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Dedication:

I never remember to dedicate my books. It’s not that there aren’t people around me who deserve it, I simply forget. This time, though, I remember. This book is dedicated to my father-in-law, the best man I’ve ever known, who is dying a few feet from me as I type this. My family and I came to Texas (from Idaho) in May to help out with him as we knew he wasn’t long for this world. 

Now he is on hospice, and I’ve been sitting up with him all night, so my fabulous mother-in-law (Wiggie) can get rest. He is a man of true integrity, and he is loved by so many. He is in so much pain now, and we all just want that pain to end. I love you, Roy Owings. You have meant so much to me in the years you’ve been a dad to me. Thank you for being you, and I know our lives will all have huge holes in them after you pass.
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Chapter One
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Wednesday, August 18th, 1852

I’ve lost all hope. My father died this morning, and I’m left with my three younger siblings to raise. After Mother died, Father had me start taking on all her normal tasks. I’ve been cooking, cleaning, and dealing with the children ever since. I’m only eighteen years old, and I now have three children to feed and no husband. What am I supposed to do? 

For a moment—but only a moment—I thought of throwing myself onto the grave they’d dug for my father, right in the middle of the trail. At least Mother and Father will be reunited in death, as they are both buried along the same trail. 

Now I must drive every day, mind the children, cook, and clean for them, and generally turn myself into both parents. I’m not sure how I can possibly meet all those demands, but I will if I must. I will just pray to my Maker, hoping he has not forsaken me. How can I trust a God who has put me into this terrible situation?


Sarah knelt on the trail beside her father’s grave, which had no marker. They’d buried Father along the trail so the wagons would then run over it and no wild animals would dig it up, and Indians wouldn’t find the grave to rob it. Not that there was anything to rob. They’d sold everything they owned to buy the oxen and the wagon for the oxen to pull.

Sarah sat in a small circle with Jack, Charles, and little Poppy. For many years after Sarah’s birth, her mother had thought she’d become barren. And after ten years, she’d had three children in three years, and never had a child again.

Sarah felt the tears dripping down her face and saw them as they landed in the dirt of the trail. The dirt that would be her parents’ permanent resting place. 

Feeling a hand on her shoulder, Sarah wiped her tears from her face and looked behind her. “The captains have made the decision to stop for the day, and we’ll resume tomorrow,” Hannah, the preacher’s wife, told her.

No one knew what had happened. Her father had been fine at breakfast, and by lunchtime he’d felt a little sickly. An hour before they usually stopped for the day, he’d fallen sideways out of the wagon, dead before he hit the ground.

Dr. Bentley said that was what cholera mostly did. It took a person from healthy to dead in a matter of hours at times. Father had refused to drink coffee all day long, preferring to have it only in the mornings. He’d taken to drinking water instead, and the water...well, it wasn’t fit to drink, which they all knew, but Father...he’d assumed he was fine. He couldn’t leave his four children alone, after all.

Sarah looked back at Hannah, who had become a close acquaintance along the walk. All the women had worked together to do so many things, and now...now Sarah was alone, but she was thankful for the friends she’d made along the way. “Thank you for letting me know.”

Hannah squatted beside her, her belly sticking out for what seemed like four feet in front of her. “Would you like me to ask around for a young man to drive your wagon?”

Sarah nodded, looking at her siblings. “I don’t know how I can drive, cook, clean, and care for them properly.” Her only duties when they’d left Independence had been to help her mother with the meals and keep an eye out for the children. 

“If you have to drive, the other women will make sure they don’t get into trouble,” Hannah said. “I’m hoping I can find someone. Mr. King’s son is more than old enough to drive. I’ve seen him help some of the others out as people got sick along the way. I’ll ask him if he can find it in his heart to help you out.”

“Thank you, Hannah.” It was the first time Sarah had used Hannah’s given name, but before that moment, she’d felt as if she was a child, going along on her parents’ journey west. Suddenly she felt as if she had the weight of the world on her shoulders, and she would be expected to do so much more than she had in her to do.

“You’ll eat with my husband and I this evening,” Hannah said. “We have some meat from the bear that was shot last night. I’ll happily share with you.”

“How long before we reach Oregon City?” Sarah asked. “I’m just ready for this journey to be over.”

