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June 1866

Inside the one-room schoolhouse in Clover Creek, Poppy leaned over a small desk. Her fingers were stained with ink as she corrected a young boy’s arithmetic, her dedication to education evident in every carefully chosen word of encouragement.

“Remember now, Timothy,” she said softly, “you have to be careful where you place your numbers. If you carry the one in the wrong place, you’ll never get the right answer.”

As her students packed their slates and readers, Poppy’s gaze lingered out the window. She harbored dreams as vast as the Oregon Trail itself, dreams where every child in her care would carry the light of knowledge across the untamed land.

Meanwhile, a lone figure approached the burgeoning town of Clover Creek. Jacob Alexander rode a sturdy chestnut horse, its hooves kicking up clouds of dust along the dirt road. His dark hair was swept back from a face that bore the marks of hardship, and his eyes, a deep brown, surveyed the town with apprehension.

Jacob had journeyed far to reach this place, carrying with him the heavy burden of loss. The ghosts of his brother and the war they fought together clung to him. But Clover Creek promised a whole new beginning. Here, he would start a new life and build a dairy farm that would support him and his future family.

Dismounting in front of the town’s general store, he took a deep breath, glad no one here knew him or his past. He didn’t need people trying to comfort him about the loss of his twin brother. He needed to begin again, not forgetting, but not dwelling on the past either. Clover Creek, filled with mountains and beautiful Bear Lake was right where he needed to be. He was certain of it.

The woman behind the counter in the store held a baby on one hip as she helped another customer with her purchases. Then her eyes landed on Jacob. “Hello. I don’t think we’ve met yet. I’m Penelope Jensen.”

Jacob nodded. “Jacob Alexander. I have claimed some land near town. I’m starting a dairy farm.”

The storekeeper gave an approving nod. “We could use more dairy farms around here. It’s good land and even better people.” She smiled. “Welcome to Clover Creek.”

Jacob nodded. “It’s good to finally be here. I ended up wintering in Oregon City, and I just kept thinking about all the time I was wasting.”

“Welcome to Clover Creek, Mr. Alexander,” Mrs. Jensen said with a genuine smile. “I hope you’ll find what you’re looking for here.”

Jacob hoped the woman was right. The idea of a new beginning made him feel happier than he had in a long time. 
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POPPY SMITH’S FINGERS danced across the ivory keys of an old organ, coaxing out a hymn that filled the space with tranquility that seemed almost tangible. The notes rose and fell, a delicate echo of the peaceful Sunday morning, as the congregation followed her lead in song.

Poppy’s red hair was pinned back neatly, but a few rebellious curls had escaped. Her eyes closed gently with each chord she played, her face the very picture of serene devotion. As the last note lingered in the air, there was a stillness that settled over the room.

The service concluded with Pastor Jed Scott offering a benediction, his voice warm and comforting. As the congregation began to disperse, exchanging quiet words and nods, the pastor made his way to where Jacob Alexander stood somewhat apart from the others.

“Jacob,” Jed greeted him, his hand extended in welcome. “I trust this morning finds you well?”

“Yes, it does, Pastor,” Jacob replied, his handshake firm. 

“Come, let me introduce you to someone,” Jed said, guiding Jacob toward the piano where Poppy was gathering her sheet music. “Miss Poppy Smith, our local schoolteacher and very talented musician meet Mr. Jacob Alexander, new to our community and planning to start a dairy farm.”

Poppy looked up, her green eyes meeting Jacob’s dark gaze, a spark of curiosity igniting as their hands met in a brief but firm handshake. 

“Mr. Alexander,” she said. “Welcome to Clover Creek. I hope you find this town the answer to all your dreams, as I do.”

“Thank you, Miss Smith,” Jacob responded. “I’ve claimed a little piece of land just outside of town. There’s a furniture builder not far from me.”

Poppy grinned. “That furniture builder is my brother-in-law. I live with him and my older sister and their children.”

“Perhaps you’d like to join us for our noon meal?” Jed interjected, sensing the potential for a deeper connection. “Hannah and I are always happy to get to know new people coming to settle here.” 

Jacob hesitated. He wasn’t used to being welcomed warmly. “I’d be honored,” he finally said.

“Excellent!” Jed clapped his hands together. “It’s settled then.”

As the two men walked away, Poppy found herself watching Jacob, a sense of anticipation stirring within her. There was a story behind those eyes. She loved to meet new people and hear their stories. Sometimes, she even wrote them down to amuse herself.
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WHEN POPPY RETURNED to her sister Sarah’s home, she helped get the little ones fed. After more than ten years of marriage, Sarah had five children, and Poppy did all she could to help her sister.

“Elmer invited our new neighbor for supper tonight,” Sarah told her. “He seems like a very nice man.” Sarah was well aware that her sister was interested in getting married and starting a family of her own. 

“Oh, I met him after the service today. Pastor Jed introduced him. His eyes seem to be aching to tell a story. I can’t wait to hear it.” She wondered if all the prayers she’d been saying daily since finishing school were leading her to Jacob Alexander. She prayed for a husband and family every day.

