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      April 30, 1855

      Independence, Missouri

      

      Amanda Winters had packed all her belongings in two small hand-carved trunks. She’d put the trunks in a wheelbarrow and pushed it to town from the farm, happy they didn’t live farther than the ten miles she’d had to walk with the wheelbarrow.

      As she lifted the trunks into the covered wagon for the third time, she realized they weren’t much to show for twenty-four-years of life. In any case, they certainly didn’t take up a lot of room in the back of the prairie schooner she and her teammate Jeanie Beecher, who was also a mail-order bride, purchased, along with six oxen, two horses, two milk cows and some chickens. The wagon was already set up with the cage for the chickens wired to the outside of the vehicle.

      Amanda walked to the front of the wagon and checked the harnesses on the oxen. She was hoping they would leave today, but word had come down that they would begin the journey at first light tomorrow. She was tired of waiting, having been there in the wagon for two weeks now. She and Jeanie chose to stay in the wagon to save money on a hotel or boarding house room since neither of them had a home in Independence.

      She’d been in Independence for more than a month and had gone directly to the bride agency when she arrived after selling the farm. If she was to have a husband and babies, this was the best way, since she couldn’t stand the thought of being married to any of the men back home. At the agency, she’d met Jeanie who was looking for a teammate for the trip. They’d hit it off and decided to take the trip together.

      They’d purchased a prairie schooner from a family who used the wagon to return from the Oregon Territory, Oregon City in particular. Amanda couldn’t help but wonder why they came back when work was so hard to come by around here. Maybe they were traveling farther east. Regardless she and Jeanie acquired everything for a total of eight hundred dollars.

      Amanda’s fiancé sent her six-hundred dollars for the trip, which wouldn’t have been enough if they hadn’t gotten the fantastic price they did on the equipment and animals they bought. The family was happy to be rid of it, which made Amanda fear there was something wrong with it.

      But Mr. Titus, who she’d hired to help prepare her and Jeanie for the trip, said the wagon was in good shape. Nonetheless, she ordered an extra wheel to be attached to the side of the wagon…just in case. She had no desire to be stranded in the middle of nowhere because of a broken wheel.

      They learned how to cook over an open fire, set up a tent, drive oxen, and ride horses, though having grown up on a farm Amanda already knew most of those tasks. He also insisted that both of them learn to use a rifle, which Amanda already knew how to use, having used one on the farm many times. He also gave them rudimentary lessons with a pistol, which he said they should carry at all times, since they had no men with them.

      As the eldest of ten girls, she knew how to do everything. Her pa had seen to it. He may have wanted a boy, and he practically turned her into one. When on the farm, she wore coveralls and boots, just like he did. She’d brought those work clothes with her, plus an extra pair of boots and a new pair of good shoes. She made sure her knife would fit in the boot. She carried it with her whenever she wore the boots.

      After Ernest abandoned her, even though they’d made plans to marry, she went to the mail-order bride agency and signed up. That was more than a year ago. Her fiancé-to-be, Lewis Baxter, sent six-hundred dollars for the trip and his second letter to her. She was lucky and her portion of the wagon and stock only cost four-hundred, half of what it normally would have cost her. She wondered why he’d sent so little when it would have meant she would have to work and save to make the trip if not for this great bit of luck. She used some of the leftover money for extra shoes and clothes. Two dresses, one for church and one for every day, three black bombazine skirts and three blouses of white, blue and green.

      The sale of the farm had brought very little money. The plot of land they had was small and the house old and in need of much repair. The property only fetched seven-hundred dollars. After paying the accounts at the mercantile, the butcher, the feed store and the undertaker, there were only about five-hundred dollars left. The merchants that granted them credit did so because her father promised to pay them when the harvest came in. They were very happy to get their money sooner, and they had paid their respects at her father’s funeral. The remaining proceeds were split ten ways so each daughter got fifty dollars, not a lot of money, but it would help her get what she needed on the trail.

      “Amanda! Hi!” Jeanie waived from the back of the wagon, her blonde hair escaping the bun at the nape of her neck.

      Amanda turned at the call from her new friend and walked to the back of the wagon.

      Jeanie placed her hands on the tailgate, just barely able to see over the top of it into the wagon. “The wagon’s ready to go. Everything’s packed like Mr. Titus showed us. Eggs stored in the cornmeal and a relatively small amount of bacon in a barrel packed with bran so the fat won’t melt.”

      The bacon would be used first along the trip because of its tendency to get rancid and attract insects. At that point, it needed to be thrown out or smoked to rid the meat of vermin.

      The bran would then be used for baking, if it was not infested and, according to Mr. Titus, it usually wasn’t.

      “You know the more I think about the bacon perhaps becoming infested with vermin, the more I know I won’t be able to eat it if it does. I think we should throw it out if it comes down to that.”

      Jeanie shivered. “I agree. I couldn’t eat it either, although we are taking a small enough amount that I believe we’ll be able to eat it before that happens.”

      Another wagon pulled in behind them.

      “Jeanie!”

      Amanda looked back where the deep baritone voice emanated and saw a man on a wagon much like theirs.

      “Jamie,” called Jeanie and waved her arm for him to come to her.

      He set the brake on the wagon and jumped down. He seemed very tall compared to the oxen he walked beside.

      Jeanie greeted the man with a kiss on the cheek.

      He practically had to bend in half for her to reach his cheek since he was a good foot taller than Jeanie.

