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      Eli spurred his horse and leaned down to the left as far as he could reach. His gut clenched as he raced toward the girl. Reaching out, he grabbed her upper arm and pulled her out of the way of two oxen. The top of her head slammed his jaw shut as he placed her in front of him. The racing of his heart took forever to slow. He let out a big sigh as he rode Roman toward the girl’s wagon.

      “Didn’t you hear the oxen bearing down on you?” he asked the quaking girl. “You could have been killed.” His voice was sharper than he would have liked, but she needed to understand the danger of the trail. The Oregon Trail was fraught with mortality, and stupid mistakes made him angry.

      She didn’t answer, and that made him angrier. He’d seen her around the last two weeks. She reminded him of a mouse, always scurrying about, and all she wore was brown clothing. It was a big contrast compared to her mother who wore what looked to be finely made clothing. The girl always appeared busy but he’d heard her parents both yell at her for her laziness a time or two. Perhaps she was a bit addle-brained.

      “Hey, Eli, what’s Amelia doing on your horse?” Benjamin Cruthers asked while glaring at his daughter.

      Amelia shifted in front of Eli and her body shook all the more.

      “She was just about to be trampled by Rex’s oxen before I scooped her up. You really need to keep a better eye on her.”

      “Don’t you worry, I will. Just set her back on the ground. She’ll keep up with our wagon. I’ll make sure of it.”

      “Perhaps she could walk with your wife.”

      “No, the missus is taking a nap. This trip has been hard on her. I’ll keep good track of Amelia, and I’m as sorry as can be that she was a bother.”

      Amelia stopped shaking and hung her head. Eli felt bad for her, but she needed to be supervised. Carefully, he set her on her feet, and then he rode off.

      There was always a big period of adjustment on the travelers’ part during the first few weeks on the trail. Some folks were seasoned pioneers while others were city dwellers who decided to take their chances at a new life out west. He seemed to have more city dwellers than usual this trip. They’d be stopping for the nooning soon, and hopefully, with full bellies they’d all be fine until evening.

      Usually Mike, Eli’s older brother led the party, but he had married an amazing woman he’d met their last trip west and had stayed behind in Oregon to build their life and the family ranch. It’d been a lot of responsibility on Eli’s shoulders to lead this trip, but he had both his brother Jed and their longtime friend Smitty to help. Eli hadn’t had a clue just how much responsibility Mike had carried for them as leader.

      Somehow, Mike had always made leading a party of wagons across from Independence, Missouri to Oregon seem easy enough. It was anything but. When tempers heated, neighbor went against neighbor, and it had only been two weeks. What would the group be like in a few months? He shook his head. He didn’t want to know.
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        * * *

      

      Dread filled Amelia as the wagons came to a stop. She was sure to get it now. Why did that Eli Todd go and “rescue” her anyway? Surely, she hadn’t been in that much danger. Wouldn’t she have noticed if she was right in front of oxen? He just wanted to act the hero and he’d ended up making her look foolish.

      “Amelia! Get to work. Your father is hungry, and you’re just standing around,” her mother shouted. She crossed her arms over her ample breasts and glared. “You don’t want to make your father mad.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” Amelia replied automatically. Any other response would have been the wrong one, and there were consequences for wrong answers. Her hip hurt something fierce from all the walking, but there was no help for it. She grabbed some firewood that she’d gathered that morning and laid a fire. After she got it started, she ground the coffee beans, added a pinch of salt, and put the grounds in the coffee pot to boil. Next, she sliced pieces of ham and set them to frying. She then cut up potatoes from last night’s supper and heated them in the pan. It wasn’t long before the meal was ready.

      Her mother took a bite of the dinner. “You should have put the potatoes on before the ham, Amelia. Now the ham is dried out,” her mother said as she shook her head.

      “Yes, Ma’am.” Amelia left to water and rub down the oxen her father had unharnessed. She’d eat when all the chores were done. The hard work she was used to, it was all the walking that stretched her to her limit. But she’d have to bear it.

      Her parents had been so excited to go to Oregon that she’d hoped they’d be happier people and in turn, kinder people. It wasn’t working out that way. If anything, they were harsher with her than usual. She was their embarrassment and out here, they couldn’t hide her away from other folks.

      She’d watched how other families interacted, and she was surprised at how kind and gentle parents could be toward their children. Somehow, she’d always assumed all children worked as hard as she did. A few people had tried to befriend the Cruthers but her parents weren’t the friendly type. They said it was because of her, but somehow she didn’t think it was the whole truth. Though she was an object of pity and she hated it.

      She led the oxen to water and waited for them to drink their fill. The wind ruffled the strands of her hair that had escaped her braid. The incessant wind had blown so hard, much of her hair had come loose. There were rules about her hair being neat and bound, and she didn’t want to get clocked in the head for untidy hair. No one was around and it would be a perfect time to take out the braid and fix it.

      Quickly she separated her hair into three long sections and then braided it nice and tight. She had just finished when she glanced up and caught Eli watching. Her face heated when he nodded to her. She turned and led the oxen away from the water. Eli seemed nice enough, and she didn’t want to see pity in his eyes too.

      “Amelia! Where are you?” her father called.

      “Coming, Papa,” she called out as she hurried the oxen along. Her limp was always more pronounced when she’d done a lot of walking and shame flooded through her.
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        * * *

      

      Eli stared after her. She was older than he’d thought. And her hair… He shook his head trying to get the picture of her beautiful, long, blond hair blowing in the wind out of his mind. He’d thought her more of a child, but she was definitely a woman and a pretty one at that. He never did like the fear he often saw in her eyes but he just assumed her parents were strict.

      He shrugged his shoulders and went in search of Smitty. He could use some coffee and some hot grub. The temperature was dropping fast, and he didn’t like the look of the clouds rolling in. If they were lucky, they’d get just a light snow, but somehow he didn’t think they’d be so lucky.

      “This will warm ya,” Smitty said as he handed Eli a cup of coffee. “We’re in for it tonight. You’d best tell Jed to find us some cover to camp under.”

      Eli smiled. “I was just thinking the same thing.” He took a sip of his coffee and then took the plate of food Smitty handed him. Smitty had been with them as long as Eli could remember. He was a good man to have on your side. He handled all the supplies and supervised the drivers of the two extra wagons they brought. There was always enough work to go around. “Jed will know. Somehow he always knows.”

      Smitty laughed. “He does have an uncanny knack for predicting the weather.”

      “That’s why I refuse to wager with him. He’s suckered me one time too many with his bets. Last time we bet on how long the rain would last. He was right, too right. I can’t afford to be a betting man.”

      “Just like an old woman with nothing better to gripe about,” Jed said before he chuckled. “Just stopping for some grub. You’re right about the snow. You’ll want to stop in about two hours’ time. There’s that big grove of trees to block some of the wind. It’ll give everyone time to get ready to ride out the storm.”

      Smitty took off his hat and ran his hand through his graying hair. “How long will it last?”

      Jed squinted at the sky. “The snow will stop by morning but it’ll be a good foot or so deep. Enough to give us trouble getting the wagons going.”

      Eli nodded. His younger brother seemed so grown up these days. One day Jed had been a bit of a pest and then it seemed as though overnight he’d become Eli’s best council.

      “We’d best get the wagons going.” Eli handed his cup and plate back to Smitty.

      “Surely you have time to eat?” Smitty protested.

      “Wrap me up some of the biscuits you have from this morning will you? I’ll pick them up from you on the trail.” Eli hurried off.

      They traveled for a few hours, and it was almost time to stop when Eli spotted Amelia trying to keep up with her wagon. She hobbled something awful, and it pained him to watch. He’d seen her limp but this was the worst he’d observed. Without much thought, he rode his horse, Roman toward her, leaned down, and scooped her up once again.

      The hard punch he received from her made him wince. “What’s that for?” If he had a free hand, he would have rubbed his shoulder.

      “For thinking you have the right to pluck me up whenever you want. You need to learn some manners, Mr. Todd. Now kindly put me back down.”

      “I’m just trying to help.” He furrowed his brow.

      Amelia sighed. “It’ll be more hurting if my Papa sees you. He’ll think it my fault and I have enough to deal with already. Please just do as I ask.”

      He wished he could see her face but she looked at the ground. “Of course. I didn’t mean to interfere.” He stopped his horse, dismounted and reached up for Amelia. Her face was a bright shade of red and her gaze still refused to meet his. Gently he set her down.

      She gave him a quick nod and hobbled off again.

      What kind of parents made a girl like Amelia walk? He shook his head as he swung up into the saddle. She wasn’t a child. This time when he’d held her on his horse, he noticed her female curves. It felt nice to be near her, go figure. Eli shrugged and rode on down the line of wagons letting each driver know they’d be stopping for the day.

      By the time he got to the end, the first few wagons had already started the circle. They were all learning fast, and he felt like a proud mama duck with her babies all in a row.

      Eli spent the next few hours helping people make sure their wagon covers were secure and tied down tight. He advised that as many people as possible sleep inside the wagons instead of under them. Unfortunately, there wasn’t room for everyone, but he hoped that some who slept on the ground just to be outside took his words to heart.

      Walking past the Cruthers’ wagon he saw an oilcloth and bedding laid out underneath. He knew Amelia usually slept outside, but surely not on a night like tonight.

      He stopped and walked to their fire. “Mr. Cruthers, Mrs. Cruthers,” he greeted. “Surely there is room in your wagon for your daughter to pass the night?”

      A flash of anger crossed Benjamin Cruthers’ face. “This is none of your business and I’ll brook no interference from you.”

      Cheryl Cruthers’ eyes widened a bit but she didn’t say a word.

      It was then he saw Amelia struggling with two pails filled with water, making her way toward them. Eli hurried over and took the buckets from her and filled the water barrel with one and put the other near the fire. “Are you alright?”

      She quickly glanced at her parents. “Of course I am. Just doing a few chores is all.” She brushed past him and started cutting up meat for dinner pot.

      Mr. Cruthers glared at her, and Eli didn’t want to make things worse. “Keep as warm and dry as you can. It’ll be a bad storm tonight.”

      Benjamin stepped forward. “Why is that? Did we leave too early? Other wagon parties were waiting a few more weeks before setting out. Are you sure you know what you’re doing?”

      “I’m sure.” Eli touched the brim of his hat before he walked away.

      Life was full of ups and downs. He’d just left the Otters. They were a nice couple but Reverend Stan and Bess hadn’t been blessed with children, and they hoped to adopt a few out west. And there were the Cruthers who had no love for their daughter. People continued to surprise him at every turn. For the most part, the bad surprises had outweighed the good.
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        * * *

      

      The wind howled, driving the snow sideways, hard and wet. Amelia pulled the quilts up over her head again. Every so often, she felt as though she couldn’t breathe so she poked her head out. Icicles had formed on her eyelashes and her body shook so badly it hurt. Was she such a burden that her parents didn’t care that she could die out here?

      Sighing, she curled up into a ball. Of course she was the bane of their existence. Hadn’t they told her that a hundred times over? She’d be a mouth to feed until the day they died? No man would ever love a cripple like her. She was too hideous to look upon. She’d known at an early age that dreams of a home and husband were not hers to dream.

      Her mother often lamented about what they could have done so wrong to be saddled with a daughter like her. They were right. The scarring on her hip was hard to look at and her limp screamed loud and clear that she was defective. She’d been teased enough to know she wasn’t wanted as a friend.

      People liked others that were whole. It didn’t matter that she could do as much work or that she was just as smart. Nothing mattered except for her limp.

      She’d asked Reverend Otter the other day why God had made such a mistake as her. The kindly reverend had taken both of her hands in his and told her, “God doesn’t make mistakes and you are just perfect the way you are.” They were the kindest words she’d ever heard even though she knew them to be untrue.

      Her quilt was getting heavy with wet, cold snow, and it no longer kept her warm. She wasn’t sure what to do next. There was no reason to bother her parents. They wouldn’t let her in the wagon. It would only disturb their sleep. But if she stayed where she was, she’d be dead come morning.

      Finally, she rolled out from under the wagon, pulled her quilts around her, and walked to the only fire she saw. It was like a beacon, and she followed it to its warmth. No one else was near so she sat on a crate, and tried to feel its heat through the sodden quilts.

      Perhaps she could add more wood. She didn’t want to make anyone angry, but in the end she figured she could always fetch more wood to replace what she used. Finally, she added enough to feel the heat. Her body still shook but she no longer believed she was going to die.

      Maybe in Oregon there would be a man willing to take her on despite her ugliness. He’d have to know that there would be no children. In essence, she was nothing but half a woman but she could work hard. She stared into the fire and frowned. There was no sense hoping and dreaming. It only led to heartache. She’d already had a lifetime of that.
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        * * *

      

      Eli walked over to the Cruthers’ wagon on his way back to Smitty’s. Relief trickled through him when he noted the spot under the wagon appeared to be empty. He’d worried about Amelia all during guard duty. As Captain of the wagon train, he wasn’t required to pull guard duty, but he’d learned from his brother Mike that it was best never to ask another to do something he wasn’t willing to do himself. He started to turn away from the wagon when he noticed an indentation in the snow underneath. So she had been there, and recently. Dang it!

      At least they took her inside. He stamped snow off his boots before he continued on. A huddled figure near Smitty’s fire stopped him in his tracks.

      His jaw dropped. “Well I’ll be a sonofa—,” he started to mumble. Her parents hadn’t taken her in after all.

      Fury filled him. What type of monsters were they? He slowly walked to the fire to get his anger under control. Then he sat down on a crate next to Amelia. She turned her head and gave him a sad smile.

      “I hope you don’t mind but I put more wood on the fire.” Her teeth chattered as she tried to talk.

      “It’s fine. Are you getting warm at all? How long have you been here?”

      “I’ll be just fine. I’ll leave if you want.”

      He stood. “Here let’s take off the top quilt. It’s soaked through and it’s not helping any.” He took it off and laid it over a couple other crates near the fire. “Have you slept at all? The snow will be falling all night.” He tried to make his voice sound gentle, but he wasn’t sure he succeeded.

      “Don’t worry about me. I bet you’re tired after a long day. Go ahead and get some sleep. I’ve been without sleep before and survived and now that I have a fire to keep me warm everything is good.”

      Smitty climbed out of the wagon. “I thought I heard voices.” He grabbed the coffee pot out of the back of the wagon. “I’ll put this on, and it’ll warm you through.” He glanced from Eli to Amelia. “The both of you. Now I’m sorry to say I was eavesdropping on your conversation. Not an easy thing in the howling wind but I’ve had my share of sleep. Amelia why don’t you just take my bunk?”

      She started to shake her head but Eli stood scooped her up once again and deposited her inside the wagon.

      “We’ll all feel better if you’re the one who is warm. I can grab some shuteye tomorrow. Please?”

      She stared into his eyes as though she was waiting for him to say more. Finally she nodded. “If you’re sure…”

      Eli smiled. “Positive. Now sleep."

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      The wind was frigid but at least the snow had stopped. Eli groaned when he saw the commotion at Smitty’s wagon. He’d just spent the last few hours getting all the livestock that wasn’t needed to pull wagons to go ahead of them on the trail. They’d blaze through and make a path for the wagons to follow. It still wasn’t going to be easy going, but they’d make it.

      People had begun to crowd around Smitty, Amelia, and her parents. Dang it! Now the Cruthers decided to be concerned about their daughter? He strode toward them. Before he even greeted them, he turned back to the other wagons. “You all need to get ready to go. A path is being made, and we can leave in a few minutes.”

      People hesitated, some looking a bit lost, most looking overly interested in what was going on with the Cruthers.

      “Please, go on. This is not your business.” He waited until the crowd dispersed.

      “You didn’t need to shoo everyone away!” Cheryl lashed out. “They were witnesses to your lewd behavior.”

      Benjamin Cruthers stepped forward. “We are a fine God-fearing family, and you take our girl in the middle of the night?”

      Eli widened his stance. “Yes I did. I found her here at our fire trying to stay warm. I made sure to warn every family that everyone needed to be inside of the wagon if possible.”

      Cheryl opened her mouth, but Eli raised a hand to stop her.

      “There was room in your wagon and don’t deny it. Amelia was half frozen and in danger of frostbite. I put her in our wagon with Smitty guarding her. I really don’t understand your outrage after you’ve shown such disregard for her safety. If anything, I’m angry about your treatment of your daughter.”

      “If you compromised her—” Benjamin squared his shoulders and puffed out his chest as if readying for a fight.

      “I can assure you I have no interest in your daughter.”

      Amelia stepped forward, her face was as white as the snow on the ground. “I know you don’t have any interest in me.” She turned toward her parents. “You of all people know that no man would give me a second look. You’re just angry because I went against your wishes and decided I needed to get warm. It was much colder than you probably imagined.”

      “She’s right, Cheryl. I can’t imagine anything improper happened,” her father said. “Come on, Amelia, we have to get ready to leave.”

      Amelia nodded then turned toward Eli. “Thank you for your kindness. I’m sorry I brought trouble to your door.”

      Eli’s heart twisted as he watched her walk behind her parents back to their wagon. Why would they think that no man would ever want her? They had her believing it too. A small smile came to him. He did see a small spark of anger in her eyes. Good. She’d need it to survive.
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        * * *

      

      The cold day was endless. Each step brought her excruciating pain. Bad weather always made her hip flare up. She’d shortened her dresses as instructed before the trip but snow caked onto her hem and weighed her down. No matter what, she had to keep up with her parent’s wagon. They were angry enough at her. Her punishment was to go without food for the day. She wasn’t hungry anyway. The noon stop had been canceled so they could go as far as they could while the weather held. She prayed there wouldn’t be another storm.

      They followed the ruts in the snow made by the other wagons before them; still it made for hard walking. She’d fallen at least five times already, but she had no choice but to go on. Besides, plenty of others were walking too. She always prided herself on being able to do almost anything that everyone else could do.

      By late afternoon, much of the trail’s surface had become ice. The snow had melted a bit but the temperatures were falling again. Looking around she saw others having a hard time too, but they were all walking with at least one other person. Everyone seemed ready and willing to help one another, and it hurt her soul that she was alone.

      Much to her relief she hadn’t seen Eli Todd. It was bad enough for her parents to say no one wanted her but to hear Eli say it… It was too much to think about. Part of her always thought that maybe just maybe her parents were wrong. But Eli confirmed it. The preacher said that God didn’t make mistakes. She knew differently.

      Finally, the wagons circled and she took a deep breath. Now all she had to do was survive another night. She scurried to her parent’s wagon, where she’d been careful to keep a supply of dry wood, and started grabbing some for the fire. Once she had her fire started, she put the coffee on, made the biscuits, and cut all the ingredients needed for a stew. Her stomach rumbled, but she didn’t dare put any of the food in her mouth. Perhaps if she was lucky she’d be able to have some coffee.

      Next, she took the oxen and made sure they had water and then she rubbed them down with an old cloth talking to them the whole time. Their dark eyes were so gentle and she swore they knew what she was saying. She’d always wanted a horse, but she wouldn’t have been able to ride one.

      On her way back to her wagon, Reverend Otter stopped her. “I need to talk to you,” he said.

      Amelia stood in front of him waiting for him to speak. He was probably going to chastise her for her behavior last night. She really didn’t want to hear it.

      “Are you alright? I saw you fall many times today.”

      “I’m fine. My hip gives me some trouble but I’m used to it.”

      “Are you certain? Is there anything I can do?” His stare unnerved her. It was though he knew how she suffered.

      “I’m fine. Thank you for asking.” She stepped around him and continued on to her wagon. Unfortunately, her mother had seen her talking to the reverend.

      “Did you tell him you were hungry or needed to rest? Did you tell him you were cold?”

      She shook her head. “No, ma’am, of course not. I’d never say anything about our family. I need to tend to the stew.”

      Her mother nodded and sat back down on her crate. It was unnerving to work with her mother and father eyeing her with suspicion. She’d done nothing to deserve it. But that didn’t matter. She’d be fine when the weather got better.
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        * * *

      

      Jed was talking but Eli wasn’t listening. He couldn’t keep his mind off poor Amelia. It always amazed him when people weren’t grateful for those around them. Didn’t they realize how life and death changed things in seconds? Unfortunately, many of them would learn the hard way during their journey west.

      What caused Amelia to limp? It was noticeably worse in the cold weather. The trek today had been grueling on all of them, but somehow it seemed much worse for Amelia.

      “Then the lions came charging and I shot them.”

      Eli shook his head. “What?”

      Jed laughed. “I knew you weren’t listening to me. Guard duty is all set, and you have the night off. I know you didn’t get any sleep last night. What’s the story with that little gal anyway?”

      “I really don’t know much. Her parents treat her as a workhorse they don’t like. She has a limp but other than that...” He shook his head. “I don’t know much at all.”

      Jed nodded. “She seems nice enough.”

      “She does. Are we getting any more snow?”

      “Not this week.” Jed winked and headed out into the dark beyond the circle of the wagons.

      The last trip to Oregon, a girl named Lily had been taken by Indians and ever since Jed asked anyone he saw if there was news. He sometimes rode off by himself, looking for any sign of her. Eli wasn’t so sure she was even still alive, but Jed had faith.

      Eli made it a point to stop by the Cruthers’ camp that evening. The reception he received was colder than the snow.

      “Is there something you needed?” Cheryl asked as she raised her right brow.

      “Just making sure everything is fine.” He couldn’t help but notice the filled plates in her and Benjamin’s laps while Amelia sat there without food. “Not hungry?” He stared at her until she looked up at him.

      “No. Not really. Thanks for asking, but we’re fine. I won’t be showing up at your fire again.” She quickly turned away from him.

      All was not right with the Cruthers family but it really wasn’t his business so long as they caused no disruptions and pulled their own weight. He touched the brim of his hat. “Have a good night.”

      He visited two more camps before a boy named Aaron Stills came running to him. “Whoa,” Eli said as he steadied the boy.

      “You gotta come! My ma and pa are sick.” Aaron tugged at Eli’s hand and soon they were both running to the Stills wagon.

      Eli knew right away from the smell that at least one of them was already dead. He looked into the wagon and there was Mindy Stills, coughing. She was wet from perspiration, and her skin appeared pasty. How long had they been sick?

      “Aaron run and get Mrs. Downey. She knows about healing.” Eli watched Aaron take off in the direction of the Downey wagon. He doubted there was much Mrs. Downey could do. He tied his bandana to cover his nose and mouth before he climbed in. He was right. Bob Stills was dead. He put his hand on Mindy’s forehead and quickly pulled it away. He’d never touched anyone hotter. She didn’t open her eyes so he climbed back out of the wagon and asked a few of the men gathering to dig two graves.

      Lynn Downey came running with a basket of herbs in her hand. She barely glimpsed at him before she climbed into the wagon. Less than a minute later, she poked her head out. “Eli, Bob is dead and Mindy won’t last much longer. I don’t want anyone else going into the wagon. I’m not sure what they have, but it could very well be contagious. Mindy has a death rattle and it may be the flu. Did you touch them?”

      He nodded.

      She reached into her basket and drew out a bar of soap. “Go wash your hands and take Aaron with you. Make sure he washes good. Then we’ll have the men who bury them wash afterwards. It’s the best I can do. I swear they were fine before the storm. I’ve been busy with my brood.”

      Eli accepted the soap and took Aaron with him to the creek nearby. He washed up and helped Aaron. The poor boy was beside himself but trying his darnedest not to cry.

      “I know what it’s like to lose your parents, Aaron. The same thing happened to me and my brothers. They both died in a flash flood. It’s hard to get through, but you just have to keep going.”

      “My ma isn’t dead.”

      “That’s true. Let’s head back and see how she is.”

      They met Lynn Downey on their way. There were tears in her eyes when she shook her head. “I’m so sorry. I’ll need the soap. Aaron, don’t go back into the wagon. I don’t want you to get sick. You can stay with me and mine tonight.”

      “Thanks for your help,” Eli said.

      She nodded, took the soap, and headed toward the creek.

      By now, it looked as though the whole party had come to see what was happening. Amelia was the first to step forward. She took Aaron’s hand and stood next to him as the men lifted the bodies out. At one point, she hugged him to her, giving him comfort. Then Cheryl Cruthers pulled their hands apart and half dragged Amelia back to their wagon.

      Eli shook his head. What was wrong with Amelia helping the boy? He’d never understand some people. But he didn’t have time to dwell on the Cruthers. He had two bodies to bury and possibly a wagon to burn. He was grateful Lynn offered to take the boy for the night. She was a widow in her thirties with fading blond hair and deep blue eyes. She and her husband had adopted all four of the boys before her husband died.

      He waited for Lynn to return. He wanted her opinion as to whether he needed to burn the wagon or not. She seemed to think it the best idea. Eli’s heart hurt for poor Aaron. He’d lost his parents and all of his belongings in one night.

      He watched as the Downey’s surrounded Aaron and led him to their wagon.

      “Rough night,” Jed said as he walked up beside Eli. They watched as the wagon was set to burn.

      “Almost too rough. You were about Aaron’s age when our folks died.”

      Jed nodded. “At least I had you and Mike to see me through.” A grin slid over his face. “ I wonder what Mike’s doing right now.”

      Eli smiled. “He’s probably tucked in nice and warm with Susan and enjoying every minute of it.”

      “You don’t think he misses the trail?”

      Eli shook his head. “If I had someone to love who loved me back the way Mike has Susan, I’d never leave.”

      Jed shrugged. “I suppose.”

      “Keep an eye on the fire for me? I don’t want it spreading. There are a few wagons I need to check on. I can’t believe I didn’t know the Stills were sick.”

      “Aaron drove most of the day. Don’t beat yourself up, Eli. There’s nothing strange about a boy that age driving a wagon.”

      Eli nodded but he still felt guilty. He wanted to make sure the rest of the folks were healthy, and he wanted to see if Amelia was sleeping under the wagon. It wasn’t as cold as last night and he wouldn’t put it past her parents.

      He checked on everyone and so far no one else was sick. Now on to the Cruthers’. He saw her huddled by the fire from a ways away. What sin had she committed that was so bad that her parents wouldn’t take her into the wagon at night? Disgusted, he strode right to her. His heart flipped over in his chest when she gave him a sad smile.

      “Shh. I’ll catch it for sure if they hear you,” she whispered. She pulled her quilt tighter around her.

      He sat on the crate next to her and placed his hands in front of the fire to warm them. “How come you’re out here? I thought your parents said they’d keep you in the wagon tonight.”

      “That was before I embarrassed them by holding that boy’s hand. They think he’s diseased and I’d like nothing more than to make them sick. It’s not as cold as last night, so I’m fine.”

      “I thought it very nice what you did. Do you have an oil cloth to put beneath you?”

      She smiled. “Yes and extra quilts. The Otters gave me the quilts to use tonight. I was just warming up before going to bed. You don’t need to worry.”

      “It’s my job to worry. Are you sure you’ll be all right? You can come to one of my wagons…”

      “You’re a kind man. I’ll see you in the morning.” She stared into the fire as though he’d been dismissed.

      Reluctantly, he stood and made his way to Smitty’s. He was grateful for the fire, and for the coffee and food left for him. He wished there was something he could do for Amelia.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      The rushing water of the Platte River looked powerful. The notion of crossing it made Amelia queasy. Why hadn’t she ever learned to swim? It was too late now. They were last in line, and the waiting only added to her anxiety. Plus she wasn’t sure how she was getting to the other side. They were being ferried over, and she only added to the cost of the ferry.

      In the last few weeks, the Cruthers announced it was their Christian duty to take poor Aaron Stills in. They hadn’t planned for another mouth to feed when they bought supplies so naturally Amelia’s portions were cut in half. He did take some of the work off her shoulders, and she never envied the food he got. He earned it. He took on the oxen, and he gathered the wood.

      He had a pleasant enough disposition, but there was so much sadness inside him. He was already in the wagon ready to cross and when he stuck his hand out to grab Amelia’s in order to help her inside, her mother slapped his hand.

      It was an eye-opening, heart-dropping moment. They’d rather not have her with them, but surely they didn’t intend to leave her on this side of the river. She walked to the front and looked up at her father. “Papa?”

      He pretended he didn’t hear her, and she was not about to beg. She’d been a beggar her whole life. She begged for attention, for love, for food, for clothing and they never willingly gave her anything. She was dispensable now that they had Aaron.

      Shamed, she walked to a large boulder near the river and climbed up on it. She watched as the wagons were put on the wobbling wooden scows and held her breathe as they were pulled across using a system of ropes. So far, two people ended up in the river but they were quickly rescued by Jed.

      She felt the heat of Eli’s gaze without even turning her head. She already knew she’d see pity in his eyes, and she couldn’t take it. Not today. He’d been kind to her and checked in with her parents every evening. It seemed to be his way of letting them know he was watching them. They huffed and complained about him incessantly. They didn’t see his kindness.

      He was devoted to getting them all to Oregon and so far, he’d done a good job, at least in her opinion. He took an interest in Aaron too and it made her parents crazy. They thought he was interfering and overbearing but Eli wasn’t like that. He was a kind man with a big heart. He had an authoritative air about him, and her parents didn’t like to admit that rules applied to them too.

      The snow had disappeared amid days of bright sunshine. Her heart pounded painfully in her chest. Five more wagons and it would be their turn. She couldn’t really believe her parents meant to leave her behind. It had to be some awful game they were playing.

      She sighed as she sat on the warm rock. She wished the loud sound of the churning water would drown out her thoughts but it didn’t. Maybe she could approach the Otters. She didn’t have money for her fare but she could work for them. If only she dared do it. She watched as the Downeys then the Otters all ferried over safely.

      Still her parents ignored her. She swallowed what little pride she had left and walked over to the wagon. “Papa, should I get in now?”

      He didn’t even glance at her. He just shook his head.

      A lump formed in her throat as she walked to the back of the wagon. “Mother, surely you don’t mean to leave me behind?” She held her breath, fearing the answer.

      Her mother leaned out of the back. “Amelia, we only have enough money for three of us to cross. You’re a grown woman now. It’s time you made your own way.”

      “But you’d always said no one would ever want me. You said I couldn’t make it on my own.” Her voice cracked and she stopped talking. She pulled her wrap tightly around her and began to walk down along the riverbank. There were other wagons waiting to cross over. Perhaps someone needed help and would be willing to take her on.

      Tears streamed down her face. God knew how hard she’d tried to please her parents. She never complained. She never contradicted them when they told her she was useless. She worked hard. If not for her lameness, things would have been different. Someone would have asked for her hand already, but now that would never happen.

      She tripped but caught herself before she fell into the mud. All she had were the clothes on her back. Weren’t her parents afraid of what the rest of the party would think? They always put so much emphasis on appearances that it seemed odd that they would just leave her behind. She turned and looked back. Her parents and Aaron were on the ferry now. Even in the face of their betrayal, she still held her breath and then let it out once they were safely across.

      That was it then. Fear blanketed her. What if no one wanted her? And why should they? She did have an awful limp and her hip was disfigured. She stood still for a moment trying to gather some strength inside her. She tried to find a sense of calmness, but all she had was sheer panic within her. She heard the horse coming behind her and knew it was Eli. She just couldn’t talk to him. He was probably there to say good-bye.

      He reined in his horse and hopped out of the saddle. She stared at the ground and didn’t look up when his boots came into view.

      “Amelia? What happened?”

      “What did my parent say happened?” She kept her gaze fixed on his mud-caked boots.

      “It doesn’t matter what they had to say. Are you alright?” His voice was so full of concern she wanted to weep.

      “I’ll be fine. I think I can probably find a family to take me on. I’m a good worker.”

      He put his hand under her chin and tilted her head until she looked at him. “Yes, you are a good worker. Did you have a fight with your parents?”

      She shook her head. “I’m not sure what happened. They told me they couldn’t afford to take both me and Aaron with them. They didn’t choose me. I can’t blame them. To them I’m nothing but a cripple and a burden. I do work hard but they never see that. They only see me as a charity case or something.”

      “Amelia, you are not a burden. I’ve never seen anyone work as hard as you. It’s their loss if they’d rather have Aaron. You can cross with me. Here let me get you on the horse. I’ll need you to wrap your hands around my waist nice and tight.”

      Dread pooled in her gut and she took a step back. “Oh no…I can’t. My—my leg. I can’t sit a horse.” Tears flowed at her confession.

      “That’s fine. You can sit sideways in front of me. I’m not leaving you behind.”

      “My parents will be angry.”

      “I don’t care about your parents. I do care about you.” His rich voice rolled over her, and her tears stopped.

      “I won’t have a place to be once we cross. I don’t want to be a bother. I can find someone to work for.”

      “You can work for me if it comes to that. We’ll get it all figured out. I can’t leave you behind.” He tilted his head and  stared at her.

