, someone else had the same idea.

This time, however, it wasn’t another couple or even another passenger but a car attendant. And he tipped his hat toward her as he entered the dining car. “Good afternoon, Miss.”

As his eyes met hers, her heart thumped. Did he know she wasn’t supposed to be there? Did he know she didn’t have a ticket?

She gave a nod and took another step forward. Her suitcase smacked into the attendant’s leg, and upon taking notice of her bags, he reached out, grabbing her arm to stop her.

“Excuse me, Miss?”

Her heart thumped harder. “Yes?” Her voice was a mere whisper.

“I can take your bags to your car if you like.”

A lump formed in her throat, and she tried to swallow it. It wouldn’t budge. She shook her head and brushed her fingers against her chest. “Oh, no. I would rather keep them with me.”

The car attendant cocked his head to the side, and his eyes narrowed for a moment. “May . . . may I see your ticket?”

Whitney’s knees grew weak, and her eyes darted from the attendant to the door of the car, then back to the door. She couldn’t try to run. He would catch her. She couldn’t leave the train either, at least not without admitting what she’d done.

Should she fake losing it?

“Oh. Yes. Of course.” She waved her hand, chuckling slightly under her breath, hoping he would buy the sense of calmness she was trying to sell. “I just need to get it from . . .” She set the suitcase and the bag down and opened her handbag, digging around in it while knowing she had nothing to show the attendant. “Well, that’s odd. It was just here. Where did it go?” She lifted the bag to her face, pretending to look closer. “I must have dropped it when I was coming aboard. You know, after showing the other attendant the ticket. I’m sorry.”

He stared at her for another few moments. One brow arched, then they both furrowed, and he folded his arms across his chest. “Do you know the punishment for not paying your fare?”

“But I did. I had a ticket. I just lost it.” A nervous chuckle whispered through her lips. “I mean, how else would I have gotten on board?”

He stepped closer to her and once again grabbed her arm. His grip was tight, and she didn’t know what churned in her stomach more—the notion of getting caught by the car attendant or the fact that Mr. Walker would be sure to hear of this. Not exactly the town gossip you want—his supposedly loving fiancé is found trying to flee on a train without a ticket before the wedding.

“You need to come with me, Miss.”

“But—”

“Excuse me, young man, but the young woman is with us,” the plump man said as he stepped forward.

The car attendant paused and gaped at the couple. “I beg your pardon, Mr. Wilhelm?”

“The young lady is with us. I’m afraid I must have misplaced her ticket, and I told her to board without us.” The man reached into his pocket and pulled out several paper bills, handing a few over to the car attendant. “This shall take care of the fare to Charleston. But please let me know if it doesn’t.”

The car attendant took the money and released her arm. “My apologies for the mix-up, Mr. Wilhelm.”

“Oh, it’s not a bother. It was my mistake.”

The car attendant left the dining car without another word, but before Whitney or the couple could speak, the door opened again, and more passengers ambled through.

“Shall we sit?” Mr. Wilhelm pointed toward a table with chairs.

While Whitney wanted to thank them and run in the other direction, she didn’t. They had just forked over the cost of a ticket. She wasn’t about to thank them by showing them nothing but rudeness.

She nodded and followed them to a table, setting her bags on the floor as she sat. A waiter arrived at the table, and after the three ordered glasses of water, Whitney also asked for a bowl of water, ignoring the odd looks from not only the couple but the waiter, too.

“So, Miss?” Mr. Wilhelm motioned toward her.

“Smith.”

“Miss Smith, do I dare ask what you are doing trying to stow away on the train?”

Whitney glanced from Mr. Wilhelm to his wife. Thoughts of lying crossed her mind, yet there was a kindness to them that told her perhaps they would understand the truth so much more.

Before she could open her mouth, however, Mrs. Wilhelm stroked her husband’s arm. “Oh, now, Barney, that’s none of our business.”

“It was an innocent question, Blanche.”

“Innocent or not, you don’t just ask a young lady such personal questions. She is obviously running from something . . . or someone and felt like she had no other choice but to sneak on the train.” She glanced at Whitney. “Isn’t that right, dear?”