      “Jamie Kilbride, I’d like you to meet my teammate, Amanda Winters. She is also a mail-order bride. Jamie is my fiancé but we’ve agreed to take the time of the trip to get to know each other, which is why we haven’t married yet and I’m not traveling in his wagon.”

      She put out her hand. “Pleased to meet you Mr. Kilbride.” The man was a good six inches taller than Amanda, who at five feet ten inches was tall for a woman. He was incredibly handsome with black hair and the most beautiful midnight blue eyes she’d ever seen. What am I thinking? It doesn’t matter how short or tall Jamie Kilbride is, I’m promised to Lewis Baxter. I shouldn’t even be noticing how handsome he is. I’m a terrible person. I will not break my promise to Lewis, regardless of whatever else happens. I won’t treat him like Ernest treated me.

      He grasped her hand and shook it. “And I you, Miss Winters. If all mail-order brides are as lovely as the two of you, the men in the west are very lucky. There are so few women much, less single women out west. Where I’m from, mail-order brides are the only way a majority of men have to find suitable wives. Who are you promised to?”

      Amanda cocked her head to one side. “Lewis Baxter. Why do you ask?”

      His mouth formed a thin, straight line. “I wondered if it was anyone I know and unfortunately, I do.”

      Jeanie crossed her arms over her chest. “It’s Amanda and Jamie, you two. This is much too long a journey for Miss and Mister.”

      Amanda laughed. Jeanie was direct and to the point. She didn’t mince words with anyone. “You’re quite right.” She looked over at Jamie and furrowed her brows. He was not happy she was the mail-order bride for Lewis Baxter. Was it just jealousy? She didn’t think so. He acted like there was something wrong with Lewis.

      The anger on his face was gone and he smiled again. “Are you ladies ready to leave?”

      “As ready as we can be.” Amanda was ready to begin and end the preparations for the trip. She and Jeanie had gone over everything Mr. Titus taught them a dozen times and were as prepared as they would get.

      “We’ve packed and re-packed three times now. I’m so tired of moving barrels I could cry.” Jeanie rolled her shoulders and squeezed the muscle between her shoulder and her neck.

      Jamie frowned. “If you need barrels moved while we’re on the journey, just call me, I’d be glad to move them for you.”

      Jeanie looked at her husband-to-be. “Jamie, why don’t you join us for supper tonight? We’re having bacon and scrambled eggs. Since we have chickens and we don’t want the bacon to spoil, we thought to eat those first.”

      He smiled. “I’d love to. I bought some blackberry jam I could bring.”

      “That would be wonderful on fresh biscuits,” said Amanda. She gazed at Jeanie.

      The woman laughed. “Yes, I’ll make biscuits.”

      “Good. I’ll be back about five-thirty, if that’s acceptable.”

      Amanda checked her pin watch. “It’s three-thirty now, so that should be fine.”

      “See you then,” said Jeanie.

      Jamie walked back past his wagon and toward town.

      Amanda wondered if he really had the jam, or, in his eagerness to please Jeanie, if he was heading into town to buy some now.
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      That night Amanda and Jeanie lay in their bedrolls in the wagon. They’d laid out their blankets on top of flat crates. A chill in the air indicated rain was probable and they didn’t want to get their blankets wet.

      Amanda thought about dinner that night and seeing the extreme politeness between Jeanie and Jamie, she wondered if something was wrong. “So Jeanie, what do you think of your beau? Jamie is a very handsome man.”

      She felt Jeanie’s shrug.

      “He’s handsome and he seems nice, it’s just…just⁠—”

      Amanda leaned up on one elbow and looked where Jeanie lay. The rain started a few minutes ago and a bolt of lightning allowed her to see Jeanie’s face. “Just what?”

      The woman stared at the top of the wagon’s cover. “I just don’t feel a spark between us. I don’t want to marry right away, because of the way I feel and want to take the trip to decide if we really want to marry. I mean he owns a ranch and everything. My life would probably be easier than with someone else but I need to feel that spark.”

      Amanda’s heart hammered in her chest. “Do you mean you might not? But he came all the way here from Oregon City for you.”

      Jeanie roughly adjusted her blankets. “I don’t care how far he came or how rich he might be. I am not marrying someone I don’t feel something for. Maybe that makes me a bad mail-order bride, but I just can’t. I thought I could when I signed up to be a bride, but I just can’t. Besides, I’m attracted to someone else.”

      “Already? We haven’t even left Independence yet.” Amanda whispered. “Who is it?”

      She felt Jeanie relax.

      “His name is Boyd Stevens. He’s one of the outriders for the wagon train. He stopped by the first day here about two weeks ago. He wanted to make sure we were all right and didn’t need help packing the wagon.” Jeanie sighed.

      Her voice had taken on a dreamy, sing-song quality that Amanda knew meant she was smiling.

      “He’s very handsome. He has brown hair and the most amazing copper-colored eyes. He’s not too tall, only a few inches taller than me and that’s perfect.”

      Jeanie can’t be more than about five foot three, so all I have to do is find the shortest of the outriders and I’ll know who Boyd is.

      “I’m happy for you,” said Amanda, meaning it. “Everyone should have that spark. What about Boyd? Does he feel the same way about you?”

      Amanda felt motion in the blankets they shared and guessed Jeanie nodded.