      So that was it. He didn’t want her on his conscience. “Thank you. I’ll pay you back for the fare.”

      “I know you will. Now let’s get going.”

      He put his large hands on her waist and lifted her onto his horse as though she weighed nothing at all. Then he swung up behind her and practically cradled her in front of him. Safe and cherished; that was how he made her feel at that moment. It wasn’t real, but she wished the feeling would last forever.

      The sun glistened on the rolling river water making it look magical but fear filled her the closer they got. As they rode to the ferry she stiffened, sweat formed on her brow and her stomach began to churn.

      “Are you alright?” He murmured into her ear.

      “I can’t swim.” Her heart pounded.

      “That’s fine, I can. Roman can too.” He swung down then reached up for her. After setting her down, he took her hand in his. Holding the reins in his left hand and her hand in his right, Eli walked onto the ferry. His confidence gave her the sense of calm she’d been searching for.

      Until they started across.

      The roar of the fast moving water filled her ears and all she could see were the logs and debris being carried swiftly down river. Fear paralyzed her as she watched the water greedily gouge at the riverbank, eroding chunks of clay and rocks in its path. The scow bobbed up and down and this way and that, and she thought for sure they’d go over the side. She was squeezing Eli’s hand for all she was worth, but she couldn’t let go. She glanced up at him and was surprised when he smiled at her.

      “See, nothing to it.” On the other side, he led her and Roman up the riverbank. He never once let go of her.

      Embarrassed, she slipped her hand out of his. “I didn’t mean to squeeze so hard.”

      “You’re much stronger than I imagined.” His voice was teasing but heat rushed to her face. “Come on, let’s catch up with Smitty.”

      Eli took her hand again as they walked past her parents. “Don’t look at them. They aren’t worth your consideration. Smitty always has a fire going near the bank at each crossing in case someone falls in and needs thawing out or drying. I bet he has coffee for us. Did you eat this morning?”

      She was concentrating so hard on walking with her head held high she forgot to answer.

      “Amelia?”

      “Yes, I had a biscuit. Thanks.”

      Eli grunted but didn’t say anything. He handed the reins to Jed and put his hand on the small of her back as he led her closer to the fire. “Smitty, we’ll have an extra guest for a while.” He glanced toward the Cruthers’ wagon and squared his shoulders. “I take that back. Amelia is a hard worker, and she’ll be part of our team.”

      Smitty smiled broadly “Good to have you aboard. Now if this one,” he nodded toward Eli, “gets too bossy, you let me know. Sit.” He pointed to an upended crate, and she lowered herself onto it, wincing at the pinching sensation in her hip. Then he poured two cups of coffee and handed her one and Eli the other.

      “Thank you.” She wasn’t sure what else she should say or do, so she sipped the hot black liquid.

      “You’re very welcome, little lady. I’ve watched you and I know you work hard. If that one,” he nodded toward Jed, “tries to get you to do his work, you let me know. A shirker, he can be.”

      Jed laughed. “That’s right. Smitty runs everything single handedly, or so he thinks.”

      Both Eli and Smitty joined in on the laughter, and Amelia’s heart lightened . They were making her feel welcome, and for that she’d be eternally grateful.
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        * * *

      

      Eli relaxed a bit. The river crossing was behind them, and Amelia seemed comfortable enough joining his little group. What a rotten thing to do, leaving a daughter behind. Just when he thought he had seen it all, someone did something so outrageous to top everything. The Cruthers were now on the top of the heap. Amelia was better off with them. He wanted to stop by her parent’s wagon and ask for her things but he couldn’t bring himself to do it.

      They’d now been traveling about fifteen miles a day. They were making good time but Jed predicted rain for that evening. They’d stop early and camp as far uphill from the river as possible. He rode Roman up and down the train, letting people know they needed to cook for tonight and probably tomorrow. It would be hard to make a fire in the rain. He also instructed each to make any repairs to the wagons that were needed, especially the wheels. More than likely, they’d have to push the wagons through the mud come morning.

      He rode next to the Cruthers wagon and was surprised that they all rode in it. The usual way was for all but the driver to walk. Thinking back, he’d never seen Cheryl Cruthers walking. “We’ll be stopping early. It’s going to rain tonight, so be sure to cook enough grub for tomorrow too.”

      Benjamin frowned. “Don’t look like no rain to me. There’s hardly a cloud in the sky.”

      “Trust me, it’s going to rain. Best to be prepared. Grab drywood now.”

      “We don’t have to do what you want,” Benjamin spouted.

      “Tomorrow you’ll need to lighten your load by two people. If the missus can drive we could sure use your strength to push wagons.” Eli waited for another snide comment.

      “She don’t drive, and she doesn’t walk either.”

      “I hear you. Just don’t ask for help getting your wagon out of the mud tomorrow if that’s how you want to play it. You can always be left behind.” Eli rode on before Benjamin utter another word. What an idiot.

      Amelia wore Jed’s old pants cinched at the waist with a rope under her skirt. The getup should keep her warmer. He smiled when he remembered how she balked at wearing them, but she seemed to like them now. It was hard to believe she’d been with them for a week. She’d fast become the sister he never had. Her silky blond hair hung down her back in one long braid. She certainly was pretty enough. And she was likable. He looked forward to coming to the fire each evening and having her there.

      He wasn’t sure what they’d do with her once they reached Oregon. He’d probably just bring her out to the ranch. There was always enough to do there. Warmth spread through his insides at the thought, and his mouth dropped open. He shook his head. I do not have feelings for her. I do not! He couldn’t afford to have a woman in his life. He had too much to do before he settled down, if he ever settled down.

      Besides, people always left and he had no reason to expect a wife to be any different.

      His best bet was to put some space between them. He refused to develop feelings for her. Dang it! He never planned to have feelings for anyone. His brother Mike took the marriage fall, but Eli had sworn to himself he was never going to get caught up in any type of love.

      He rode away from Amelia. He’d have to come up with reasons to stay away from camp.
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      It poured and poured outside. The boom of the thunder shook the wagon, and the zigzag of lightning lit up the sky. It felt as though the wagon would blow away at any moment. Amelia thanked her lucky stars she wasn’t outside. Boom! She jumped and this time she shrieked. She was alone in the wagon. Smitty was right outside trying to keep the fire going in case it was needed. Jed was just keeping the livestock from bolting, and Eli said he needed to keep an eye on everyone.

      Something was bothering him, and she wished she knew what it was. He had hardly glanced in her direction the whole day. He’d talked to her parents. She’d watched the interaction and neither Eli nor her father had seemed pleased. After that, he’d been distant somehow. A sigh slipped out. She’d come to rely on his approving smile too much.

      Perhaps she was making a nuisance of herself, and she’d worn out her welcome. They weren’t used to having a female under foot. They’d been nothing but solicitous, but maybe they didn’t want her around. It weighed heavily on her shoulders. They didn’t need her. They’d been doing just fine without her. She worked hard and tried to earn her keep, but in reality she was just an extra person for Eli to take care of.

      He had probably expected one of the families to want her in their wagon. He hadn’t given her limp enough importance when he’d said she could stay. That must be it. Her face flamed. She thought she was used to being unwanted, but her heart hurt in ways it never had before. After the storm, she would find a new place, if there was one.

      “Amelia, make room! Eli was thrown from his horse!” Smitty yelled.

      Her heart skipped a beat. She immediately laid out a bedroll for him and then she grabbed a coat intending to go outside but Smitty told her to stay put. So, she made herself as small as possible.

      Jed and Smitty carried Eli into the wagon and set him down. He groaned and moved his head back and forth but he didn’t open his eyes.

      “I’ll get Lynn Downey!” Jed yelled above the thunder.

      “Tell her I can stay with her boys if she needs!” Amelia shouted. Jed nodded and disappeared in the storm.

      “We need to get these wet clothes off him,” announced Smitty. “Amelia can you help or would you rather—”

      “I’ll help. Of course I’ll help.” She quickly unbuttoned Eli’s shirt and and after a struggle with the sodden fabric, she got it off. She gulped when she saw how muscled his chest was.

      Smitty took off the rest and they both bundled Eli with blankets. they switched places, and Smitty smoothed Eli’s hair off his face. He leaned over and drew the lantern close, peering closely. He sat up with a grunt. “I don’t see no wounds on his head.”

      Amelia sighed. That was a relief.

      A few minutes later Jed stuck his head in and asked her to sit with the Downey boys. She put on her coat, and Jed helped her down. The ground was soaked and numerous puddles had formed. Amelia watched as Lynn went into the wagon, then she hurried off with Jed to the Downeys’.
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        * * *

      

      Eli groaned. Why was everyone screaming? He touched his head and slowly opened his eyes. Dang, it was light out.

      “Eli?”

      He waited for his eyes to focus. “Amelia, how long have I been out?” He tried to lift his head but it made him dizzy.

      “Just since last night. It’s good that you’re awake.”

      “Roman?”

      “Your horse is fine. He fled for a bit but was back early this morning. You were lucky. You didn’t break any bones. We were just praying you’d wake up.”

      Unshed tears gleamed in her eyes and warmed him in a way he’d never felt before.

      “Have you been here all night?”

      She smiled. “And most of the day too. Lynn attended to you, and then I came back, and I’ve been watching you sleep.”

      He nodded and his eyes widened. The blanket slid over his bare chest and it struck him he was wearing nothing – not even his drawers! He clenched his fingers around the edges of the cover lest it slip and forced a smile. “Amelia... where are my clothes?”

      “Smitty took off most of them.”

      “Most?”

      Amelia nodded and looked away. “I took off your shirt. You were soaked through.” A delicate shade of rose stained her cheeks. “I... I, um... tried not to look... if that makes you feel any better.”

      He wasn’t sure it made him feel any better but he nodded anyway. “It does. How’d everyone fare the storm?” She glanced back at him and he found himself staring. He could look at her all day.

      “The usual. Everyone was wet and not in the best of moods. Smitty saved the day with his fire. I don’t know how he keeps it going. I know he uses a tarp, but still. There was some pushing that needed doing to get us all going, but it’s hard to know exactly what’s going on. I’ve been in here with you. We’ll be stopping for the nooning soon, and Smitty mentioned we may stop for the day. The trail is wet and slick.” She drew in a gulp of air. “ Did you know that all of Lynn Downey’s boys are adopted? But they call each other brother. I watched them for a bit last night. They really didn’t need watching, but I think it made Lynn feel better that I was there with them. They each have a different story as to how they ended up without their parents. They are all doing well and they seem happy.”

      He listened to her as he watched her clasp and unclasp her hands. He never noticed that little habit of hers. “What about you?”

      Her brow furrowed. “What about me?”

      “Are you happy?” For some reason her answer was important to him.

      “Of course I am. Who wouldn’t be?” Her heart wasn’t in her answer, and that bothered him.

      “Is that Eli I hear talking back there?” Smitty called from the front.

      “It’s me, and stop hitting every bump. Who taught you how to handle oxen?”

      Smitty laughed. “We’ll stop in a bit.”

      “He really isn’t trying to hit every bump, you know,” admonished Amelia gently. “He cares a great deal about you and Jed.”

      Her genuine concern amused him, and a smile tugged at his lips “I know. I was joking with him. When our parents died, Smitty was there for us. He’s family.”

      “Family is important.” She bit her lip.

      “It can be. But there are different types of families. You said it yourself. The Downeys aren’t related, but they are a family.”

      His lips twitched into a smile as he fought a burst of laughter at her expression. It was though he’d said something profound. “What about the other livestock? Did they scatter?”

      “A bit, but the men got them back. We had a bit of a late start. How do you feel besides your head?”

      “My ribs are a bit bruised but nothing that hasn’t happened before.” He grinned at her. Having her fuss over him was nice. He could get used to it, unfortunately. He struggled to sit up, pausing for a moment to allow the dizziness to work itself out. He wasn’t one to sit around. “I’ll be fine by the time we stop. Is there any water to drink?”

      “Of course.” She crawled toward the back and grabbed a glass jar filled with water along with a tin cup. The water gurgled as she poured some into the cup. Then she managed to crawl back without spilling any. That couldn’t have been easy with the constant swaying of the wagon. “Here.” She handed it to him.

      His hand shook a bit, but he finally got the sweet water down his throat. It felt so good going down. “Thank you.” Another blush graced her cheeks. Dang it, his feelings for her were anything but sisterly. He needed to get out of the wagon as soon as possible. His body was beginning to respond to her nearness. He gripped the blanket again. Hopefully, she was too naive to notice.

      “I think someday I’d like to be like Lynn and adopt a few children. I know what it’s like to be unwanted. I wonder if they’d allow a single woman to adopt…”

      “I don’t think so, but things might be different out west. The rules aren’t always the same. I’m sure you’ll find a good husband in Oregon.”

      Her face fell and he could see the sadness and doubt in her eyes.

      “You don’t think you’ll get married?” he asked, keeping his voice gentle.

      “I’m no prize, and with my lame leg it’ll be a challenge to find anyone willing to take me on. I really need to figure out what I plan to so when I get to Oregon. I was supposed to build a farm with my parents, but I’m not needed anymore. I really don’t have any other skills except farming and keeping house. But if a man is desperate enough, who knows?”

      He hated that she had such a low opinion of herself, but he really didn’t know what to say. She had many good qualities that would outweigh her limp, but he didn’t think it the time to tell her.

      The wagon’s bumping and jostling motion began to slow.

      “Seems we’re stopping,” said Eli. “I’ll be glad to stretch my legs.”

      “Don’t overdo it. You’ve plenty of men to do the work. The train needs you whole and healthy.”

      “I’ll be fine, but thanks for worrying about me.”

      “Do you need help?”

      “No, go on. I’ll be out as soon as I can find my clothes.” He winked at her, and her resulting blush pleased him. He waited while she scrambled out of the wagon.

      The dizziness had stopped, and he quickly got dressed. Then he climbed out of the back but jerked backward when he was confronted by angry faces in front of him. “What’s going on?”

      “We’re trying to decide what to do about Amelia,” Benjamin Cruthers said heatedly.

      “Do about Amelia?” He widened his stance and slapped his hat against his thigh. “I don’t see how she’s any of your business anymore.”

      “It’s all of our business when immoral acts are taking place within the camp. And it’s our duty to put an end to it.”

      The crowd that had gathered seemed to be on Benjamin’s side.

      “Tell me what’s going on.”

      Cheryl Cruthers stepped forward. “Amelia has entertained many men during the storm. And she’s been in a wagon with you for over a day. Alone with you that is. What are we supposed to think?”

      Irritation flared, and he had a hard time holding it in check. “You’re supposed to think you raised your daughter to be of fine moral character and she was nursing me,” he snapped. “I was out cold until about an hour ago if that.”

      Cheryl crossed her arms in front of her. “So you say. What about the Downey boys? She spent a few hours alone in a wagon with them.” She nodded as though her words were damning.

      Eli threw his head back and guffawed. “Those boys wouldn’t know what to do with a grown woman, and you know it. I think you’re just mad that Amelia wasn’t left behind the way you intended. And the excuse you gave her was pretty lousy. The fare for the ferry wasn’t per passenger at all.” He narrowed his gaze on her. “You’re the one who should be ashamed.”

      The crowd became quiet, and most eyes focused on Cheryl.

      “I spent my days raising up a crippled girl. It wasn’t easy at all. But instead of thanks, all I get is your condemnation. We had to make a choice. Aaron or Amelia and Aaron was the better choice. Life isn’t always easy and sometimes choices have to be made.”

      Eli waited for the outrage from the crowd, but it didn’t happen. “I’m sorry you aren’t happy with Amelia’s actions, but she’s done nothing to be ashamed of.” He finally got a chance to glance over to where Amelia stood. The shame and hurt were apparent in her stance, and on her face. And he ached for her. “This is the end of this conversation.” He turned to walk away.

      “Hold up there, Eli!” Benjamin called. “This is not done. The honest people here don’t want her traveling with us. Who knows whose wagon she’ll climb into next? It may be her only way to make a bit of cash.”

      Amelia gasped. “How dare you?”

      “I dare because I know you!” her father roared.

      Amelia took a step back and raised her hand to her chest. “Is this what all of you think of me?” One by one, the people of the party nodded.

      “Folks back to your wagons,” Smitty said in a booming voice. “We’ll let you know what we decide.”

      There was much grumbling but finally everyone had left. Eli sank down onto a crate and closed his eyes. Now what?
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        * * *

      

      There wasn’t a fare per person? Amelia was going to be sick. They’d just left her behind for no real reason? They just didn’t want her anymore? She hadn’t been born crippled but her mother sure made it sound like it. She’d made it sound as though she’d done all the work along the trail, and not Amelia. If her mother hadn’t pushed her down the cellar steps when she had been only six, she wouldn’t have her limp. This couldn’t be happening. They were trying to get her thrown off the train. How did they expect her to live?

      They didn’t. Just when she thought they couldn’t hurt her anymore they stuck a knife in her heart and twisted it. It was an effort to take a full breath, and she began to feel lightheaded. She didn’t want or need pity, so she walked away and into the nearby woods. The sound of rushing water was near and she made her way to the creek. It was a lovely place with green foliage, and the water seemed to be so clear.

      Would exposing her feet and splashing in the water be scandalous? Probably, but at this point did it really matter? She pulled off her shoes and set them aside, then peeled down her stockings and tucked them into her shoes. The ground under her bare feet was rough, but when she waded into the water, its coolness felt so nice. She almost smiled as she squished her toes in the sandy river bottom.

      But thoughts of her situation intruded. Where to go and what to do? Perhaps another train would take her, but she didn’t know why they would. Life would be so much easier if she didn’t have her darn limp, but she couldn’t change that. Perhaps there was a town nearby… She sighed. No matter where she went, it would be the same thing. People would notice her lameness and judge her for it. It just wasn’t fair.

      It was totally absurd to mention the Downey boys. What were her parents thinking? They were nice boys and that was it. True, being alone in a wagon with a man under different circumstances could be considered bad behavior but Eli had been thrown from his horse. And the crowd. Why were they siding with her parents? They all liked Eli, and they knew he’d never take advantage of her.

      No, her parents wanted her gone. It was that simple. A twig snapped, and she turned. There stood Eli and his expression wasn’t a happy one. He frowned and his eyes burned in fury. This was it. He was going to tell her for the good of the party that she’d have to leave.

      She held her breath as he came closer.

      “Heck of a day, huh?”

      She nodded waiting to see what else he had to say.

      “I have some news. You can stay if we get married.” His voice was void of all emotion and he didn’t look at her.

      “That’s not a solution you want, so I can’t.”

      “It’s the best way.”

      She put her hands on her hips. “Why? What are my choices? I did nothing wrong.”

      “I know you didn’t. But the point is, everyone thinks you did. I offered for you, so we’ll be married after supper tonight.” He locked his gaze with hers, and she could see it all—his reluctance, his anger, his regret.

      “No one else offered for me?” When he didn’t respond, she knew the answer. No one else needed more burdens added to their lives. “I’d rather just leave than force you into a marriage you don’t want.”

      “It wouldn’t be a fake marriage. We will live together, help each other…and sleep together.” He didn’t blink while he waited for her answer.

      “You won’t want to sleep with me. You don’t know what you’re getting into. I’m hideous. One look, and you’ll be sleeping alone. It’s not fair to you.”

      “I can’t believe any part of you would be hideous. I think we might be able to make a go of it,” his voice was less than confident.

      “What about love? Didn’t you want a wife you could love?”

      He shook his head. “No. I don’t think I have it in my heart to love another that deeply. I’ve lost so much in my life, I tend to distance myself when someone tries to get close. I have a ranch in Oregon. I own it with my two brothers. Mike is running it now with his wife.”

      “Is that what you plan to do? Ranch?”

      “No, I’m a guide. I’ll be gone a lot, but it can’t be helped. You’ll have a roof over your head, though, and you’ll never have to worry again about where you’re supposed to be.”

      Turning away, she splashed the water with her feet before she climbed back up the bank. She sat down and pulled her stockings on and then put on her shoes all while thinking about what she should say or do. She never really thought to marry and she wasn’t mentally prepared to enter into one.

      “And if I say no?”

      “They mean to leave you behind with a supply of food and water.”

      Her hand instantly covered her mouth. “They can’t do that! You’re in charge!”

      “I’m in charge of getting us there and most everything else but this is about morals, and it’s the type of thing the whole party votes on. I’m as sorry as can be. I know I’m no prize but I don’t see any other way.”

      “You won’t beat me will you?”

      One side of Eli’s mouth quirked upward followed by a soft chuckle. “No, I won’t beat you. Please say yes.”

      Lord knew they both didn’t want this, but she felt as though it was her only choice. “Yes, I’ll marry you.” She gave him a shy smile.

      He smiled back, but his smile didn’t reach his eyes. “I think the best way to get your parents’ goat is to act happy. They think they’re punishing us. Let’s make sure they know we don’t think of it that way.”

      “Good plan. Eli? Thank you for everything.”

      He grasped her hand and entwined his fingers with hers. “Let’s do this, Amy.”

      “Amy?”

      “A brand new life and a brand new name. You’re no longer Amelia, their daughter. You will be Amy, my wife. That is, if you like the name. It suits you.”

      “I do like it.” They walked hand in hand back to the wagon circle, smiling and laughing. Eli was right it made her parents angry, and her heart became lighter.

      Smitty and Jed sat by the fire, and they both stood when she and Eli approached.

      “By your smiles I think we’re having ourselves a wedding!” Smitty declared happily.

      Jed shook Eli’s hand and then he kissed her cheek. “Welcome to the family, Amelia.”

      She shared a glance with Eli. “Thank you, but it’s Amy from now on. I want nothing my parents ever gave me.”

      Smitty laughed. “Sounds like a great way to start out. The reverend is all set to get you two hitched, and I heard tell of a party after. You know, with dancing and the like.”

      Jed groaned. “No dancing. I’m tired of the women always stepping on my toes.”

      “Don’t look at me. It’s my wedding and I only plan to dance with Amy.” Eli winked at her.

      Dread filled her. “Eli, I can’t dance.”

      “I’ll teach you,” he replied.

      Her face heated. “No, what I mean is because of my limp, it hurts to try to dance.”

      A look of dawning spread across his face. “Well, heck I might have hit the jackpot. I may never have to dance again! I guess this means you should get your dancing boots on Smitty, you’ll be popular tonight.”

      “We all have to make sacrifices, you know.” Smitty smiled.

      “Who is she?” Jed asked.

      “Who what?” Smitty’s smile widened.

      “There must be someone you’re looking forward to dancing with. Usually you hate dancing, just like the rest of us.”

      “I’d best get supper finished. I can’t get anything done with y’all gossiping like old ladies.” Smitty grabbed the cook pot and went to the creek.

      As soon as he was out of sight, both Eli and Jed laughed. “It should prove to be an interesting evening,” Jed commented.

      Eli nodded as he stared at Amelia…Amy. “Very interesting indeed.”
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        * * *

      

      Eli’s attention was on everything else except for what the reverend was saying. Finally the “I dos” were said, and he was supposed to kiss the bride. He looked into Amy’s hopeful face and cupped her cheeks with both hands before leaning down. Her lips were plump, sweet, and much softer than he imagined. He kissed her longer than was customary and stopped when Reverend Otter cleared his throat.

      Eli took her hand and they both turned to the gathered crowd. He had on his best clean clothes, while Amy wore a pretty blue dress belonging to Lynn Downey. She looked as a newborn foal  and he was proud to have her at his side.

      He smiled at the Cruthers while they glared at him. Their anger made it worthwhile. They were the ones who should be ashamed of their behavior. He bet no one knew how cruel Cheryl Cruthers had been to her own daughter. No, she had them all fooled. It didn’t matter anymore.

      They received well wishes from most folks, and someone had started to play the fiddle. Soon enough people were dancing and having a good time. He somehow got parted from his wife and found himself cornered by Benjamin and Cheryl.

      “Who told you about her inheritance? I know you must know,” Cheryl screeched at  him.

      “That money is going to us. We raised her. We deserve it,” Benjamin growled.

      Eli stared, unable to form an answer.  He took a step forward.

      Cheryl put her hands on her hips. “She’s worthless to you as a woman, so the only reason I can see for you to marry her is for the money. Her parents left it to her, but they didn’t realize how much of our money and hard work would have to go into raising her. We aim to claim that money one way or another, so don’t get in our way.” Cheryl gave him another glare before she turned and stomped away followed by her husband.

      He then realized that Amy had heard the whole conversation. The confusion on her face hurt his heart.

      “What are they talking about? What inheritance?” Her voice cracked as she spoke and she pinned him in her sharp stare. “Do you know something you aren’t telling me?” Her voice cracked as she spoke.

      Eli took her small hand into his and gave it a light squeeze. “Come, let’s take a walk.” He led her outside the circle of light created by the wagons and continued until he was sure they were alone. “I didn’t know anything. But now we know why they wanted to be rid of you.” He hesitated. “I don’t think they planned for you to live to see Oregon.”

      “That’s what I thought they meant too. But I don’t understand the part about my parents. I thought— Aren’t they my parents?”

      “Seems to me that the Cruthers are not your father and mother, but you were somehow put into their care. It’s a bit of a mystery, but if they planned to take the money they made a big mistake by having us marry and then telling me.”

      He felt her shiver and embraced her, pulling her to him. “If you die, the money goes to me not them. We really messed up their plans good. I think we should be on our guard though. I don’t trust either of them.”

      She laid her ear against his heart. “I don’t trust them either, but their claim of an inheritance explains a lot.”

      He stroked her back up and down until she stopped shaking. “What do you mean by that?”

      “They never liked me. I always felt as though I was living on their charity instead of being their daughter. When Mother—I mean Cheryl—pushed me down those steps she probably meant to kill me.”

      He stiffened. “Threw you down the steps? What do you mean?”

      Her voice trembled as she spoke. “I was six. Cheryl told me to go in the root cellar for some apples. Then she yelled that I wasn’t moving fast enough, and she—she pushed me. I fell…” She shrugged. “I don’t remember much after that, but I was hurt badly. Bones in my leg broke… She didn’t get any help for me.”

      “If I had to guess, I’d say someone must have come along and they had to get you to a doc. After that, they probably wouldn’t dare stage another accident.”

      She wrapped her arms around his waist. “We must be talking a lot of money.”

      “Not necessarily. I’ve seen people do awful things for what amounted to not much.”

      She let go and gazed up at him. “Thank you. It’s nice to not have to fight my battles alone. I’m sorry though that somehow I put you in danger.”

      Her eyes seemed to glow in the moonlight. He swooped down and stole a kiss from her before he caught her hand. “Let’s go join our party.”

      He led her into the middle of the circle. “I know dancing isn’t for you, but we can sway to the music can’t we?” He smiled at her frown. “It’s our wedding. Let’s dance just this once.”

      She nodded and stepped easily into his arms. He knew her to be strong, but she felt like a precious flower put into his care. If he held too tight, she’d break but if he didn’t hold at all, she’d wither. He made slow small movements with his feet and she kept up quite well. His heart swelled when she glanced up at him and smiled.

      “I never dreamed I’d ever dance.”

      “Well here you are doing it. I think you are a very capable woman. Very pretty too.”

      Her eyes widened then she dropped her gaze. Obviously, she didn’t believe him. If it took him a lifetime, he planned to convince her she was beautiful.

      He saw one of the bachelors walking toward them, and he didn’t want to have to tell someone he couldn’t cut in. It was Aaron Stills. He walked closer with a hopeful look on his face. Eli glared him down, and he turned and walked away.

      “Let’s go sit, sweetheart,” he whispered in her ear. She nodded, and he led her to a circle of crates near Smitty’s fire. “It’s a fine night.”

      Amy sat down. “It turned out much better than I thought. Somehow, I thought everyone would laugh at you for having to marry me. They probably pity you but are too polite to show it.”

      “Amy, look at me. You are a kind, capable, sweet person and there is no reason to pity me.”

      “You never planned to marry.”

      He shrugged. “True, but here we are. I plan to try to make the best of it.”

      He wanted to swear at the doubt that filled her eyes. She’d never believe him. He reached out and gave her hand a quick squeeze. It would take some time but he’d erase all doubt from her mind someday.
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        * * *

      

      Amelia walked beside the wagon all morning. Smitty asked her to ride with him but she’d declined. She wanted to be alone to think. She and Eli had slept in one of the extra wagons that Smitty cleared out for them. Smitty wanted them to have some privacy. That had been thoughtful of him.

      But she had stayed on her side and Eli on his. She thought she’d prefer it that way, but it made her feel lonesome. Whatever happened she couldn’t allow Eli to see her hip. Her hip and leg was so scarred, twisted and ugly. He’d sleep elsewhere for sure if he saw those scars. A small smile played at her lips as she remembered how he mumbled in his sleep. She couldn’t tell what he was saying, but it amused her. It was a private thing that a wife would know.

      Her smile turned into a frown. She’d play along with being married until they got to Oregon and then she was going to get to the bottom of all the lies the Cruthers told her. Was her name even Amelia? She wished she could slow down the thoughts in her mind. Too many questions and no answers.

      She still walked alone. Getting married hadn’t changed people’s feelings about her. She’d always be different and always an outcast. What if Eli lost friends because of her? She wouldn’t be able to bear it.

      So lost in thought she was, she didn’t notice the horse next to her at first but when she did, she jumped.

      Eli swung down off his horse. “You looked so deep in thought. Care to share what’s bothering you?”

      She gazed at his profile as they walked together. He was such a handsome man. She liked his brown eyes the best. They had a hint of gold flecks in them. “The usual. Why aren’t my parents my parents? What happened to my real parents? You know, things a girl thinks about as she walks.”

      He smiled and shook his head. “Those same thoughts keep running through my head too but I doubt we’ll get any answers. Come, I want to take you for a ride.”

      She started to shake her head, but the thought of his arms around her was too tempting, so she gave in with a nod. When he put his hands around her waist, she felt a spark between them. It was odd, and she wished she knew what it meant. He set her on top of Roman and then he got into the saddle behind her. Then she was in the circle of his arms, and it gave her a feeling of security along with a hint of a promise of things to come. She was being fanciful, but she allowed herself to hold on to the feeling as they rode to the front of the train and then beyond.

      “Where are we going?”

      “I’m going to teach you how to swim. We’ll be crossing rivers, creeks, streams and you need to know how to save yourself if the worst happens.”

      She shuddered at the thought of drowning and then panicked. “I don’t have anything to swim in. I think we should wait.”

      “Don’t worry, you can leave your chemise on. I just want you safe.” He sounded so matter-of-fact and right.

      “You won’t let go?”

      He kissed the back of her neck. “I’m not letting you go.”

      Of course, he meant just in the water but it would have been grand if he meant forever.

      “What about the others?” she asked.

      “We’ll have privacy. They’ll stop for the nooning in a few minutes, and we’re way out in front of them. We’ve got a good few hours.”

      She expected a rushing river but he brought her to a pond. It wasn’t too awfully big and it looked to be quite private. The thought of him seeing her scared her more than the water did. She wasn’t opposed to learning. She’d never been allowed to swim before.

      Eli reined Roman to a stop, and then he jumped to the ground. He immediately reached up for her and helped her down. She tried to think of anything but getting undressed. Something splashed in the pond. The grass surrounding the pond was quite lush. How cold was the water? Eli really had very broad shoulders.

      Her heart seemed to stutter at that sudden thought.

      “Why are you staring at me like that?” Eli asked as he smiled.

      “Like what?”

      “Like you’re studying me or something.”

      Her face heated. “I was just noticing how broad your shoulders are. I mean most men have big shoulders but yours look a bit wider.”

      A rumbled started from deep inside him and then he threw back his head and laughed. “My brother Mike has me beat in the shoulder department, but it’s nice to know you like them. Now, turn your back and I’ll shuck some of my clothes and get into the water. I’ll turn my back while you take off your dress. Then I’ll teach you to swim.”

      He made it sound so easy. She turned her back to him and it only took him less than a minute to get into the water. She’d been hoping for a few more minutes to brace herself.

      “Your turn.”

      She glanced over her shoulder to make sure he wasn’t peeking. But he was a man of his word. She took off her dress and stockings and then walked to the edge of the pond. The fresh breeze on her skin felt freeing somehow. “I’m ready.”

      He walked to the edge exposing more of his chest with each step. A patch of dark hair drew her gaze. And when she was caught staring, her cheeks heated.

      He extended his arm and held out his hand. She put her hand in his and slowly walked into the water.

      “It’s not as cold as I imagined,” she said.

      “Smaller ponds heat up a bit faster. I expect the rivers to still be cold.” He took both hands and pulled until she floated a bit. “Kick your feet a bit to keep you afloat. It also helps to keep you moving forward.”