Sarah smiled. “I’ll find some way to leave the two of you alone at least for a little bit. Then you can get to know each other and decide what you think of him.”

Poppy’s whole face lit up at the idea. “I would love that if you don’t mind.”

Sarah shook her head. “With all the help you’ve given me with my children over the years, I could never pay you back for what you’ve done.”

“You raised me. You could have easily sent the three of us to live with another family, but you never considered the option. I will never stop being grateful to you.”

Sarah shook her head. “I couldn’t very well leave my brothers and sister.”

Poppy smiled. She could never get Sarah to understand what a wonderful thing she’d done without making her sister uncomfortable. “Is it okay if I work in the garden for a bit? I want to sink my hands in the dirt.”

Sarah laughed. “You think you need my permission to help me garden?”

Poppy smiled at that before going to her room to change into some old clothes. She’d be sure to change again before Mr. Alexander arrived for supper.

An hour later, she was kneeling in the dirt, carefully pulling weeds from the garden. She could feel a smudge of dirt across her face, and she knew she looked a fright. 

When it was time to help Sarah with supper, Poppy stood and brushed as much dirt off her dress as she could. She would change right away, of course, but she didn’t want to get dirt all over Sarah’s clean home.

“Miss Smith?” The voice was deep, slightly roughened. Jacob Alexander stood there, watching her brush the dirt from her dress. “Is this how the schoolteacher spends her Sunday afternoons?”

“Mr. Alexander,” Poppy replied, her voice steady despite the fluttering in her chest. Her gaze met his, and for an instant, she felt like she would never be able to catch her breath. She wished she knew the secrets hidden in the deep pools of his brown eyes, but she wasn’t certain he would ever let her close enough to know anything.

“Jacob, please,” he said, closing the distance between them with a few measured steps. “I hope I’m not late.”

“Of course not.” She smiled. “I was just about to go inside and help Sarah with supper. My brother-in-law is in his furniture shop. Would you like me to take you there?”

“Yes, I’d like to see his work.” They walked side by side to the building beside their home, their arms barely grazing. Each brush was like a spark that spread through Poppy’s body. “Have you always been a teacher, Miss Smith?” Jacob asked.

“Poppy, please,” she corrected gently. “And yes, I’ve been teaching since I turned sixteen four years ago. We had a lot of teachers in and out before that. I love watching young faces light up when they learn something new.”

“Admirable,” he murmured, his gaze lingering on her. 

“Elmer, you remember Jacob Alexander.”

Elmer looked up from a rocking chair he was sanding. “Good to see you again, Jacob.” 

“I’ll leave the two of you. I need to help Sarah with supper.” Poppy left, immediately going to talk to Sarah. “I’m covered in dirt, and he’s here. I’m going to change into something cleaner, and then I’ll help with supper.”

Sarah smiled. “You look beautiful as always.”

“Don’t flatter me. I know the sheer amount of dirt I’m wearing.”

“You may want to wash your face while you’re changing. There’s dirt smeared.” Sarah pointed to her chin, and then her forehead. “Well, really, it’s all over.”

Poppy closed her eyes for a moment. “And this is the first eligible man I’ve found to be attractive. Of course, I’m covered in dirt.” She hurried from the room and cleaned up, coming back in one of the dresses she wore to teach.  Wasn’t it just her luck to meet a kind man when she was wearing more dirt than the Oregon Trail?

Sarah had decided on chicken and dumplings for supper. Many of the townsfolk needed furniture, but it was easier for them to pay with chickens or hogs. Sarah based many of their meals on the currency Elmer was paid in.

“Who gave us the chickens?” Poppy asked, knowing that’s why they were having this particular meal.”

“Pastor Jed and Hannah,” Sarah said. “They received the chickens as a tithe, and Hannah needed another bed. Her children are growing up so quickly.”

Poppy smiled. “It’s hard to believe I teach them.” Poppy rolled out the dough for the dumplings while her sister put the chicken into the pot and added water and spices. Together, they’d made many meals, and they had a rhythm down.

“Jack and Grace will be here for supper tonight as well as Charles.”

“Oh, good. We’ll have a full house. It’s a good thing Elmer made such a long table.” 

After cutting the dough for the dumplings, Poppy put them in a bowl and worked on cleaning up the table. It was covered with flour from their cooking endeavors.

When it was finally time for the meal, Poppy went to tell Elmer and Jacob. “It’s time to eat.” She wasn’t at all surprised to see Jacob helping sand the chair Elmer was making.

Both men got to their feet. “What are we having?” Elmer asked.

“Chicken and dumplings.”

Elmer looked at Jacob. “I’m sorry, but there’s not going to be enough food for you.”

Jacob smiled, shaking his head. “Not even one bite?”

“Not by the time I’m done,” Elmer said, leading the way into the house.

Jacob enjoyed watching Poppy walk to the house
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