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Chapter One

Seattle, Washington Territory

October 1876

Must a lady travel
to the ends of the Earth to gain command of her own future?

Apparently so, for Alice Dennison could only
shake her head at the telegram gripped in her gloved hand.

“I hope it isn’t bad news,” her friend,
Ciara Weatherly, said as they stood outside the telegraph office
along the wharves. The shouts of the sailors offloading goods
punctuated the whir of machinery at the nearby sawmill. Tar and
cedar and brine mixed for a potent aroma under skies that hovered
lower and darker every moment. Or maybe it was the words she’d read
that had lowered her spirits.

THIS IS UNNECESSARY RETURN AT ONCE

“Nothing that requires a reply,” Alice said.
“I’m sorry we delayed our visit to check.”

“We always check when we come in for the
mail.” The voice rumbled from behind her, and she forced herself
not to stiffen. Mr. Willets, who had accompanied them to town, was
a giant of a fellow, towering over everyone except Mr. Drew Wallin,
who was apparently a legend in the territory. Mr. Willets was also
a man of few words. She had yet to determine whether it was because
he had an economy of speech or because he simply knew few
words.

“Then we have done our duty,” she said. As
they started forward, she crumpled the note and shoved it into her
reticule to be summarily burned in the fire when they reached
Wallin Landing.

That is, if she could remember how to
rekindle the fire.

They had all been so patient with her, from
Mrs. Rina Wallin, who was the lead teacher at the Lake Union
School, to Alice’s darling students ranging in age from five to
eight. Mrs. Rina had explained the expectations of Alice’s
position. She had shown Alice how to clean and trim the lamps that
lit her side of the two-room schoolhouse at the back of the village
nestled along the shores of the lake.

And Mrs. Rina or one of the local gentlemen
had repeatedly shown Alice how to lay the wood they brought her
into the grate to keep the school warm as the autumn weather grew
more brisk. She was the one who couldn’t seem to get the wretched
fire to stay lit!

She should have expected it would be a
challenge to find her footing so far away from everything she’d
once known, from everyone with whom she’d once thought to share her
life. But she was more than ready to meet that challenge. Wallin
Landing was her home now. She would do her best to be a good
citizen, a good teacher, and a good friend. No more would she allow
others to direct the course of her life, even if that meant
remaining a spinster to the end of her days.

Ciara craned her neck to see into the bed of
the wagon that had brought them to town, the breeze catching at her
bonnet. Like Alice, she had dark hair, but hers seemed more easily
tamed. Alice hadn’t the time to pamper her hair here. So, she
pulled it up and let it tumble down her back. So far, no one had
protested.

“At least the things you ordered for the
school came in,” Ciara said. “Six slates and enough chalk to color
Mount Rainier like a rainbow.”

Alice’s cheeks warmed, and again she chided
herself. It was her classroom and her choice of instruction. She
did not have to ask anyone’s approval.

For once.

“The children and I like to draw pictures,”
she explained. “I find it helps the learning process if they can
visualize what we’re discussing.”

“I wish you’d been around when I was in
school,” Ciara said with a smile. She relaxed back beside her,
chocolate-colored eyes brightening. “Now, to Kellogg’s for
my supplies.”

Ciara was the proprietress of the Wooden
Rose Inn, the first such establishment in the settlement. And it
was flourishing thanks to her expertise in cooking, another skill
Alice lacked. But then, she hadn’t been raised to cook and clean,
merely manage those who did.

“Best we move fast,” Mr. Willets said with a
look to the sky.

Likely he was right. In Cawthorn, where
she’d been raised, and in Boston, where she’d attended a teachers’
college for the last year, rains often came in the evenings with a
sudden passion, then faded to leave everything fresh and clean.
Here, rain spit and spat in fussy little mists, often for days at a
time, before the sun came out as if opening its arms for an
embrace. But the sky had been stingy today, threatening to pour but
never letting go of a single drop.

“Then let’s stop by the Pastry Emporium
first,” Ciara said. “I want Alice to meet my sister.”

Frisco and Sutter, twin boys who were in
Mrs. Rina’s class, had made sure to tell Alice all about Ciara’s
famous older sister. Maddie O’Rourke Haggerty had opened the first
and now the premiere bakery in Seattle.

“Everyone loves her cinnamon buns best,”
Sutter had said with a reverent lift of his blond brows.