      “My hip doesn’t hurt. I thought for sure it would.”

      “Good! Now watch how I use my arms.”

      She stood in the water as he swam back and forth a few times. “I think I can try it.”

      Eli was by her side and he put his hands under her stomach to keep her up. Before long, he backed away and she was swimming.

      The feel of the water on her along with the nice breeze and the beautiful sunshine gave her a sense of peace she’d never experienced before. Finally, here was an activity she could do despite her lameness.

      “You have a beautiful smile.”

      She glanced at Eli. “I think I’ve smiled more here than I have in a whole year. Thank you for teaching me.”

      “My pleasure, but I think we’d best get dried off. Our lead time is closing.”

      Amelia scrambled up the bank and stood in the sun. Eli stared at her. Glancing down, she realized her wet chemise was almost see-through. She quickly turned around and grabbed her dress. Had he seen her hip and leg? She shouldn’t have let her guard down. She picked up her ugly brown dress and put it on. She didn’t care if she was still wet. She quickly put on her stockings and shoes keeping her back to him the whole time.

      “I wish I’d had thought to bring dry clothes for you to put on.”

      “I’m fine. Look, I see a wagon.”

      Eli stood next to her and stared into the distance. She dared to glance at him, and he didn’t seem upset.
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      Eli pretended to be asleep as Amy hurried and dressed. She always made sure her back was to him. His lips twitched. She certainly was a shy one. What she didn’t know was that she sought out the warmth of his body each night. He’d often found her sprawled on top of him in the mornings. He always eased her back to her side. Not because he didn’t enjoy the contact, but out of respect for her. It would embarrass her to no end.

      She allowed casual touching such as handholding. She didn’t seem to object to a kiss on the cheek either, but anything more intimate seemed to scare the stuffing out of her. He’d hoped she’d grow used to him but he’d need more patience. She did smile much more often now. She got along great with his outfit of men, and both Jed and Smitty doted on her. Not that she didn’t do her share of the work. She acted insulted if he told her she could take it easy.

      She certainly was a puzzle at times, but he liked that about her. No two days were ever alike. They’d reached Fort Laramie by noon, and they’d spend a few days there to rest both the folks and the livestock. Perhaps he could buy Amy some cloth so she could make a new dress. Did she even sew?

      “Do you know how to sew?”

      She jumped, startled and then turned toward him. “I didn’t realize you were awake. Yes, I do sew. Do you need something mended? I’m pretty good with a needle.”

      “What about knitting? Do you knit?”

      She drew her brows together. “Why do you ask? Do you need something?”

      “No, not really. I can buy new socks at the fort. I just don’t know all that much about you. We’ll be there today. Would you like to visit the store there?”

      She looked at her clasped hands. “I don’t need anything, and our food stocks are good.”

      He tried not to smile. All she had were the clothes she now wore. And a few odds and ends of men’s clothing. He didn’t know another woman who’d think that was all she needed.

      “What’s your favorite color?”

      She looked up and met his gaze. “Green is my favorite, followed by blue. Why are you asking so many questions?”

      “Can’t a man have a conversation with his wife?”

      She blushed when he referred to her as his wife. “I suppose so, and I’m sorry for being suspicious. I still can’t get past what the Cruthers have done and what they tried to do. I wish we could leave them behind. I think the worst part is that no one else knows the whole story and they all think badly of me. I try not to let it bother me, but I can’t stop thinking about it. I’ve never had a friend. My parents, I mean the Cruthers discouraged anyone who came around.”

      “Didn’t you go to school?”

      “No, I’m well educated, but no I wasn’t allowed to attend school. I was taught at home. You grow used to things, I suppose. I was always lonely, but that was just how it was. The most I’ve ever talked to a person is you.” A wavering smile wiped the melancholy from her face.  “You take the loneliness away.”

      “I’m glad, and don’t you worry. I’ve noticed in life that people who lie and cheat end up getting what they deserve. They can only fool people for so long.”

      She went to the back of the wagon. “I’d best go help Smitty with breakfast. I’ll have your coffee ready for you when you come out.”

      Before he could say thank you she was gone. He laid back and smiled. She’d fallen into his life but somehow he didn’t think he could have found a better wife if he had looked for one himself. Her independence would make his work as a guide easier. She wouldn’t need him around year round. Yes, he was a lucky man.
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        * * *

      

      Amelia sat on the wagon bench with Smitty as they approached Fort Laramie. She’d taken him up on his offer for her to ride in the wagon so she could get a better view. There were wagons everywhere. The whole countryside was dotted with them. So many people wanted to go to Oregon? She shook her head amazed.

      “What’s so great in Oregon, Smitty?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Well, look at all the people who up and left their homes to travel to Oregon. What’s there?”

      Smitty smiled. “Some of the folks will split off and go to California. Most people are looking for a better life. Some left failing farms or jobs they didn’t like hoping for something better.”

      “Is it? Is it better?”

      Smitty glanced at her and nodded. “I think so but then again I already have a place to live. The Todd ranch is making strides and it gets better and bigger each year. Those poor boys didn’t have much but they made something out of the land they did get.”

      “What happened to their parents?”

      “I’m no teller of tales. Ask Eli, he’d be happy to tell you. Looks like we’re going to camp here. Good a spot as any. Lots of fresh water to wash clothes with.”

      She smiled. “I’d love to wash some of this trail dust off.”

      He reined in the oxen and tied the lines around the brake. “You’ll get your chance.”

      Jed rode up. “I’ll check on everyone before making my trip to the fort. Tell Eli he can go first this time.” He rode off as quickly as he rode up.

      Amelia scrambled off the wagon. She hated it when everyone wanted to help her down. She went to the back of the wagon and put down the back end.

      “Do you have a list ready?” Smitty asked as he joined her.

      She shook her head. “I don’t need anything.”

      “They have plenty of pretty things women like. They even have pretty soap. I’m going as soon as I get the oxen taken care of. You can come if you’d like.”

      “I’m fine. I’ll get the fire made and get some bread baking. Don’t worry about me.” She turned away from him and grabbed some wood. She was better off not going. She didn’t want to be around people who didn’t respect her. She frowned. What was pretty soap? That might be something she’d like to see.

      She felt him come up behind her. He had a special warmth she recognized when he was near. “Jed said you could go first.” She turned and smiled at him.

      “That’s the plan. I’ll be back in a bit unless you’ve changed your mind?” He stared right into her eyes.

      “You can tell me all about it when you get back.” She closed her eyes when he kissed her cheek.

      “See you later.” He turned and left.

      She stood there with her hand on her cheek where his lips had rested so briefly. He was a good man, and she was lucky to have him. At the sound of a snicker, she glanced over her shoulder. Cheryl Cruthers stood a short distance away. She continued getting the fire ready.

      “He doesn’t give one fig about you, and you know it. Why would he? You have nothing to offer a virile man like him. He has needs that only a whole woman can give him. How long do you think it will be before he strays?”

      Putting her hands on her hips, Amelia faced the woman she’d once believed was her mother. “What makes you think he needs to stray?” Her face heated.

      Cheryl laughed. “The look on your face says it all. You never could school your thoughts.”

      “I’d like you to leave now. You are not welcome at my fire,” Amelia said in a tight voice. Her heart threatened to beat out of her chest. She’d never spoken to her mother that way before. She’d always been a dutiful daughter. She waited for the backlash, but Cheryl left with only a glare.

      Amelia dropped down onto one of the crates and took a deep breath. Was Cheryl right? Did Eli think of her as a damaged woman? She’d sentenced him to a lifetime of regret when she married him. He’d have no choice but to stray. Didn’t men need to…?

      Eli deserved so much better than he got. She would have to swallow her pride for the rest of her life and look the other way. Why hadn’t that occurred to her before now? That was why no man would ever want her. Words echoed in her head, no man will ever want you. She’d heard them so many times. She should have listened instead of marrying a man who had needs.

      She’d always been a disappointment to her so-called parents. She’d always worked extra hard, trying to make up for the fact that she was, indeed, a cripple. It didn’t matter how hard she worked, nothing could change what she was. They told her so every chance they got. Nothing was ever right, nothing. They always had something bad to say.

      Was that why Eli had accepted her declining his invitation to go to the fort so easily? Would he take care of his manly needs? She gulped. She could handle that. She would have to. She wouldn’t think of it. Just act like it was a normal day, and if he didn’t return for the night; she’d have to pretend it didn’t matter. Her heart squeezed. She’d have to avoid people, she wasn’t sure if she could hide the anguish. Most people didn’t give her a second look anyway except for Smitty, Jed and she thought Eli.

      The fire spluttered and hissed as she heaped more wood on it. She set about getting the coffee made. Jed and Smitty would be back, she hoped. There was just so much she didn’t know about men—or marriage for that matter. She might be educated, but when it came to real life, she was ignorant. Her throat felt scratchy, and tears threatened.

      Tilting her head back, she took a deep breath. Grin and bear it. That had been her motto since her fall. Her leg and hip had never been properly set. She’d spent over a week in bed before a doctor was called. By that time, he tried to do the best he could. She remembered the excruciating pain. Broken bone had been sticking out through her skin and the skin around the break had started to fester. The doctor had wanted to put her under but her mother insisted Amelia be awake for it. How cruel it had been to make her suffer so. Her hate for Cheryl grew stronger. But she had told Cheryl to get away from her fire. It might seem like a small thing, but it made her feel stronger for having stood up to that woman.

      Smitty came back with a pack mule loaded down. “I found a lot of great things at the store. I borrowed Old Sam here to help me get it all here. I even bought some preserves. They don’t usually have those in stock. Eli said to tell you he’ll be a few hours. He has some business to attend to.” Smitty got busy unloading the mule and finding the right place to put everything.

      She was just as glad he was busy. She didn’t trust her voice to not crack. Cheryl was right. She knew more about men than Amelia did. Obviously, his kisses had all been for show. She hadn’t realized how much she’d hoped he was beginning to like her until now. A lump formed in her throat. There was nothing she could do about it. She couldn’t even undress in front of Eli. She’d simply have to pretend she didn’t know what he was doing at the fort.
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        * * *

      

      Eli looked over the bolts of fabric in the general store. He found a few he liked. One was a heavy green material that would be useful for when it got colder. Another was green and white gingham and the third was a light green with the prettiest flowers on it. He told the man behind the counter he needed sewing stuff and buttons or whatever a dress would need. He also purchased a bunch of yarn and some knitting needles. He’d asked the Cruthers for Amy’s things but they had laughed at him. They were not the nicest of folks. The woman waiting on him suggested some muslin for undergarments and a soft fabric for a nightgown. He said yes to it all.

      Glancing outside, he noticed the sun was getting lower in the sky. He’d been in the store much longer than he’d intended. He paid for his purchases and headed for the saloon. He’d promised Jed he’d meet him there.

      Jed stopped at every fort looking for any information about Lily Willis. So far, there had been little information about her but Jed refused to give up hope. He was certain she was alive and all he had to do was find her. Eli didn’t think it would be that simple.

      He spotted Jed sitting at a table with a couple of old trappers they knew. Eli smiled and weaved through the crowd to their table. “Well if it isn’t Old Blue and Crocker. How’ve you two scoundrels been?”

      “Pull up a chair, Eli, and chaw a bit,” Old Blue said. He gave Eli a toothless grin. “Heard tell congratulations are in order. You tied the knot. Good for you.”

      “Nothing like a sweet wife on a cold night,” Croker said with a nod. “You’re a lucky man.”

      Old Blue poured whiskey into a clean glass. “We need to have a drink to celebrate.” He topped off the rest of the drinks and put the bottle down on the  scarred, wooden table that had seen better days. He held up his glass. “Women, can’t live with them, can’t live without them. Now drink up, and we’ll pass the whiskey again.”

      They all tossed their drinks back, and then Crocker reached for the bottle.

      “No more for me, thanks,” Eli said. “I have to get back.”

      “You henpecked already?” Crocker asked, assessing him with a narrow-eyed stare.

      Eli laughed. “I guess so. Plus I have a wagon party I’m leading. I need to set a good example.”

      Jed stood. “We’d both best get back.”

      “Sorry we didn’t have any information about Lily. We ask everyone we see,” Old Blue said.

      “I’ll find her someday. Thanks, guys. I’m sure we’ll see you around.” Jed tipped his hat and walked out with Eli.

      They mounted their horses and headed back toward camp. The disappointment on Jed’s face was hard to take. Eli just hoped they’d find something out and soon. Jed didn’t seem as though he was going to stop looking until he found out exactly what happened to her. He just hoped he didn’t wear out his heart hoping to see her again.

      The sun was setting as they finally dismounted. Jed offered to take care of the horses, so Eli grabbed his saddlebags and hurried over to his wagon. He couldn’t wait to see Amy and show her the presents he’d bought her.

      He stopped short when he spotted her sitting next to the fire. Her eyes were red and puffy as though she’d been crying. She stared into the flames and didn’t look up when he walked within the circle of the firelight.

      “Are you alright?” he asked softly. “You look so sad.”

      She startled and gazed up at him. “I’m fine. The wind blew dust into my eyes and they’ve been irritated all afternoon.” She gave him a half smile. “How was the fort? You were gone for a long time. Is there so very much to see there?”

      He grabbed a wooden crate and sat on it. “The general store is pretty well stocked.”

      “Yes, Smitty found preserves.”

      He didn’t like the sadness he saw in her eyes. “Are you sure something didn’t happen while I was gone?”

      She shrugged her shoulders. “Cheryl came by. She’s not the most pleasant of people, but I told her to leave.”

      “Good for you. It must have been hard standing up to her.”

      “It was.”

      He stood and pulled the crate next to hers, sat down and grabbed his saddle bag.

      “What took you so long getting back? Most people were back hours ago?”

      He caressed her shoulder. “Is that what’s wrong? I met Jed at the saloon. He’s in search of Lily. He asks everyone we meet up with. ”

      Tilting her head, she seemed to be studying him. “He must love her very much.”

      “She was too young for him to be thinking along those lines when she was taken. I think they had a budding friendship but that was all. He’s decided that he will indeed find her and I hope he finds her well. Sometimes Jed cares too much.”

      “And you? Do you ever care too much?”

      Eli frowned. “Caring too much only leads to heartache. If there is one thing I don’t need, it’s heartache.” He didn’t like the direction of the conversation and hurriedly reached inside of his saddlebag. He pulled out a package wrapped in brown paper and tied with a string and placed it on her lap. The way her eyes widened reminded him of a child at Christmas.

      Amy touched the wrapping and then the string for a while before she pulled the bow formed by the string and slowly unwrapped the package. Tears shimmered in her eyes when she saw the fabric and all the notions that were included for her to sew a dress. She fingered each item and stroked each fabric with a look of wonder on her face.

      “This is all for me?”

      “That and a few more items.”

      “But you shouldn’t have spent your money on me.”

      “Amy, look at me.” He waited until she met his gaze. “A man is allowed to buy pretty things for his wife.”

      She turned a becoming shade of crimson. “But I’m not… I mean we haven’t…”

      “Our marriage is a real one. There’s no rush. I’d like you to be comfortable with me before we take that step.” He gave her a gentle smile. He watched her open her yarn and knitting needles, but the biggest smile came when she opened the cake of lavender soap.

      “Did you smell this? I never knew soap could smell so good. I mean we only had lye soap at the farm. Eli, you are such a sweet man and I thank you for everything.” She cradled the soap in her hands as though it was a fragile egg.

      “I’m glad you like it.”

      Amy nodded and put everything away very carefully. “Are you hungry? I was waiting for you to get back before I ate.”

      Her happiness was contagious, and his heart opened. “I’m glad you waited we can eat together.”
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      Amelia wiped her tears as three more graves were filled in. That made a total of eighteen people they’d lost traveling from the Platte River Valley toward Independence Rock. It had been hard, dry, grueling travel. The watering holes were few and far between and there had been very little grass for the livestock. Many of the water holes had been fouled and were deadly to drink.

      They buried the first six people; two entire families two days after reaching one of the hazardous water holes. Eli, Jed, and Smitty all instructed people to stay away from the poisonous water. They even assigned guards near them but the two families must have snuck around and found one to use. Unfortunately, they paid the price as did their livestock.

      Poor Lynn Downey had been run ragged the last few weeks trying to help everyone get well.

      The days had been long going extra miles to find usable water. Thankfully, they did come upon good water once in awhile. People started listening and conserved their water.

      All was well for a few days until people started to get feverish and awfully weak. There didn’t seem to be any way to figure out why some people got it and others didn’t. Lynn said it was called Rocky Mountain spotted fever. At least some of the sick didn’t die, but it was heartbreaking to listen to the mournful cries and then the sound of the shovels hitting the hard-packed dirt to dig the graves.

      The three graves she stood over now were the hardest. Three young boys had died of cholera. They’d snuck off and gone swimming in fouled water. One of the boys included Lynn’s youngest, Danny who had only been nine years old. Lynn was being held up by Smitty. He wanted to have her lie down in her wagon, but she refused.

      Amelia bowed her head as Pastor Otter prayed over the small graves. She swayed a bit, and instantly Eli had his arms around her, lending her his strength. It had been equally as hard on him and every night he gathered her close next to him. She was glad to be able to provide him with some comfort.

      Some of the party had unfairly accused him of being responsible and they vowed to join up with another train once they reached Independence Rock. Independence Rock was less than a day away and Eli promised plenty of cool clean water upon reaching there.

      When the service was over, everyone walked away from the graves, all except for Lynn and Smitty. Amelia watched as Smitty murmured in Lynn’s ear. Amelia swallowed hard and walked back to her wagon. Eli kissed her on the cheek before he mounted Roman and rode to where they would begin their trek for the day.

      “God always takes the best ones it seems,” Cheryl Cruthers said loud enough for Amelia to hear. “Too bad he doesn’t take the cripples.”

      Amelia ran to the bushes and got sick. How could anyone say such a thing? She didn’t need to turn around to know Cheryl was right behind her. Amelia straightened up but she couldn’t bring herself to turn around.

      “If I didn’t know better I’d say you were in the family way, but we know Eli wouldn’t want to touch you. Perhaps God will take you after all.”

      Amelia sighed in relief when Cheryl left. How one person could be so hateful she didn’t know. She hurried to the wagon and rinsed her mouth. She made sure everything was packed up before she climbed up to the wagon seat. It would be a better day of travel knowing they would be at Independence Rock before nightfall.

      “Wagon’s ho!” Eli called out and they were off. Hopefully, death would remain behind them for a very long time.

      Independence Rock came into view almost immediately though they had many hours before they came close to it. It was so hard to judge distance out in the open, but the sight of it lifted everyone’s spirits. Amelia heard people calling to each other to skip the nooning but she hadn’t seen Eli since they started out.

      Soon enough, Jed rode down the line telling everyone we would indeed be stopping. Amelia heard some grumbling and it made her smile. No matter what, people just weren’t happy. They didn’t bother to circle but stopped where they were. Amelia started to climb down when she was plucked into the air by her husband’s warm hands and cradled upon his lap.

      “There are those who didn’t want to stop for the nooning,” she said as she leaned back against him.

      “I need for Smitty and Lynn to catch up. Lynn refused to move from Danny’s grave.” His voice cracked as he whispered into her ear. “Smitty is driving her wagon for her. I’ve never seen him so cut up. He’s always been our rock. I guess I forgot he’s a man with feelings.”

      She gave his forearm a gentle squeeze. “It must be a hard thing to lose a husband and then a child. I’m glad she had Smitty.”

      “Me too. I can’t wait to show you Independence Rock. We can climb up and carve your name. I’ve carved my name already.”

      Her body stiffened as dread filled her. “I won’t be able to make the climb but thank you anyway. I appreciate the thought. Why do they call it Independence Rock?”

      “You want to have your party at the rock by the Fourth of July to be sure you’re on schedule to get through the mountain passes before it snows. We’ll spend a few days resting. The livestock need to graze to regain their strength. Look!” He pointed to the massive rock. “You can see canvas as far as the eye can see. We’ll have plenty of company.”

      “I thought you didn’t like to camp too close to other parties.”

      “It depends on the circumstances. Early in the trip, you have to watch for opportunists that have no plans to go very far at all. They go from train to train and rob people blind. There are the cattle rustlers and horse stealers. But usually by this part of the trail, I’ll need to post one guard near our wagons in case, but for the most part we can all relax.”

      “You’d best put me back down. I want to make enough food for Lynn and her brood plus Smitty and your brother.”

      Eli jumped to the ground and reached up for her. His hands around her waist made her whole body tingle. He pulled her close and kissed her on the cheek. “You’re such a good, kind woman, Amy. I’m glad you’re my wife.”

      She caught herself before her jaw dropped. Heat spread across her face when she stared up at him. “Thank you for saying that.” Taking a step back, she then turned and hurried to make a fire. Of course, she wasn’t a good wife, but it was nice to hear.

      Once she had the fire going, she cooked up bacon and then made fried cakes using the bacon grease. She had everything ready by the time Smitty arrived with Lynn and her three remaining boys. Lynn made the motions of sitting and accepting a plate of food but her eyes were lifeless.

      Amelia exchanged worried glances with both Eli and Jed. She made sure each of the boys ate, and Smitty brought over milk from Lynn’s cow. It was a nice treat. She planned to put some in the butter churn, and by the time they stopped for the night there would be butter from the constant movement of the wagon shaking the churn.

      Watching the love on Smitty’s face made Amelia’s heart ache a bit. She wished Eli looked at her that way. Giving herself a mental shake, she got up and refilled the cups. She was lucky to have Eli at all, and she should be grateful that she had a husband. But still love would have been such a bonus.

      The breeze was beginning to kick up a bit by the time she had the wagon all packed and ready to continue on. Smitty led Lynn to her wagon and set her up into the seat while the boys all scrambled into the back. There really wasn’t any sense to think about a future. There was no guarantee that they’d make it to the end.
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        * * *

      

      Eli watched as Jed rode back to the moving wagons. It was still early enough in the day to ford the Sweetwater River but it all depended how crowded it was on either side.

      Jed reined his horse in. “We’re all set to ford the Sweet Water. It’s not as crowded as some years. I guess our early start paid off.”

      “Let’s get the wagons moving just a bit faster so we can enjoy the river after we cross before it gets too dark. I want to give Amy another swimming lesson.”

      Jed laughed. “Is that what you call it? Swimming lessons? You do know that you’re married and you can make sweet love to you wife without using code words don’t you?”

      Eli’s face heated. “We’ll just be swimming. We haven’t…”

      Jed’s eyes grew wide. “I thought you wanted your marriage to be a real forever type of thing. Did I miss something?”

      Eli shook his head. “That’s between Amy and me. I shouldn’t have mentioned it.”

      “Don’t worry, your secret is safe with me. I’ll get the lead wagons moving faster. See ya.” Jed spurred his horse and rode away.

      Eli shook his head. Why had he said such a thing? He sighed. At least Jed didn’t have a big mouth. He watched the wagons go by from a distance and smiled when he saw his Amy. She never once complained about driving the wagon. It was probably easier than walking. Though she would have if asked to. As far as he was concerned, the Cruthers were the losers. Aaron, while he was a nice kid, sulked constantly. He didn’t seem to take kindly to having to do all the work, and Eli often heard yelling coming from their wagon.

      But that wasn’t his business, and frankly, he didn’t much care what they did. He’d have to pay attention and make sure they didn’t try to leave Aaron behind but he had others who had lost and buried loved ones, not thrown them away. They were his main concern. Many gave up and turned home, and he needed to talk to each survivor and see what they wanted to do and then help them accomplish it. Unfortunately, death was a major problem with traveling west. Too many people died. Some trips they were luckier than others. But he’d heard of whole trains being wiped out, so he was luckier than most.

      As they rode toward the Spring Water River, Eli grew more anxious to have Amy in his arms while he taught her to swim. He loved having her close to him. She’d been using the lavender soap he’d purchased, and the smell was drawing him to her like bees to honey. When would be the right time for them to consummate their marriage? How would he know? He was more than ready but he sensed reluctance on Amy’s part. She did say once he saw her he’d not want her. He’d seen the outline of her lovely, naked body when they’d gone swimming but he couldn’t see her hip. What could be so bad?

      He rode on toward the turtle-shaped rock. It had to have something to do with her leg. He just couldn’t imagine anything that could be so ugly that would keep him away from her. He liked being around her. She was a good woman and it would be so nice to come home to her after each trek west. How was he going to get the closeness he craved without losing his heart? He’d figure out some way. He’d also have to figure out how not to get her with child. A child would bind him too close to her. It might not be safe for her to have children.

      The livestock smelled the water before they saw it and picked up the pace to get to it.

      Eli rode to Amy’s wagon and grinned at her. He loved her resulting blush. “We’re going to keep going and ford the river. It’ll be an easy crossing, but Jed and I will ride ahead to help everyone across. Do you want me drive the wagon over for you?”

      “You’re sweet, but I can handle it. I can’t believe how big Independence Rock is.”

      Eli laughed. “If you look at it for a bit it looks like a turtle.”

      She tilted her head first one way then the other. “My goodness you’re right. It’s just amazing, isn’t it?”

      “Yes it is. I’ll see you at the river.”

      He waited for her nod before he rode away. Dang, he wanted to kiss her rosy lips! He shook his head. He’d do best to keep to mind on the crossing.

      Eli and Jed rode to the riverbank and waited for the first wagon. It was a bit strange that the lead wagon didn’t have Smitty but one of their men named Rex driving it.

      “Don’t forget to get a fire and coffee ready just in case. Have the wagons that come over circle up,” Eli told him.

      “Sure thing, Captain,” Rex said before he drove easily down one bank and then up the one on the other side.

      One by one, all the wagons crossed safely and found their place in the circle. Animals were immediately unhitched and led to water. People filled buckets and there was a general sense of excitement in the air. There was still plenty of daylight left and it was tradition to celebrate Independence Day upon reaching the rock no matter what the calendar said, to them it was the Fourth of July.

      Eli rode Roman over to quickly check on Amy, then he rode to Lynn Downey’s wagon. Smitty looked better than he had that morning, but Lynn still had a vacant stare.

      “Glad the crossing was uneventful,” Eli said.

      Smitty hopped down off the wagon and went to the other side to lift Lynn down. She stared into Smitty’s eyes as he set her down. Perhaps she’d be fine after all.

      “It’ll be nice to rest for a few days,” Smitty replied.

      “There’ll be the Independence Day celebration this evening. You’re all welcome to celebrate with Amy and me. That is, if you want to. Or you could just send the boys over. Whatever you decide is fine.”

      Smitty nodded as he put his arm around Lynn’s shoulder. “We’ll see. Have Jed keep an eye on the whiskey in the wagon. Only one jug for all to share. Tell him people usually try to sneak into the wagon to grab another. I have a few rat traps I place in front of the jugs. That’s been known to stop the stealing.”

      Eli smiled. “Will do. Perhaps we’ll see you later. If not, have a nice evening.” He turned Roman and rode away.

      Dang it! Have a nice evening? That’s not something you say to a mother whose boy just died. He groaned and headed back toward Amy.

      She was unhitching the oxen when he rode up. A lot of women would have just waited for their husbands to do it. Not his Amy.

      “I got that. Your arms are probably a bit sore from driving.”

      She turned and smiled. “My arms are fine it’s my… well the bench seemed exceedingly hard today.” Crimson blossomed across her cheeks.

      He bit back a laugh. “That happens. You have your choice, swimming lessons before or after we eat. There’s a dance tonight, so I thought maybe while the others danced we could swim but it’s up to you.”

      She stared at him for a moment and then seemed to find the ground very interesting. “I’d rather swim than dance if it’s all right with you.”

      “It’s more than alright with me.” He gathered the animals and brought them all down to the river. It should prove to be an interesting evening.
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        * * *

      

      Amelia set aside enough food for the two of them and put the rest into a basket for Lynn and her brood. She would have thought others would have brought something over to Lynn but so far, Amelia hadn’t seen a single person stop by. Shaking her head she put a cloth over the food. Next, she grabbed the coffee pot and the basket and walked over to the other wagon.

      The boys were quietly playing with a ball while Smitty and Lynn sat before the fire. Amelia’s heart broke at the expression of immense pain on Lynn’s face.

      “I brought over some food and coffee.”

      Smitty nodded and stood taking the basket from her. “I made coffee already but the rest is greatly appreciated.”

      Amelia stepped in front of Lynn intending to kneel down before her but Lynn rose and hugged her, sobbing. Smitty motioned to Amelia that he was going to go to her wagon with the boys.

      Amelia wrapped her arms tightly around the grieving woman’s waist. “I’m so sorry, Lynn. I couldn’t even begin to imagine the pain you feel.”

      Lynn nodded and loosened her hold and then stepped back. “I’m sorry. I’m just a mess. I can’t get a hold of myself.”

      “Let’s sit.” Amelia helped her friend get settled on a crate before she sat on one next to her. “You’ve had a hard time of it.”

      “Yes and on top of everything there are some that blame me for not being able to heal the sick. I lost my own son but they blame me for their loss. What about all the people I did help? Their blame has heaped so high on my shoulders, I feel as though I’m sinking. And my Danny he was such a sweet boy. He was found wandering the streets, and he couldn’t remember his own name. He’d been beaten so badly, it tore me in half when I saw him. Of course, my husband John and I adopted him. He called me Mama right away. With the others, it took a good long while before they felt safe and loved enough to call me that.” A ragged sigh escaped. “He’s with John now, and I do take some comfort in that.”

      “I wish there was something I could do for you.”

      Lynn gave her a sad smile. “You’re doing it. Being a friend and listening. It means the world to me. Smitty has been so wonderful to me. He’s become my strength. I know it sounds strange, but he was there for me after I lost each patient. He’s really a gentle, caring man. A few people have said unkind things about me and him. He kissed me one time, and that is all.”

      Amelia took Lynn’s trembling hand and held it. “Don’t worry about the others. You have enough to do helping Greg, Freddie, and Will through all this. I’m glad you have Smitty. He’s such a good man and I know Eli thinks highly of him.” She looked up. “Speaking of the handsome cowboy. I’ll leave you two alone.”

      “Amelia? Thank you.”

      “That’s what friends are for. I’ll check on you tomorrow.”

      She nodded at Smitty as she took her leave. No swimming tonight, not if they had the boys to watch. It would wait until tomorrow. The first strains of the violin music started, and she hurried back to her wagon. The only one there was Eli who stood with a towel and a dry chemise and nightgown for her.

      She swallowed hard. He was so handsome when clothed. It was going to be hard to not want to kiss him while they were in the water.

      “Is Lynn going to be fine?” he asked as he stared into her eyes.

      “I think so, it’ll take time. Where are the boys?” She didn’t break the hold of his gaze.

      “The Otters took them to the celebration. They need to keep their minds occupied. I do believe we’ll have the river to ourselves. I think we should go, don’t you?” His right eyebrow cocked.

      Biting her bottom lip, she nodded. “Wait, I need my soap.”

      “I have it.” He held out his hand to her and she grasped it feeling the energy between them. It excited her as much as it scared her.

      He led her a bit away from all people and got undressed while she turned her back. He did the same for her. She walked into the water in her chemise and shivered not because the water was cold but in anticipation of being close to Eli.

      The moonlight shuddered behind blowing clouds allowing enough light for them to see and enough privacy to shield them. The beautiful music added to her happiness.

      “Did you want to swim because I’m inept at dancing?” She glanced away not wanting to see the truth in his eyes. She glided her hand over the water causing ripples as she waited.

      Eli laughed. “I actually hate dancing. Me and my brothers always dreaded celebrations such as these. We were required to dance and make nice. There are plenty of women who don’t dance well. When I had you in my arms at our wedding, that was the best dance I ever danced. Amy, look at me.” She shyly looked at him. “You don’t know what a treasure you are. You’re not vain or a nag. You don’t expect others to do for you and you don’t have a mean bone in your body. You’re a hard worker and if you had to you could survive on your own. Most on the train wouldn’t be able to. They didn’t bother to learn what it takes. You’re intelligent and sweet and pretty and…” He pulled her into his arms, then dipped his head and kissed her.

      Warmth spread through her body, and happiness filled her heart. He didn’t find her lacking. She kissed him back, holding on to him with her arms wrapped around his neck. He kissed her deeper and her legs briefly wrapped around his waist. She broke off the kiss, took a deep breath, and pushed him away. Tears filled her eyes, and she quickly turned away to hide them.

      “Did I do something wrong?”