      “He does. He said the feeling was like we’d known each other forever. And I don’t care that he’s not rich. We’ll work together and then everything we get will be that much sweeter.”

      “That’s wonderful. Everyone should feel that way about the one they love.”

      “What about you? I saw the way you and Jamie looked at each other. Unless I’m very mistaken, sparks were flying between you two.”

      “Do you really think so?” She sighed. “It doesn’t matter. I’m promised to another.”

      “But Amanda, this might be your only chance for love.”

      Amanda paused, smelling the clean scent of the rain, remembering watching the rain with her mother, on the porch when Amanda was small. Before she’d started working with her father…before she became the son he wanted. She shook her head clearing it of the memories and bringing her back to the here and now. “It can never be. I don’t wish to discuss it.” She would never break her promise. Her heart had shattered when Ernest broke his promise to Amanda and he ran off with that dancehall girl, Sheila. She would never do that. Never.

      “You’re a stubborn woman.”

      She brought the blankets up to her neck, suddenly chilled and wishing she could be that flexible in her thinking. “I’m only avoiding pain. I cannot go back on my promise to marry Lewis. He’s paying my way to Oregon City.”

      Jeanie snorted. “He barely sent you enough money to get there. If we hadn’t run into that family who wanted to get rid of their wagon and animals right away, neither of us would be taking this trip. I wouldn’t have any choice but to marry Jamie and the love that Boyd and I share wouldn’t be possible and you’d have to work and save to make the trip, maybe next year, but probably two or more years from now.”

      Amanda let go of a deep breath. “You don’t have to remind me. I know how lucky we were and how cheap Lewis was.” She shook her head. “I shouldn’t say that. He may have thought what he sent was enough for the trip. Six-hundred dollars is a goodly sum of money after all.”

      Jeanie grunted. “He’s in Oregon City and has made the crossing. He knows exactly how much funding the trip requires.”

      She lay back and looked at the bit of moonlight coming through the front of the wagon. The clouds were starting to clear and the rain was stopping. Maybe if the rain stopped now, they wouldn’t have to go through mud tomorrow when they started on the trail.

      Amanda didn’t want to think about Lewis, the man she was supposed to marry or Jamie, the man she was attracted to like no other. When he smiled, it was like lightning had struck. Her heart hammered in her chest, her pulse raced and she was suddenly breathless.

      She’d never felt that way before. Never. Most of the time, when she met someone, man or woman, she usually felt nothing. Sometimes there was mild interest to begin with and perhaps friendship when she got to know them better. That’s how it was with Jeanie, who was now her friend. As a matter of fact, in the last month that they’d known each other, she’d become her best friend. Amanda never had female friends or been close to anyone outside the family besides Ernest. Even that relationship her pa had agreed to begrudgingly and only after Ernest assured him, he’d help with the farm work. Otherwise, there was never any time to build friendships.

      Pa saw to that. He didn’t want anyone else taking up my time. Just the farm, him and Mama, in that order. And it worked. He made sure I rarely had time to do much for myself other than reading before bed. Those books became my friends. Then Ernest had come along and won her father over. She’d thought she finally would start living life as a woman should but she’d been betrayed instead.

      “Jeanie, are you asleep?”

      “No. I can’t seem to stop my mind from working.”

      Amanda leaned up on her left elbow and stared down at her friend. “I know. I’m too excited.”

      Jeanie propped herself up so she faced Amanda. “Me, too.”

      “We start our journey tomorrow.”

      “You know the trip will probably be harder than either of us imagine.” Jeanie’s voice wavered a bit.

      Amanda snorted. “It can’t be much harder than what I’m coming from. Like I told you, my ma went to live with Aunt Polly. My sisters are all married even the youngest who is just sixteen. Aunt Polly didn’t want a spinster niece around so here I am.”

      “Most women would be thrilled to have a man as handsome and strong as he is, but I need more. My parents loved each other until the very end and I wouldn’t doubt they are in heaven together, still loving each other.” Jeanie sighed. “Mama told me she felt like lightning hit when she saw Daddy for the first time. She said that feeling never went away. Her pulse still raced and her heart beat quicker every time she saw him. I want that feeling and I decided I’d wait until I felt like that. When I signed up to be a mail-order bride, I thought I could do without that feeling, but I can’t. I never felt it with Jamie, but I have with Boyd and he says he has with me. He wants to get married right away.” She sucked in a breath. “I said yes.”

      Amanda’s heart began to pound. “You did? But what about the journey? You’re supposed to help me.”

      Jeanie reached over and placed a hand on Amanda’s shoulder. “Oh, I will. It is just that Boyd will be joining us for meals, he’ll bring food with him and he and I will sleep in the tent. You’ll have the wagon to yourself.”

      Her shoulders eased and her stomach settled. “I was afraid I’d have to do this alone.”

      Jeanie hugged her. “I would never do that to you. We made a pact, and I’ll keep it. After all, you’re my friend.”

      At ease now, Amanda felt comfortable again. “When are you getting married?”

      “Well, not for a few days. Boyd is too busy with the wagon train at the beginning of the trip. After we get into a daily rhythm, we’ll find the preacher, Mr. Bailey. Boyd told me Mr. Bailey is traveling with his wife and family. Will you stand up with me? Be my maid of honor?”

      “You bet. I’m honored.” I’ve been to all my sister’s weddings and stood up for several of them. I am pleased to do the same for Jeanie.