“Her gingersnaps,” his brother had
insisted.

Sutter had shoved him in the chest.
“Cinnamon buns.”

“Gingersnaps!”

“Perhaps I’ll see if I can bring back some
of both,” Alice had said, “for those who remember their
manners.”

They had instantly stood upright like tin
soldiers and vowed to be complete gentlemen in her absence.

Now, Mr. Willets set his hands on Ciara’s
waist and boosted her onto the wagon’s bench. Alice waited
patiently for her turn. But the big logger seemed suddenly at odds.
He shifted on his feet, and his gaze, a lighter gray than the sky,
darted here and there like that of one of her students caught in an
infraction.

“Is there a problem, Mr. Willets?” she
asked, frowning.

“No.” She could see his Adam’s apple bob as
he swallowed. Unlike many of the men in the area, he was clean
shaven, the planes of his face firm and rather pleasant to look
upon. His hair reminded her of a fading fire, russet and warm. And
his physique in the flannel collarless shirt and wool trousers
could only be called impressive.

Not that a lady should notice such
things.

Alice lifted her arms a little to encourage
him. “I’m afraid I cannot climb up on my own, sir. Would you
mind?”

He sighed as if she’d asked him to perform
the labors of Hercules, then put his hands on her waist. His
fingers spanned the width, and suddenly she found it difficult to
breathe even though his touch was light. Then, whoosh! He
all but tossed her up onto the bench as if she had burned him. She
clutched at Ciara to keep from falling into her friend’s lap.

“Are you in such a hurry, Jesse?” Ciara
asked with a frown as she helped Alice settle herself.

The third overskirt on her gown snagged on a
splinter of wood, and she had to tug the blue-sprigged material
free. She’d thought she’d chosen such practical gowns when she’d
sent her trunk ahead and stolen away in the middle of the night to
catch the train west, but the silks and linens of summer had proven
impractical here. Her next pay would go toward something more
useful. Wool. No overskirts. No lace.

This time she was the one who sighed.

But she kept a smile on her face as Mr.
Willets climbed into place beside them and drove them up the hill
to Second Avenue, where Mrs. Haggerty had her bakery.

“I see a crowd has already gathered,” she
told Ciara as the wagon drew next to the boardwalk. “Testimony to
your sister’s skills, no doubt.”

But Ciara wasn’t smiling, and Alice realized
why. No lights gleamed inside the bakery. Someone had affixed a
large sign, hastily scrawled by the look of the lettering, on the
big front window, proclaiming the establishment closed. Several men
were clustered around, muttering.

“Maddie never closes except on Sundays,”
Ciara said, voice trembling. “Even when she came out for my
wedding, she baked ahead and had someone keep the shop open. Take
me to Fourth Avenue, Jesse. I need to see my family.”

 


***

 


Jesse nodded. Family came first. He’d heard
his father say that many a time, and he believed it, even if he’d
chosen a different path than his brothers. He urged the horses
around the corner and up the steep hill for Fourth, where many of
the nicer houses had been built.

Ciara pointed out which one belonged to her
sister, but he thought he might have guessed. Like many of the
sweets Maddie Haggerty baked, the top dripped with curlicues that
looked like icing.

“Stay here,” Ciara said as he reined in the
horses, “until I know who’s sick and with what. That’s the only
explanation for Maddie missing a day of work.” She clambered over
Miss Dennison and scrambled down before Jesse could come around to
help her.

Leaving him sitting with the schoolmarm.

He stayed on his side of the bench.

She stayed on hers.

“I do hope no one is terribly ill,” she
murmured in a voice that the songbirds must envy. That was the
thing with Miss Dennison. Everything about her was dainty and
sweet, from the shiny black hair that tumbled down behind her back
like an obsidian waterfall to her delicately featured face and the
slender figure her fancy clothes outlined. Even her hands fluttered
like little birds. Next to her, Jesse felt like a giant.

A great, lumbering, not-too-bright
giant.

“Probably just took a chill,” he
managed.

Immediately she turned her gaze to his. She
had eyes the purple-blue of the wildflowers his sisters like to
pick, and they too often brimmed with tears that could make a man
promise anything to see her smile again.

“Do you think so?” she breathed.

“Sure,” he said. He caught his balance and
realized he’d slid as far as dignity allowed to his side of the
bench.