      She closed her eyes at the hurt in his voice. “Things may be getting out of hand is all. It’s dark and I’m under water but if you could see me, you’d run and never stop. I don’t know what I was thinking. I’m not a fit wife for you. I know what happened at the fort. My mother—I mean Cheryl told me about a man’s need and the women in the saloons. I hadn’t thought of that. So you see, I really am inept. I couldn’t bear for you to look at me with revulsion in your eyes. If you could just hand me the soap, I’d like to wash before I get out.” She still didn’t turn around. She just couldn’t. Her heart had splintered, and it was her own fault. Dang her hopes and dreams, they just led to heartache. Only this time she’d hurt Eli too. Maybe she should just show him and get it over with. Her next breath stalled painfully in her chest. No, he’d leave her on the side of the trail for sure. Her stomach dropped. No, that wasn’t right either. He had too much character to leave her. It would be worse having him look at her as if she was broken and ugly.

      She heard the swish of water and sensed his presence behind her. “Will you hand me the soap?” she asked softly, stretching her hand out behind her but she felt him take her hand instead. He turned her until they faced each other and were so close without their bodies touching.

      “First of all, since I met you there haven’t been and there won’t be any other women. I would never shame you that way. The only woman I want is you. I would be lying if I didn’t admit that I had hoped that tonight would be the night, but I also told you I’d wait until you are ready. I curse the people who pretended to be your parents for making you believe that no man would ever want you. But until you finally know it in your heart and in your head, I’ll wait. But I plan to kiss you and hold you. I plan to sleep next to you and smile at you often. We will share our lives together. I hope that it’s agreeable to you.”

      She tilted her head back until her gaze met his. “I…yes it’s agreeable but it’s not fair to you. I’ll never be ready or able. I’ll lose you in the end.”

      “Let’s enjoy each other while we can, then. I do enjoy swimming with you, Amy.” He pulled her close and held her in his brawny arms. “It’s all right, let the tears out. You’ll feel better.”

      Her body being pressed against his did funny things to her stomach, and intense longing for her husband filled her. She held on to him long after her tears were spent. He was her haven, and she wanted to be the same for him. There was no use trying to guard her heart; she loved him heart and soul. He was right, they needed to be happy in the moment because whether he admitted it or not, he’d leave in the end.

      He cupped her face in his large hands and gave her a long, lingering kiss filled with emotion. Then he dropped his hands and smiled at her. “We need to get back.”

      She nodded and allowed him to take her hand and lead her out of the water. The wind gusted and the moonlight illuminated the sky. She gulped when she saw her husband naked. He was too beautiful for words. Even the part of him she’d never seen. He looked to have been sculpted by God. She couldn’t help but stare, but when she finally met his eyes; she realized he looked at her too. She quickly turned her back on him, almost falling. Her chemise was see-through in the moonlight. Oh no, he must have seen her hip and leg. Her heart pounded painfully against her chest. This couldn’t be happening.

      Yet it was.

      She felt him come closer to her, but she was too ashamed to turn to him.

      “Here’s your towel, Amy. Keep your back turned. I’m going to get dressed. Then I’ll hold up the towel so you have complete privacy when you change.”

      There was nothing in his voice that could lead her to believe that he had, in fact, seen her. There was no disgust, no disappointment, no anger. She’d gotten lucky this time but there could be no other time where this might happen. She needed to be more vigilant than ever.

      When they were both dressed, Eli told her to go to bed if she wished. He was going to check on the camp and talk to Smitty for a bit. Amelia sat by the fire and marveled at the array of emotions she’d experienced that night, everything from joy to despair. With Benjamin and Cheryl she knew what to expect, so this was so foreign to her. But she had never felt more alive. It would be so much easier if she didn’t love Eli. Maybe she could keep her distance? She sighed and then stood. She might as well go to bed.

      The music and revelry was going in full force, but she didn’t feel left out for a change. She put out the lamp before she climbed into the wagon and lay down. Then she heard it, the distinct sound of a rattler. She immediately froze in place, trying to figure out where it was.

      The rattling warning came again.

      Oh dear, it’s in my bed! Her body shook, and she knew her only hope was to get out of there. She started to rise when it struck, burying its fangs in her thigh. She screamed. From a distance, she heard Eli swear. He reached into the wagon, grabbed the snake and then she heard a gunshot. This was it. She was going to die.

      “I’ll get help. Stay in bed!” Eli yelled before he took off.

      She knew who put the snake in her bed. It was one of the Cruthers and her bet was it was Benjamin. Cheryl would never have touched a snake. Now that death was waiting for her, she realized how stupid her idea to stay away from Eli had been. Now she wouldn’t have a choice.

      The wagon rocked and a man she didn’t know came in. She was so tired and her eyes drooped. The pain was piercing and she found it hard to breathe. “Eli,” she rasped.

      “This is Dr. Winters. He’s traveling with one of the other trains here.”

      The doctor immediately put quilts under her upper body and applied a tourniquet to her upper thigh above the bite. “Do you have any whiskey?”

      She heard Eli yell to Jed and before she knew it, they were trying to cajole her to drink some. The pain of a knife slicing into her skin at the bite was excruciating. She closed her eyes.
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        * * *

      

      Eli held Amy’s hand all through the night. This was the exact reason he didn’t want to let anyone close to him. The pain of her possible passing was unbearable. What if he lost her? Confound it! He’d avoided all entanglements for this very reason.

      He brushed her hair off her forehead and took a deep breath. Too late now. She’d be in a bit of pain but thankfully she’d be just fine. He shook his head remembering what the doctor had told him. The hip on her lame leg hadn’t been set close to the proper way, and she was lucky to be able to walk at all.  Her leg was actually twisted and he could only imagine the pain of each step she took.

      The doctor had shown Eli her scars. They were extensive but not repulsive. How she’d endured it all he couldn’t imagine.

      Eli cleared his voice. “Doc, we haven’t well, we haven’t consummated our marriage. Mostly because she thinks she’s too hideous for any man to want her. Would it cause her pain?”

      “There shouldn’t be any problems. Just be gentle and if you move her leg in an uncomfortable position I’m sure she’ll let you know. In fact I don’t see why you two shouldn’t end up with a whole bunch of children.”

      Eli tried to hide the moisture in his eyes while he bid the doctor good bye.

      His poor Amy, thinking she was ugly. He wanted to throttle the Cruthers for that and he also wanted to question them about the snake. Jed had held him back the night before telling him to keep a cool head. And Jed had been right, but a solid punch to Benjamin Cruthers’ face would have felt satisfying.

      “Eli?” Amy’s voice was weak.

      He gave her hand a squeeze. “You’re going to be just fine.”

      “There was a snake.” Her eye grew wide. “You killed it didn’t you?”

      “Yes, my sweet, the snake is gone. It did bite you, but you’re going to be all right. I found a doctor from one of the other parties, and he came and took care of you.” He stoked her forehead. “It’s a good thing we were planning to stay here at Independence Rock for a few days. You’ll be able to get the rest you need.”

      She tried to sit up, but he gently pushed her shoulders back down.

      “I planned to do the wash and I was going to bake bread and see about getting a bit of milk to make more butter. The bedding needs airing and—”

      Eli cut her off with a gentle kiss. As he pulled away, he was elated at her sounds of protest. He smiled. “Like my kisses, do ya?” he teased.

      “Of course not. Why would you think that?” She smiled back and then winced. “This bite hurts like the devil. What did the doctor do to me?”

      “He had to make an incision.”

      Her loud gasp filled the small space. “You mean he sliced me open?”

      Eli nodded. “He sliced you just enough to get the poison out. Then he put some type of poultice on it and bandaged your leg up. He told me what signs of an infection would look like, and I’m to change your bandage out. And you are to drink Smitty’s tea for the pain.”

      She nodded and took a deep breath. “Good thing you found a doctor.” Her eyes filled with worry. “The doctor saw my hip, didn’t he? I mean it’s the same leg, and I doubt he could have not seen. What did he say?”

      The panicked look on her face made his heart squeeze. “You have nothing to worry about, Amy. It’s all good.” He didn’t dare tell him he had seen her leg too. It just made him want to punch Benjamin Cruthers even more. “Are you hungry? How about some water?”

      “Is there any way you could prop me up outside? I want to gaze at the rock while the wagon airs out. Then maybe in a bit I can get the washing started.”

      Eli laughed. “I’ll bring you outside, but you will not be doing any washing.”

      “But…” She stared into his eyes and nodded. “Fine, I’ll be a lady of leisure today, though I’m not sure how to.”

      “Just do what Cheryl always did. Nothing.”

      “Oh, that’s not nice. It’s true though.” Amy laughed until she tried to move and then she winced again.

      “I’ll go see what I can arrange.” He kissed her forehead before he climbed out of the wagon. From what he’d observed in others, a rattler bite was mighty painful, but his Amy was putting on a very brave face. She was a wonder. Eli wasn’t a bit surprised to find Smitty there with his tea all ready. He seemed to have a special intuition as far as the Todd brothers were concerned.

      “She wants to sit outside.”

      Smitty nodded. “Best thing for her, a bit of sunshine and fresh air. Would you be willing to have Lynn look after her for a bit? She needs something to take her mind off little Danny’s passing. She worried most of the night about Amelia.”

      “I’d be much obliged if she would. It seems I have clothes to wash, bread to bake, butter to make and a few other things.”

      Smitty threw back his head and guffawed. “I can teach you all that. This way you’ll have learned from the best.”

      Eli laughed along with him but then suddenly grew serious. “I don’t know how you’ve done it all these years. You took care of Mike, Jed, and me. You taught us how to lead a party while taking care of all our needs. You cook, you always had clean clothes for us, you doctored us up plenty of times, and you’ve listened to all our worries. I don’t think we could ever thank you enough.”

      “I didn’t do it for thanks. I do it because you’ve become my family.” Smitty handed Eli the coffee pot and a cup. “Go and make sure your wife drinks some of this before we move her.”

      Eli took the pot and cup and then watched Smitty walk away. Smitty was right, they were family but had any of them ever thanked him? Smitty wasn’t the type that wanted extra praise or even extra money. It was always a comfort to know that Smitty had his back.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      Three weeks later Amelia was tempted to pull her hair out. She wasn’t used to being coddled and although Eli was being very attentive toward her, she wanted to scream. He finally relented and allowed her to drive the wagon only because she swore she would walk if she couldn’t drive. Her leg did hurt but she was determined to do her fair share. She knew in her heart Eli would never leave her behind but what happened with the Cruthers crowded into her head leaving her confused and doubtful.

      It was funny how the tide had turned in the party. The Cruthers were one of the leading families and many stood with them but little by little their friends started to keep their distance. The snake was the tipping point. The rumor that it had been the Cruthers spread rapidly among the travelers. But without proof no steps could be taken to actually accuse them.

      Amelia took the offered friendship of others with a grain of salt. Too many people were fair weather friends and those she didn’t need. Most evenings they ate with Smitty, Jed, Lynn and her boys. Amelia itched to take her turn cooking but Eli wanted her to rest.

      Quite frankly, she was done with resting. Sure it hurt when she walked, but when had it not hurt? Eli had told her they had few more days with water close at hand, and then sixty miles without it. She wanted to wash clothes, take a dip in the river, grease the wheels.

      But he’d wanted her to sit. And he was being too nice to her. Kindness was one thing but overdoing it was not so good. It was suffocating her.

      She climbed down off the wagon bench and knew she was expected to sit and watch while everyone worked, but she couldn’t bring herself to do that. Instead, she walked toward the wooded area and kept walking. She found a boulder that overlooked the Sweetwater River and carefully climbed up and sat on it.

      Here she could breathe and think alone. The cool breeze and the roaring of the river calmed her soul. She’d come a long way from being that frightened girl the Cruthers left behind. She was a married woman now and she wanted to be a part of her life. She didn’t want to be an observer from the wagon seat or from a crate.

      Who were her real parents? Did they not want her? It didn’t make much sense. Since there was an inheritance they must be dead. The Cruthers were being tight lipped about the whole thing. She might never know.

      The sun was setting fast. She’d been there much longer than she intended. What she hadn’t thought about was how she was going to get down.

      She studied the boulder to see if there was an easier way down. Climbing up, she’d used a lot of arm strength, but going down would require jarring of her leg. She shook her head at her stupidity and then she gritted her teeth. She had no choice.

      “Amy!” Eli’s shout sent relief pulsing through her.

      “I’m over here!”

      A moment later Eli was visible, and he wore a thunderous expression. She’d seen that look before but not directed at her. She released a sigh. There was no help for it. She’d have to hear him out.

      “I’ve been looking for you everywhere!” He marched until he was just below her. “Do you know how scared I was? You could have been hurt by an animal or taken by Indians.”

      “I’m sorry. I wasn’t thinking.”

      “No, you weren’t. I almost lost you once to a snakebite, and that was hell on earth, but for you to just walk away from camp is irresponsible.”

      A lone tear trailed down her face.

      Eli took off his hat and slapped it against his thigh. “Now, don’t go crying.”

      She lifted her chin. “I’m not. You don’t scare me. I’ve been screamed at plenty in my life. What’s a little more screaming?”

      His shoulders sagged a bit and the lines around his lips softened. “I was afraid for you. I’m sorry I shouldn’t have yelled. Why didn’t you tell someone where you were going?”

      “If I had mentioned I was going for a walk, I wouldn’t be alone. I just wanted to be away from camp for a while. I wanted to think, and I wanted to feel the nature all around me without someone asking how I was.” She wiped the wetness from her cheek with the back of her hand. “Eli, I’m not a china doll that you put away to keep it from breaking. I’m fine and I’m going crazy watching people do everything for me.”

      He studied her face for a bit and then nodded. “I guess I’ve overdone it a bit.” He glanced at her and then at the ground and then back at her, amusement dancing in his eyes. “How were you going to get down?”

      A smile tugged at her lips. “Slowly? I didn’t think about getting down, only about climbing up here. It was a bit short sighted of me.”

      Eli laughed. “You are never boring.” He reached his arms up. “Here, lean forward into my arms.”

      She hesitated and he laughed some more.

      “What? Don’t you trust me? I won’t drop you.” He cocked his right brow.

      She took a very deep breath, closed her eyes and leaned forward. As soon as she was in his grasp, she opened her eyes and wrapped her arms around his neck. It felt wickedly wonderful to be so close to her husband. A thrill went through her body, and it excited her. As he lowered her, he kept her close to his body, and she tingled all over. “Th-thank you.”

      His self-satisfied grin told her he knew what he’d made her feel. “I like having you close to me,” he murmured.

      “It’s nice.”

      He looked down at her and stroked her cheek. “Just nice? Not wonderful, or the best thing that ever happened?” His lips twitched as though he was trying not to laugh.

      “Nice will do. Come let’s get back to camp before people begin to wonder where we are.” She side-stepped, intending to walk around him.

      Eli moved like lightning, tugging her back and into his arms, and then he bent and kissed her. His lips felt so masculine yet there was a silky softness to them. His arms around her were powerful but they were also gentle. His kiss ignited something inside her, something she’d only dreamed of happening, and longing and hope blossomed in her heart and soul.

      Tentatively at first, she kissed him back, and when he deepened the kiss, she sighed. It felt so right to be in Eli’s arms. The kiss went on much longer than she ever expected.

      The sound of a throat clearing came from close by.

      She stiffened and bent her head, keeping her face hidden. She didn’t want to know who saw her kissing her husband in abandon. Eli kept her in the circle of his arms as he glanced over his shoulder.

      “I found her, Jed.”

      “I see that. I’ll let the others know you two are fine. See ya later.” There was a hint of amusement in Jed’s voice.

      Eli held her in his arms until her heart stopped racing and her breathing evened out. “I suppose we should head back. I wish Jed hadn’t interrupted. I was enjoying kissing you.” He let her go and then took her hand. “You look very becoming when you blush.”

      She didn’t know what to say. One compliment was maybe sincere, but more than one and she became suspicious. Maybe just maybe he really did think she was pretty. Maybe he liked kissing her too. She was quiet for a while and right before they reached the edge of the forest, she tugged on his hand until he stopped and looked at her.

      “Eli do you really think I’m pretty? I’m not fishing for compliments but you’ve said it a few times and I was wondering…”

      Eli silenced her with a kiss. “Does that answer your question?”

      Her heart felt fuller. “I believe so.”
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        * * *

      

      One week later, Eli watched his wife make breakfast. She was so efficient that no movement was wasted. He’d made it a point to touch her every time he was near. He wanted her to grow comfortable around him. He no longer put her back to her own side in bed. He allowed her to wake with her limbs entwined with his. At first she acted as though she’d committed a mortal sin and refused to look at him for the whole day but he supposed she must have realized there was nothing she could do about it. She seemed to accept it.

      Today, they’d reach a place known as Parting of the Ways. It was a point where different trails could be taken. If one was inclined to go to California they would take a different route than the rest. There were two trails the Oregon bound people could take. One was Fort Bridger Route and the other was Sublette Cutoff. Eli had traveled both. It depended on the party’s need as to which one he would choose. Supplies could be had at Fort Bridger and it was an easier route but it was much longer than the Sublette Cutoff. The Cutoff shaved as much as eighty miles off their trip but it was a barren route with little to no water.

      He walked to each wagon and told everyone that a meeting was being called after breakfast. He already knew which way he wanted to take them, but he wanted some input from the rest of the party. He’d heard men arguing the merits of each trail and a few had almost come to blows. It was time to settle it for once and all.

      After he ate, he waited until Amy was done cleaning the dishes before he told everyone to gather round. He wanted the women to hear what he had to say as well. He stepped up onto a crate to be visible to most.

      “As most of you are aware, we are coming to the place called Parting of the Ways. For those who don’t know that’s where anyone going to California turns off. Anyone going that way?” He didn’t think so, but he waited for anyone who wanted to speak up to do so.

      No hands raised, the crowd remained silent.

      “No? Fine then let me tell you about the two trails we can choose from. I want you to know I’ve traveled both. One takes us to Fort Bridger where we can get supplies and have some of the wagons fixed. It is a smoother way to go with plenty of grass and water. Now, there is also Sublette Cutoff. It is shorter by some eighty miles but there is no water and there is no grass. We’d have to travel well into the night each day to make it through before the livestock begin to drop. Both trails meet at the same point eventually.”

      “Sublette is the way to go!” One man shouted. There were plenty who seemed to agree.

      “We’re almost out of flour, and I need a new axle,” another man said.

      “That’s your problem, not mine.” Benjamin Cruthers elbowed his way to the front. “I’m taking the Sublette Cutoff. Who’s with me?”

      Too many of the party nodded, and Eli mentally groaned. He held his hand up for silence. “Who else is in need of supplies?” Many hands went up. “The needs of the party are utmost, and like I said there’s no grass for your oxen and there is no water. I’m not saying if any of you go that route you won’t make it. I’d like to meet with you before we go anywhere tomorrow to draw you a map and to make sure you understand what you might be in for. Like I said, I’ve traveled that way.” He jumped off the crate and walked back to the campfire and to Amy.

      She poured him a cup of coffee. “Why even give them a choice? I would think it would only stir up trouble.”

      Eli took a sip and then nodded. “On the surface that might be the best idea but if later down the line they found out I didn’t give them a choice there would be bitter feelings. I’ve found it best to be honest. Bitterness can lead to a gun at your back.”

      Jed walked up and slapped Eli on the back. “You reminded me of our older brother just now. The way you stood there and very calmly gave them their options. Thank you. I was planning to go to Fort Bridger anyway. I wanted to see if there was any word about Lily.”

      “You’re very determined to find your friend,” Amy commented.

      Jed shrugged. “She has no family left, and she needs to be found.”

      Eli nodded. It was much more than that to Jed. Hopefully there would be some word at Fort Bridger.

      “Do you think most of the men who seemed to agree with Cruthers will go?” Jed asked.

      “Truthfully, I don’t think Cruthers will go that way. He wants Amy dead, and I can’t see him parting ways with her. I bet when most of the men talk it over with their wives there will be very few in the end who will go that route.”

      Jed laughed. “I bet you’re right.”
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        * * *

      

      Amelia wished she could smile while she drove the wagon. The sun was shining and the grass was lush. It was lovely scenery, but her internal war gave her a headache. The last few weeks had been hard for her. Her wanton thoughts shamed her, and she didn’t have anyone she could talk to about it. It was bad enough she woke every morning practically sprawled on top of Eli but last night she’d peeked while he undressed.

      A chill went through her. He was a fine specimen of a man. Every part of him was defined by muscle. He didn’t seem to have an ounce of fat on him. Of course, she’d seen his bare chest before but she had a full view of his backside last night, and God help her, she liked what she saw. At that moment she wanted more than kisses, much more. What exactly she wanted, she wasn’t sure but she felt warm and wicked, and her heart pounded so loud that she was sure Eli could hear it.

      She was as stiff as a board lying next to him last night until she finally heard his soft snoring. Her shame had increased when she’d found herself lying across his chest that morning. She couldn’t dress fast enough, she needed her space. The last straw was his kissing her. She always looked forward to them before but now she saw them for the danger they were.

      Her eyes watered. She couldn’t have those feelings. They just led to unfilled desires and she couldn’t spend her life wanting something so badly. If he could read her thoughts he’d run in the other direction. She wouldn’t blame him if he did. A wife was supposed to be pleasing to her husband. She couldn’t possibly be pleasing to any man, not even Eli. He was a man who would take great pride in sons and daughters. There would be no children for him. Maybe if she showed him her hideous hip he’d sleep under the wagon. A tear followed by another trailed down her face. She didn’t have the courage to show him or tell him she was unable to carry a child. What was she to do?

      Jed rode by telling her they were stopping for the night. She managed to summon up a fake smile and give him a nod. It was going to be a long night. There were always visitors at their fire. People had questions and problems but after a while it was always just her and Eli. They never had trouble finding things to talk about. He’d been to so many places, but his face lit up when he talked about his ranch. But tonight…things would certainly change. She couldn’t be alone with him without him knowing something was wrong.

      Her nerves stretched taut while they circled the wagons. She was left to take care of the animals herself but she didn’t mind. It was rare that Eli was too busy for her or didn’t send someone to do it.

      “How good are you with a rifle?” Eli skidded Roman to a stop and jumped down. He grabbed his rifle from the scabbard and took his saddlebag.

      “What?”

      “Get down!” He grabbed her and quickly brought them to the ground. “Can you shoot?”

      “Yes. I can load the rifle too. Eli, what is going on?” Her voice cracked.

      “A wagon train about two miles from here was attacked and it looks like the attackers are headed this way. I want you to stay under the wagon and shoot this rifle if you have to. I need to make sure everyone else is ready.”

      “Eli, don’t leave me alone!”

      He hesitated and regret filled his eyes. “I wish I didn’t have to, honey.” He kissed her long and hard. “I love you!”

      Before she could say a word, he was gone. For a moment, she was stunned with fear and then her survival instinct took over. She made sure the rifle was loaded and that she was familiar with it. Then she looked to see how much ammunition she had. The box was full. She poured some out onto the ground next to her and put the rest in her pocket. She might have to leave her position and wanted to be sure the bullets were with her.

      She’d been so concerned about herself, she had shut out all noise, but now as she watched for the Indians she heard running, yelling, cries of fear. And the livestock were restless. They’d been brought into the circle of the wagons, probably for safety. Under the wagon was the safest place it seemed. The tension in the air was thick and she tried to keep her breathing nice and even so she’d be ready.

      She was good with a gun and a rifle. She had the Cruthers to thank for that. She’d used to do all the hunting. Heck, she could shoot a leaf off a tree from a long distance, not that anyone ever cared, but that skill could only help her now. She wondered how the Cruthers would protect themselves. A wry smile tugged at her mouth. Too bad, they had left her behind. Their fate was of their own making. If Aaron had any sense he’d hide.

      She heard the pounding of horse's’ hooves before she saw the Indians. They were screaming as they rode closer. It was an eerie sound. She never knew that one could hear an arrow fly but when so many flew, they could be heard slicing through the air. Then came the cries from people who’d been hit. Drawing a deep breath and holding it, Amelia took her first shot. Her aim was true, but the realization she had killed a man made her sick to her stomach.

      She shook her head. The Indians were trying to kill the people in the wagon train. It was either her or them, and she planned on living a long life. She hoped—prayed— that Eli was safe. Another shot, and another man killed. She shot and reloaded, over and over, always hitting her target. Then the Indians rode off and regrouped. She saw one of them point in her direction. They knew, they knew she was a killer. Her breathing quickened and her heart sped faster and faster.

      Eli and Jed both slid under the wagon flanking her. She saw others behind the wagon wheels close by.

      “They want me dead,” she whispered.

      “We’re here.” Eli reached out and squeezed her shoulder.

      “Dang, Amy, you can shoot!” Jed said, the admiration in his voice was clear.

      “I-I had to do all the hunting at home, and I didn’t dare return home without something to cook. Don’t distract me. I want to be ready.” She could hear the screams of pain, the wails of women who had lost someone and children crying.

      “Here they come,” Eli yelled.

      They waited until the Indians came closer. They were intent on her position and when multiple shots were fired from her wagon they looked shocked. The smell of gunpowder and the sight of dead bodies piling up became almost unbearable, but she shot and reloaded until the Indians finally rode away. She waited and held her breath and didn’t relax until Eli took charge. He had Jed post guards and directed a few of the other men to go from wagon to wagon to access the damage and to see if anyone was injured.

      She wriggled her way out from under the wagon and stepped to the side. She was immediately sick.

      Eli handed her a wet cloth to wipe her mouth with. “You alright?” His eyes seemed to be looking right into her soul.

      She nodded. “I’m fine. You have a camp full of people who need you. I’ll compose myself and help with the wounded.”

      Eli kissed her cheek. “You are a wonder, Amy.” He turned and ran toward Smitty’s wagon. Most of the wounded had been taken there. She watched him, thankful he was unhurt.

      She drank a dipperful of water and then started walking toward Smitty’s. People were congratulating and thanking her. She nodded at each person, but her heart ached for all she had killed. She wanted to shout at them to stop telling her she’d done a great job. Killing was not a great thing. But it wouldn’t be fitting, especially since they had lost some of their own. She put their words out of her mind. There were too many wounded who needed help. She rolled up her sleeves and went right to work cleaning and bandaging wounds.

      She lost track of how many people she bandaged. A good deal of time later, Lynn took her hand and drew her up to her feet. “Honey, you’re in shock. I’ve seen the look in your eyes before. The last thing you need is to be among the wounded.” Lynn glanced around. “Eli,” she called. She waited until he stood at Amelia’s side. “Take your wife somewhere pleasant for a bit. She’s seen too much death today. Even if it’s just inside your wagon.”

      “But I’m fine,” Amelia objected. Suddenly she found herself scooped up into Eli’s strong arms and on her way to their wagon. “Eli, put me down. I’m not one of those women who faint at the slightest thing.”

      He set her inside the wagon and climbed in after her. “I know that, Amy, but what happened is anything but slight. Have you ever killed a person before?”

      She swallowed hard and shook her head. Tears began to pour down her face. “I shouldn’t be crying. You’re safe and so is Jed. I don’t have any reason for tears.”

      Eli lay on their bedding and pulled her down beside him. He kissed her forehead and then tucked her head under his chin as he rubbed up and down her back. “It’s fine to be upset. I thank God you were with us today. If they hadn’t decided to focus on you, who knows what would have happened. But killing, no matter what the circumstances, takes a toll on a person.”

      It felt so good to be snuggled up against her husband. His words were wise ones, and suddenly she realized just how drained she really was. With a sigh, she allowed herself to relax against his warm body and soon found herself drifting toward sleep.

      

      The next morning she again found herself lying on top of Eli, but this time she welcomed the comfort it gave her. He must have washed up before coming to bed, he smelled like soap. A much better scent than gunpowder or blood. She stiffened, remembering the day before. She still had an uneasy feeling about the whole thing. What if more Indians came seeking revenge? Of course, she’d heard of Indian attacks, but they hadn’t seen any Indians except for a few that traded. They probably had wives and children they hadn’t made it home to.

      She’d heard every word people used for Indian. She even learned a few she didn’t know and didn’t want to know. How many members of the wagon train had died? She supposed she’d best get up and find out. A shiver raced through her, and she closed her eyes. She didn’t want to see all the dead bodies. After getting dressed, she quietly climbed out of the wagon and was surprised that all the bodies were gone and Smitty was leaning against their wagon wheel with a rifle lying across his lap.

      “Coffee is ready,” he said quietly.

      “Thank you. Did you get any sleep last night?”

      He shrugged. “Enough. I watched the Indians come and take away the bodies.”

      “They were here?”

      “Yes they have special burial ceremonies so they can go on to their afterlife.”

      Amelia drew her brows together. “Afterlife?”

      “Their version of heaven. Most people have the same beliefs about there being a God and an afterlife. It’s just the way they practice their beliefs that make them seem different. They were here only to gather their people, not to make more trouble. But we’d best get a move on. Is Eli still sleeping?”

      “I’ll be right out,” Eli called.

      Amelia looked around. “Where did all of the food come from?” There were biscuits and pan-fried cakes, as well as bacon, bread, and milk.

      Smitty smiled. “People wanted to thank you. Apparently, you saved a lot of lives. A few of the Indians you shot were aiming at them at the time. People are grateful to you.”

      Eli climbed down from the wagon. “Well, look at all that good food! We’ll never be able to eat it all. Smitty, would you be so kind as to hand some out to the people low on supplies?”

      “I was hoping that would be the case. I already have a few bundles made up. I’ll be back.” He gathered four old flour sacks  and went to make deliveries.

      Amelia reached for the coffee pot and winced as a sharp pain expanded in her shoulder.

      “What is it?” Eli walked to her side and stared down at her.

      “My shoulder. That rifle has a big kick to it.”

      Eli reached out and began to unbutton the top of her dress. She swatted his hand. “Eli people can see us.”

      He nodded. “I guess I was more concerned with your injury than the delicate sensibilities of a few. Come on into the wagon with you.” He picked her up and put her right in.

      “I’m not a rag doll, you know. You keep just picking me up whenever you want.”

      Eli climbed in behind her. “It’s a perk to being married to a strong, tall man.” He grinned. “Now let’s see your shoulder.”

      The first two buttons were already undone, yet she hesitated. Somehow it didn’t seem right. “Maybe you could get Lynn for me?”

      Eli shook his head. “She’s tending the wounded and getting them ready for travel.” He reached for her buttons and she scrambled to undo them herself.

      Eli peeled her dress off one shoulder and gasped. “Confound it, Amy! Why didn’t you say something yesterday? I don’t think I’ve ever seen bruises like this on any woman before. You look like a dang mule kicked you.”

      “It looks worse than it hurts. It’s nothing really.”

      Eli laughed. “If you were on fire you’d tell me it was nothing to worry about.” He dipped a clean cloth into the water bucket and dabbed at her shoulder. “Here hold this against your shoulder. Smitty has all kinds of salves, and I’m sure he’ll be back shortly. How are you doing otherwise?”

      “I’m just fine. Ready to make tracks and get far, far away from here. Did you know they picked up their dead?”

      “I did know that. I’ll find Smitty. I’m sure I have some reassuring to do. The others are spooked too. You’ll be alright for a few minutes?”

      Amelia nodded. “Go on. I’m surprised a few of the women didn’t faint yesterday.”

      Eli kissed her cheek. “A few did. No one was as brave as you.”

      His comforting warmth left with him.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      Eli shook his head as he watched Amy drive the wagon. It had been two weeks, and deep colorful bruises still showed on her ivory skin. They had to hurt, but she refused help. She certainly was a stubborn one. Ever since the attack, she’d been having nightmares. The fact that she killed some men tormented her. He was at a loss as to what to do.

      He spurred Roman to the other side of the train and scanned the horizon. So far there had been no more signs of Indians. They were getting pretty close to Fort Bridger and there was usually peace along the route. It didn’t surprise him one bit when the rest of the party had decided on staying with the wagon train along the Fort Bridger route. There was safety in numbers, plus he had Amy. She sure could shoot. He grinned. His wife was full of surprises.

      It was getting harder and harder to lie next to her and not touch her the way he wanted to, though. He wasn’t sure what to do except maybe to stop touching her and kissing her. He was too tempted, and he didn’t want to make a wrong move. Starting that evening he was going to sleep under the wagon. He’d come up with a reason.

      The closer they got to Fort Bridger the more shacks they saw dotting the area. They were mostly trapper cabins. He’d spotted a few Indian women sitting in front of the cabins and immediately rode to Amy to let her know she’d be fine.

      Amy’s eyes were wide and her face looked pinched. “You do see them, don’t you?” She slowed down enough for him to jump off Roman onto the wagon. “I have the rifle under the seat.”

      “That’s a good idea. Those women are wives of trappers. They mean you no harm. In fact they make the best buckskins. Do you need anything from the store?”

      “No, I have everything I need.”

      Eli nodded. “What about material for dresses? Did you use what I got for you at Fort Laramie?”

      “Indeed I have. I just haven’t had an occasion to wear them.”