      “Good. Now if we don’t get some sleep, we’ll be exhausted tomorrow.”

      “I’ve heard that the first day is a tough one as everyone sets out. We’ll probably be too busy to be exhausted. You’ll see.”
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      Amanda remembered the wagon master insisted on waiting until the wagon train had one-hundred wagons before starting. That was one of the reasons she and Jeanie had lived in the wagon for the last two weeks. The other reason was to save money. But the wagon master said regardless of whether he had the one-hundred wagons or not, he would start the journey on May first.

      So on May 1, 1855, the wagons began moving. They did have some mud from the rain the night before but it wasn’t too bad. Amanda drove the wagon and because of the mud Jeanie rode with her instead of walking. But as the day wore on and the road dried, Amanda walked and Jeanie drove the wagon for about three hours then they changed places. They followed that schedule until they stopped for the night.

      As the wagons pulled out, Amanda heard the crack of the whips over the oxen and the cattle mooing. Chickens in the cage squawked and tried to flap their wings within the confines of the cage. Some people brought dogs and the animals barked and ran up and down the train. Fortunately their oxen took it in stride and simply kept walking.

      People yelled and many of them walked next to their wagons. Only the smallest of the children rode in the wagon all the time, but babies were carried by their mothers. She and Jeanie were lucky that both of them could ride for short distances.

      That evening after Amanda and Jeanie set up camp, Amanda dragged herself down to the river, filled a bucket to replenish the water barrel on the side of the wagon and washed the dust from her face and hands.

      She wrung out her washcloth in the cold river and ran it along her heated skin. “Ah.”

      “Feels good, doesn’t it?” asked a deep baritone voice.

      Amanda screamed and her hand flew to her side where her gun should have been. “Jamie Kilbride, don’t sneak up on a girl like that. I might have shot you.”

      “You couldn’t. I followed you down here because I saw that you didn’t take a gun. Outlaws could be about. We’re only about twenty miles from town and they are known to follow wagon trains for easy pickin’s.”

      Amanda closed her eyes. Her heart still beat much too fast but she didn’t know now whether it was because he’d scared her or because he was so close.

      “I see and you’re right. I walked off without a weapon, so thank you.”

      “Now that I’m here, let me carry your bucket. It’s much heavier full than empty.” He flashed a grin.

      A chuckle escaped her. “Thank you kindly, Mr. Kilbride.”

      He frowned and put a hand over his heart. “You wound me, madam. What happened to Jamie?”

      Again she laughed, shaking her head. “Very well, Jamie. Let’s go back before Jeanie thinks outlaws have done me dirty.”

      He spread an arm wide. “After you.”

      She lifted her skirt and slogged up the partially muddy slope to the grass and onward to the wagon train.

      As they crossed in back of the wagon into the camp, Jeanie looked up. She put her hands on her hips. “Where have you been? I was beginning to worry. I’m glad Jamie found you and brought you back safe.”

      “I’m fine.” Amanda rolled her eyes and then hugged Jeanie. “Thank you for caring about me.”

      Jeanie sniffled and hugged her back. “Of course, I care about you. You’re my friend.”

      “See?” Jamie smiled. “I’m not the only one who was concerned about you. In the future, if you’ll let me know when you want to go to the river, I’ll go with you.”

      Amanda shook her head. “I can’t let you do that. It would inconvenience you too much.”

      “Nonsense,” said Jamie. “I have to replenish my water just as you do. We can do it together and keep each other company.”

      “Well,” Amanda sighed. “All right. That would be more pleasurable than doing it alone and fretting about outlaws and renegades.”

      Clapping her hands, Jeanie exclaimed, “Oh, good. I won’t worry as long as Jamie is with you.”

      Jamie turned to Jeanie. “Have you and Boyd set a date yet?”

      With a shake of her head, Amanda was amazed that his voice displayed no anger, even though he’d come all the way from Oregon City to get her.

      With her hand on Jamie’s arm, she smiled wide. “Next week. He wanted me to ask if you’d be his best man.”

      He covered her hand with his. “Tell him I’d be delighted. I honestly couldn’t be happier you two found each other, even if that meant I had to give you up. You see, I have someone else in mind, as well.”

      Jeanie glanced at Amanda and grinned. “I thought you might.”

      Feeling her face getting hot, Amanda changed the subject. “Are you eating with someone tonight, Jamie?”

      He shook his head. “No. I was holding out for a special invitation.”

      Jeanie laughed. “Would you like to join us? Boyd will be here, as well.”

      He smiled and then winked…at Amanda. “I’d love to. What shall I bring to our feast?”

      Amanda snorted. “Feast? I don’t think bacon, eggs and biscuits are exactly a feast.”

      “You’ll think otherwise when we’re all down to beans and biscuits without even a bit of butter to put on them,” said Jamie. “You forget, I’ve made this trip before.”

      Amanda straightened and pointed at their cows grazing nearby. “Ah, but we’ll never be without butter. Mr. Titus told us how to make butter on the trail so we have it fresh every day. You just put the bucket half-full of cream under the wagon. The movement of the wagon churns the cream into butter. We have two milk cows and there should be plenty of cream.”

      Jamie’s eyes widened. “Really? I’ve never heard that before. What a wonderful idea. We should pass that along to all the families with milk cows. If they were willing to share, everyone could have butter on the trail.”

      Amanda looked over at Jeanie and raised her eyebrows in question.