“Have you a great deal of experience with
such things?” she asked, and there was no skepticism in her tone,
only a wide-eyed wonder. “Some training as a physician?”

“No,” Jesse said. “Only nine little brothers
and sisters.”

Now her lashes were fluttering too.
“Nine!”

Did she think that a good thing? A bad
thing? He’d met folks in both camps. Not that it mattered. He
wouldn’t have traded any of his brothers or sisters, for all each
of them had given him a bad time or two along the way. In fact,
he’d once dared to hope he might have a passel of little ones of
his own. That hope dimmed with each passing year. Too few women,
too many expectations.

Her delicate black brows drew together, and
so did his stomach. “I don’t believe I’ve met any of them,” she
said. “Do they attend the school?”

“My family lives near Puget City, closer to
Olympia.” There. A full sentence with subject and verb. Ma would be
so proud. He could hear her in his head.

You’re a fine man, Jesse. You’re kind and
sensible, and you don’t use that height and strength of yours to
bully. You have no reason to be bashful.

“Olympia,” she said, brow clearing. “Yes,
the town at the southern end of Puget Sound. It is the territorial
capital and the third city incorporated in the territory.”

She sounded as if she were reciting from
memory. He knew the same facts, but his family’s ranch meant far
more to him. When he thought of home, he felt the wind rippling the
grasses, caught the flash of a salmon leaping out of the Nisqually.
He heard his brothers and sisters laughing as they hunted the woods
for blackcaps and mushrooms. He caught the scent of milk in the
pail, of bread baking and steak sizzling. So, he just nodded.

“I would very much like to see Olympia
someday,” she said. “Perhaps you’d care to share your experiences
there.”

The memories evaporated from his mind,
leaving nothing but a wall of white broader than Rainier’s
glaciers. That had ever been his problem. He had seldom been the
center of attention in his family. He didn’t know how to deal with
it when strangers focused on him. Would he sound as if he were
bragging? Would he sound illiterate?

He was just thankful to see Ciara returning,
hands fisted in her skirts.

Until she spoke.

“Leave,” she said, voice once more
trembling. “Go back to the Landing. Tell Kit I’ll be home when I
can.”

“Oh, Ciara!” Miss Dennison cried, reaching
out a hand toward her. “What is it?”

“They’re not sure,” Ciara admitted with a
glance back to the house, “and I haven’t been inside yet, so you
are both safe. My brother-in-law Michael spoke to me through the
glass on the front window. Maddie’s sick, and he fears it’s
smallpox.”

Jesse’s grip on the reins tightened, and
Lancelot, the lead horse, protested. He forced his hands to relax
even as his mind whirled. He’d never lived through a smallpox
epidemic, but his parents told stories of the fast-moving disease.
Its rash could disfigure, even kill! Was Ciara’s family safe? Was
his?

Miss Dennison must have heard of the disease
as well, for she clutched the sideboard, and he could only hope she
wouldn’t faint.

“Oh, no!” she cried. “I heard rumors in San
Francisco when I came through but I didn’t think the disease had
progressed beyond the city.”

“We don’t know yet,” Ciara cautioned. “But I
can’t leave them. And I don’t dare bring it home to baby Grace.
Tell Kit I love him.”

Now her body was trembling. So was Miss
Dennison’s. Jesse raised his head. He was strong, he was healthy.
It was his duty to help others who might be affected.

“We will,” Miss Dennison promised. “Please,
be careful.”

Ciara nodded. And all Jesse could do was
urge the horses forward again.

“How horrid,” Miss Dennison said, voice
small and frightened as they headed for the road out to Wallin
Landing. “Of course we must carry her words to her dear husband and
baby. I will pray for her safety and the health of her sister and
her family.”

Jesse nodded. He’d pray too. Not out loud
with a lot of words. God didn’t expect that, and he was forever
grateful for the fact.

Seattle was always pushing outward, but the
wagon soon reached the brush that marked the edge. The schoolmarm
fell silent as they entered the tunnel of trees that covered the
road out to the Landing. It was cooler here, but it wasn’t just the
overlapping branches of fir and cedar. The temperature was
dropping. A storm was coming. He just had to get them to the
Landing before it hit.

He slapped down the reins. “Lancelot!
Percival! Yah!”

“Lancelot and Percival?” she asked, voice
sounding brittle, as if she was searching for anything to talk
about besides the danger they were fleeing.