      He stared at her. “Amy, you can wear them anytime you want. There is no use saving them when you need them now. Actually it would please me if you would wear them.”

      “Oh, I’ve never had anything brand new before and I thought to save them. But if you want me to wear them I’d be delighted to.” Her grin was infectious. “I’ll put one on before going to the store with you.”

      “I have to warn you, Fort Bridger isn’t anything like Fort Laramie. It’s hardly a Fort at all. There is a general store and a blacksmith shop. They have livestock for sale and their prices can be steep. Old Bridger takes advantage of the fact that he has the only supplies around. Then there is the ferry after that and it costs six dollars. I need to go warn everyone not to spend all their money.”

      “Eli? Have you ever left someone behind for lack of money?”

      “Once. A man spent all his money on whor—on women he shouldn’t have and expected my brother Mike to pay his way. Mike told him to go get a job, there were plenty more tolls to pay.”

      “What if someone doesn’t have enough money? Do you pay?”

      Eli shrugged. “No, I trade. This allows people to keep their pride. I trade for a cooked dinner or whatever I happen to know they have more than enough of.”

      Her look of admiration made him feel ten feet tall. “I’ll see you at the fort.” He almost leaned over to kiss her but stopped himself and mounted up on Roman again. He saw the question in her eyes but he couldn’t explain what being near her did to him.
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        * * *

      

      Amelia twirled around in her new dress. It was green and white gingham. Her first brand new dress. She took extra pains to get her hair just right and then stood at the back of the wagon.

      Eli immediately helped her down and then gave a low whistle. “You are beautiful.” His grin flashed. “And one heck of a dressmaker.”

      Her face heated with pleasure. “Thank you. Lynn helped me cut the pattern out, but I did all the stitching. Thank you for the material, Eli. I feel so different. You’ve probably noticed the only dresses I had were brown. All my dresses had been either black or brown and hand me downs.” She smoothed a hand along one sleeve and sighed. “I feel like a princess.”

      She waited for him to kiss her, but he didn’t. In fact, he hadn’t in about a week. It had to be something she’d done, but for the life of her she couldn’t figure it out. Ever since the Indian attack, he’d been a bit distant. Maybe he didn’t approve of his wife being so good with a rifle, though he’d praised her plenty at the time. The thought stole a piece of her happiness away.

      “A princess you most certainly are not!” Cheryl Cruthers commented. “Look at you putting on airs and trying to act better than the rest of us!” Her voice became increasingly louder until it seemed as though everyone was staring. “You were so lacking, the school wouldn’t allow you to attend.”

      Eli stepped in front of Amelia. “I suggest you take your hate and move along. I also suggest you never talk to my wife like that again.”

      “Humphh!” She turned on one foot and marched away but the damage was done. People were staring and whispering behind their hands.

      “You go on to the store without me,” Amelia told Eli. “I’ll only shame you if I go.”

      “Not on your life. You’re coming with me.” Eli took her hand and tugged until she started walking. He smiled down on her and any other day it would have made her warm inside but it was as though the light went out of her.

      The fort was much smaller than she expected. The surrounding fence was made of tall wood and the gate was smaller than she’d seen at any other fort. They strolled through the open gate and she stopped.

      “Are you sure this is the right place?” She glanced around, and all she could see was two long log cabins with a corral in between them.

      “Yes, this is it. I told you it wouldn’t be as big as Fort Laramie.”

      She shook her head. “Where is the Army?”

      “It’s not an Army outpost. It’s just a place to get supplies if you’re running low. Come on.” He gently pulled her along into the store. “If you see anything you’d like just let me know.”

      “I don’t need anything, thank you.”

      He tilted his head and stared at her. “I’ve never known a female who didn’t want something from the store. Perhaps there’s something you’ve always wanted but couldn’t have? Look around a bit.” He let go of her hand and walked toward the back of the store.

      Something she’d always wanted? She browsed and there were all kinds of things in the store but she couldn’t find anything she was lacking. Then she spotted a brand new bonnet—and it wasn’t brown. She picked it up and studied it for a bit then put it back. She’d figure out how to make her own. She walked out of the now-crowded store and sat on a weathered bench. She’d just wait for Eli to come out.

      Most people coming and going nodded to her and said hello, but soon enough Cheryl came her way with a few of the ladies she’d cultivated as friends. “If it isn’t her highness. Too good to go into the store like us common folk?”

      “No, just waiting for my husband is all.” She was determined to remain unruffled. “Enjoy your shopping.” She turned her body a bit so she didn’t have to look at them, but she still heard their laughter.

      “They’re just jealous.” Lynn plopped down next to her. “Did you know not one of those women even offered condolences to me? People die on the trip west. We all heard about it and were warned but some of them think I didn’t do enough to save their loved ones. I love helping and healing folks but not if they turn on me.” She sighed. “Smitty has been a wonder with the boys, and from what I understand there are two boys left stranded here. Their folks died, and not one person has been willing to take them on. I know traveling has been grueling and some supplies are running low. The prices here are outrageous, but no one could have taken the boys?” She shook her head and frowned. “Would you think it foolish if I take them with my brood? I’m not trying to replace Danny, but I have enough love in my heart for those two.”

      Amelia smiled. “Tell me about them.”

      Lynn’s face lit up. “They’re brothers. Carlos is ten and Juan is thirteen. Diphtheria took their sister Angelique and their parents. They’ve been here at the Fort for over a week and were just deciding to head out on their own. From what I gather, they had to bury their family themselves because no one wanted to catch it. Their wagon was burned and they were left behind.”

      Amelia took Lynn’s hand and gave it a reassuring squeeze. “I think taking them in is a fine idea. You have such a big heart.”

      “Smitty is in the store with them, buying each a peppermint stick. Now he has a big heart.” Lynn’s smile grew wider, and Amelia was happy for her.

      “Bring the boys by later. I’d love to meet them.”

      Lynn stood. “My husband John and I never were able to have children.” Her lovely smile deepened. “I bet you’ll probably have some happy news to announce before the trip is over. Well, I’d best get in there. It was nice talking with you, Amelia.”

      “You too.” She kept a smile on her face until Lynn was out of sight. There would never be any happy news to announce. In fact, it was starting just like Cheryl predicted. Eli had mentioned sleeping under the wagon. He said it was for protection, but she knew the truth of it. He’d been pulling away from her, and he was sorry he’d married her. Not that she could blame him. A virile man like him probably wanted many sons to help with the ranch. Maybe it was just as well they wouldn’t be together most of the year. He’d guide people and she… What would she do? Ranch work, she supposed. Loneliness washed over her.

      “Ready?” Eli stood in front of her with a couple of bulky packages.

      “Yes, I am.” She stood and went to link her arm with his but he avoided it. It was a stab to her heart. She’d have to find a way to live with it. They’d have a lifetime together.

      “Lynn is adopting two more boys,” Eli said.

      “Yes, I talked with her a bit. She’s very excited about it.”

      “I hope there won’t be any problems from the rest of the travelers.”

      She furrowed her brow. “Why would there be?”

      “The boys are Mexicans.”

      “You have something against them?”

      Eli stopped walking. “Of course not. We have many working the ranch. But there are people in our group who are intolerant of anyone who is different. Not all of course, but enough that it might be a problem.”

      “It’s like a traveling town with all the prejudices and judgments. At least we’ll be able to go our own way when we are done. I asked Lynn to bring the boys by later. Oh, and I think she is a bit more than smitten with Smitty. Do you think wedding bells are in their future?”

      Eli began to walk again. “I don’t see how. Smitty has a wife. Looks as though something is going on at the Otters’ wagon. I’ll meet you back at ours.” He hurried away, leaving her with her mouth hanging open.

      Married? Surely it must have come up and she didn’t take notice? Did Lynn know? Where was Smitty’s wife? What was she like? Questions swirled in her mind as she walked the rest of the way alone.

      She’d just begun to make her fire when she saw Aaron walking her way. She smiled at him. “How are you Aaron?”

      “I think you probably know best how I am. How did you stand it for so long? I almost never have any free time to myself. I work every waking moment. I look at you, and you’re a bit on the small side, and I wonder how you did it all.” The bleakness in his eyes tore at her.

      “Have a seat.” She waited until they both sat on crates. “I didn’t have a choice. I believed them to be my parents. They had me believing that no man would ever want me and that I would live with them for the rest of my days. My advice is stick it out until you get to Oregon and then look at all your options. Don’t let them guilt you into staying just because they let you travel with them. You’ve done enough work to have paid your way.”

      Aaron nodded and stood. “Thanks, Amelia. I can stick it out until Oregon. Do you think Eli would have a place for me on his ranch?”

      “You’ll have to ask him. Take care.” She watched him walk back to the Cruthers’ wagon. He had a slight limp and she was pretty sure the Cruthers had beaten him recently. She’d best mention it to Eli.

      Cooking was one chore she didn’t mind. Eli actually complimented her and told her she was talented. It sure beat the constant complaints she received before she married Eli. In fact, she hadn’t minded doing a single thing. She was going to make fried bacon and fried cakes. It was their most common meal, but since the Indian raid, she hadn’t had a chance to soak beans or make biscuits. She’d forgotten to put the milk in the butter churn.

      She closed her eyes and pictured the men she’d shot. All of them. All twenty-one of them. She couldn’t help but keep count. Why did they attack them? Eli had said it just happened sometimes. How she wished it hadn’t.

      “Hey, why the long face?” Eli asked as he sat down next to her.

      No kiss again. “I can’t shake the fact that I killed so many men. Aaron was here. I think the Cruthers are beating him. I saw him limping and he seemed pretty down. I told him to hang in there until Oregon and then maybe he could find another place to live.”

      “I wondered if they were beating him. I’ve seen him wince more than once.”

      “What was going on at the Otters’?” She put bacon and a couple fry cakes on a tin plate for Eli.

      Taking the plate he popped a piece of bacon into his mouth. “People were trying to get them to agree that we shouldn’t allow Juan and Carlos to join us. They wanted him to be the spokesperson since it was a rather delicate matter. The only reason they found it delicate was because of Danny’s death. I had to listen to every bad thing people had to say about the Mexicans. I can understand people are a bit fearful of things they don’t know but to try to ban those boys is beyond my thinking.”

      A chill ran through her body. “What happened? Did they make the boys go back? Where is Lynn?” She stood. “I should check on her.”

      Eli put his plate down and took Amelia’s hand. “Come, sit with me. Lynn and the boys are just fine. None of them had a valid reason to turn the boys away. The reverend and I put an end to it. Unfortunately, I think she’ll still get a lot of hostility I’m glad she has Smitty.”

      Indignation filled her. “What do you mean she has Smitty? You told me he has a wife! He shouldn’t be near Lynn right now. She’s very vulnerable, and I for one don’t want her hurt. What happens when she finds out?”

      Eli shrugged. “She already knows.”

      “What?”

      “Shhh, keep your voice down. It’s Smitty’s business, and if he wanted you to know he would have told you. I already broke a confidence in telling you. Lynn is fine. Someday Smitty will tell you but you’ll have to wait until he does. Promise me you won’t ask Lynn about it?”

      His face was so serious the only thing she could do was nod. “Of course.”

      

      Later that night Amelia watched as Eli took his bedroll from the wagon. He avoided her gaze the whole time and barely said goodnight. Her heart shattered as did her hopes for the future. It probably wouldn’t be long before he found a woman who could please him. Soon her pillow was soaked with her tears. She had to put her hand over her mouth so Eli wouldn’t hear her. She’d known since forever that no man would ever want her, but still it hurt.

      What had she done? Surely it must have been something she did that had driven her husband from her bed. She put her hand over her thumping heart. He was stingy with his kisses lately too. Suddenly she sat straight up. He must have seen her leg and hip while she was sick. The snakebite was on her thigh. She drew her knees up and dropped her head onto them. Now she had her answer. Knowing didn’t make her heart ache any less.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      Eli rode Roman up and down the train making sure everyone was ready. They had stayed at Fort Bridger for two whole days, and now it was time to leave. He’d purchased three things at the Fort. Mosquito netting for both of them plus some for Amy to put over her bonnet. He’d also found some pretty ribbons.

      And he’d purchased a wedding ring. He just wasn’t sure when or how to give her the ring. She seemed different over the last day or two.

      He’d inquired after her health, but she claimed to be fine. Her limp didn’t seem any worse, so he was at a loss as to what was wrong with her. She refused to look at him when he gathered his bedroll at night. He sighed. She’d get used to it.

      “We should meet up with other parties that took the Sublette Cutoff,” Jed said as he pulled up alongside Eli. “I hope we don’t run into a whole party of dying people again.”

      “People don’t understand the risks of a cut off like that. The fact that they don’t ration their water always surprises me. How are Lynn and her kids?”

      Jed shook his head. “She’d been on the receiving end of a lot of hostile looks. Most haven’t opened their mouths since Smitty is there. They’ll be just fine. Are we ready?”

      “Yes, we are. Oh wait, I didn’t get a chance to ask you about Lily. Any word?”

      Jed nodded. “A trapper saw her about two months ago. He said she seemed to be in good health. She was last seen in the hills around Fort Laramie.”

      “Jed, if you need to go back—”

      “No, that sighting was a while ago, and I’m sure she’s not there anymore. I’ll keep looking.”

      Eli pulled the brim of his hat down to keep the rising sun out of his eyes. “I’ll ride up to the front and get us going.” He turned Roman around and rode to the first wagon. Of course it was the Cruthers’ turn to lead. Smitty had always taken the lead but since Danny’s death he’d been following Lynn’s wagon in order to keep an eye on her.

      He gave the Cruthers a curt nod and yelled, “Wagon’s ho!” One by one the wagons started to move. The only bad thing about this part of the trail was the mosquitoes. They’d all find out soon enough. He just hoped that they’d bought the netting as he instructed. He bet most hadn’t. They’d soon find out what being bitten alive felt like.

      Jed had spotted deer nearby, and he led some of the men on a hunting expedition. Fresh meat sounded great, and Eli wanted to share the good news with Amy. He rode to their wagon, but his good mood fell some when she gave him a halfhearted smile.

      Eli had Roman keep pace with the wagon. “Jed went hunting. We should be dining on venison tonight.”

      “That would be nice.”

      He waited for her to say more, but she didn’t.

      “Keep the netting close by. The bugs will be getting bad in a little bit. People will eventually beg and then try to buy the netting from you. Make sure you keep it safe. The bugs get that bad.”

      “Thank you, I will.” Her voice has a hollow tone to it.

      “Amy…have I done something to upset you?” He stared at her, searching for clues.

      “I’m fine. I haven’t been sleeping well, I suppose.” She quickly glanced away.

      “At least you’re protected. That’s what counts. You look real pretty today.” He hoped for a smile.

      She looked at him and shook her head. “I’m wearing my old brown dress. There is nothing about me that looks nice.” She glanced away again.

      He took a deep breath. “I think you’re very pretty. I’ll check on you later.” He waited a second for her to say something, anything. But she didn’t, and he rode off.

      He spent the next few hours scanning the horizon for trouble, and then he had to stop and help replace a broken wagon wheel. It wasn’t a hard thing to do, but the wagon needed to be unloaded so that they could lift it enough to take the old wheel off and put the new one on.

      They stopped for the nooning and Jed and the other men rode in with five deer. They would have a feast tonight. Jed got busy dividing the meat and giving it out to the whole party. When he was done, he joined Eli and Amy for the noon meal.

      He glanced from one to the other. Then he turned and stared at Eli with his right brow cocked. He didn’t say anything, but Eli could tell that Jed felt the tension between Amy and him.

      “Amy, if you’d like to take a little nap that would be fine. I can clean up here,” Eli offered.

      She drew herself up and raised her chin. “I can pull my own weight, thank you.” She grabbed the water bucket and walked off. Unfortunately, she walked in the wrong direction.

      “Jed, I’m going after her. She’d got a bee in her bonnet about something, and it’s time to find out what.”

      Jed grinned. “Good luck.”

      Eli figured she’d take a few steps and realize she was going the wrong way, but she just kept walking deeper into the woods. He finally caught up to her, and she swung the bucket at him. He was able to grab it from her. If he’d been a shorter she’d have hit him in the head. “Whoa, it’s me.”

      She put her hands on her hips and stared at him. “Why are you following me?”

      “You’re going the wrong way. I didn’t want you to get lost.”

      “Why? Wouldn’t that be the answer to your prayers?”

      He furrowed his brow. “What in tarnation are you talking about?” He took a step closer to her.

      She sighed loudly as tears formed in her eyes. “I know you’re sorry you married me. I knew you’d come to feel this way, but you went from kissing me to being as far away from me as possible. Did you see my hip?”

      He hesitated.

      “I understand.” She hung her head for a moment and then she started walking back to the wagon.

      “Amy, wait up.”

      She shook her head. “I can’t talk about this right now. I need time, Eli.”

      At a loss of what to do, he let her go on ahead. He’d talk to her that evening. She couldn’t continue to think of herself as damaged.
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        * * *

      

      Amelia put on a brave face after her conversation with Eli until she was alone while driving. Then her body began to shake and desolation filled her whole being. She’d been a fool to think that just maybe it wouldn’t matter. Well, she’d gotten a cold dose of reality, and she needed to face it. There wasn’t much she could do about the heartache, but she was Eli’s wife, and she had a responsibility to take care of him. Hard work and keeping busy had always helped her get through tough times before. It would work for her now. Eli didn’t deserve her anger. After all, it wasn’t his fault. She’d just have to be more accepting of the changes that were happening.

      She took a deep breath and vowed to be the best wife a man could have. Usually having a plan calmed her, but this time it didn’t. There was still hours to go before they camped. She’d have to find her calm somewhere.

      

      Just as Eli had predicted, there was a wagon party at the edge of the Sublette Cutoff. The lifelessness in their eyes was chilling. She watched as Eli rode over to their wagons. He came back shaking his head.

      “What’s going on?” she asked.

      “Damn fools didn’t have enough water for themselves let alone the livestock. I told them we’d wait while they went ahead of us to the grass and water.”

      “That was charitable of you.” She smiled. “Dang, here comes Benjamin and a few of the other men.”

      Eli turned and nodded at the men. “Did you need something?”

      “Yes, we need to get to the grass first. Their livestock could eat it all and there would be nothing for us. And just how much water is up ahead? Is there enough for all of us?”

      “I hear your concerns, but they have no merit. We’ll take our turn. It won’t even be an hour for them to get there and move off the trail. Honestly, I don’t understand your hostility.” Eli jumped down off Roman and widened his stance as he stared at the men.

      “They had a choice of which path to take, same as us. They gambled and lost. It’s not our problem,” Benjamin insisted.

      “You’re right, they aren’t our problem, and I’m sure as soon as they get water and a few days rest they’ll be fine. I suggest you go on back to your wagons and wait.”

      Benjamin started to open his mouth, and Eli took a step toward him.

      “Fine, we’ll wait. I do think we need to have a meeting tonight. It might be time to get a new Captain.”

      After the men turned and left, Eli climbed up next to Amelia. “Are you alright? They didn’t scare you did they?”

      “Nothing much scares me while you’re with me.” She smiled and met his gaze. The heat in his eyes confused and flustered her. She quickly looked away.

      “Good. You’ve always been brave. I remember you on that rock when the Cruthers left you behind. You were determined to find work. A lot of people would have crumbled but not you. You’re the type of woman any man would be proud to have at his side. I know I am.”

      His words surprised her but she was trying to build a wall between them. So far he’d torn down every part of the wall.

      “Thank you for your kind words.” She still couldn’t look at him. One look and her resolve to become detached would be gone.

      “Amy, they aren’t just words. I know you don’t love me, but I hope that you will grow to love me. I want us to have a good life together. I don’t allow many people to get close to me, but you have and I don’t want to lose you.”

      “Wagons ho!” someone yelled.

      “Confound it!” Eli jumped into the saddle and raced to the front of the train.

      He didn’t want to lose her? He’d done everything to push her away. Men were so contrary. A spark of hope formed, but she put it out. She wasn’t ready for another night of tears. He was turning her into some ninny. She’d bet her last hairpin that it’d been Benjamin who yelled for the wagons to get moving. She hoped Eli took a hard stance with the Cruthers.

      They began to move, and she couldn’t help but laugh when she passed the Cruthers’ wagon waiting off to the side. They’d be eating dust at the back of the train. Aaron waved at her and soundly got his hand slapped. She hoped Benjamin learned his lesson, but she bet he was already plotting some revenge. Thank goodness they weren’t her parents.

      Who were her real parents? She’d probably never know. What she needed was a solicitor to look into the matter, but she wasn’t sure where to start. There wasn’t much she could do on the trail.

      It was almost dark before they stopped to camp. Other wagon parties dotted the area, and the sheer number amazed her. She climbed down and made a fire. Then she found Lynn’s wagon and invited her family and Smitty to dinner. They’d have to bring their own crates and plates but she’d have the food ready. Her excitement grew when they accepted.

      She hurried back and started making venison stew. It was a pleasure to cook something other than bacon and fried bread. Next she got the biscuits baking and the coffee on. She looked under the false floor and grabbed a jar of preserves. In doing so, she accidently pulled out one of the packages Eli had bought at Fort Bridger. She could tell what it was by the shape of it inside the wrapping. It was a ring. If it had been for her, he’d changed his mind about giving it to her. That was right about the time he stopped sleeping in the wagon.

      Anguish she’d promised herself she wouldn’t feel washed over her. She never felt so alone before, and there had been plenty of lonely days in her life. If only she hadn’t invited people over for supper. All she wanted to do was curl up into a ball and hide, but that had never been an option.

      “Smells good. Smitty told me you invited them. That was nice of you.” Eli gave her a pat on the arm. His sweet words from before were not reflected in his actions. It was going to take a long time to get used to their new way of being together. If only he hadn’t kissed her and held her before, but he had, and now she missed it.

      “It’s almost ready.” She couldn’t help the lack of enthusiasm in her voice.

      “I’ll go tell them.” She watched him walk away, reminding herself it wasn’t his fault.

      It was nice to have the distraction of Lynn’s boys. Carlos and Juan seemed to fit right in. They were all hearty eaters. Lynn had a special glow about her, and Amelia wondered if she really knew that Smitty was married.

      Once they were alone and cleaning up, Lynn turned toward her. “Amy is something wrong?”

      “No, not at all. I’m glad you could join us. It’s been so busy since the attack and all.”

      Lynn nodded. “It will stay with me for a very long time. Have you been sleeping? Something seems a bit off.”

      “You’ve been married and maybe you could give me some advice. As you know, Eli and I were forced to get married. At the time, Eli said it would be a real marriage and he’d expect me in his bed. I told him about my hip, and how I wouldn’t be able to do my duty. He didn’t seem to care at the time.” She wrung her hands. “Somehow, I’ve made a mess of everything.”

      Lynn put the wet cloth she was holding down and grasped Amelia’s hand. “I see the way Eli looks at you. I don’t think you have anything to worry about.”

      Amelia shook her head. “He used to kiss me and hold me. He used to sleep in the wagon next to me. Now he sleeps under the wagon. He says he’s sleeping there to protect me, but I’m not so sure. I feel him pulling away from me, and I’ve tried so hard to tell myself it doesn’t matter, but it does. He says the sweetest things but he can’t seem to bring himself to touch me other than a pat on the shoulder.”

      A snort of laughter came from the darkness behind her wagon. The person took a step toward them and somehow Amelia wasn’t surprised it was Cheryl.

      “Amelia, I warned you this would happen. Men have needs, and you simply can’t please your husband. They also want a family. You can’t do that either. Are you sure he stays under the wagon all night? I thought I saw him go to the Widow Hawkins’ wagon the other night. You’ll just have to lower your expectations.”

      Lynn took a step forward. “This is a private conversation, and I dare say you’re not welcome.”

      Cheryl laughed. “The only ones not welcome are your two Mexicans. People need to keep to their own kind.” She was still chuckling as she walked toward the middle of the circle.

      “The meeting! Let’s go!” Amelia rushed toward the center with Lynn. Many of the men had already assembled. Eli must have just shaved. He looked very handsome.

      He winked at her when their gazes met. Then he walked toward them. “Do me a favor and make sure the kids can’t hear what’s going on. There might be some hateful things said and they don’t deserve to hear any of it.”

      Both Amelia and Lynn nodded and headed to Lynn’s wagon.
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        * * *

      

      Eli rubbed his sore neck and willed the tension to leave his body. Some people were so hardheaded, but no one else stepped up to lead. He wouldn’t have allowed it so it was just as well. People just didn’t like anything or anyone different. He shook his head. Where they were going, everything was different. If you were going to uproot your whole family, you needed to keep an open mind to the adventure of it.

      Carlos and Juan did not deserve to be called some of the names that were spouted during the meeting. It was fear. People were afraid of anyone different from them. Smitty was hanging close to the Downey wagon, and he’d keep the boys safe.

      Amy looked fetching, and he sure liked how she blushed at his wink.

      “Eli, could you take a look at my wagon wheel? It wasn’t driving as it should,” the Widow Hawkins asked. She had big blue eyes and thick red hair which she wore loose. It curled all the way to her bottom.

      “Sure, let’s take a look.” He walked with her to her wagon and inspected the wheels. “They just need a bit of grease on them. I’ll send Rex over to fix you right up. Have a nice evening.” Eli turned to head toward his wagon when he saw Amy staring at him with such a look of sadness on his face that it hurt his heart.

      She turned her back when he started in her direction. What had he done? He sighed. Maybe it wasn’t something he’d done hopefully it was something someone else had done.

      He stood right behind her, as close as he could without touching her. “Amy?”

      She hung her head but didn’t answer. Shudders gripped her body, and he knew she was crying. He touched her shoulder, and she pulled away. He touched her other shoulder and she walked away. Her limp looked to be more pronounced. Had she hurt herself? Was it from the snakebite?

      He kept his eye on her. He didn’t like her to be out in the darkness. Finally, he followed her and found her sitting on a rock staring at the river.

      “Amy? Please tell me what’s wrong. Did I do something? Did someone hurt you?”

      She sniffled. “No, it’s me. I’m feeling sorry for myself is all. I’m fine, really.”

      “You’re crying.”

      “A girl cries every now and then. It’s nothing to worry about. I’m very blessed, and I need to remember that.”

      He cocked his head to one side as he stared at her in the moonlight. “Usually a person needs a reason to cry. Please tell me what’s wrong.”

      She looked at the ground and shrugged. “I understand. Really I do. I can’t help the hurt I feel, but I never want you to feel guilty. I just need to come to terms with it. I feel bad for you too. You probably wanted children, and I can’t give you those.”

      Eli sat on the rock next to her and put his arms around her. “You probably can have children, sweetheart.”

      “I appreciate you trying to be kind, but I’ve known since I was pushed down those steps that I couldn’t have them.”

      He kissed the side of her neck. “Who told you that? Was it the doctor or was it your so-called mother?”

      She stilled for a moment before she turned and stared at him. “Cheryl told me. I feel as though I’ve always known. That’s why I shouldn’t be upset about you and the widow Hawkins. I’m just jealous.”

      He smiled at her. “First of all I have never been with the widow Hawkins. I looked at her wagon wheels tonight, at her request, and then sent Rex to grease them. I do check on her since she is now traveling alone, but I check on everyone. Second, I’m married to you. I take my vows seriously. And third, Cheryl lied to you. The doctor who cared for you, when the snake bit you, assured me that you would most likely be able to have many children. Your hip isn’t hideous.”

      She drew in a sharp intake of breath. “I knew it. You saw it.” Her body trembled against his.

      “I sure did. The doctor said it was never set right and that is why you have a limp. And he guessed you had more pain than most when walking long distances. He really couldn’t figure out why you had surgical type of scarring too.”

      “They had to reset it. They sliced into me and I still remember the pain of it.”

      “They didn’t put you out?”

      She shook her head. “I remember Cheryl saying no, it wasn’t needed. I do remember something about an infection, and the doctor had to cut me again. He told Cheryl that if she didn’t change my bandages this time he’d take me away.”

      “I bet she changed them after that.”

      “She sure did, and it made her furious. I suppose she expected me to die. I wish I knew more about my parents.” She sighed.

      “I sent a letter to the sheriff in the town you grew up in to see what he knew or could find out. I’m hoping to get word somewhere along the trail.”

      “Eli?”

      “Yes, my sweet?”

      She hesitated. “Is it because you saw the scars? Is that why you’re sleeping under the wagon? I need the truth from you.”

      He pulled her tight against him. “Yes I did.”

      She struggled to push him away.

      “Wait, stay still.” She stopped struggling, but the look of hopelessness on her face made his heart drop. “I’m sleeping under the wagon because I want to touch you and kiss you and make love to you. I didn’t want to scare you, and I couldn’t sleep next to you without taking you.”

      “Really?” Her eyes grew wide, but then suspicion shuttered her expression. “I find that hard to believe.”

      “It’s true. You have no idea what you do to me.”

      “Is that why you stopped kissing me too?”

      He nodded then put his finger under her chin and lifted gently so he could easily kiss her. Her lips were like the plumpest berries and just as sweet. Her little moan caused a chill to go up his spine. It was pure heaven, but he pulled away before he got to a place where he couldn’t stop. They sat there with their foreheads touching, and the only sound he heard was their heavy breathing. He waited for his heart to stop pounding and then he stood and offered his hand. He smiled when she took it.

      He walked her back to the wagon and helped her inside.

      “Are you sleeping in here?” she asked.

      “No, we’ll know when the time is right. With so many wagons, there wouldn’t be an ounce of privacy. Plus you’re still getting over your snakebite.” He leaned in, kissed her and grabbed his bedroll. “Goodnight, my love.”
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      It’s been another long endless day. Amelia groaned, another day of swarms of mosquitoes. Though it was hot out she wore long sleeves, pants under a skirt and her netting over her bonnet. And she still had to fight off the bugs. There were so many who didn’t have netting and they suffered with bites all over them. A few smeared their bodies with mud, and that worked for a while until the hot sun baked the mud and it fell off in big chunks.

      The pesky mosquitoes seemed to be able to find a way to get to people. Even the livestock had had it and refused to eat unless it was later at night. They were traveling through rich grasslands so there was plenty for them to eat.

      Misery visited everyone and tempers grew short. Even easy-going Jed was a bit short with the others. The hotter it got the more they sweated and they became beacons for the bloodsuckers. The constant buzzing began to make Amelia crazy. She wanted to rip her clothes off and run into some fresh water.

      The nights weren’t so bad. Eli was sleeping in the wagon, They both slept with their clothes on, and they put one net under them and the other over them. They slept very close together to be sure the netting wouldn’t become undone. Amelia was a bit disappointed that he didn’t try to kiss her at night, but the thrill of knowing he wanted to and the news that she could have a family someday made up for any unhappiness.

      They stopped for what she was told would be the last night in the infested area. Amelia started the fire, fried the bacon, and then mixed the batter for fried cakes. It was hard to do without getting a few bugs in the batter.

      “How about sharing some of that netting, your highness?” Cheryl asked sarcastically.

      Amelia didn’t even turn around. “My husband strongly suggested that everyone get some netting at Fort Bridger. You didn’t take his advice.” She dropped some batter into the bacon-greased pan.

      “You are an ungrateful brat! We gave up everything to raise you, and all we got was misery. As soon as you collect your inheritance, I expect you to hand it over. Accidents happen all the time. For example, say Eli dies and then you die. All the money comes to me.” An eerie smile crossed Cheryl’s face.

      Amelia turned and put her hands on her hips. “I still don’t understand what you are talking about. Why would I have money? I know you’re not my mother, but I don’t know much more.”

      “You don’t need to know the details. Just remember either you hand over the money when we reach Oregon or accidents will happen.”

      Amelia’s jaw dropped as she watched Cheryl walk away. A mosquito buzzed near her nose and she quickly closed her mouth, not wanting to get any bugs in it. At least now she knew why she’d been told she couldn’t have children. The Cruthers didn’t want her to have any heirs. What a headache!

      She smiled a little smile, glad that they were suffering from the swarms.

      “Something smells good,” Eli said as he rounded the wagon to the cook fire. “I have guard duty tonight.” He gazed at her until he mentioned guard duty. At that point he stared into the fire.

      He just didn’t want to be next to her in the wagon again. Why did he keep insisting that they wait? It ate at her, and now she thought all of his protests that she wasn’t ugly sounded like a bunch of drivel to her.

      “Did you want me to make extra coffee for you for tonight?” She tried to keep her voice devoid of all emotion.

      “That would be nice. Thank you. I’ll be back in a bit. I need to find Jed.”