Whitney offered a shy smile and then nodded.

The waiter returned with their glasses of water and the bowl, and he hesitated as though waiting to see what she would do with it. She waited at first, scared of what people would think. But she knew Daisy needed water, and the animal’s care took priority. She bent down and fetched the bag, unzipping it just enough for Daisy to pop her head out.

“Oh!” Mrs. Wilhelm clasped her hand over her mouth. “You have a chicken in there.” She glanced at her husband, who stared at Whitney with wide, blinking eyes.

“I had to take her. She wouldn’t have survived.”

“I can’t imagine what you left if you couldn’t even leave a chicken behind.” Mrs. Wilhelm dropped her voice to a whisper, and she glanced at her husband one last time. “Do you think we can help the poor girl, Barney?”

“I have a few clients who are looking for a wife.” He turned his attention to Whitney. “I’m a marriage broker.”

“A marriage broker? What is that?”

“I help young men and young women find each other so they can marry.” He withdrew a pad of paper and flipped through the pages, licking his fingertips every few sheets to help separate them. “I have a new young man who lives in Butte Creek, South Carolina. He wrote to me a few days ago, and I haven’t found any suitable woman to write to him. He’s the local sheriff.”

The word sheriff perked her interest. Surely, he wasn’t like Mr. Sheldon Walker. Surely, he was a lovely man, a kind man—one who would treat her like a lady and not something he owned.

“And so how does one . . . meet these men?”

“You start with correspondence. Then, after a few letters, you meet.”

Whitney didn’t want to show how, with just a few simple words, Mr. Wilhelm dashed every little ray of hope. A few letters? That would take weeks. She didn’t have that kind of time. In fact, she had no time at all. Not even a day.

“Oh.”

Mr. Wilhelm continued to flip through his booklet. “Ah, here it is. Sheriff Clayton McClain. He is looking for a pleasant woman to marry before the holidays. Christmas is coming up here in a few weeks.”

Whitney shrugged. “I suppose it is. I’ve never been able to celebrate Christmas before.”

“Awe, isn’t that a shame.” Mrs. Wilhelm sipped on her water. “Honey, why don’t you find out what car Miss Smith will travel in with the ticket we bought? I’m sure she would like to freshen up and rest. We can talk about the lovely Sheriff in the morning.”

Her husband seemed to turn to argue but stopped as she squeezed her hand on his arm again. She batted her eyes, and he rose from the table with a slight trot to his gait as he left the dining car.

Mrs. Wilhelm waited for her husband to leave, then she heaved a deep sigh. “You don’t have weeks to wait for letters, do you?” she asked Whitney.

Whitney shook her head, ducking her chin to hide the warmth brewing in her cheeks.

Without another word, Mrs. Wilhelm reached into her handbag and handed her a ticket. “Take our car. We will take the other one when Mr. Wilhelm gets back.” She then grabbed her husband’s booklet and ripped the page with Sheriff McClain’s information written on the lines. “And take this. Just show up at his home.”

“But he’s not expecting me.”

“Oh, honey, the minute he sees you, he won’t care.”


TWO
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CLAYTON


Sunlight filtered through the courthouse window as Clayton sat at his desk chair. A fresh layer of newly fallen snow lined the ground, obscuring the trees surrounding the town he knew like the back of his hand. He’d grown up in Butte Creek, spending summers by the river and hiking in the Blue Ridge Mountains every other season. It was home. And he couldn’t imagine living anywhere else.

The only thing missing was a woman to share it all with, and he couldn’t help but think that maybe, just maybe, there would be a letter waiting from one at the post office.

“Daydreaming again?” a voice asked.

Clayton shook his head and turned as his Deputy Sheriff, Victor Hensley, shut the door behind him. A broad grin spread across Victor’s face as though he were mocking Clayton.

“Oh, you hush. I don’t daydream. I think, and a man should think.”

“Whatever you say, boss.” Victor chuckled as he crossed the office and threw his hat onto his desk. He removed his coat, laying it over the chair. “It’s a chilly morning out there. I both love and hate this time of year.”