      Jeanie nodded.

      “We’d be willing to share,” said Amanda.

      “That’s very generous of you,” said Jamie.

      Boyd rode up, slid from his horse and tied it to the wagon. Then the short, slender man came over and gave Jeanie a kiss on the cheek.

      She immediately blushed.

      Amanda smiled. She was happy to see them so much in love. She could tell by the sparkle in their eyes when they gazed at one another they had true love for each other. No wonder Jeanie had been willing to give up Jamie. She lowered her eyelids and peeked at him through her lashes.

      Jamie grinned at her and then winked.

      Amanda opened her eyes in surprise and turned away, her cheeks burning. Why was he always watching her? Were his smiles and winks flirting? Ernest had never treated her to this kind of behavior. The more pertinent question was why did she watch him back?

      Jeanie made biscuits. Hers were much better than Amanda’s. As a matter of fact, everything she cooked was better than Amanda’s. They’d gotten into a separation of chores during the two weeks they lived together in the wagon before the wagon train left Missouri.

      Amanda cared for the animals, including milking the cows, feeding all the oxen, cows, horses and chickens and grooming the horses. It was a lot of work and she was happy to do it instead of preparing the meals. She did so hate to cook and she wasn’t good at it having spent the time she would have been learning to cook in the field plowing or planting or harvesting their crops of corn and wheat.

      Jeanie did all, or at least most, of the cooking.

      Today, Amanda helped by getting the bacon started while Jeanie made biscuits. While they baked, Jeanie would prepare the eggs for scrambling.

      Once dinner was eaten and dishes were done, they sat around the campfire.

      Jamie went to his wagon and came back with a guitar. He sat across from Amanda and didn’t take his eyes off her once while he sang.

      'Mid pleasures and palaces

      Though I may roam

      Be it ever so humble

      There's no place like home

      Home! Home!

      Sweet, sweet home!

      There's no place like home

      There's no place like home

      A charm from the sky

      Seems to hallow us there

      Which seek thro' the world

      Is ne'er met with elsewhere

      Home! Home!

      Sweet, sweet home!

      There's no place like home

      There's no place like home

      To thee, I'll return

      Overburdened with care

      The heart's dearest solace

      Will smile on me there

      Home! Home!

      Sweet, sweet home!

      There's no place like home

      There's no place like home

      No more from that cottage

      Again I will roam

      Be it ever so humble

      There's no place like home

      

      She wondered if perhaps he was singing just for her.
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      Jamie watched Amanda. She was so beautiful and funny, laughing at his jests and making her own. He had a hard time taking his eyes off of her. That fiery red hair and deep, emerald green eyes called to him like no one else ever had.

      As soon as he’d seen her, he knew she was the woman for him and was never so glad that Jeanie broke their agreement. He didn’t care, because otherwise he wouldn’t be free to pursue Amanda.

      Unfortunately, she was under contract to another, Lewis Baxter. Jamie knew the man and wasn’t happy with the contract for more reasons than just that Amanda wouldn’t even consider his suit. Baxter had a reputation for abusing women. That was one reason why he had to order a mail-order bride.

      He’d been engaged to a woman by the name of Madeline Cox. The last time Jamie saw her, she was boarding a ship to New York from Portland.

      That would not happen to Amanda. He kept hoping that if he was attentive enough, kind enough, showed her he cared enough that she would accept his suit and tell Lewis Baxter she’d changed her mind and give him back his money. Jamie would pay the money. But Amanda wouldn’t do it. Regardless, Jamie would do whatever he had to in order to prevent Madeline’s fate from happening to Amanda.
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      Two weeks later

      When the wagons stopped for the night, Mr. Bailey and his family came over to Amanda and Jeanie’s wagon.

      “Are you ladies ready for us?” asked Mr. Bailey. “We can get this wedding done and still have dinner at a reasonable hour.”

      Amanda put her arm around Jeanie’s shoulders. “We’d like for you to stay and have supper with us. We don’t have anything fancy, just beans, bacon, eggs and biscuits, but we’d be more than happy to share with you. Wouldn’t we Jeanie?”

      “Oh, my, yes,” said Jeanie. “It’s the least we can do to repay you for marrying Boyd and me. Unless, of course, you’d rather have money. We can do that as well.”

      Mr. Bailey consulted with his wife before answering. “I think the money will do us better. It will be five dollars.”

      “Certainly.” Boyd pulled a five-dollar gold piece from his pocket and gave it to the preacher. “We really appreciate this, sir.”

      “Not a problem. Shall we get started?”

      Boyd held his hand out to Jeanie. “Yes, sir.”

      “All right, Boyd, you and Jeanie stand in front of me. Amanda and Jamie will stand beside you. Take your places please.” Mr. Bailey got them into the places he wanted them to be. “There now. Shall we begin? We are gathered together to join this man and this woman in holy matrimony. Boyd Stevens, do you take Jeanie Beecher to be your lawful wedded wife, to have and to hold, in sickness and in health, for richer or poorer and to keep yourself only unto her, for as long as you both shall live?”

      Boyd gazed at Jeanie. “I do.”

      Mr. Bailey turned to Jeanie. “Jeanie Beecher, do you take Boyd Stevens to be your lawful wedded husband, to have and to hold, in sickness and in health, for richer or poorer, to honor and obey and to keep yourself only unto him, for as long as you both shall live?”