      She nodded and watched him walk away. Even from the back he looked good. She shook her head. She shouldn’t think that way. It would only bring more heartache. Every day the unopened package with the ring inside silently mocked her. To make her believe she could have a family and then to grow more distant was so hurtful. Sure there were mosquitoes and privacy was close to none, but he didn’t even kiss her anymore.

      His kisses were the best part of her day. They made her feel as though her limp didn’t make a difference. They made her feel special as though she mattered for who she was and not for the amount of work she did.

      She sat down near the fire and watched the flames flicker and dance. It was bad enough Cheryl had crippled her, but now she wanted her dead. Why show her hand? It didn’t make much sense to announce her intentions of killing both Amelia and Eli. She’d always seemed to be on the edge of being crazy. Maybe she’d been pushed over the edge. How was Aaron faring?

      Amelia stood and moved her crate. It was best to have the smoke blowing right at her. It kept the bloodsuckers away. Bess Otter stopped by and sat down.

      “I heard the tragic news, and I wanted to be sure you were doing all right. It happens to the best of women, and I don’t want you to think it’s your fault. If a man strays, he’s the one breaking the sacred vow of marriage. I’m just so sorry it’s become so public. Widow Hawkins has been bragging about catching the attentions of the Captain. It is so very wrong of her to talk about it.” She took Amelia’s hands and patted it. “I saw you sitting here looking so glum, and I said to myself that I needed to offer comfort if I can.”

      “I think you have it wrong. Eli said—”

      “Of course he did, my dear. Men are crafty in their deceit.”

      “Is there proof other than Widow Hawkins’ word? It just doesn’t ring true to me.”

      Bess nodded. “Stan saw him leave her wagon after a two-hour visit yesterday. Of course Benjamin Cruthers saw it too and the rumors spread. That’s when the widow told everyone it was true. Stan said she was as pleased as can be to make her announcement.”

      A lump formed in Amelia’s throat so large she couldn’t speak. She just gave Bess a quick nod.

      “I’ll let you be, and I’m sorry to have been the one to tell you. I thought you already knew.” Bess gave Amelia’s hand one last pat, and then she stood and walked away.

      The gamut of emotions was almost too much to bear. Disbelief, betrayal, shock, and a hurt that ran deeper than anything she’d felt before flowed through her. Her heart shattered as her brain went numb. She couldn’t think, she could only feel.

      Looking up, she realized she was the object of attention for many of the travelers. She quickly cleaned the plates and the pan. After putting them up, she climbed into the dark wagon. Burying her head in her hands she rocked back and forth as she wept. Two hours in the widow’s wagon? It was all too much. She would have been better if she’d stayed on the rock at that fateful river crossing.

      She’d have been wary of any offers and would have had her guard up. Here, she’d been bushwhacked. Now what? She had nowhere else to go. Everyone had full wagons, and she was lucky she even had one to sleep in. As soon as they met up with other parties, she would see about hiring on as a companion or a worker. There were probably a lot of people who lost someone along the way who needed some help. Usually having a plan helped, but this time her insides were cut from her shattered heart. Now she knew why the kisses had gone away.

      She changed into her nightgown and pulled the netting all around her. She felt cocooned and normally it would have been a comfort but there would be no comfort for her. She could have kept her head in the sand, but Bess Otter was a well-respected woman.

      What was she supposed to do now? She was too ashamed to act as though nothing was wrong. People were laughing at her behind her back. Why couldn’t he have waited until they had been somewhere no one would know? Any confidence she had retained shriveled.
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        * * *

      

      Eli didn’t mind taking a turn at guard duty when needed but not when he had to replace two men because they beat each other up. As soon as they were able they’d be pulling double duty. He could be in the wagon snuggled close to Amy right now, instead of sitting in a swarm of pesky bugs. He wished that this was the worst they would have to face, but they’d soon have to test their mettle. In a few days, they’d be at Fort Hall and after that the start of a long stretch without water.

      He always counseled people to conserve their supplies. Fort Hall never had much and what they did have was expensive. Inevitably, there would be a few who didn’t heed his advice and neighbor would turn against neighbor. When it came to sharing due to carelessness or gluttony, others weren’t as quick to give a helping hand.

      Something seemed to be bothering Amy, and he wasn’t sure what it was. Her smiles weren’t as quick as they had been. The trip had been hard on her too. She sure was a good worker and an excellent helpmate. She came into his life in a very unconventional way, perhaps it was fate.

      Someday they’d have a family. Little girls who looked like Amy, and sons. Many sons to help work the ranch. They’d have to eventually have to build a place of their own. He smiled. They’d have a good life together. She’d keep the home fires going while he was away.

      “What are you smiling about?” Jed asked as he took his post next to Eli.

      “I was just thinking about Amy and how she’d keep the ranch going while I guided parties across the country.”

      Jed frowned. “I hate to break it to you, but Widow Hawkins is claiming you’ve been in her bed. And from the sound of it, you spend all your free time there.”

      “What?”

      Jed put his hand on Eli’s shoulder. “Before you go all halfcocked, you need to talk to Amy. Bess broke the news to her.”

      “A preacher’s wife would tell another woman such a thing?” Eli shook his head. “Dang, I bet coming from her, Amy believes it. Thanks for letting me know. I have to get this straightened out.” He started to walk away but he turned back toward Jed. “Thanks for relieving me.”

      Jed waved him off. “Go talk to your wife.”

      Eli strode to his wagon and stopped just short of it. Confound it! What was he supposed to say? The notion was lunacy, and he wanted nothing better than to throttle the widow. He took a deep breath and climbed into the wagon.

      It was dark inside, but he could still see Amy tense her body as he approached. He took off his shirt and pants, leaving his drawers on. After that he crawled under the netting and took Amy into his arms. She tried to pull away but he held tight.

      He had her back spooned against him as he kissed her neck. Her body trembled. “Amy, it’s not true.”

      “What’s not true? The part when you told me we could have a family? Or the part about wanting to wait until the time is right? I’m having a problem with both since you’re getting your needs met elsewhere.”

      He kissed her cheek and found it wet with tears. “I don’t know who started the rumor, but that’s all it is, a rumor.”

      “There were plenty of witnesses. Please Eli, don’t try to make a bigger fool out of me. I’m so tired, I just want to sleep.” She renewed her efforts to pull free from his embrace.

      There was nothing he could do about it. He’d have to wait until the morning. Sighing, he loosened his hold on her and waited until her breathing became rhythmic due to sleeping. He lay there for a long time wondering why the widow would claim they’d been lovers. Finally he drifted off.
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        * * *

      

      It took all of her determination to climb out of the wagon the next morning. Eli was already gone, but he’d made a fire for her and the coffee was ready. She sat on a rock, watching the fire and sipping her coffee, trying to pretend she didn’t notice all the speculative looks sent in her direction or the way people were whispering to one another. She saw Widow Hawkins and stared at her. The widow nodded to her and smiled. Amelia turned her back on her. The widow had been nice to her the whole trip. She kept to herself much of the time, and she didn’t seem to be one for gossip. But that only made her claim all the more believable.

      Amelia’s face heated and her heart pounded. She didn’t feel well, so she decided to forgo making food. She quickly packed everything up, hitched the oxen, and waited inside her wagon for the signal to get moving. She couldn’t face the rest of the group. They were probably laughing at her naïveté in the ways of husbands. Cheryl had been right, and Eli probably had spent time with a woman at Fort Laramie. If he meant for the marriage to be a committed one, he’d have given her the ring. Every time she put the tailgate down, it was there. She was tempted to throw it in the grass.

      The widow was very attractive, and she was undoubtedly experienced. There was no way Amelia could compete. Somehow, by being his wife she didn’t think she’d have to compete.

      Like a scared rabbit, she remained in her hole, waiting for Eli to come and explain but she heard the signal for the train to start moving so she scrambled to the front bench and grabbed the traces, ready to move out. She stared straight ahead and didn’t acknowledge anyone walking by. Holding her head high and keeping her tears in was exhausting but she managed to do so. At the nooning, she simply stayed in the wagon and ate some crackers and drank some water. She wasn’t up to seeing anyone.

      Part of her wanted to scratch Eli’s eyes out, but a bigger part of her knew it was her own fault. Even after he told her she wasn’t ugly, he had gone to that other woman. He was a liar and a cheat. How could she have been so fooled by him? She couldn’t take it anymore. She climbed out of the wagon and limped over to the Hawkins’ wagon. She needed to hear it from the widow.

      Belva Hawkins stood as Amelia approached. Her beautiful red hair, creamy skin and her curves brought envy to Amelia’s heart.

      “Amelia, I was expecting you. Please sit down.” She gestured to an upturned crate near the cook fire. “I take it you heard what’s been happening.”

      Amelia nodded, not trusting her voice.

      “As you know, my husband died of the Rocky Mountain Spotted Fever. I was having a hard time of it. Franklin, my husband, never allowed me to lift a finger, and I didn’t know how to do the simplest of things. Eli came to my rescue. It was right before you two married.” Belva smiled as though remembering something wonderful.

      “One thing led to another. I grieved for my husband, but we’d never really got on. Eli was just so sweet and giving. I’m so sorry to have to tell you about this. I was surprised when Benjamin Cruthers accused me, but I had to tell the truth. I’m sure if you ask Eli he’ll tell you. He tried to stay away, but he said there was something wrong with your hip, and you can’t have marital relations.”

      “When did he say that?” Amelia held her breath.

      “Sometime after your snakebite, I think. So much has happened since we left Independence. I love Eli you know, and if he comes to me, I can’t make any promises to turn him away.”

      A nightmare, she must be having a nightmare. Amelia didn’t respond. She stood up and walked back to her wagon as regally as she could, given her limp. She’d been a first class fool. All this time she’d been yearning for kisses from her husband and someone else was receiving them. She didn’t know what to do. She couldn’t go back home, she had no one she could share a wagon with. Maybe she could ask Eli to take his stuff back to Smitty’s wagon.

      Her head began to pound painfully and she didn’t feel up to cooking again. Instead, she climbed into her wagon, placed the netting all around her and slept.

      Later that day, Amelia woke in the moving wagon. She peeked outside, saw Eli sitting on the front bench and sighed. She quickly lay back down. It was the cowardly way out, but she wasn’t up to facing him. If he’d never said her hip wasn’t hideous and she could have children, it wouldn’t hurt so much. He had given her false hope, and she had been stupid enough to believe him.

      She couldn’t stay with him. Slowly, she crawled to the back, climbed over side, and dropped down to the ground. She fell and rolled quick enough to avoid being run over by the next wagon. It had been a stupid thing to do but staying in the wagon was not an option. After getting up she dusted herself off and began to walk. She purposely walked at a pace that allowed the rest of the wagons and walkers to pass her. She wanted to be alone. Not that anyone greeted her or offered to walk with her.

      He was welcome to the widow if that’s what he wanted. If anyone had asked her a few days ago she would have said there is no way Eli would do that. He must have laughed at her inept kissing. Her eyes filled and she tripped over an exposed tree root. She ended up cutting her knee and hands pretty bad but the pain was nowhere close to the pain she had in her heart.

      Up ahead, the wagons began slowing and circling, but she wasn’t ready for her solitude to end. She ducked into the woods but kept walking in the direction of the camp. It would be best if she remained close in case there was trouble, but she wanted to be separate. She walked until she was right next to the camp and sat on a felled tree.

      She hoped to catch a glimpse of Eli yet she really didn’t want to see him. The longer she sat there watching all the families, happy and not so happy, getting their livestock taken care of and their fires going the madder she became. She had told Eli about her hip. She’d worked hard, and did all she could except for… And he had been the one to put a stop to anything physical between them, not her. He should be the one who people talked about. He should be the one who couldn’t hold his head up high. This was of his doing, yet people never saw it that way. It was Belva’s shame too.

      The longer she sat there, the angrier she got. Where was he? She took an angry breath and stood up. She was not going to be concerned about him or what others had to say. The shame was not of her making. She straightened her shoulders, and though she quaked inside she emerged from the woods and walked purposefully to her wagon. She felt the heat of everyone’s stare, but she pretended to ignore it.

      The fire was already made, so she got busy cooking the beans she had soaking. She added fatback to them and then put the coffee on. She grabbed her Dutch oven and quickly made dough for biscuits. She then set it on hot coals and shoveled more hot coals on the top. Finally she drank a dipperful of water and glanced around. Everyone looked to be too busy to stare at her now. She sighed deeply and sat on her crate.

      She was tempted to go and hide in the wagon, but she refused to give them the satisfaction. It was better to act as though she didn’t care, then they’d have no weapon against her. She checked on the biscuits, stirred the beans, and sat back down.

      Without warning, she felt him behind her. She knew it was him, but she didn’t move.

      “I bet you’re tired from your long walk.” His voice was surprisingly gentle.

      “Not so much. I’m fine.” She really didn’t want to talk to him. There was nothing he could say to justify his actions. His sin wasn’t so much the other woman, it was making her feel safe and cherished when that wasn’t true. He’d lied when he said her hip wasn’t ugly, and he had probably lied about her being able to have children. She’d never have thought him the type to deceive her, but here they were.

      “I was worried. I backtracked looking for you. People saw you walking slowly as they passed you in their wagons. No one remembered talking to you though. You should have stayed in the wagon.”

      She clenched her fists and closed her eyes. “Like I said, I’m fine. If it’s supper you’ll be wanting, then you can come back in an hour.”

      “You’re mad.” He pulled up a crate and sat next to her.

      She couldn’t look at him so she stared at her clenched fists in her lap. “I’m fine.”

      He reached to take her hand but she turned away. “I’ll see you in an hour.” She hoped he’d leave.

      “I can stay and be with you.” He actually sounded perplexed.

      “I don’t want you here. Please go. I don’t want people to have more to talk about. Please.” Her voice wavered but her resolve to be strong didn’t.

      “If that’s what you want. I’ll be back.”

      She didn’t watch to see where he went. Not knowing was better. How much longer was this impossible trip going to take? She ladled some water into a basin and got out a cloth. Her knee was killing her. As discreetly as she could she uncovered her knee. It was worse than she thought. She put the wet cloth to it and she welcomed the pain. For a moment, she focused on that pain instead of her heartache. She cleaned it and then emptied the water in the bushes nearby.

      He’d be back in an hour and she didn’t have a clue how to act.

      “Amy? Mind if I pour myself some coffee?” Jed asked.

      “Suit yourself. If it’s talking you want, I’m out of words today.” She gave him a big frown.

      “Belva is an enticing woman.”

      She shook her head. “Don’t you dare defend that lying brother of yours!” Tears formed in her eyes as she realized just how loudly she’d answered him.

      “Amy, don’t cry. The rumors aren’t true.” Jed reached out to touch her arm.

      She took a step back and avoided his touch. “Please, I’m asking you to leave.”

      He hesitated.

      “I’m going to fall apart if you stay, and I seem to have a very big audience.” She bit her lip until he nodded his head.

      “You take care, Amy and if you need anything—”

      “She has me,” Eli practically growled as he walked toward them.

      “Of course she does. You two have a nice evening,” Jed said as he nodded to them both. He turned and walked away.

      “We can’t let this come between us, Amy. You’re my wife.” His voice was so calm she was tempted to hit him.

      “Dinner isn’t ready yet.” She climbed into the wagon hoping to escape. To her dismay, Eli climbed in after her.

      The tears she’d been holding in all day poured down her face. She couldn’t take anymore. “I’ve been living a lie all my life. The Cruthers lied to me, and now I’ve lied to myself. I told myself we were happy and you cared. I don’t know who I am or how I fit anymore. Eli, why couldn’t you have waited until we were in a place where people wouldn’t know what you were doing? Didn’t you once think it wouldn’t get back to me? My God, It’s been one slap in the face after another all day long. Everyone has been staring at me, whispering about me… And the knowing grins have been the worst. People actually wish me ill. The Cruthers’ betrayal was hard enough, but yours, I never thought you would do something to disgrace me.” She reached for a handkerchief. “I understand about your needs, but you made me feel as though we’d have a family together. You told me my hip wasn’t so bad. You gave me hope that you could actually love me someday.”

      She grabbed a bag and began putting Eli’s things in it. “Please leave me alone. I can’t look at you right now.”

      “You’re not giving me a chance to tell you my side of the story,” he accused angrily.

      “Please keep your voice down. Everyone already knows too much. Fine, if you won’t leave that’s fine but I’m not up to talking to you right now. I’m at my breaking point, and I don’t want to feel broken again.”

      He gave her a long assessing look and then nodded. “I’ll bunk in with Jed and Smitty. If you need anything, please let me or Jed know. And if you need someone who is wise to talk to, there is always Smitty. We’ll talk in a few days.” He actually seemed sad to be leaving.

      “Bye.” She turned her back and waited for him to leave. When he was gone she mopped up her face and went to make sure her biscuits weren’t burned. To her relief they were a nice golden brown. The beans were ready too. She took everything off the fire and put it on the front bench of the wagon to cool. Next she put the crates back into the wagon and climbed in herself.

      She still wasn’t hungry but she made herself eat a little bit before she brought everything inside the wagon. She quickly changed into her gown and pulled the netting over her. Eli’s netting was still there. She put it at the end of the wagon where he could easily grab it.

      He’d been right, she was exhausted from all the walking. The Widow Hawkins didn’t have a limp. In fact she seemed to glide as she walked. She was graceful and very lovely. Everything Amelia wasn’t. There wasn’t a thing she could do about it. It galled her to no end just how powerless a woman was. Finally she drifted off.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eleven

          

        

      

    

    
      Eli was glad to see Fort Hall. It wasn’t much of a fort, but Jed would be able to ask around about Lily. There were many Indians trading, and he noticed how wide Amy’s eyes got when he saw them. She must be still traumatized about the Indian raid, and he couldn’t blame her. He did smile thinking of how good she could shoot.

      It had been three days that they’d been apart. It was killing him, since he was innocent, but Amy didn’t want to hear it. He was giving her the space she needed, but he couldn’t see how it was helping the situation. If anything, it gave people more to talk about. He didn’t dare go and talk to the widow. He didn’t want to be seen talking to her. From what he could gather, she had told Amy that she was having relations with him. Why she’d do such a thing, he couldn’t figure. What did she have to gain by lying?

      He couldn’t come up with any reason. Meanwhile, he was apart from his wife, who cried herself to sleep every night. He had to fight the urge to jump into the wagon and comfort her. He wasn’t welcome. Heck, she refused to look at him. She seemed so alone, and his heart broke for her. It also broke for himself. What if they never found their way back to each other?

      They would stop at the fort but not stay. A little bit away was fresh water, grass, and no mosquitoes. After that, though, the next part of the journey consisted of no water and little grass. He needed to have a meeting that night and make sure everyone was ready. He had the wagons stop at Fort Hall. Then he rode up and down the train letting people know this was a quick stop and the prices were very high. They also didn’t carry much.

      He got to Amy, and his heart reached out, but hers seemed to be cold as ice. “We’ll be stopping for a bit. Do you need anything from the fort? I’d be happy to get something for you.”

      She stared at the oxen and shook her head. “No, thank you.”

      He waited, hoping she would look at him, but she didn’t. “Amy, if you knew me at all, you’d know I’d never break my vow to you.” She closed her eyes but didn’t say a word. He did notice her hands were shaking.

      All he wanted to do was hold her in his arms and tell her everything would be fine. But what was the use? It was obvious she wouldn’t allow him to come that close to her.

      “Take care. I’ll be back tonight to be sure the wagon and oxen are all set. We’ll be hitting a hot dry spell, and there won’t be much grass for the oxen. Tempers will flair so we all need to remain calm.”

      “Fine.”

      His heart squeezed as he turned Roman and continued down the train.

      He’d allowed a two-hour break at Fort Hall, giving everyone a chance to buy supplies if needed. Afterwards, he led them for another five hours. This was the last chance for water and grass. As soon as they were all circled, he called for a meeting.

      Standing upon a crate, he scanned the crowd, and he wasn’t surprised by the hostile glares he received from some of the women. If they were so upset why didn’t they stand with Amy? Hypocrites, all of them, but who was he to judge?

      “Take advantage of the clean water and be sure your livestock are well grazed and watered. Fill everything you can with water. It’s going to be our longest haul without water, and you will need to conserve. You won’t want to waste water washing clothes or bathing.” He waited. This was always the part where the women gasped, and he wasn’t disappointed this time. He waited for them to quiet before he continued. “It’ll be hot, dusty, and dry, and you’ll be tempted to use more water than necessary. Please heed my warning. Get yourselves good and clean and fill every pot, pan, barrel, and jar with water.”

      Stan Otter stepped forward. “It says in the guide book that we will reach the Snake River next. Surely we can get water from the river.”

      “You’re right about it being the Snake River. In fact, the water we’re camped at now is a creek from the Snake River. But we’ll be climbing, and soon enough the river will be out of reach. It cuts through the canyon, and we’ll be able to see it but not get to it.”

      “I bet there is a better way to go!” Benjamin yelled. Many of the men nodded.

      “You are welcome to break off from the rest of us. You all know my experience as a guide and a Captain. Now, there’s plenty of daylight left today to get everything done. Jed, Rex, Smitty, and I will be checking your wagons to be sure you are greasing your wheels and to answer any questions you may have.”

      “Excuse me, Eli, how long will we be without water?” Belva Hawkins asked.

      He wanted to ignore her, but he couldn’t. “It’s three hundred miles. It depends on the oxen. We can’t afford to tax them too much. It could take just about a month.” The crowd groaned. “We’ll need to exercise patience, and a bit of helping thy neighbor would be nice. Go get your chores done. We head out in the morning.”

      The crowd dispersed, all except for the widow. She stayed and approached him. “I’m going to need your help in getting my wagon ready.” She flashed him a smile as she touched his arm.

      Eli took a step back, fully aware they had an audience. “I’ll send Smitty by. Meanwhile, fill up with water.” He tipped his hat and walked away. She was hell bent on causing him trouble, and he wasn’t sure why.

      He walked over to Smitty’s fire and poured himself a cup of coffee. “I have a problem.”

      “And how. You have a dozy of a problem with red hair and blue eyes. She’s fixated on you and she doesn’t care who gets hurt. I wouldn’t be surprised if she hadn’t been dropped on her head as a child.” He scratched his beard and then shook his head. I’ll handle any problems she has. You try to duck when you see her. I heard tell she told your little gal, she was having relations with you. I’ve seen Amy look like she’s dying inside little by little. The spark in her eyes has dulled. She’d been told by her parents she was nothing of value, and now the widow is saying the same thing. It’s just not right.”

      “Amy doesn’t want to talk to me.” Eli shrugged as his stomach clenched.

      “That sweet girl loves you, Eli. You can see it in her eyes whenever you’re together. I did notice she isn’t wearing the ring you bought for her. Did she take it off?”

      Eli took of his hat and slapped it against his thigh. “I never gave it to her. How could I be so stupid? I need to go check on her. Thanks for the talk, Smitty.”

      “Any time.”

      He walked to his wagon and was surprised to see Amy carrying two buckets of water. He quickly relieved her of her burden and easily carried them into camp. “Where do you want the water?”

      “In the wash tub. Why don’t you put on something clean while I wash what you’re wearing?” She busied herself getting her clothes sorted for washing.

      “You don’t have to do that you know,” he said softly.

      She kept her back to him. “I know, but for now I’m your wife. I don’t mind. I’m used to keeping busy.”

      “What about bathing in the river? Do you have a plan for that?”

      She stiffened. “I’ll figure something out. Don’t worry about me.”

      He stepped close to her and put his hands on her shoulders. “I do worry about you.” He turned her so they were facing each other. “You come first, Amy. I don’t care what the widow has been saying, none of it is true. It seems to me she’s either delusional or she’s hell bent on making trouble. I’ll be back for supper, and then we’ll talk about that bath.” He leaned down and gave her a quick kiss on her lips then left before she could protest.

      He smiled as he walked away. It was a start.
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        * * *

      

      Amelia touched her lips and her heart squeezed. She was too naive to play games with Belva and Eli. She didn’t know where to begin. Besides she’d come out the loser.

      “You’re certainly a forgiving one, aren’t you?” Cheryl asked.

      Amelia inwardly groaned. “I don’t have time to talk with you, Cheryl. I have laundry to do.”

      “He’s playing you for a fool. I don’t know why I bother, you never listen to me.” She spun on her heel and left.

      Good riddance! Why Cheryl would even try to give her a friendly warning was beyond her. Maybe Cheryl didn’t like Belva. Amelia sighed and put them all out of her mind. The clothes wouldn’t clean themselves. She got busy and washed everything. She even had time to wash down the inside of the wagon. It would be filled with dust in no time, but she felt better for cleaning it. The only thing not clean was herself. It was getting dark. A few of the women walked by in a group and one of the women stopped.

      “For a cripple, you really get things done. It’s a shame, you are pretty but the only thing I see when I look at you is your limp. Have a nice night.” The woman named Anita hurried to catch up with the others.

      Amelia heard some faint laughter, but it didn’t touch her, not in the same way she’d been hurt by Eli. But Anita did have a point. Her limp was the first thing people noticed about her, and she bet Eli kicked himself for marrying her every time he saw her walk. She climbed into the wagon and grabbed the book Smitty lent to her. Robinson Crusoe by Daniel Defoe. She’d read a few pages and found it to be very exciting reading.

      She was so engrossed she almost jumped when Eli walked into the firelight. He had an armful of wood in his arms. “I’m going to gather more and then take you to the creek.”

      “No wood where we’re going?”

      He shook his head. “We’ll use Smitty’s fire to conserve. One of his wagons has a stock of wood in it. I’ll be right back.”

      She continued to read for a while but put the book away after he put more wood into the wagon. She grabbed her nightgown, the soap, and a towel. “Do you need a towel?” She covered her mouth with her hand. That wasn’t an invitation to bathe with her, was it?

      “No, I’ll bathe after I get you back here safe and sound.” He grabbed her waist and lifted her down leaving his hands in place for a very long moment.

      “We’d best get to it.” She led the way.

      “Do you like the book?”

      She glanced over her shoulder. “Very much so. It’s quite different from anything I’ve read before. It’s full of adventure. Imagine being marooned on an island.”

      “Cheryl made it sound as though you were barely educated.”

      She shrugged. “I know more than some, less than others. I learned quickly, and she didn’t know how to teach me more. She refused to allow me to go to school, so I begged some books from the town teacher and read them whenever I had an unsupervised moment.”

      “You have a lot of determination.”

      “You don’t like that about me, do you?” She stopped at the edge of the creek.

      “Why would you think that?” He held the towel up so she could take her dress off.

      She stripped down to her chemise and hurried into the water. “I don’t know. I have the feeling there are a lot of things about me you don’t like.”

      “I bet there are too!” A woman’s voice called out from up the creek.

      “Don’t listen to her,” Eli murmured.

      In silence, Amelia washed herself and then she hurried out of the water. Eli wrapped her in the towel, grabbed her clothes and gown, and carried her to the wagon. She was beyond tired, both physically and mentally. It had all been too much, and she felt herself shutting down.

      Eli set her in the wagon. “I’m going to take my bath. I’ll be back.”

      She simply nodded. Perhaps Cheryl had been right to keep her on the farm. It did protect her from those who enjoyed hurting others. She dried off and drew her gown over her head.

      “Amelia?” Lynn Downey called.

      Amelia stuck her head out of the wagon. “What’s wrong?”

      “The Hendersons have both taken ill. Can you come and stay with the boys? I’d ask Smitty, but I’m going to need his help.”

      “I’ll be right there.”

      Lynn smiled. “I knew I could count on you.” She hurried away.

      At least the group of boys would keep her mind off her troubles. She dressed and hurried to the Downey wagon. It amazed her that all the boys fit inside. Of course, they were probably used to worse conditions. Carlos and Juan had blossomed under Lynn’s care. It was nice to see. They all smiled when she climbed in. They each told stories to impress her, until little Will asked her if Belva was going to be her sister. All the boys stared at her waiting for an answer.

      “Not that I know of.” She kept a smile on her face.

      She waited for more but that’s all he said. “It’s getting late and we have a long day ahead of ourselves tomorrow. Why don’t we all try to get some shut eye?”

      It took a bit to get them all settled down but finally they drifted off. She tried not to examine what Little Will meant by his question. It made no sense but Will must have seen or heard something. She wondered if Eli missed her. Shaking her head, she silently berated herself for thinking about him at all.

      Her sister indeed! She shook her head as her stomach dropped. What if he got Belva with child? Her whole body tensed, and she couldn’t get it to relax. She was glad when Lynn returned. Amelia quickly made it to her wagon and tried to sleep, but the sister thing kept her up most of the night. She needed to do whatever was needed to get Eli out of her heart.

      

      The days went on, hot, sticky, dusty, one disgruntled day after another. Amelia didn’t see much of Eli. Their paths would cross at mealtime around Smitty’s fire, but he looked so tired and he was eerily calm. The kind of calm that often happened before a storm. It was as if he would explode at any given moment. Even Jed, who was usually cheerful, was getting grouchy.

      Eli had too much on his plate, and she wasn’t going to add her problems for him to bear. He would grab her hand in passing and give it a squeeze, but he didn’t kiss her. It was harder than she thought to be a wife in name only. Everywhere she turned, people were complaining and fighting. They were more than halfway, and according to Jed, a few had run out of water. No one had sympathy for those who hadn’t used their water wisely.

      She was glad she wasn’t in charge. How do one decide who got water and who didn’t? Then there were those who hadn’t taken good care of their livestock and more than one ox had to be put down. Nothing went to waste, though, not even the oxen meat.

      Eli had rigged a tarp to shield her from the sun. She often read or knitted sitting under it. Finally, one day he sat down under it with her. Her heart began to flutter. She’d missed him more than she wanted to admit.

      “This is the only shade for miles around.” He smiled. “How are you? I haven’t had much of a chance to talk to you. Mostly I watch you when I can to see how you’re faring. You’ve lost weight, but you don’t have that beat down look about you. In fact, you’ve been the only one who hasn’t asked something of me.

      “I know you’re busy. Besides, I’m self-sufficient but it’s nice to know you’ve been watching over me.” She couldn’t help the smile that played on her lips. He hadn’t been near the widow as far as she could tell. It was a great relief, yet there were still doubts in her mind she couldn’t erase. She had a feeling it would always be that way.

      “See all the clean people? They’re the ones without drinking water. What’s more important than drinking water? Sometimes I don’t think people use the brains God gave them. I don’t mind making the adults suffer a bit but the children need water. I always make sure there’s extra in the supply wagons Smitty and Rex drive, but they’re under strict rationing orders. The Smalls tried to swap out their empty water barrel with the Weatherford’s practically full one.” He rubbed the back of his neck and shook his head. “There was a call for a hanging. We still have about ten more days.”

      “I must have missed all the excitement.”

      Eli chuckled. “I wish I could have. The best part of my day is seeing you. You soothe my soul with your smile. I know I haven’t been able to spend time with you, but I’ve wanted to. Usually going along this part of the Snake River I just do my job and get as ornery as anyone. But this time I’m impatient to spend my nights with you. Knowing you’re here is a balm to my heart.”

      “It’s hard to drive by the river and not be able to reach it. I didn’t know we would be so high up on these cliffs.”

      Eli nodded. “The Snake River winds its way through all types of landscapes. We’ll enjoy it after we push through. It is a bit maddening to be thirsty and to be able to see the river so far down that it’s unobtainable.”

      “How are the animals faring? Mine seem fine with the little bit of water I give them.”

      Eli took her hand. “That’s because you’re smart and you care. You took great care of the Cruthers’ oxen, but I guess once you left they didn’t know what to do. They didn’t ask for help. I have a feeling those animals will drop soon enough. Ours are fine thanks to you. I wish I’d been more help the last few days.”

      She squeezed his hand. “You don’t need to worry about me.”

      He turned his head and stared at her. “Amy?”

      She looked right back at him. “Yes?”

      “If you really think about the type of man I am, I think you’ll come to the conclusion that the rumors about me have no foundation. I find it interesting Mrs. Cruthers was the first to spread the vile untruth. Somehow, she got the Widow Hawkins to go along with her. I don’t know why, but Amy, I’m a man of my word.” He dropped his hand, leaned in and kissed her.

      It was the lightest, sweetest kiss ever, and he lingered just long enough to make her want a little more. When he pulled away, she met his gaze and saw the truth in them. “Oh, Eli…” Her lip quivered. “I’m sorry I believed that woman.”

      Eli smiled. “Heck, she had me half believing her, she was so convincing. We’ll be just fine. I’m hoping we can find our way back to each other. My heart cries out for yours, and it hurts knowing yours isn’t replying.”

      She moved so fast that she was sitting on his lap facing him. Wrapping her arms around his neck she pulled him into a hug. “Do you feel my heart beating?”

      He nodded.