“Me too. But at least we don’t have to work at the sawmill.”

Victor made his way over to the stove, opening the door before he peeked inside. “It’s not that much warmer in here. Did you not add wood to this thing at all last night?”

“No. I didn’t think I had to.”

“Well, now it’s going to take hours to warm it up.” Victor bent down and fetched several chunks of wood, throwing them into the stove. He threw in kindling along with the wood and lit a match, watching the tiny flame grow and engulf everything inside before he shut the stove door. “Did anything exciting happen last night?”

“Does anything exciting ever happen in Butte Creek?”

“That dull, huh?”

Clayton laughed. “I suppose we should be grateful. I couldn’t imagine living in the likes of a town like Tombstone or Deadwood. I’ll take boring little Butte Creek any day than having to worry about some fool trying to gun me down in the street just for being the law around here.”

Victor returned to his desk and sat down, lifting his legs up and resting his boots on top of the desk. He leaned back in the chair, resting his hands on his head. “I suppose that’s true. You headed home now?”

“Yeah.” Clayton heaved a sigh. “I just have to stop by the post office and the general store for a few things first.”

“Well, get some rest, and I’ll see you tomorrow morning?”

“Bright and early.” Clayton stood and grabbed his coat off the hanger on the wall. He slid his arms through the sleeves and adjusted the collar before leaving his Deputy Sheriff to see to matters in the town. He stepped out into the wintry morning air and patted his gelding on the neck as he passed the horse still tied to the tie post and made his way to the post office.

Townsfolk waved at him from every direction. Their smiling faces greeted and welcomed him.

“Morning, Sheriff,” a few said, like Pastor Parker and Doctor Whitaker, while others just waved and went about their business, heading to their work at the sawmill. Everyone rushed about, trying to escape the chill in the winter air, and their shoes crunched in the snow, leaving footprints in all directions.

Clayton continued down the street until he reached the post office. A little swirl of anxiousness fluttered in his stomach, and he paused a moment to collect himself before going inside. The bell above the door chimed.

“Good morning, Sheriff,” Mr. Thompson said from the desk. The man’s loud voice echoed through the walls.

“Good morning, Mr. Thompson. Got any letters for me today?”

“Not that I have come across.” The man scooted his chair from behind the desk and rose to his feet before he made his way across the office to a bin with stacks of envelopes piled high. He glanced down his nose, letting the spectacles slip down as he read a few addresses. “I’ve been through most of it this morning and have seen nothing. Are you expecting anything important?”

Before Clayton could answer, he saw Mrs. Thompson peer from around the corner. With one eyebrow raised, she slid her hand behind her ear as if to help her hear better. When she caught Clayton watching her, however, she pretended to itch the back of her head as she cleared her throat, and she looked up at the ceiling as though suddenly distracted.

Clayton turned his attention back to the postmaster and shook his head. He wasn’t about to tell Mr. Thompson he’d hired a marriage broker to find him a wife. Mostly, in fear of Mrs. Thompson finding out, and given her loose lips and propensity for gossip around town, he knew it wouldn’t be long before everyone knew. She never minded hearing any story that came into the post office, nor did she have a problem telling anyone she could about packages and letters she’d see go through the mail.

“Nope. Nothing special,” Clayton said. “I was just checking. I guess I’ll be on my way.” He tipped his hat, and before Mr. Thompson could say anything, he spun and strode out of the post office.

“Good morning, Sheriff,” another voice said as he shut the post office door. Clayton cringed at the tone and high pitch, and he spun, meeting Mrs. Grover’s watchful eye as she approached. Her arms were full of wrapped parcels, and he tipped his hat as he reached for the door once again and held it open for her. If Mrs. Thompson had an inclination for gossip, Mrs. Grover was married to it, and since she was the wife to the owner of the sawmill—and biggest business in town—she knew everything about everyone.

“Good morning, Mrs. Grover.”

“Have you given any more thought to our invitation?” She batted her eyes and smiled.

“Invitation?” Although he knew what she was talking about, he played ignorant, hoping he could use a lack of memory to get out of whatever she wanted to get him into.