“The horses,” he clarified.

“Named for the knights of King Arthur’s
court? How marvelous! Are they yours, Mr. Willets?”

She was new. “Mr. Wallin’s. He allows
the use of them.”

“Which Mr. Wallin?” she asked. He was
relieved when she continued speaking as if answering her own
question. “Not Mr. Drew—he is your employer. I believe Mr. Simon
has horses, but they would be needed at the farm, so I doubt he
could allow others to use them on a regular basis. Mr. James, the
proprietor of the mercantile, perhaps?”

Jesse grinned at her. “That’s right.”

She stared at him, and his smile faded. What
had he done wrong now?

She dropped her gaze, fiddled with the
little beaded sack in her lap. A shiver went through her.

Well, of course, Jesse. If you noticed the
cold in your flannels, how do you think she feels in that frilly
dress?

“Extra blanket in the bed,” he offered.

She twisted to pull up the thick wool he had
packed before they’d headed out that morning. “How very wise of you
to think to bring this.”

Once again, she was making him feel clever.
But the weather mocked him, daring him to try to make the run. The
trees were starting to talk, swaying and gossiping in breathy
rustles as the wind freshened. In the distance, he thought he heard
a rumble.

Lancelot and Percival picked up their paces,
as if they had heard it too and longed for the safety of their
barn.

“I suppose some would say we should have
stayed in town,” she ventured, wrapping the blanket around her
shoulders. “With the weather and the lack of a chaperone. But we
are out of doors and in easy view of anyone along the road.”

The West Lake Road had become more widely
traveled over the years as folks filed claims along the hillside
above David Denny’s. But anyone with any sense would be heading for
home this afternoon.

The trees began to whip in earnest, and the
first lightning bolt flashed across the sky above their tops. She
cried out and hunched closer to him. Lancelot tossed his head at
the noise.

Best thing Jesse could do for them all was
keep calm.

“Rain’s coming,” he said. “Put that blanket
up over your head.”

She started to do as he’d bid, but she
unfolded the blanket further, then flipped it up over his head too.
He smiled at her thoughtfulness.

Ahead, with a mighty creak of protest, one
of the firs toppled.

Lancelot reared in his traces, and Jesse
clung to the reins, fighting for control. Thunder roared, shaking
the wagon. Both horses shuddered. And then the rain started,
sluicing out of the clouds.

Miss Dennison didn’t scream. She didn’t
tremble. She just looked at him with her great purple-blue eyes
brimming and said, “Please, Mr. Willets, won’t you save us?”

Jesse raised his head, pulling the blanket
partially off her ebony hair. “Yes, ma’am. You can count on
me.”

 





Chapter Two

Perhaps she
shouldn’t believe him. Alice didn’t know him, and she’d been highly
disappointed by those who had been closest to her. Still, much as
she’d vowed to be in command of her future, she was out of her
depths at the moment. She couldn’t drive a team of horses under the
best of conditions, much less in a storm.

And he had an air about him. The confident
tilt of his chin, the certainty in his gray eyes, and the breadth
of his shoulders said this man could do what he claimed. And he did
have the nicest smile. She’d forgotten what she was about to say
when she’d spied it a few moments ago.

The wind blew the blanket up behind her, and
rain splattered her back, chilling her shoulders above her stays.
She gasped.

He jumped down and reached for her. “Let’s
get you settled, then I can help the horses.”

Alice shook herself. He was right. They
needed to move. Lancelot and Percival—what marvelous names!—were
fretting, their powerful bodies shifting and the shaft connecting
them to the wagon creaking. She let Mr. Willets hand her down onto
the side of the road.

He nodded to a cedar some five feet away. It
was nearly as wide as the schoolhouse. “Put your back to that. I’ll
join you in a minute.”

One hand clutching the blanket, the other
clutching her skirts, the ribbons of her reticule wrapped about her
wrist, she picked her way through the thrashing ferns to the
needle-littered carpet under the cedar. The dry, musty scent
brushed her nose, as if she’d opened a chest filled with the
comforts of home.

The rain had yet to penetrate the branches,
so she pulled the blanket from her head. By the time she focused on
the road again, Mr. Willets was leading the horses closer as well.
They dragged the wagon over the brush, flattening it further.
Coaxing and calling, he convinced them to stop so that the wagon
sat across the tree lengthwise. Then he began working to unhitch
the pair, fingers slipping on the wet chains.