      Jeanie looked up at Boyd. “I do.”

      The preacher took one hand from each of them and held it. “By the power vested in me by the Lord God Almighty and the State of Missouri, I now pronounce you man and wife. Those who God has joined together, let no man put asunder. Congratulations, to both of you.”

      “Thank you, Mr. Bailey,” said Boyd.

      “Yes,” echoed Jeanie. “Thank you, sir.”

      Amanda let the happy tears fall. She always cried at weddings and wondered if she’d cry at her own.
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      June 29, 1855

      Fort Laramie, Nebraska Territory

      

      Jamie and Amanda replenished the supplies, while Jeanie and Boyd tended to both of the wagons. They were lucky. Theirs was the first of several wagon trains to reach the fort, and they were able to purchase all the supplies needed including the feed for the animals.

      In celebration of their good luck, Jeanie prepared beef steak, fried in a skillet over the campfire. At this point, Jamie joined them for all meals and added his food to theirs. Of course, since Jeanie and Boyd were married, Boyd was there for all meals, too.

      With his closeness these past two months, Amanda had come to know Jamie and found they shared much in common. Both were from farm or ranch families and both had worked the fields. She liked Jamie. Too much. She was falling in love with him and she couldn’t…shouldn’t…do so. Promised to another, she only hurt herself by loving him.

      She and Jamie carried their buckets to the river, as had become their custom, but tonight seemed different. The stars seemed brighter. The full moon showed them the way, so a lantern wasn’t needed.

      They stopped by the water’s edge, and she looked out on the ripples that glittered like diamonds in the moonlight.

      “It’s so beautiful.”

      “Yes, very.”

      Jamie’s voice was low and deep. She gazed up at him and found him staring at her.

      “Jamie, I⁠—”

      His lips claimed hers and he pulled her body close.

      He kissed her deeply, thoroughly, completely.

      Amanda let herself return his kiss, her heart beating so fast she was sure he could feel the pounding against his chest. The way Jamie kissed this might as well have been her first. Ernest never kissed her like this.

      She’d wanted to for so long. Wanted to kiss him and feel his arms around her. But she couldn’t do this. She pulled back. “Jamie. We can’t. I’m promised to another.” She lifted her hand and cupped his face. “This is all we can have. One stolen moment. One kiss in the moonlight. No more.”

      “Amanda, we can have a great life, a family, everything each of us wants. Don’t turn your back on that, on us.”

      “I can’t. I made a promise.” She turned and ran back to the wagon as tears coursed down her cheeks.

      Jeanie was there by the campfire with Boyd and looked at her with a smile that turned into a frown. “Amanda, what?”

      Amanda shook her head and climbed into the wagon. She stuffed her fist into her mouth, so she didn’t make any sound, and let the tears fall. She cried until she had no tears left.

      But, with at least two more months to go until they reached Oregon City, she couldn’t avoid Jamie and, admittedly, didn’t want to. She sat up, dried her tears and wondered if she should grab whatever happiness she could before she married and had to let him go…forever.
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      After much soul-searching, despite what her heart wanted, and her tearful vow to herself, she knew she needed to stay away from Jamie.

      He apparently came to the same conclusion since he didn’t come for meals but ate alone at his wagon. He didn’t walk with her to the river to fill the water barrel, though sometimes they would pass on the way to or from.

      “Jamie.” She nodded once.

      “Amanda.” He nodded back. “You’re not wearing your gun. I’ll accompany you.”

      “You don’t have to. I’m sure I’m safe enough.”

      He furrowed his brows and his mouth turned down. “I don’t like the idea of you being without protection, so humor me.”

      “As you wish.” Deep in her heart, she was thrilled. Any time she could spend with him was time her heart ferreted away to bring out on a lonely night.

      “What I wish has nothing to do with it.”

      Amanda heard the hurt…and anger, though he’s the one who overstepped his bounds. She was upfront and honest with him. Nevertheless, she hurt and as her eyes filled with tears she refused to let fall, she lowered her head.

      “Perhaps it would be better if Indians did get me. Then my heart wouldn’t be ripped apart.”

      He stopped, pulling her arm until she stopped, too. “Why, then? Baxter is not the type of man you want to marry. Please believe me, Amanda, he’s mean and cruel, and cheap on top of that. Why would you marry him? I would never lie to you, you have to know by now that I’m an honest person.”

      She gave a bark of laughter. “I know he’s cheap, but I don’t know about the other things. They don’t sound like the man who wrote such a nice letter to me.” What if he is telling the truth? Am I risking being abused by this man because of a promise I made?

      “See. If I’m telling you the truth about one, why would I lie about the others? If it’s even a possibility that you know I’m telling the truth, why would you insist on marrying him? If it’s the money, I’ll pay him what he sent you.”

      “Oh, Jamie, the reason is not entirely the money. I gave my promise…my word. My word is all I have, all I can give, except my purity. Both I must have. Both are my only worth.”

      He took her hands. “Why do you think so little of yourself? Your worth is immeasurable. It’s your kindness, your laugh, the way you love your friends and they love you back. It’s your smile and…” He grinned. “Your horrible cooking. It’s everything about you. You’re worth so much more than gold to me.”

      “Oh, Jamie. I…I…can’t.” She reached up and cupped his jaw. “You’re a very good man. Kind and generous.” She lowered her chin and turned her mouth up in a small smile. “And handsome to a fault. But I must honor my promise.”