      “It’s answering your cry. I want you back sleeping in our wagon.”

      He rubbed her back up and down. “I will when I can. Like I said, it’s been one thing after another these days, but I want you to know you’re always on my mind.”

      Her face heated as joy spread through her. “I hope to see you tonight.”

      “Me too, my sweet wife. But I’d better get back to work.” After kissing her cheek he got up and started to walk away but paused and glanced over his shoulder, smiling at her before he continued on.

      Not long after, Bess Otter rounded the corner of the wagon with her knitting in her hands. “Mind if I use some of your shade?”

      “Of course, come and sit down. That sun is unrelenting. How are you?” Amelia began to wonder about the preacher’s wife. She was the one who’d told her about the widow. Did she really believe it or…

      “Robinson Crusoe! I wouldn’t dare read it. The pastor says it has half naked men in it.” Bess’s eyes were so wide with belief, Amelia wanted to laugh.

      “Actually, I’m at a part where he makes his own clothes. There aren’t any on a deserted island. How have you been?”

      “I’m fine. You’ve been suffering through the same heat we have. People are begging us for water. I suppose they think since Stan is a pastor he should share what little we have for ourselves. It’s been hard on him to say no.”

      “I can only imagine.”

      Bess shook her head. “I think they took the cleanliness is next to Godliness a bit too seriously. I think God would understand the situation.”

      Amelia laughed. “I know it’s not funny but it’s the best laugh I’ve had in days.”

      Bess reached out and patted Amelia’s hand. “It’s been hard on you. If I hadn’t seen it the other night with my own eyes I wouldn’t have believed it of Eli. He seemed to be a good man full of integrity. But you’ve been handling it better than I would have.”

      Bess knitted in silence while Amelia pretended to read. Finally, Amelia couldn’t stand not knowing. “What night was this?”

      “Why it was two nights ago. He didn’t stay very long, but Cheryl told me he usually stays much longer. I just happened to stay up later than usual when I saw him.”

      Despair washed over her. It was so hard to act as though it didn’t matter.

      “Bess, do you think my limp puts men off?”

      Bess hesitated. “It’s the first thing I noticed about you. I wondered if you’d be able to make the trip but you’ve more than proven yourself. Some men are fixated on beauty. It’s the same with most women. Wouldn’t you want an undamaged—” Bess covered her mouth with her hands. “I didn’t mean you. Oh dear. I’m so sorry.”

      Amelia nodded. “You’re just being honest, and that’s what I wanted.”

      “I’d best get back. The nooning will be over soon.” Bess hurried away, leaving Amelia feeling bad for her. She’d probably felt guilty about telling the truth.

      But now what? Why was this happening? Eli said he was a man of his word. Out here a person’s word meant everything. She needed to either fully trust him or let him go. She had a lot to think about during the rest of the day’s drive.
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        * * *

      

      Eli watched Bess Otter rush from Amelia and go straight to Cheryl’s wagon. He could have sworn the two women didn’t get along. Something wasn’t right. He’d have to keep an eye on them. He took off his hat and wiped his forehead with his sleeve. It was hot, hotter than the last time he’d come through these parts. He’d just had a heated conversation with a few of the men who wanted to go longer than fifteen miles to get out of the area sooner. What they hadn’t realized was that he was already doing that. They left earlier, took a much longer nooning and stopped later. As they complained about the noon break being too long, Eli stopped them and explained about the sun beating down on the animals while they pulled the wagon weakening them even more. They’d been averaging between twenty to twenty-five miles a day.

      And now it was time to leave for the second part of the day’s trip. He grabbed Roman’s reins and vaulted onto his back. “You know something, Roman? I think I like you best. You don’t talk back to me.” They trotted up to the front of the line, and he had the wagons continue on the well-rutted trail. He still couldn’t get Bess Otter off his mind. Was she stirring up trouble? And if so, why? Why couldn’t people just stay out of his and Amy’s business?

      He sighed as he rode along. He’d have to double back and see what Amy had to say. He decided not to wait and swung Roman around. He nodded to all he passed. As Amy came into view, he took a deep breath. She didn’t look mad. But she looked fragile, somehow. This couldn’t wait until they stopped. He slowed Roman enough so he could climb onto the wagon bench.

      “I saw Bess talking to you. Was it a good visit?”

      Amy shrugged. “You gave me your word, and I’ll have to believe you.” There was sadness in her voice.

      “I am a man of my word. I saw Bess hurry off to the Cruthers’ wagon after she left you. I don’t know what’s going on, but I bet Cheryl is behind it. It has to be about that blasted inheritance. Are you sure you don’t know anything about it? Perhaps something was mentioned that didn’t make sense at the time?” He took the lines from her and drove.

      “I’ve thought about it many times, and I can’t come up with anything. I’ve also been thinking about what’s happening between you and me. The fall was meant to kill me, I believe. Why wait to call a doctor for a week? And this move to Oregon was most likely planned as a means to be rid of me. If I was missing they could claim I was dead and get the money. Then there was the snake. I think they want me away from you. They’re planning something else I bet. If we’re not together, it may be easier to kill me or you. You stand in their way too. It must be a lot of money we’re talking about. We had a pretty nice home. Why leave it unless they know they’ll be able to do better?”

      The wagon in front of them stopped suddenly. The narrow trail they were on had a sheer drop on the left side and rock face on the right side and Eli was faced with ramming into the wagon or going over the cliff. He jerked the lines and ended up with the oxen up on the incline and their wagon tipped. Everything jostled and he heard Amy scream in fear. The oxen tried to keep going and he quickly tied off the brake.  The front wheel of the wagon in front of them dangled off the canyon ledge. He grabbed Amy’s hand. Thank God Amy was on the right side of him, away from the edge. She could have been thrown under the wagon, she could have been crushed, she could have…

      “Don’t move! I don’t want to send the other wagon over the ledge. That’s the Cruthers’ wagon. What were they thinking?”

      “Eli! You all right?” Jed yelled.

      “Yes, we both are.”

      “You’re going to need to slowly climb down on the right side. We’ll hold the wagon so it won’t come crashing down on you. I’m not sure what the oxen will do. We’ll get you two out and I can grab the oxen.”

      Carefully, he and Amy climbed down. “Amy, go ahead toward Jed. I’ll get the oxen. Make sure Roman is safe, will you?”

      She hesitated until he kissed her. “Honey, go on.”

      She nodded and hurried under the upturned wagon. It really wasn’t as bad as it felt sitting on the front bench. Slowly, he approached the oxen and he talked softly to them to calm them. He heard the Cruthers yelling something about it not being fair that he and Amy were helped first. He shook his head in disgust. One slow step at a time he got the oxen to back up, straightening the wagon out. He was lucky it hadn’t gone over the cliff.

      He walked ahead toward the Cruthers’ wagon. “Sit still in there. I’m coming.” He carefully walked past the dangling wagon until he reached the terrified oxen. They had fresh whip marks on them and Eli wished he could do the same to Benjamin. “Put that whip away and take the brake off.”

      Benjamin didn’t look happy but he complied. It took a while before the oxen calmed enough to follow instructions. With the help of the men pushing and the oxen pulling they got all four wheels back on the trail. The wagon in front of the Cruthers was a good half mile ahead. This accident was Cruthers’ fault.

      “Mind telling me why you stopped all of a sudden?” Eli widened his stance and folded his arms in front of him.

      “The oxen stopped,” Cheryl said. Her face was so pale.

      “All of a sudden like?”

      “You were traveling too close behind us,” Benjamin accused.

      Eli cocked his brow. “Were we now? So it’s my fault?”

      “I believe so. You rammed into me.” Benjamin gave him a slight smirk.

      “I certainly wouldn’t want that to happen again. For now on you take the last place in the line. This way when your oxen suddenly stop it won’t hurt anyone. You fool, Amy and I could have been killed! Where is Aaron?”

      “Aaron walked on ahead a while ago,” Benjamin muttered.

      “Get your wagon moving.” Eli turned, took off his hat and slapping it against his thigh. In all the years he’d been doing this he’d never seen such a thing. Most likely, Benjamin pulled the brake while the oxen were moving, and when they started to slip he whipped them to get them to pull him back up.

      “Jed, where’s Roman?” He’d had it a ride was just what he needed.

      Jed and Amy exchanged worried glances.

      “Where’s Roman?” His heart sunk at their uneasy silence.

      Amy took a step forward and took his hand. “Roman went over the edge. He looks to be dead.”

      “Confound it! His scream must have been mingled in with the Cruthers.” Eli pulled his hand back and jammed them into his pockets. “I’m going to walk for a bit. It’ll do me good.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twelve

          

        

      

    

    
      Amelia looked behind her at the Blue Mountains and the cascades. It had been tough going through the mountainous terrain but they were almost there. A party was planned for that evening and Amelia wasn’t sure she wanted to go. Eli had taken Roman’s death fourteen days ago really hard, and he was more distant than ever. He refused to ride the same horse two days in a row. She tried to be understanding but they were back to no kisses, and honestly it hurt.

      He spent most nights in the wagon with her and to her shame she waited until he fell asleep to snuggle up against him. It was the only closeness she got. She’d finally come to the conclusion that she would forever be a wife in name only. There’d been chances along the way, but Eli never took an interest.

      There was less tension now that she didn’t have her sights so high. He never lacked for a meal or clean clothes. She did everything a wife should do. She’d been able to finish two more dresses, and she was saving them for when the trip was over. Imagine traveling over two thousand miles through every type of country she could imagine. It was ending far differently than it had started.

      Smitty explained to her about Eli and how he felt as though he was always losing people, and now he’d lost Roman, a horse he’d truly loved. He told her to be patient, but she already knew he’d never want her.

      “Going to the dance tonight?” Jed asked as he leaned against the wagon wheel.

      “Probably not. I have some packing to do. I hope you have fun.”

      “No one I really want to dance with.”

      She gave him a sad smile. “Because of Lily?”

      Jed nodded. “I know it’s crazy. I hardly knew her, but she touched something inside of me. I have a driving need to find her. What shape she’ll be in when I do, I have no idea but I’m going to keep looking.”

      “You’re a good man, Jed. You’ve helped so many people get to Oregon.”

      “It’s what we do. Right, Eli?”

      Eli nodded as he approached the fire. He squatted down, poured himself some coffee and then stood. “Not too many losses this trip. If not for Lynn Downey, the toll would have been much higher.”

      Jed patted Eli on the back. “See you at the party.” He winked at her and whistled as he walked away.

      Eli cocked his brow as he looked her over. “Are you going to the party?”

      “No. I’m going to pack. I can’t believe we’re almost there. I can’t wait to meet Mike and Susan.”

      “We might not be going there right away.” He threw what was still in his cup onto the grass. “I’m not sure I’ll be around for supper.”

      She didn’t wait for an explanation. He never gave one anymore. Was he too embarrassed to bring her to the ranch? She’d tried to be cheerful when she wanted nothing better to do but cry. It didn’t seem to make a difference. She wished she’d made more friends along the way. There were a few women who were friendly with her, but she never deepened the friendship, afraid that they too would find her lacking.

      Cheryl constantly reminded her that she was nothing but a cripple. Well, Cheryl was wrong. Besides, there wasn’t anything so awful about being crippled. She could do what others did for the most part. She worked harder than most. She wouldn’t bother with supper. She wasn’t hungry. The uncertainness of her future squelched her appetite.

      Eli would be within his rights to set her aside. They’d never consummated the marriage. At least she’d had a turn at something she never thought she would; a turn at love. He would forever be in her heart, and although her heart was breaking she didn’t regret loving him.

      She packed up the wagon and then she climbed into the wagon to hide. She didn’t want to be whispered about at the dance. She’d have thought they’d get bored with her and move on to another victim. If her real parents had money then why leave her with the Cruthers? Nothing made sense, but she’d be on her guard. They hadn’t planned on her being alive when they reached Oregon. That much was clear. Did they stop their wagon on the cliffs over two weeks ago trying to kill both her and Eli? Eli had never said as much, but it made sense. If a driver wanted avoid hitting the Cruthers wagon the natural reaction would have been to turn the oxen left instead of right. If they had, they’d be at the bottom of the canyon along with poor Roman.

      Tears stung her eyes but didn’t fall. She’d brought too much trouble to Eli, and now his horse was dead. Eli didn’t deserve the wrath of the Cruthers on him. Two more nights and they’d be in town. She sighed deeply. It was what they’d all been striving for, but now it just terrified her. No matter what she couldn’t allow Eli to feel sorry for her. She’d find a job even if it was farm work. She knew how to do that.

      The first strains of the violin floated on the air, and she imagined the dancing going on. There would be a jug of whiskey passed around. People would laugh and tell stories. The children would be running in one direction and then the next. How she wished when she was younger to be able to go to a dance and here she was purposely hiding away. Eli wouldn’t want to dance with her but he’d feel obligated, and she just couldn’t be in his arms due to an obligation.

      “Hey, Amy, are you in there?” Smitty called.

      She poked her head out of the back of the wagon. “Yes, I’m straightening everything up in here. Did you need something?”

      “Would you like to dance?” He smiled at her.

      She shook her head. “I can’t dance because of my leg. Thanks for asking, though. Have fun.” She ducked back into the wagon before he could say anything else and quickly extinguished the lamp. If anyone else came around she’d pretend she wasn’t there.

      She pulled her nightgown on and lay down, listening to the festivities.

      Eli had been right; he didn’t make it back until almost morning. He fell into bed and went right to sleep. She didn’t dare try to lay her head on his chest. He needed his sleep. She lifted up on one elbow and studied his strong, handsome face. He could have used a shave, but she didn’t mind.

      As soon as she dressed, she went to get water. Not too many were up yet. She looked at her reflection in the clear blue water when suddenly hers wasn’t the only face she saw. Benjamin Cruthers was right behind her. She tried to turn quickly, but he put a burlap bag over her head and before she had a chance to react something was stuffed into her mouth and her hands were tied.

      He was going to kill her. There was no reason to keep her alive. He threw her over his shoulder and carried her along the river bank. He was going to drown her! Oh, Lord. Would anyone know what happened to her? She’d just be another person for Eli to lose.

      Would he need to prove she was dead or was missing from a wagon train proof enough that she was dead? She kicked Benjamin with everything she had. It felt good when he groaned in pain. Really good.

      “Put her down!” a woman yelled. “Now!”

      “You know as well as I do we need to be rid of her.”

      “I didn’t sign on for any killing. Put her down or I’ll shoot you.” The woman cocked a gun.

      Amelia felt herself falling through the air and when she hit the rocky ground, she hit hard. She spit the cloth out and screamed. Then there was silence. They must have left. Pulling off the burlap bag off her head didn’t take long. Then she managed to get back on her feet but her hands were still tied. Benjamin hadn’t taken her far and she moved as quickly as possible back to camp.

      Her body shook as tears spilled down her cheeks. “Eli?” she whispered. There was no answer. Her shoulders slumped and she tried again, louder this time. Her voice cracked when she called for him.

      He immediately jumped out of the wagon and stared at her. “Oh, Amy!” He quickly untied her hands and hugged her close to him. A few moments later, he kept her in the circle of his arms as he took a step back. “What happened?”

      Amelia told him the whole story and when she finished he hugged her to him again. “I don’t know what I’d do without you.”

      How she wished the words were true.
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        * * *

      

      Eli was on a hunt for Benjamin Cruthers. He planned to rip him apart with his bare hands. Abducting Amy was the last straw, and he was kicking them off the train. Not that it mattered, them being so close. He’d much rather see Benjamin swinging by his neck.

      The trip was almost over, and he couldn’t wait to be alone with Amy. She was his heart, and he was glad he waited for them to have their first night together. He knew just the spot where they would camp before heading to the ranch. He imagined her standing under the waterfall naked and smiled.

      They’d have the winter together, and then he’d head east again. Somehow the prospect of being separated from her, though, didn’t appeal to him at all. He shook his head. He was going to go east and lead another train. He couldn’t change his plans now.

      Movement caught his eye. There he was, the little worm, sneaking between wagons. Eli walked up and quick as lightening grabbed the scruff of Benjamin’s neck. “Well, well I finally found you. What were you thinking by putting your hands on my wife?”

      Benjamin stared at him. “I think I was doing you a favor by getting rid of her. Everyone knows about you and Widow—”

      Eli punched him the nose, and as blood sprayed everywhere, great satisfaction filled him. He punched Cruthers in the gut, and when Benjamin fell to the ground, he gave him a kick to his backside. He raised his fist to make sure the coward was black and blue but Smitty grabbed him from behind.

      “It’s not worth it, Eli. Don’t sacrifice all you’ve made of your life on this piece of dung.” Smitty was successful in pulling Eli away.

      “The Cruthers are hereby ordered to leave the wagon train, and the Widow Hawkins can go with them,” Smitty announced to the now growing crowd. He raised his hand to quiet the noisy group. Then he cocked his brow and shook his head. “Now you want the truth? What about finding out the truth months ago? No, you were all too busy listening to gossip that wasn’t true, and by doing so you hurt one of the loveliest young ladies I’ve ever had the pleasure to know. Benjamin Cruthers tried to kill Amelia Todd. Yes, kill. The widow helped to stir up trouble with her lies about her and Eli, and she must have been a darn good liar since most of you believed her. Eli is not the type of man who would ever step out on his wife. He’s a man of great character, and he’s helped each of you to reach the end of your journey.”

      Benjamin tried to sneak away but Eli grabbed him by the back of his shirt and held on. “Benjamin planned to drown my wife this morning. As it turns out my wife is due an inheritance, and if she dies it goes to the Cruthers. So once they got rid of her, they’d have to get rid of me next. I still don’t know the whole story except they aren’t Amelia’s real parents, and Cheryl pushed her down a flight of stairs trying to kill her. Only thing is, Amy didn’t die, she ended up with a limp instead.” He gave Benjamin a hard shake. “I’m sure the sheriff has a letter waiting for me from the authorities in the town Amy grew up in. We’re trying to figure out who her parents are and why she was left in the care of the Cruthers. For those few who stood by us, I thank you. To the rest of you maybe you should learn some lessons from this all.” He threw Benjamin to the ground. “I want you gone in thirty minutes.”

      Aaron Stills made his way to the front of the crowd. “Mr. Todd? May I stay with Lynn and her boys? I swear I had nothing to do with the Cruthers’ conniving ways.”

      Eli panned the crowd for Lynn and when he spotted her she nodded.

      “Yes, but I don’t want to hear of any trouble.”

      Aaron smiled. “I’m a good worker. I’ll make you proud.”

      “I know you will, son. The rest of you, we’ll be leaving in about an hour or so.” Eli turned from the crowd and walked away with Smitty by his side.

      “Thanks for having my back yet again, Smitty.”

      Smitty nodded and then grinned. “No trouble. I know this isn’t right, but I really wanted to watch you bash that pole cat’s head in.”

      Eli laughed. “I can’t wait to see if there is any word on Amy’s past.”

      “Just the same, watch your back.” Smitty gave Eli a nod before he split off and went toward his wagon.

      Eli walked into his camp, grabbed Amy’s hand, and hauled her off to the woods. Before she could ask what he was doing, he covered her mouth with his. Her lips were like the finest of silk. Despite the months of relentless wind and sun, her skin was soft. He deepened the kiss and put his tongue in her mouth. Her little moans delighted him, he’d never get enough of her.   She took his breath away and made him ache with desire. Reluctantly he broke off the kiss and kissed her neck until she trembled.

      “I almost lost you today,” he murmured against her skin.

      “I know. I thought I was a goner. My whole life has been a lie. Thank you for defending my honor.”

      He pulled her close and gave her a big bear hug. “I’d go crazy without you. In two days’ time, we’ll be camping outside of town. I have a few errands to run, then I want to take you somewhere before we go to the ranch.” She felt so right in his arms. He wasn’t sure how he’d be able to leave her behind come spring. But he didn’t have a choice. Jed needed him. Though Jed did seem to be able to handle things himself. Eli sighed. Time enough to figure things out, he supposed.

      She pulled back and gazed up at him. “What’s wrong?”

      Leaning down, he kissed her again. “Honey, there is nothing wrong. In fact, everything seems to be so right. Let’s get through these next few days and then we can start our own life together.”

      She looked puzzled. “Are you sure? I know how you feel about the way I look. We don’t know for sure if I can have children. I suppose you were trying to cheer me up but when I found out the truth, it hurt all the more.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “What if you can’t bring yourself to look at me and  I really can’t have children? I don’t want you to grow to regret marrying me.” Tears filled her eyes as her voice wavered.

      He wiped away her tears with the pad of his thumbs and tilted her head so he could gaze into her eyes. “You didn’t hear my speech this morning? I told the Cruthers and the widow they could no longer travel with us. She was in on it with the Cruthers. I never ever broke my vows to you.”

      “Then why? Why did I spend so many nights alone? It was torture thinking you were with her.”

      “Ah honey, I stayed away because I was a selfish jerk.  I have trouble letting people in. I hate getting close to people because people either leave or they die. I know Roman was just a horse, but he was my best friend. His loss reminded me not to get close to you. Honey, you are too much of a temptation. Remember how I told you it’s hard sleeping next to you and not making you mine in every way? I meant that, sweetheart.  I foolishly thought if we didn’t, I wouldn’t have a reason to love you but I was so wrong. I doubt I’ll ever have reason to regret marrying you. If God doesn’t grace us with children we’ll just do what Lynn does. We’ll take in children that need a home. We will have a family. ”

      Her eyes grew wide and she opened her mouth as though to speak when he heard Jed yell, “Wagons Ho!”

      Eli grabbed Amy’s hand and quickly escorted her to her wagon. He gave her a quick kiss and set her up on the bench. “We’ll finish our conversation tonight. We won’t be stopping for the nooning. It’ll be a long day, but I don’t think anyone will care. We’ll make it to the Willamette Valley that much sooner.” He tipped his hat and went in search of a horse.
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        * * *

      

      Amelia held on to the traces and let the oxen follow the wagon in front of them. Her life had changed once again in a matter of hours. The Cruthers and the widow were all banned from the wagon train.

      Had Eli said he loved her? She tried to remember his exact words and became confused. He did say he didn’t find her body ugly, and there was a chance she could bear  children. She grew so warm, so serene thinking about being a mother. Then the next minute her heart pounded as she found herself thinking about how babies were made. She smiled. Eli said they’d have a family no matter what. After that she got mad at the Cruthers, the widow, and those who believed them. She’d been treated shabbily by many. Then her mind would bring her back to the conversation with Eli again. It went on and on all day.

      Eli rode back and forth along the train, and he always had a special smile for her whenever he passed their wagon. The day was indeed long, and she was thankful when they finally stopped for the night. She made rabbit stew from a rabbit she shot after she secured the wagon. Her mouth watered at the prospect of eating it. Her happiness seemed to have no bounds, and when Eli joined her, she felt as though her life was complete. It was going to be a very special night. Surely, he wouldn’t want to wait any longer.

      She cleaned up and went to bed early, slipping under the covers naked with a delightfully wicked feeling. Then the waiting began. Everyone must have questions about what to expect in town tomorrow. They wanted to know how to file a claim and find jobs. She almost nodded off, but she was determined.

      Finally, Eli climbed into the wagon. He didn’t even look at her. Instead, he turned the oil lamp off, took off some clothes, and got in on his side. He didn’t take her into his arms, but he wasn’t asleep either.

      Reaching out she touched his bare chest causing him to jump.

      “What are you doing?”

      She moved until she was lying against him.

      “Amy?”

      “Yes?”

      “Where is your nightgown?”

      Her face heated. Had she gotten it all wrong? “I thought maybe I wouldn’t need one tonight.” She held her breath, praying she wasn’t making herself into such a fool.

      “Go ahead and put it on. Good night, Amy.” He turned away from her and before she even grabbed her gown, he was breathing deep and even.

      Embarrassed, ashamed, and confused she quickly put on her gown and lay with her back to him. She never got it right. “Eli?” she whispered but he didn’t answer her. He was just tired, wasn’t he?

      It would be another night without much sleep. She should be used to it by now.

      

      Everyone was in a hurry the next morning. They were almost there. Would the town be big? How much farther was it to his ranch? Did Eli still want to show her a special place? Her heart was heavy. It was full of love for Eli, but she still didn’t believe he truly loved her. They’d get on and maybe even have children someday. She needed to be grateful for the moments when she did feel loved over the past few months. They would carry her through her life. She’d already had more than she ever expected.

      She breathed in the clean morning air and tried to make herself feel peaceful. She wasn’t there yet, but someday she would be. She was lucky, she’d have a roof over her head and she was sure there would be plenty to do at the ranch. She’d help build his ranch while he led people west.

      She tried to smile as she climbed onto the wagon bench. It would be the last day she’d hear the call “Wagons ho!” Somehow, she’d miss it, and she was sure she’d miss other things too. She grabbed the traces and urged the oxen forward. Jed was full of smiles when he rode down the line. She bet most people were excited.

      She noticed that Eli had ridden the same horse for the past two days, a gray gelding named Frost. Perhaps he’d decided to make Frost his new best friend. His smile was engaging, and she wanted to be happy for him, but deep down she was jealous. He slowed his horse when he got to her and turned it around so he rode next to her.

      “We’ll be stopping right outside of town in about an hour. I need to be up front to lead the party there. I’ll need to go into town after that, but I’d like it if you waited in camp for me.”

      “Won’t most people be going into town?”

      Eli nodded. “That they will.” He spurred Frost on and rode toward the front of the line.

      She’d stay by the wagon if that was what he wanted. Amelia tried not to think of the reasons he didn’t want her in town. But trying didn’t work, and the next thing she knew they were circling the wagons. They were literally right at the edge of town. It seemed a bit primitive, yet it was larger and better than she had imagined.

      Most folks jumped down and quickly walked to town. They didn’t even unhitch the livestock. Soon enough, she was the only one left in camp. It had never been so quiet before. Imagine these wagons carried them all from Independence Missouri! She’d done it. She’d made it even when others doubted her. Even against the odds of someone trying to kill her.  A feeling of accomplishment flowed over her.

      She watched as people began to trickle back into camp. Most were excited about the land they got and were making plans for their future. There was a lot of laughter and merrymaking. Amelia waited patiently for Eli to come back.

      It seemed like forever when she finally spied him. He walked toward her with a tall, gray-haired man. They talked as though they were good friends.

      “Amy, this is Sheriff Loud. He’s here to confirm you’re alive and well.”

      She furrowed her brow as she shook the sheriff’s hand.

      “Are you Amelia Cruthers?”

      “Yes sir I am. Though it’s...Amelia Todd now.” Heat flooded her cheeks, and she averted her gaze until it subsided. “What’s this all about?”

      The sheriff pushed back his hat and smiled. “Well miss, you see I got a report early this morning that you were dead, and your parents were asking me to wire back to your hometown to advise a lawyer there that you were deceased. Now, I not only find out you’re alive, but you’re married to Eli here!”

      “The Cruthers aren’t my real parents.”

      The sheriff nodded. “Then you won’t be too upset that they are both sitting in my jail right now.”

      Amelia glanced at Eli. He smiled and walked to her side, putting his arm around her. “I had sent a wire to Sheriff Loud when we first heard about your inheritance. I wanted to know everything about the Cruthers. I also sent one to your local sheriff Amy. He, too, thought something had been wrong with the Cruthers, but he could never prove anything. He was thankful they left his town.”

      She smiled at Eli. It felt so good to have him standing close to her. “Did you find anything else out?”

      “I surely did little miss, er, I mean missus,” Sheriff Loud replied. “The Todd family is one of the best around, and if Eli needed something I was more than happy to oblige. Your parents were Theresa and Francis Willingham. They were an English couple of great wealth. They were involved with the Underground Railroad. Now I don’t know much about that, but it’s a system to help slaves escape the south and relocate in the north. From what I gathered, they asked the Cruthers to look after you while they bought a house in Georgia. They thought they could be of more help if they lived down South. They were supposed to send for you. They weren’t down there but a few months when they went missing. Their graves were later found. I’m sorry to say they are dead.”

      It was so much to take in. Amelia leaned heavily on Eli, who tightened his grip around her.

      “Amy, let’s sit down.” Eli grabbed three crates out of the wagon and set them down. He helped her sit on one and waited for the sheriff to sit before he did.

      “So what about the money? Why didn’t it go right to the Cruthers?” She glanced from one man to the other.

      “Your father was apparently very wise. In the event of their death, you would inherit but not until you were married. The Cruthers would be compensated at that point, but if you died all of the money went to them. What they didn’t know was there wasn’t much money left. Rumor has it, they gave a big sum to an organization dedicated to helping the slaves and someone who didn’t approve killed them.”

      She widened her eyes. “I could have never imagined a story such as this.”

      Sheriff Loud nodded. “The Cruthers also wired ahead that you were dead and they wanted the authorities to know so the money could be released to them and wired to my office. It’s been hard waiting for them to show up. Especially knowing you were married to Eli and all.”

      “What will happen to them?” Amelia clasped her hands.

      “I’m sure a few years of hard labor is in their futures. The modest sum of money is now in the bank under your name.”

      Amelia looked at Eli. “Oh, my. You’ve both taken care of everything. How can I ever thank you?”

      Sheriff Loud stood. “You keep Eli here happy, and we’ll call it even.” He tipped his worn hat. “Very nice to meet you, Mrs. Todd. You take care now.” He walked back to town.

      Eli stood and held out his hand. She took it and allowed him to help her up. He gathered her into his arms and kissed her deeply, sending a chill through her body. “Now I have somewhere to take you.” He put his forehead against hers. “Amy, if you want out of this marriage you’d best say so now, because in a few hours there will be no going back.”

      Did he mean…? Heat pooled in her belly, and her heart pounded. “I don’t want out.”

      Eli kissed her again and then lifted her into his strong arms. He carried her to the wagon and set her on the front bench. He walked around in front of the oxen and quickly climbed up to the driver’s seat. He waved to Smitty and Jed as they drove away.

      “Where are we going?” Her stomach began doing little flips.

      “We are going to a place I go to be alone. A place I love, and I want to share it with you. I want to share everything with you, Amy.”

      Her eyes filled with tears as she nodded. “I know you’ve called me Amy since we were married but I’ve always thought of myself as Amelia. I don’t think of myself as that person anymore. You’ve helped me to shed so many doubts about myself. I now think of myself as Amy.

      She was rewarded with another lingering kiss.
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        * * *

      

      Eli was as nervous as a young lad with his first woman. He wanted to please her and he didn’t want to hurt her. He’d taken Lynn into his confidence, and she assured him everything would be fine. Amy would let him know if it was hurting. Still he felt like a green lad.

      “What’s the place like?” Amy asked.

      “Paradise. I have to swear you to secrecy. I don’t want others to come here.”

      She nodded. “I swear. Oh look, Eli! There’s a waterfall. Can we stop there so I can clean off the last of the trail dust?”

      He leaned over and kissed her cheek. “I’m glad you appreciate the beauty of my place.”

      “We’re here? Good.”

      Her reaction meant a lot to him. He had wanted her to like it here. He stopped the oxen and put the brake on. He jumped down, hustled to the other side of the wagon, and lifted Amy down. He held her so close to him and his breathing became labored just thinking about what was about to happen.

      He finally let go of her and grabbed a couple towels. Next he took her hand and led her to basin. The water was crystal blue and very inviting. “This is it.”

      “It’s lovely. Are we going to stare at it or get in?” Her teasing smile filled his heart.

      Eli quickly undressed and dove into the refreshing water. He resurfaced, grinning. “Your turn.” He turned his back to her to give her privacy.

      “I’m going to jump in. I need you to be ready in case I don’t come back up.”

      He turned and saw her beautiful body for the briefest of moments before she jumped in. She quickly came up, sputtering. He swam to her and drew her to him so their bodies were touching. It felt so incredibly right to be with his wife like this. He searched her eyes and was surprised at the depth of happiness he saw.

      “Guess what I have.” he teased.

      He held up his surprise, and she laughed. “My soap! Great choice.”

      “Come on to the waterfall. You’ll love it, and we can wash there.”

      She eagerly nodded and followed him. Once there she stepped under the flowing water and laughed. “This is heavenly. Oh, my.”

      Eli stood next to her under the falls and slowly washed her shoulders and neck. He waited, giving her a chance to step back, but she didn’t. Emboldened, he took her into his arms and soaped up her back and her rear end. She froze for a second but then she quickly relaxed.

      “Give me the soap.”

      He handed it over and smiled back at her. She started at his shoulders and hesitantly touched his chest, soaping it. She did his arms and his back, but she stopped at that point, chewing her lip, cheeks blossoming red.

      His body trembled with need. “Are you sure?”

      “I’m positive.” She seemed to have so much confidence in him that he hoped he was worthy of her trust.