She tried to think of some way to help, but
she knew even less about unhitching horses than she did about
tending fires, so she could only stay out of his way. Somehow he
managed to free the horses from the traces and tied them to the
closest low, large branch, where they could stand or lie
comfortably. The massive bodies shifted, eyes showing white, as the
thunder boomed again. She knew the feeling.

Throwing the blanket back over her head, she
ventured out into the rain to lay a hand on the closest.

“It’s all right,” she murmured to the pair,
whose heads bobbed up and down as if seeking to make her
acquaintance. “The storm will pass soon.”

But it didn’t. In fact, it seemed to be
building itself into something rather fierce. The brush whipped
about as if it would yank itself from its roots. The trees moaned
and cracked. She could not see their tops, but more than one came
down with a rattle and a roar, causing the horses to jerk and
neigh. Worse was the roll of thunder that didn’t seem to end.

Mr. Willets didn’t seem disturbed by it all.
He made noises to the horses that quieted them and oddly soothed
her as well. If he wasn’t worried about this havoc, perhaps it
wasn’t as bad as she thought.

He nodded to her. “Move aside.”

“Move aside?” Alice asked, confused, but her
words bounced off his back as he started around the wagon.
“Why?”

He reached the far side. Perhaps he wanted
to save her supplies. Surely the chalk would melt in this downpour!
Instead, he braced each hand against a side support and leaned
in.

The wagon inched closer to the tree, out of
the rain. Alice blinked, then scrambled out of its path.

Muscles bunched under the soaked flannel
shirt that clung to his body as he shoved again. The wheels dug
into the soft dirt, but the other side of the wagon bumped the
cedar.

Alice stared.

He straightened and nodded as if satisfied.
“Under you go.”

She could only do as he’d asked, her skirts
puddling about her as she sank onto the ground and crawled under
his makeshift roof.

A moment more, and he crawled under with
her, shoving the chalk and slates before him.

“There,” he said, lower lip out, as he
managed to fold his large frame into their shelter. “That should do
it.”

“Mr. Willets,” she said. “You astonish
me.”

The light was fading, from the storm, the
wagon’s cover, and the impending night, but she thought his cheeks
were pinking. “Just practical,” he said. “There won’t be room for
the horses, but they wouldn’t like it much anyway. Horses prefer to
see what’s coming.”

She had learned the value of that as well,
but she had to admit his little nest was cozy. What rain fell from
the cedar pooled in the wagon’s bed, keeping them dry. Well, mostly
dry. She eyed his wet clothing as he settled on the ground next to
her.

“You must take this,” she said, unpeeling
the blanket. “It’s not entirely dry, but it should help. We
wouldn’t want you to take a chill.”

He stretched his long legs as far as their
shelter allowed. “You likely need it more than me.”

“Nonsense. You bore the brunt of the
weather.” When he made no move to take the material from her, Alice
pulled it back. He was probably being gallant, but she’d had more
than one fellow on her way West try trickery to get her closer.
Sit next to me, Miss Dennison. I’ll keep you warm. Still,
she would never forgive herself if he sickened because of his
kindness.

“I insist,” she said, wiggling closer to
him. “We can share it.”

He cast her a glance that seemed equal parts
surprise and suspicion. Goodness! She might think she was
the one attempting a seduction!

“It is only practical, as you said,” she
told him primly.

Reluctance showing in each slow movement, he
accepted a corner and draped it over his back.

“Sorry we can’t light a fire,” he said,
voice nearly as deep as the thunder. “Wouldn’t be safe.”

She could see that. “I think what you did
was inspired. We should be able to stay here until this storm blows
itself out, then continue on our way.”

He shook his head. “It’s not blowing out
before dark. We’re stuck here until morning.”

About to settle beside him, Alice stiffened.
“Morning! We cannot spend the night together.”

Even as she said it, she knew she was
doomed. He was becoming a shadow in the growing darkness. If the
storm ended right now, he would never be able to see the road to
guide the horses, much less get them past that tree that had
fallen. Who knew how many more had blocked the road? They couldn’t
go back to Seattle, not with smallpox threatening. And if they
somehow managed to pick their way along without wagon or horse,
they would be at the mercy of those creatures who prowled the
darkness—lynx, mountain lion, bear, wolf.

“Oh, dear.” She sank back onto
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