“The invitation for supper the night of the town Christmas dance. Remember? My sister and niece are coming into town next week to celebrate the holidays and attend the dance, and I swear, my niece just can’t stop talking about seeing you again after this last summer. She can’t wait to talk to you again, and I think we have kept her dance card empty so you can dance with her all night if you want.” She winked. “Maybe even more than one.”

Clayton pictured Mrs. Grover’s sister’s daughter in his mind. Although the young woman was friendly, she wasn’t one he wished to court or marry. A bit too loud for his taste, not to mention, she had an odd sense of humor, and being from down in the bayous of Louisiana, there were times he couldn’t understand a word she was saying—even when it was something as simple as ‘hello’ and ‘how are you’.

“I’m not sure I can make it for dinner or even to the town dance, Mrs. Grover; however, I promise I will let you know.”

“Please do. I know you and Gretchen would have so much to talk about. Plus, we don’t want our beloved Sheriff spending the holidays alone up there in that mountain cabin of yours. It’s about high time you find yourself a wife. I hope this doesn’t go without saying, but the women in this town have talked, and we will help you in your search.”

“Oh, you don’t have to do that, Mrs. Grover.”

“Yes, we do. And we only want the best woman we can find for our sheriff.”

Although he doubted they would, he smiled anyway and tipped his hat. “Well, thank you again for the offer of dinner, Mrs. Grover. I best be on my way to fetch my supplies and then return to the cabin.”

He didn’t wait for her to say another word and strode off. While he didn’t wish to seem rude, he also didn’t want to continue with the conversation. He didn’t need to hear about Mrs. Grover’s niece or any other women that the ladies in town wanted to introduce him to. He didn’t want them finding someone for him or to tell him how much he would enjoy meeting them or how much they enjoyed the same things or anything else Mrs. Grover—or anyone—wanted to tell him.

He wanted his supplies and then to head back to his cabin. That was it.

By the time he strolled into the general store, he had worked himself up into a lather he didn’t care for. Never one to embrace the gruff side of himself—unless he had to because someone was breaking the law—he inhaled a few deep breaths and tipped his hat to Mrs. Abrams, who was sweeping the floor as he walked in.

“Good morning, Sheriff,” she said, nodding.

“Good morning.” He let the door close behind him, but it was too late, and the chill from the outside air followed him inside.

She shivered, then rubbed her arms. “Lord, I detest the cold. But there’s nothing to be done about it. I just have to suffer every winter.”

“What on earth are you complaining about now, woman?” Mr. Abrams came around from the back stock room. He was wiping his hands with a rag, and he furrowed his brow as his wife mumbled a response to him. It appeared as though he couldn’t hear. He shook his head and waved his hand in her direction as if to ignore her.

“Morning, Sheriff.”

“Morning.”

“What can I help you with today?”

“Just need to pick up those supplies I ordered.”

“Oh, that’s right. I’ve got them in the back. I’ll go get them for you.” Mr. Abrams disappeared into the back again while Clayton remained at the counter. He glanced around the store, noticing the empty shelves. Perhaps they were cleared out when the wintery weather had settled over the town. He couldn’t help but appreciate his garden for the bounty it yielded during this last harvest season.

“Will this be all?” Mr. Abrams said as he came back around the corner with a sack of flour, a sack of sugar, and a sack of brown sugar.

“That’s all I need.”

“Well, all right. That will be a dollar and eighty cents.”

Clayton fetched the money from his pockets, giving another nod to each of the Abrams’ as he strode out of the store, thankful for the church-going folks—and the only ones in town—who didn’t enjoy gossip.

He could never figure out why everyone seemed so interested in his courting life—or lack thereof—or why all the women seemed to want to change it. They would always approach him about a cousin or a niece, claiming the young women were beautiful or educated. It wasn’t that he didn’t believe them; he just didn’t know if he wanted the information. Sure, he wanted a wife, but he wanted to be the one to find her on his own.

Or, he supposed, with the help of Mr. Wilhelm, the marriage broker.