      He turned his head and kissed her palm. “I don’t like it, but I do understand. You wouldn’t be who you are if you gave any other answer.” He pulled her into his arms. “May I kiss you? One last time?”

      She hesitated and then nodded.

      One last time. I want to make a memory to last me for the rest of my days. A memory of the love I could have had if I was a different person.

      He lowered his lips to hers and took her reverently. Then he pulled her closer.

      She wrapped her arms around his neck and kissed him for all she was worth. Kissed him knowing she loved him and couldn’t have him because of her promise. She kissed him while her heart broke into pieces.

      Finally, she pulled back. “I must get the water and return. Jeanie will wonder what has happened to me.”

      “Let me help you.” He took her bucket and waded out into the river a ways so as not to scoop mud in with the water.

      “Your boots are wet.”

      “They’ll dry.”

      “Thank you.”

      “I’ll always help you, Amanda. I can’t seem to prevent myself.”

      She nodded and began the trek back to the wagon and  walked up over the embankment.

      Jeanie ran to her.

      “You were gone for so long. I was sure outlaws had gotten you. Ah, but I see Jamie was with you. I wish I’d known. I wouldn’t have worried about outlaws.”

      Amanda felt her cheeks burn, knowing she and Jamie had kissed. “You needn’t worry about me so much, my friend. It’s not good for you in your condition.”

      Jamie’s head popped up. “Condition?”

      Boyd came up behind Jeanie and put his arms around her waist. “Jeanie is in the family way.”

      Jamie strode over and clapped Boyd on the back. “Congratulations. I’m so happy for the both of you.”

      Jeanie rested her arms on Boyd’s and looked up with a smile and the moon in her eyes. “We’re thrilled and can’t wait for this trip to be over.”

      Jamie nodded. “Only two to three more months. Independence Rock is the halfway point and we should reach that tomorrow. It’s said that if you get there by July Fourth, you’re right on time. Otherwise, the dangers that lie ahead are even more so. The journey gets a little rough after that with river crossings and the Blue Mountains and then the Cascades.”

      “They sound frightening.” Amanda poured the water into the barrel on the side of the wagon and then hung the bucket next to it.

      “Don’t worry,” said Jamie. “With Boyd’s help, I’ll make sure we all make it across safely.”

      Boyd’s gaze went from Jamie to Jeanie. “I’ll be here when it’s our time. I have to help some of the other wagons, too.”

      Jeanie turned in his arms. “You have to do your job. I know that. We’ll be fine.”

      “I said I’ll be here for you.” Boyd took her lips with his. “And I will. I won’t let anything happen to my family.”

      Jamie looked away but not before gazing at Amanda.

      She recognized the hunger in his eyes because she was sure it matched her own. Sometimes, she wished something would happen that would force her hand, like getting caught kissing.

      But she didn’t have any such luck.
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      The time passed quickly. By the time they reached the river crossing at The Dalles, Amanda had worn holes in the soles of her boots and had to toss those and start wearing the extra pair she’d bought. The hems on her dress and her skirts were all ragged from walking in the prairie grass. The only garment that was still in perfect condition was her Sunday dress and only because she hadn’t worn it.

      Though she’d already had calluses covering the palms of her hands from her farm work, she now had calluses on top of calluses, from handling the reins, the whip, and hauling water.

      The crossing at The Dalles took longer than the wagon master wanted. The rafts he’d been expecting to find were torn up, obviously having been caught in a flood or two, and unusable. The men had to build new rafts and ferry the wagons across without their wheels, for safety, and then put the wheels back on. It was back-breaking work taking hours per wagon to remove and then replace the wheels. The crossing took more than two weeks for all ninety-six of the remaining wagons.

      They ferried two wagons at a time. After the wagons and people were across they brought the animals who wouldn’t go on the rafts, and so they swam. Two families lost a cow each but none of the oxen or the horses were swept away.

      That night Amanda and Jamie went down to the river together, as was their renewed habit.

      When they reached the edge of the water this time, he had her sit on a large rock. He took her left hand in his and made small circles on her palm with his thumb. Then he dropped to one knee in front of her and looked up.

      His eyes sparkled in the moonlight.

      She knew what was coming and dreaded having to say no.

      “Marry me, Amanda.”

      She pulled back her hand and jumped up. “I can’t marry you and you know that. I’m promised to Lewis Baxter.”

      He stood. “Please, I know Baxter and he’s not a good man and I don’t mean just for the things I’ve already told you. I saw the condition his last fiancée was in before she finally left him and boarded a ship to New York. She had two black eyes and told me she had cracked ribs as well as bruises on her arms.”

      Amanda, her eyebrows flying to her hairline, widened her eyes and gasped, while her stomach churned. “You can’t be right. The man I’ve been corresponding with sounds kind.”

      “He’s as far from kind as you can get. Please, Amanda, marry me. I’ll treat you right.” He reached for her. “I will never hit you no matter how angry I might get. I know we’ll have arguments. All married people do, but we won’t have many. I know you care for me and I care for you, more than I ever have anyone. Please. Please, Amanda, marry me.”

      With her heart racing and her pulse pounding, she stepped back, pressed her lips together and closed her eyes. What if he was right and Lewis was an abuser? She wouldn’t stay with him. Amanda had watched her father abuse her mother. She had felt his fist, as well, when she hadn’t worked hard enough, as far as he was concerned.