      At last, they became one. Amy caught her breath with an initial discomfort, but after that, she seemed fine. Her kisses were full of fire and passion, and he knew he pleased her. It was worth the wait. He held her for a long while afterward but it was time to get out of the water.

      Gently he carried her out of the basin and laid her on her towel while he dried her with his. He looked at her disfigured hip then bent his head and kissed her scars. “You’re beautiful.”

      “I never knew so much happiness could be had. I love you, Eli.”

      He groaned and kissed her. “I almost forgot.” He jumped up and ran to the wagon where he put on some pants. Moments later, he returned to her and had her sit up.

      He knelt on the ground and took her hand. “Amy, will you be my wife forever?”

      Tears streamed down her face while she smiled. “Of course—”

      He took a ring from his pocket and placed it on her finger. “I should have given this to you a long time ago.” His smile widened. “It’s a perfect fit.”

      “We’re a perfect fit,” she enthused.

      “I love you heart and soul, Amy.”

      “I love you too. I have for a very long time.”
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      Amy loved the chatter and noise at the dinner table. She fit right in, and that was a huge relief to her. It was always better to like the people you’d spend time with while your husband was gone.

      “You look lost in thought,” Susan commented. Eli’s older brother Mike had married Susan over a year ago. She was a sweet, kind person.

      “Spring will be here before you know it. I guess I’m a bit anxious knowing Eli will be gone for so long.”

      Sweet Cassandra cried out and Susan picked her up from her cradle. The baby quieted as soon as Susan cooed to her.

      “Why was my princess screaming?” Mike Todd asked as he hurried into the house. Eli had been right when he said Mike’s shoulders were bigger than his.

      Susan laughed. “Babies cry, you know. It doesn’t mean the sky is falling. You need to relax.”

      Mike smiled and took Cassandra from Susan. “She’s so tiny and so beautiful. I could stare at her all day.”

      “Listen, Daddy” Eli said from the doorway. “Are we done for the day or not?”

      “Done, of course. My daughter needs me.”

      Both women laughed.

      Amy stepped forward. “Eli, would you mind taking a walk with me?”

      He held out his hand, and she quickly took it. They went outside and walked slowly. “Was there any place you wanted to go?” he asked.

      She shook her head.

      “Something is wrong. What is it? Did one of Lynn’s boys hide another frog in the bed?”

      Amy laughed. “No, nothing like that. I’m glad she decided to settle down here.”

      “Me too. So, tell me what’s on your mind?”

      Amy stopped walking and stared into his beautiful eyes. “Eli, I’m going to have a baby. I mean we’re going to have a baby—”

      A bigger smile she’d never seen spread across his face, softening his features. “How? No, I know how. When? You probably don’t know exactly when. I mean—”

      “I’m thinking sometime in October our little one will come into the world.”

      He pulled her close. “That settles that.”

      “What?”

      He kissed her deeply and soundly. “I’ve been toying with the idea of staying on the ranch with you instead of being a guide.”

      She smiled up at him. “So, we’ll be together?”

      Eli hugged her again. “Honey, we have a lifetime to share.”
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        Mail Order Brides of Texas

      

      

      Shannon McMurphy jolted awake as the stagecoach came to an abrupt stop.

      “Asherville, Texas folks!” The driver yelled.

      “This is it, Asherville, Texas,” the brown-toothed man sitting across from her announced.  He spit once again on the stagecoach floor and leered at her.  “Are ya sure ya want to get hitched to Ole John Hardy? I can be your husband if ya like.” He leaned toward her and she quickly turned her head from the fetid smell of his rotting teeth.  She wished he wouldn’t speak.

      Shannon shuddered, trying not to glance at him.  He’d made her uncomfortable with his stare the whole last leg of her trip.  Until then there had been other passengers and he’d behaved himself, but now she never wanted to be in his company again.  Opening the shade, she looked out the coach window.  The bright sun made her eyes squint from the glare.

      It didn’t look to be much of a town but beggars couldn’t be choosers, and in this situation, she was definitely the beggar.

      The driver opened the door, and Shannon expected to get off first, but the nasty passenger pushed past her and left.  Maybe this is what manners are in the West.

      The driver extended his hand.  She took it and carefully stepped out of the stagecoach.  Taking a deep breath, she released his hand and glanced around.  Where was Mr. Hardy? He promised to meet the stage, but she saw no one else on the  wooden walkway.  He was probably delayed at his ranch.  Being a successful rancher must be hard work.

      The driver put her bag down next to her and she smiled her thanks.  “You wouldn’t know—”

      “I usually drive straight through Asherville.  I have a schedule to keep and can’t stand around jawing.  Never had time to meet the folks.” He stroked his black mustache and shrugged.  “Someone will be by to pick you up.  A man would have to be crazy to leave a pretty gal like you standing out here alone and unescorted.” He climbed back on the coach, grabbed the reins and yelled.  “Haw!”

      Not one to stand around waiting for something to happen, she grabbed her bag and strode down the boardwalk.  There wasn’t much in the town to recommend itself.  The biggest building was the saloon followed by the mercantile.  On the other side of the street, she saw, a place called Eats and next to it was a barbershop.  Somehow, through Mr. Hardy’s letters, she anticipated a booming town, not a sparsely populated wide spot in the road.  There was a sign on the bank, which said, closed, and someone had nailed a plank of wood across the door to the sheriff's office.

      She plodded to the mercantile hoping they’d know where her intended could be.  If nothing else, the store would get her out of the blazing sun.  She stopped before entering and slid her hands down her skirt trying in vain to remove some of the dirt and wrinkles.  All she'd created was a big puff of dust around her.  What she wouldn’t give for a bath, but it would have to wait.   Maybe she could ask for a cup of water to wash away some of the grit in her mouth.

      The bell dangling above the door rang as she entered the mercantile, and immediately everyone stopped and stared at her.  She always believed first impressions mattered greatly but there was no help for it now.   Plain and simple, she was covered in dirt.  Smiling, she nodded in greeting to the customers.

      A tall, well-dressed woman in her thirties patted her dark hair in place.  She stepped from behind the counter and headed right for Shannon, putting forth a big, gracious smile.  “Welcome.  You must be new around here.  I’m Edith Mathers, and I'm the proprietor of this fine establishment.  Are you and your husband settling in our town?”

      “It’s so nice to make your acquaintance.  Actually, I’m here to marry John Hardy.  Perhaps you could tell me where I might locate him?”

      A hush fell over the entire store.  As she glanced around, she noted many patrons staring at her with their mouths dropped open.

      “Do you think he got tied up at his ranch? If it isn’t far perhaps I could rent a driver and a buggy to get out there?” A few of the customers whispered to each other.  Her heart thumped painfully against her ribs as a shiver went up her spine.  “Is something wrong?”

      Edith took her bag from Shannon and led her to a fine upholstered chair near the window.  Edith gestured for her to sit down.  “Oh dear, how should I say this?”

      Shannon sat in the chair and her shoulders slouched.  “Is he dead?”

      Patting Shannon’s hand, Edith shook her head.  “No, honey, John doesn’t own a ranch.  Oh my, what did you say your name was?”

      Her stomach knotted and she felt the blood drain from her face.  He didn’t own a ranch? He deceived her.  “Mrs. Mathers, my name is Shannon.  What do you mean? Do you know where he is? I’d like to talk to him.”

      “He’s at the saloon.  He owns it.”

      Shannon jumped up.  “Is it alright if I leave my bag with you? It appears I have something to straighten out.”

      Edith nodded.  “Of course.”

      Seeing something akin to pity, she passed by the other customers.  She lifted her chin, straightened her back and marched down the walk to the saloon.  The scarred, wooden, swinging doors intimidated her.  They were imposing as she stood gazing at them trying to gather her courage.  A saloon? There had to be a mistake.

      The clinking glasses and roars of laughter stopped the moment she stepped through the doors.  She didn’t care if they gawked at her, she had to locate Mr. Hardy and get an explanation.

      “It’s not often we get a pretty little thing like you entering my place.”

      Her heart dropped when she set eyes on the speaker.  She studied the rotund man with dirty, greasy, dark hair and the look of the devil in his eyes.

      “Are you John Hardy? The John Hardy who proposed marriage to me?” She held her breath wishing for him to say no.

      “You must be my Shannon.” He smiled showing the lack of bottom teeth.  He stepped in front of her and looked her up and down, his gaze lingering on her breasts.  Putting his arm around her waist, he turned so they were both facing the rag tag bunch in the saloon.  “What do you think fellas? A new one to add to my little doves?”

      The crowd cheered as she tried to loosen his bruising grip.  “Now look here, you disgusting liar! You misrepresented yourself.  I’m not marrying you or becoming one of your little doves.  I’m sure I can find another groom much better than you.” She wrenched free from him.

      “Better than me?” he snorted, his voice full of anger.

      “Not better than you, I meant someone more suited to me is all.” Glancing out of the corner of her eye, she could tell he wasn’t buying it.

      “Are you refusing to marry me?” His body tensed and his eyes narrowed as he grabbed her arm again.

      Without thinking, she nodded.  The back of his hand flew at her face and sent her crashing into the wall.  She stumbled and lunged for the door, but John grabbed her by the hair and led her to the bar pinning the side of her face to the top.

      Fear paralyzed her and she couldn't move or breathe as John slid the knife blade across her face.  The throbbing pain made her scream as he threw her out the wooden doors and onto the dirty street.

      

      John followed and laughed as she wiped the blood from her split lips.  “No one will want you now.  You might as well get inside before everyone sees how hideous you are.”

      Reaching up she touched her throbbing, painful cheek and felt the blood before she brought her hand in front of her to confirm it.  He’d slashed her face with the knife.  The pain almost blinded her as spots crowded her eyes, but she held on.  “I’d rather be dead than be with you.” Her voice trembled as she tried to put on a brave front.

      John growled and stepped closer.  “I can arrange that for you.” His dark eyes flashed at her and she saw such darkness in his eyes, she truly believed him capable of killing.

      The world seemed eerily quiet as she pushed herself up from the hard packed dirt, only to fall back down.  Her ankle hurt.  Tears filled her eyes, as she glanced around.  There stood the women from the mercantile, staring, with their eyes full of terror.  She’d get no assistance from them.

      John Hardy strutted into the street and laughed while he gestured for two of his men to pick her up.  “Come on, honey, it’s time for our honeymoon.”

      She heard the clomping of hooves and the turn of wagon wheels behind her but the wagon didn’t stop to help her either.  By this time, a crowd had gathered and there were men standing with the group of women.  She tried to plead for help with her eyes but they glanced away.

      Two men grabbed at her to haul her back into the saloon when a loud cocking of a gun erupted from behind.

      “Put her down.” A man's voice threatened.

      John stepped forward, thrusting out his chest.  “Listen, Cinders, this is none of your business.  It’d be in your best interest to leave things be.”

      The world began to dim and spin, the smell of blood was the last straw.  She fainted.
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        * * *

      

      Shannon heard screams and realized they were her own.  Swatting at the closest person to grab ahold of, she tried to sit up.

      “Shannon, dear, you need to lay still so Virginia can sew up your face.  She has the finest hand around and her stitches are tiny and uniform,” Edith explained as she tried to hold Shannon’s shoulders still.

      “Edith, let me sit there.  I can hold her down better than you.” She heard the voice of the man from the street.  The one who'd cocked his gun.

      He sat out of her line of sight and held her shoulders with a powerful, yet not punishing grip.

      “Don’t try to talk, Miss.  The faster we get this done the better.  I got you.  I know it hurts, but I need you to keep your head still.  Poor Virginia is trying to do her best by you.  I don’t know how you ended up tangled with Hardy but he’s bad news.  Shh, it’ll be fine.” He dabbed at her tears with a perfumed handkerchief.  “Edith, do have any whiskey or laudanum?”

      “No to both.  The laudanum is on order and you know I don’t allow liquor in my house.”

      Closing her eyes, she tried to concentrate on his voice, but the fact that she would now have a big scar across her face whirled in her head.  John Hardy was right.  No one would want her now.  She'd taken a big chance coming to Texas to marry a man she didn’t know, but it was better than ending up at the workhouse.  The whole trip she kept imagining what it would be like to be a wife of a rancher.  She'd even hoped he’d want children.  Her imagination wasn’t wild enough to consider what just happened.

      “Slow, deep breaths, miss.  Concentrate on breathing.  You’re almost done.”

      Finally, she honed in on his voice and made it crowd out everything in her head.  The pain was excruciating but his strong, kind male voice became her lifeline.  She was so very tired.  She listened to him try to soothe her until her world went blank again.

      She woke up the next morning confused, but the pain in her cheek reminded her of her plight.  Sitting up, she fingered the large bandage covering one whole side of her face.  Answering John Hardy’s ad for a bride was the biggest mistake of her life.  However, considering the alternative, there had been no contest.  Weighing the workhouse against her dream for a husband, children and living on a ranch, John Hardy had won out.

      Gingerly she stood up, afraid she’d feel light-headed, but other than the cut, she felt fine.  The room was nice, much nicer than anything she’d known.  The yellow curtains matched the finely stitched comforter.  There was one glaring omission in the room, however.  A mirror.  There was a faint outline on the wall from where it had hung; at least that was her guess.  Her face must look even worse than she imagined.

      She still wore her traveling outfit, and a quick search of the room turned up nothing.  Her bag wasn’t there.  Quickly she braided her hair until it hung neatly down her back and then she opened the door in search of the staircase.  Voices drifted up the stairwell as she made her way down.  She recognized one of the voices as belonging to the man who had helped her yesterday.  Upon hearing her name, she stopped.

      A woman's voice argued with the man.  “She can’t stay here and no man will marry her now.  Once the scar heals, it will be a hideous sight.  You can’t expect any man to want to gaze at her from across the dinner table,” Edith insisted.

      “She can’t go back to the saloon either.  You know what will happen there,” the man said, his voice strong and calm.

      “Cinders, I don’t know what to do.  I’ve already done my Christian duty by allowing her to stay the night.  I fed her a sandwich for heaven’s sake.”

      Shannon could imagine poor Edith wringing her hands, and she was right, she had done a lot for her.  It was time to leave.  Straightening her shoulders, she descended the staircase.  If ever she needed a backbone, it was now.  “Good Morning.” Her words came out as barely a squeak.

      Edith turned and nodded at her.  “Morning.  I’m so pleased you’re up and around.”

      “Yes, I’ll take my leave now, but I wanted to thank you.  Both of you.” She quickly glanced at the tall cowboy.  His blond hair and winter-sky blue eyes caught her attention and she stole another look.  Boy, he was the handsomest cowboy she'd ever seen.

      “I’m Cinders, ma’am, and I’m glad I was there to help you.  I’m sorry for all your trouble.  Usually Asherville is a fine town.  I’m supposing you’ll want to go home.  Can’t say I blame you.  The stage will be through here later this afternoon.  You could wait for it and start your way back to your family.”

      Trying to offer even a faint smile brought her too much pain.  “Yes, well thank you.” Shannon grabbed her bag from the bottom of the stairs and headed out the door.  Glancing around the town, there didn’t seem to be any prospects for a job.  Edith was right, no man would make her his wife now.

      “I’ve been wondering how long it'd be before you were out in the streets.  If you beg me nicely, I’ll let you stay here after all.  I can’t marry you now since I’d only be able to bed you with the lights off.” John Hardy smirked as he leaned against his saloon, striking a match on the wall and lighting a cigar.  He narrowed his eyes and gave her a snide grin.

      “I…I was just going to look for a job over at Eats.  I’m a fair cook,” she hated how her voice trembled.  She couldn’t afford to appear weak.  “Good day.” She stepped off the wooden boardwalk and into the street.

      “Don’t you dare walk away from me,” he warned.

      She took a deep breath and slowly let it out before turning to face him.  “We have nothing to discuss.  I would think attempted murder would void any marriage promise.”

      “Attempted murder? Are you crazy? You disrespected me and you got what you deserved.  Anyway, I’m not talking about the marriage contract.  I’m talking about the money I sent you to get out here.  I demand you return it right now.” He threw his cigar at her feet and crossed his arms in front of his barrel shaped chest.

      “That’s one of the reasons I’m trying to find a job.  I’m good for the money, I promise.”

      Her hopes dashed as his mocking laugh grew louder.  “You stupid cow, I own you now.  You’ll pay me back.  I can guarantee it.  I bet there are plenty of men willing to give you a go, even if you’re ugly as sin.  Funny how a little liquor changes how a man defines beauty.  It makes them willing to take any female offered.  Of course, I might have to give them a discount for having to look at you.”

      Boot steps echoed on the boardwalk.  “Ma’am, get into my wagon.  You’re going home with me.” Cinders hadn’t even glanced her way.  Instead, he kept his gaze trained on John Hardy as if daring him to challenge the order.

      John glared at Cinders and laughed scornfully.  His stance widened and his right hand hovered over the pistol in his gun belt.  “I said she belongs to me.”

      A lump formed in her throat as her heart beat wildly.  She didn’t know much about men and guns, but she did know the expression of hate on John Hardy’s face meant he wouldn't hesitate to use it.

      “Thank you, Mr.  Cinders, for coming to my aid but I’m not worth getting shot over.  The fact is, I do owe him his money back, and truly, who would hire me now?” Her fingers gingerly touched her bandage.

      Cinders didn’t glance in her direction.  He kept his gaze fixed on John.  “I’ll hire you.  Now get in the wagon.” His voice was low and steady as though he anticipated more trouble.

      “Not until I get my money,” John snarled.

      A tall, older gentleman clad in a crisp white shirt and wool pants stepped into the street.  He stood between the two men while shaking his head.  “I’m warning you, I haven’t had my breakfast yet.  What seems to be the problem?”

      “Cinders here is trying to steal my wife.”

      The man turned and faced Cinders.  “Is that true? You know a wife belongs to her husband.  I can’t get into the middle of this.  Now if the town would open its tight purses we’d have a sheriff here to take care of these matters and I’d be eating my breakfast.”

      “Judge Gleason, I’m sorry about your breakfast, but the fact is they aren’t married.”

      “Yet!” John shouted

      The judge turned.  “Damn it, John, I’m right here.  There is no need to yell in my ear.” He scanned the gathering crowd and rested his gaze on her.

      Shannon quickly avoided his gaze trying to be inconspicuous; however, it was impossible with the huge bandage hugging her cheek.  Slowly she lifted her gaze and met the judge’s stare.

      The judge smiled.  “Well I can see what all the fuss is about.  We don’t often have such a fine woman come to our town.”

      John coughed loudly as he stepped toward her.  “I’m still willing to take her even if she is hideous.”

      “You’re too gracious, Mr.  Hardy, considering you’re the one who cut me.

      Judge Gleason tipped his flat-brimmed hat.  “Ma’am, would you like to join me for breakfast? I'd like you to tell me what this is all about.” He walked toward her, extended his arm and waited for her to place her hand on it.  The crowd parted as he escorted her in the direction of Eats Café.  The judge he called over his shoulder, “Cinders, I want to talk to you too.”

      “What about my story?” John asked.

      The judge shrugged his shoulders and kept walking.

      “Well?”

      When they reached the door to the eatery, Cinders’ opened the door and held it for them.

      “I already know your story, Hardy.” Judge Gleason huffed and ushered her through the open door.
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        * * *

      

      Cinders had never in his life seen eyes as grand as the chocolate pools Shannon possessed.  Her sun-kissed brown hair hung, braided, down her back to her waist.  Her hands trembled as she sat down, but he knew her to be a brave woman.  How could a woman who traveled across the territories to marry an unknown man and survive tangling with Hardy be anything but brave?

      “Cinders, have a seat,” the judge instructed.

      When he pulled out his chair, the  leg   scraped against the dirty wood floor.  It looked like the entire town wanted to dine at Eats, for the restaurant filled within minutes of their arrival.  Nobody ordered food, they just milled about and gawked at the three of them.

      “I’m Judge Gleason, miss…?”

      “I’m Shannon McMurphy, sir.” The effort speaking took, reflected in her eyes.

      Cinders took off his hat and ran his fingers through his hair.  “John Hardy sliced her face.  I drove the wagon in yesterday and Hardy was instructing two of his thugs to grab Miss McMurphy and bring her back into the saloon.  I put a stop to it and Edith allowed me to carry her upstairs above the mercantile.”

      Judge Gleason turned his gaze to Shannon.  “Are you and John Hardy married?”

      She shook her head and winced from the pain.  “No.  But I came from New York to marry him.  He said he was a wealthy rancher and you can imagine my shock to find him as the saloonkeeper.  I told him I couldn’t marry him.  He backhanded me hard enough to send me flying across the room, hitting the wall.  He said if I didn’t want to marry him, he’d make sure no one would ever want me.  He cut my face and said I could work off my debt upstairs.”

      Cinders didn’t want to feel sorry for her, in fact he wouldn’t have gotten involved with her if it hadn’t been life threatening and if it hadn’t involved John Hardy.  The slimy bastard tried to buy his land out from under him.  He nodded in satisfaction.  He finally knocked Hardy down a peg or two.

      Tilting his chair back on two legs, the judge eyed Shannon for a while before he turned his gaze on Cinders.  He righted the chair.  “I’m hungry.  Eats!”

      The gathering crowd filling the restaurant had the flimsy walls practically bursting.  “Damn, can’t even get Eat’s attention.” He put two fingers in his mouth and whistled loudly.  Silence ensued.  “All you gawkers leave.  If you’re not buying, you’re loitering.  Now git before I get mad.”

      There was much grumbling from the crowd as one by one they filed past the trio and out the door.  A well-rounded man with uncombed hair and an overgrown beard hurried to the table.  Grease and flour stained his apron.

      “I’ll have your breakfast ready faster than a prairie fire with a tail wind.”

      “I appreciate that, Eats.  This here is Miss McMurphy.  Why don’t you bring her and Cinders here something to eat too.”

      Eats nodded.  “Nice to meet you, miss.”

      “Thank you.” Her voice was barely audible.

      “Now the way I see it is you have two choices, miss.  You can either marry John or Cinders.” He looked at Cinders with humor in his eyes.

      Cinders stood up.  “Now wait a minute.  I said I’d hire her.  No one said anything about getting hitched.”

      Shannon’s face turned a deep shade of scarlet and Cinders silently cursed.  He didn’t want to make her feel unwanted, but he didn’t like being dictated to.

      Judge Gleason combed his gray hair with his long fingers.  “Sit down, Cinders.  I can’t make you do anything you don’t want to do.” He paused as Cinders sat.  “Of course, she could always work for John or become his wife.  After all, he did pay for her to come here so she does owe him.”

      “I don’t see why she can’t work for me.” He hoped the judge could hear the annoyance in his voice.  He didn’t want or need to be hog-tied to any woman again.

      “Cinders, you know how it all works.  You have to marry her so you don’t sully her good name.  You know how the gaggle of women around here are.  They’ll treat her no better than a whore.” He stopped talking and turned to Shannon.  “No offense, miss.”

      Shannon nodded and her eyes dulled as she stood.  “Thank you for coming to my rescue, Mr.  Cinders.  I’ll always be grateful, but this is my mess.  I accepted his proposal, and I’m going to keep my word.” She stepped from the table and started for the door.

      “Hell, I’d rather you marry me than go to John.”

      She stopped and turned around.  “You’re a kind man, but I can’t saddle you with my problems.”

      His eyebrows rose.  “You’re choosing John Hardy over me?”

      “It’s not a choice, really, it’s more of a duty.  I wouldn’t want you stuck with me.  I have a good idea what my face will look like once the bandage comes off.  It’s not fair to you.”

      The sadness in her voice touched him and he couldn’t let her go.  “If you’d rather, it could be a marriage of convenience.”

      Her dark eyelashes fanned her face as she closed her eyes.  She wanted to say yes, he could tell.  “You’ll want children,” she said

      “No,” he said firmly.  “That won’t be a problem for me.” Cinders quickly glanced away from her probing expression.  He wasn’t about to go down that road again.

      Swallowing hard, she nodded her consent.  “Then thank you.” Her voice quavered and the uncovered side of her face looked a deathly white as though she'd been sentenced to the gallows.

      “Well, Judge Gleason, you might as well marry us now.” Cinders stood next to Shannon, noticing for the first time just how delicate she was.  He knew she was small, but next to him, she seemed tiny.

      The humor in the judge's blue eyes fled.  “Now? But I haven’t had my breakfast.” He sighed and nodded.  “Eats, hold the food.  I need you and Poor Boy to come witness the wedding.”

      Eats came rambling over, his dark eyes full of excitement.  Following behind him was a thin boy with mousy-brown hair and brown sullen eyes.  “Ain’t never had a weddin’ in here afore.”
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        * * *

      

      The next thing she knew she was standing next to Cinders facing Judge Gleason.  Words were spoken and she made all the appropriate responses, but Cinders’ quick peck on her lips surprised her.

      “Now git so I can eat, and don’t forget to settle up with Hardy.” He nodded and smiled.  “Have a good day, Mrs.  Cinders.”

      Cinders opened the door and followed behind her onto the boardwalk.  She stopped and peered up at him.  “Your last name is Cinders?”

      “Yep.”

      “What’s your first name?”

      “You didn’t hear it during the wedding? You can just call me Cinders.”

      “Surely you can tell me your first name.” She shook her head.  “It has to be a better name than Poor Boy.  Just tell me.”

      He smiled and offered her his arm.  “I do believe we have business to take care of.  Then I’m taking you home.” He walked her to the mercantile aware that people stared at every step they took.

      “My bag is already in your wagon?”

      “Edith probably put it there.  Do you want to wait inside the store or in the wagon? I don’t want you anywhere near Hardy.”

      “The wagon please.” He easily spanned her waist with his big hands and helped her up.  He seemed like a good man.  Perhaps she'd gotten lucky after all.

      After a minute, she thought perhaps she'd made the wrong decision to wait in the wagon.  A crowd gathered around her, not saying a word, just looking at her.  It took every ounce of pride she possessed to sit with her back straight and her chin up.  She’d done nothing wrong and she wasn’t going to allow them to intimidate her.

      She’d hoped for a few kind words, or maybe congratulations on her nuptials, but nothing was said.  Now nervous, she pretended to smooth out the horrid wrinkles in her skirt.

      Cinders walked toward the wagon looking thunderous.  An attractive woman with blonde hair stopped him.  She watched as they exchanged words.  The woman glared at Shannon, her mouth curved in a frown.  She instantly knew Cinders was meant for someone else.  As Cinders walked away from the woman, Shannon turned her gaze.  Had she known…

      The wagon tilted slightly as Cinders climbed up and sat beside her.  “Quite the crowd.”

      She noticed his face when he removed his hat to wipe the sweat from his brow.  “What happened to your eye?” Her stomach clenched as she stared at the bruised skin.  “Did John Hardy do this to you?”

      “Let’s get going, we’ll talk when we get out of town,” he said.

      Shannon sat proudly beside her new husband as he maneuvered his team of horses down the street.  Now the people who had stared earlier warmed up in Cinders’ presence.

      Once out of town, her shoulders relaxed a bit.  Until then, she hadn’t realized how tightly wound she’d been.  So much had happened in less than twenty-four hours.  She touched the bandage with the tips of her work-worn fingers and peered at her husband from the corner of her eye.  The brim of his hat shaded his eyes but she knew them to be kind.

      He glanced at her and she quickly turned her head to gaze at the countryside.  It was beautiful with a mix of green grass, wildflowers and tall trees.  The sky looked bigger too.  “How long until we get to your place?”

      “’bout two hours or so.  We should be there before the sun is at its peak.”

      Turning to him again, she studied his body as he drove the team down a path carved into the earth by wagon wheels and horses.  He had a nice profile.  His nose had a slight bump near the top, probably from a fight.  His bruised eye was on the other side and she wondered how it faired.  His strong jawline and dimpled chin made him endearing.  She had to admit he was a fine specimen of maleness.  How he ended up as her husband, she still didn’t know.  It astounded her; he came to her rescue and then offered to marry her.

      It wasn’t a real marriage, but she considered herself lucky she had some place to go.  Shivering, she thought about John Hardy’s duplicity.  He had plenty of women at his place, so why send for her? What did he expect she’d do when she found out his true profession? Men ran the world, and she'd bet anything he'd expected her to go along with him regardless of his brutishness.

      This was supposed to be her one chance for a happy life.  Now that chance was lost.  Cinders didn’t want her.  He’d simply been backed into a corner by the judge.  Her mother had always chastised her for living in a dream world.  Now she knew the words to be true.  Reality set in the moment her parents had died.

      There were no happy endings, and it didn’t help to dream of things that could never be.

      “We’ll be at the house soon.  We’re on my land now.” The pride in his voice was impossible to miss.

      “It’s lovely.  How long have you lived here?”

      “All my life.”

      “Did you fight in the war? I mean if you did, I wouldn’t hold being a confederate against you.”

      The edges of his lips twitched.  “That’s mighty kind of you, Shannon, seeing as you’re in Texas now and all.”

      Her eyes widened as the realization of how inappropriate her words were sunk in.  “I’m sorry.  My side has been trying to kill your side and it never occurred to me until now.  But truthfully so many of our men never came home and the marriage prospects dwindled.”

      “I didn’t fight.”

      “Why not? Do you have something wrong with you I can’t see?”

      Cinders laugh started deep and low, rumbling from his chest.  “Not that I know of.  The Texas government requested I stay and provide meat for the cause.  I accepted but as money grew tight, my profits dwindled.  Eventually I had no buyers but I did have plenty of people who needed food.  It hasn’t been easy but the herd has grown and I’m planning to drive my cattle north to sell this time.”

      “Did you give people food?”

      “I sold some in New Orleans but yes, I gave a lot away.  I couldn’t stand to watch my neighbors’ families starve.  I had a roof over my head and enough to feed my men.  I don’t need a lot.”

      Her admiration for him grew stronger— perhaps he was one of those good doers.  He helped her when he could have just walked away.

      “Whoa,” Cinders yelled as he stopped the team.  “This, Mrs.  Cinders, is your first view of your new home.”

      To her relief the house was made of wood.  She’d heard about the sod houses.  There was a barn and a few other buildings dotting the area.  Warmth flowed through her as she took in the sight of her new home.  Relief overcame her.  “It’s beautiful.”

      He nodded with a satisfied expression.  “That’s what I always think when I get to this point on my way home.”

      He picked up the reins and off they went.  The house was bigger than she realized as they stopped in front of it.  It was a fine log house and it looked safe and sturdy.  Things were looking up.

      Cinders jumped down, walked to her side and held out his hand.  She grasped it and the next thing she knew she was in his strong arms.  He held her for a moment staring into her eyes, and then gently put her down.

      A young man walked out of the barn, whistling.  He grabbed the reins and nodded to Cinders.  He seemed to be bigger than Cinders with brown hair and dark brown eyes.  His whistling stopped and his jaw dropped.  “You finally found us some entertainment? I know I mentioned it a time or two, but I never thought you’d do it.  Now we won’t have to go to town so often, we’ll have our own gal to give us relief.  What’s wrong with her face? Is she hiding a wart under that bandage?”

      She gasped and her hand instantly lay on her cheek.

      “Tramp, this is my wife, Shannon.” His voice was slow and steady but the warning was clear.

      Tramp didn’t apologize or acknowledge her.  He kept his gaze on Cinders.  “Sure, boss, just glad you’re back.”

      “I’ll be out in a few,” Cinders said.

      Tramp shrugged.  “Take your time.” He then winked at her when Cinders wasn’t paying attention.

      She’d have to put him on her list of lowdown snakes.  The list only had John Hardy on it and now there were two names.  She hoped her list didn’t grow any longer.

      Cinders grabbed her reticule out of the wagon and led her to the front door.  He opened it and ushered her in.  “I, um, I didn’t expect to have a guest.  It’s a busy time of year.”

      She winced in pain when she tried to smile.  “It’s fine.  Nothing some soap, water, a duster and broom won’t fix.  It’s lovely actually.”

      “I built it myself.”

      “You did a great job, Mitch.”

      “Mitch?” His eyebrows rose.

      “I’m trying out first names for you.  I figure if I keep at it I’ll get it right.”

      “You’ve had a bad few days yet you’re still able to find humor.  I think we’ll get on just fine.  Make yourself at home.  The bedroom is through the door on the right.  If you need, well if you need the necessary, the outhouse is out the back door.  I’ll bring in some water for you in a bit and I’ll send Cookie in to help you put away the grub I bought at the mercantile.” He hesitated as though he was afraid to leave her alone.

      “I’ll be fine.  I’m sure you have a cow or two to milk or something.”

      He laughed.  “There you go with that sense of humor.  Okay, I’ll be back in a bit.”

      The door closed behind him and she made a mental note, he doesn’t milk cows.
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