A part of him cringed a little at the thought that he had to hire a marriage broker. Of course, it wasn’t a terrible thing to do or shameful. Butte Creek was a great place to live, but there was also a shortage of women in this town, and unless he did something like hire the likes of Mr. Wilhelm, he might never find a bride.

He shook the thoughts from his head as he made his way back to his horse and tucked the supplies in his saddlebags.

“Don’t forget, Sheriff, the offer still stands.”

Although he knew it was Mrs. Grover again as she stood in the doorway of the post office with Mrs. Thompson, he didn’t look over his shoulder. Instead, he just waved to them and rode back out of town, trying to ignore how much he got the feeling they were talking about him behind his back.
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Home at last.

Clayton heaved a deep sigh as he shut the door behind him. He loved Butte Creek. He loved the people. He loved his job. But sometimes . . . sometimes they just drove him crazy. He supposed that was with everything in life, though. You can’t have good from dusk to dawn without a little bad in the middle. Otherwise, it wouldn’t be life.

He slipped off his boots and kicked them over by the fireplace before setting the sacks of supplies near the stove on his wooden counter and opening the cabinet. While he still had some flour and sugar left in two other sacks, he knew they wouldn’t last him long, and he shoved the new sacks next to the old, contemplating whether to combine them.

“Never mix old flour with new flour.” He heard his grandma’s voice say to him in his mind. A kind woman, she had a heart of gold. She also had a stubborn streak that would take any man down to his knees if she wanted to show it. He didn’t know how many times he’d seen that old woman chasing after any boys that came calling for his sister Jenny when they were young, and heaven help them if Grandma didn’t find them particularly worthy of her granddaughter.

The thought of little Stuart Moss, a boy who used to come sniffing around Jenny even though he was told to stay away, running down the road so fast his pants kept falling, brought a smile to Clayton’s face even to this day.

Of course, recalling Grandma’s cussing as she waved her wooden spoon at the boy helped, and he snorted at the memory again before shutting the cabinet and making his way back to the chair next to the fire. While he still had a few chores to finish before dark, he needed some time to warm up from the ride home, not to mention the flames of his fire had died down since he left, and if he didn’t wish to freeze tonight, he had to perk them back up.

He poked at the charred chunk of wood, watching half of it fall off and turn into ash while the other half remained. Still black—and even grey in some spots—it still seemed solid enough, and he threw another log next to it, along with several handfuls of twigs and leaves to reignite the logs. A couple of sparks floated up in the air, disturbed by him pushing and shoving the logs around the hearth, and he watched them zigzag down to the floor where they turned black and smoked for a moment.

His skin and bones were cold, and they welcomed the heat as he sat back in the chair, rested his head against the back, and closed his eyes.

A knock rapped on the door, and he cocked his head to the side and rose to his feet, lumbering over to the door. “Did you get locked out of the jailhouse again, Zeb?” He opened the door, trying to control a laugh as he pictured his Deputy Sheriff on the other side. His face forlorn because he would have to admit to his boss, he locked himself out . . . again.

A pair of blue eyes looked back at him.

It wasn’t the eyes of his Deputy Sheriff; however, it was a woman.

And a beautiful one.

“May I help you, Miss?” he asked.

“I beg your pardon for the interruption, but are you, Mr. McClain? Mr. Clayton McClain, the Sheriff of Butte Creek?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

She gave a shy smile and stuck out her hand. “My name is Whitney. Whitney Smith. I’ve come in answer to your ad.”

“My ad?”

“Yes, sir. The ad you placed with Mr. Wilhelm. For a wife. A wife before Christmas.”

He shook his head and blinked at her. While he heard her words, they didn’t quite register in his mind for several minutes until he finally found his voice. “I’m sorry. But I thought . . . I thought I would correspond with a woman by letter first. Then, when we were found to be compatible, I would send for her.”

She bit her lip, making a cute face that warmed through the back of his neck. She was lovely. Absolutely lovely.

“Yes, I know. I just came to Butte Creek. I hope I’m not intruding.”

A small part of him wanted to say yes, while a small part of him wanted to say no. Miss Smith’s sudden arrival had thrown him so off guard his head was spinning. He just didn’t know if it was in a good way or a bad way.