“Are you planning to settle near Oregon City?” Hannah asked. 

Sarah knew most of the women in camp had all planned to live near Clover Creek, a section of the trail where they’d camped more than a month before. “I don’t know what to do. I now must figure it all out on my own.”

“You are among friends. We’ll do all we can to help you, and I truly hope you’ll settle with the rest of us. Then we’d know how best to help your family.”

Sarah nodded. “I’ll think on it.” Though she had no idea what else she would do. Taking care of her family had to be her highest priority, but a little voice in her head asked, “What about your life? A husband? Children of your own.” She ignored the voice. There was no choice. Her siblings wouldn’t go to an orphanage when she was perfectly capable of caring for them. At least she hoped she was capable.

“I hope you really will. We’re building a community here on the trail, and most of that community will be settling together. There’s no reason for you not to accept the help that will be given.”

Sarah sighed. “I thought about taking the children home to my grandmother, but there’s no way we can handle another trip like this. Maybe I’ll meet a wonderful man in Oregon City who won’t mind taking on three children.” She knew better, but positivity had always been a trait she’d admired.

Hannah smiled. “There are wonderful men out there. Just look at my Jed!”

Sarah tried to smile, but she simply couldn’t make her face move that way. Losing two parents in a matter of months was too much for anyone. 

Hannah returned to a standing position, and she held down a hand for Sarah. “Come with me. I’ll fix some of that wonderful bear meat, and we’ll have a small feast.”

Sarah took the proffered hand and stood up, helping her brothers up as well. When Poppy threw her arms around Sarah, she lifted the little girl. “It’s all going to be all right,” she said, fully aware that she was lying. But she couldn’t let her sister feel as terrible as she did.

As the four of them walked over to the Scotts’ wagon, Elmer King walked toward them. He had a kind look on his face. “I’m so sorry for your loss. Would you like me to drive for you?” 

Sarah blinked a couple of times before nodding. “Thank you, Mr. King.”

“Mr. King is my father. Please, call me Elmer.” He frowned for a moment. “Is there anything else I can do to help you out?” He looked at the two boys, walking along beside her, and the little girl in her arms. They all looked as if they’d spent the entire afternoon crying their hearts out. “Let me carry the little girl for you.”

“I appreciate the thought, but Poppy is very much a shy child. She doesn’t interact with people until she’s been around them for a while.”

“I see.” Elmer walked along with her toward the Scotts’ wagon. “Could we maybe walk after supper? I’ve been wanting to talk to you, but it never felt like the right time. Perhaps tonight?”

Sarah nodded, wiping her face with the back of her arm. “I suppose I can ask someone to mind the children for a little while, though I don’t think I should be away from them for long. We just became orphans today, and it takes a bit out of you to realize you’re suddenly on your own.”

“I understand. Well, no I don’t. Both of my parents are still alive, but my pa has made it clear that once we get to Oregon City, I’m on my own.”

“But...You don’t even have your own wagon? How could you possibly be on your own from there?”

He shrugged. “I have a little money saved, but not much. We’ll talk.”

Sarah nodded. “All right. After supper.” She looked at Hannah who nodded. 

“I’ll mind the children. We’ll play a game or something.”

Jack pulled at Sarah’s skirt. “Could we talk to the preacher about what happened instead?”

Hannah nodded emphatically. “If you want to talk, we’ll talk. It’s up to you!”

At Hannah’s wagon, Sarah put Poppy down and looked at Hannah. “How can I help with supper?”

Hannah shook her head. “You buried your father today. Let me take care of supper.”

While Hannah worked, Sarah sat with her siblings. “You know I’m going to take care of you all, right?”

Jack nodded. “You always do.”

Poppy put her head in Sarah’s lap. “Are you going to be my mama now?”

“I’ll always be your sister, but now I’ll be your sister who will take care of you all the time.”

Poppy seemed confused still, but she nodded and closed her eyes, while Sarah ran her fingers through the little girl’s hair. She knew it was something that calmed little Poppy, and she desperately wanted to help her any way she knew how. She had been pleased when Jack asked to speak with Pastor Scott. She wasn’t sure if she could force out the words, “God will provide” even one more time. That’s what her mother had said back in Independence. And after her mother passed, it was what
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