“You aren’t.” He stepped back and motioned as though to welcome her. “Please, come in.”

“Thank you.” She shivered and tightened her wrap around her shoulders as she passed him. “I didn’t think it would be so cold in South Carolina. Although, I suppose I wouldn’t have known any different anyway, seeing as I’ve never left Tennessee until a few days ago.” Her voice trailed off as she glanced around the house.

Words evaded him as he just stared at her. Confusion didn’t help the matter either, nor did this nudge that something was wrong with this situation. Something was off. Something wasn’t right. He cleared his throat.

“Uh, Miss . . . Smith, was it?”

“Yes, Whitney Smith.”

“Miss Smith, I’m afraid . . . well, I think there has been some miscommunication. I wasn’t expecting you.”

“I never thought you were.”

“And can you see how that may be a problem?”

“Why would it be a problem? You wished to find a wife, did you not? That was the reason for your hiring Mr. Wilhelm.”

“Well, yes, but . . .”

“But what? You wished for a wife, and one has come to see you. Unless, of course, you don’t want potential women to contact you.”

“Contact me, yes. But . . . but you just showed up on my doorstep, and I know nothing about you.” He rubbed the back of his neck, pressing his fingers into his skin.

“Well, what do you wish to know?” She set her bags down at her feet, and one of them made a cluck-like noise. She glanced down at it, chuckled, and then cocked her head to the side, giving him a shy smile. “You wouldn’t have a chicken coop, would you?”

He didn’t know if he heard her right. Did she say chicken coop?

“I’m sorry, but are you asking if I have a chicken coop?” His eyes darted from her to the bag, then back to her. “Are you telling me . . . are you traveling with a chicken in your bag?”

She shrugged, letting out another chuckle. “I had to bring her. She would have been chopped up and fried if I hadn’t.”

He didn’t know whether or not to laugh. On one hand, it was the funniest thing he had ever come across in his life. On the other hand, it was also the oddest thing he’d ever come across.

“Well, there is one outside. I have a flock of my own. You can put your hen in with them if you’d like . . . although . . .”

“Although what?”

“Well, Miss Smith, we haven’t exactly determined if you are staying.”

Her eyes widened, and then she blinked several times. “Oh.” Her hand brushed against her chest, and although he sensed she wanted to say something else, she didn’t. Instead, she just bent down and grabbed the handle of the bag. “I suppose I could leave then.”

Although she tried to hide it, he thought he saw her eyes well with tears, and as she turned back toward the door, he reached out, stopping her.

“Do you wish to stay, Miss Smith?”

She glanced at him again and gave him a slight nod.

“But you know nothing about me either.”

“I can learn. Just like you can learn about me.”

His eyebrows furrowed. She had a point. Had she written him first, she still would have been a stranger. It just would have been on paper rather than in person. He also couldn’t deny she was attractive and how his stomach had given him a jolt when he opened the door and looked at her. Even if she could be a crazy person, he should give her a chance.

At least one of them.

“Are you hungry?” he asked.

She nodded again.

“It’s too late for you to travel back to town for the night. I’ll make us supper, and you can stay in the guest bedroom. If you’re comfortable with that, that is.”

She nodded a third time; this time, a tiny smile spread across her lips. He couldn’t help but notice how beautiful they were and how much he thought of kissing them. He shook the thoughts from his head. He couldn’t be thinking about such things. At least not yet.

Needing a distraction, he bent down and grabbed the bag. The chicken moved inside, and it swung in his hand. She let out a squawk.

“I’ll put her out in the coop with the others for you. Have a seat by the fire. Warm yourself up.” He left the cabin before she could say a word. He didn’t know what to make of what had just happened. He had been longing for a wife for a long time, and it appeared one dropped from Heaven, landing on his doorstep. He couldn’t deny, however, that there was something off about her and her story. Perhaps she would tell him more after a hot meal.


To my sister

Michelle Renee Horning
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April 3, 1971 - January 8, 2022

You will be forever missed. I don’t know how I’m going to do this thing called life without you.
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