      She didn’t doubt Jamie’s word. He wouldn’t lie to her. Could she live with Lewis Baxter and not make him angry? Now that she was out from under her father’s thumb, she was fairly outspoken. But what if Lewis didn’t need to be angry to hurt her?

      Amanda had no choice. Her heart sunk and she couldn’t stop the involuntary shiver that ran down her back. She had to marry Baxter and hope she could keep him from hitting her. She would not put up with him hitting her or using his fists on her. She’d had to put up with that from her father, she wouldn’t do it with her husband.
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      November 10, 1855

      

      Traveling along the Willamette River, Amanda saw Oregon City in the distance. The river appeared to bisect it and the western edge of the city was solid pine trees, so dense a person could lose themselves in the forest very easily. The air was filled with the scent of the pines and the moisture from the river.

      As they approached Oregon City, Amanda felt the undercurrent of excitement in the air. Everyone on the wagon train was happy to be at the end of the long journey. They poured into town to find a bathhouse, homes and land to buy, fresh food to purchase. All the things they’d had to do without for weeks, as most of the families, Amanda and her friends included, were down to beans and sometimes biscuits to go with them.

      Amanda would kill for a real meal. Steak or chicken with mashed potatoes and gravy, and a fresh green salad. But before she could seek a café, she needed a bath and clean clothes in before meeting her fiancé.

      Jamie had offered to take her to Baxter, but she declined. She needed to judge his mettle when it was just the two of them, not when he was putting on airs for someone else.

      Jeanie and Boyd went directly to the bank to check on property to buy.

      Jamie went with them to talk to the manager who was his friend. He turned to Amanda. “Will you be here when I get back from the bank with Jeanie and Boyd?”

      She nodded, knowing she had to see Lewis on her own. “I have to get a bath and I don’t want to wait all morning, so I’m leaving now.”

      “All right.” He took her by the shoulders. “Come back here after your bath.”

      “Fine.” I’m not letting you tell me what to do. You’re wrong about Lewis. He may be cheap, I’ll give you that, but the man I have the letter from sounded kind. I have to believe he is.

      The bathhouse was busy, but Amanda went there first thing, and her wait wasn’t that long. She slipped into the hot water and washed her hair before letting the liquid relax all her over-tired muscles.

      She couldn’t soak too long. The baths were timed. She had fifteen minutes to wash her body and hair before the owner would bang on the door to get her out of the tub so he could change the water for the next person.

      With her good shoes, clean clothes, body and hair, she felt like a new woman. It was time to go find her fiancé. She would have asked Jamie, but she knew Lewis had a business, a blacksmith shop, and figured the best place to find him was near the stables.

      She walked into the mercantile. The store had everything under one roof whereas in Missouri there were different stores for everything, such as clothing stores, hardware stores, grocery stores. She went to the counter where an older man stood. He wore a white apron that covered him from chest to knees. His hair was brown and graying.

      “Excuse me, sir.”

      He smiled wide. “Yes, miss. What can I do for you?”

      “Can you tell me where the blacksmith shop is?”

      The man narrowed his eyes and frowned. “Are you sure you want to go there alone, young woman?”

      Amanda smiled. “Oh, yes, sir. You see I’m a mail-order bride, and Lewis Baxter is my fiancé.”

      The man’s frown deepened. “His shop is next to the livery. I wish you well. Go with God.”

      Her smile faltered a bit. Was Jamie right about Lewis?
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      It was about four o’clock in the afternoon and she was afraid she might miss Lewis so she hurried, following the directions the man at the mercantile gave her, she easily found the blacksmith. A man only a few inches taller than her stood at a forge working with tools and metal to form a horseshoe.

      “Mr. Baxter?”

      He turned.

      Stepping back, she gasped. The man was filthy, but that wasn’t what made her gasp. He was handsome beneath the dirt, but something in his eyes frightened her. Something predatory.

      Lewis narrowed his eyes and frowned. “What do you want?”

      “I’m Amanda Winters, your mail-order bride.”

      He set down the shoe. “Forgive my appearance. I’ll clean up before we get married today.”

      She clasped her hands in front of her to keep them from shaking. The man frightened her but regardless, she would not marry him before she knew him a bit. Their last correspondence was before she left on the wagon train. “Today? Oh, no, sir. We need to get to know each other a bit more before we marry.”

      He stalked over to Amanda. “I paid your way here. I own you. We’ll marry when I say so.”

      “You don’t own me.” She backed up a step. “You sent barely enough money to make the trip. If my wagon mate and I hadn’t gotten a used wagon with all the animals included, I wouldn’t have been able to make the trip at all.”

      He sneered, with narrowed eyes he looked like the weasels she’d shot back home. “Be that as it may. You’re here and it’s due to my money. You’re mine to do with as I please.”

      Though he frightened her, she stood her ground. “I’m not. I believe this is a mistake. I won’t be bullied by anyone especially my husband.” She suddenly feared for her safety and tried to see a weapon without taking her eyes off of him.

      He backhanded her.

      The blow was so fast, she didn’t see it coming and staggered backward.

      The second time, he used his fist.

      She hit the ground, screaming.

      Lewis stood watching her. “Shut your mouth, no one will help you. You’ll do as I say.”

      Amanda reached up and wiped her mouth, tasting a coppery tang. Blood smeared on her hand where she’d touched her face.

      Then Lewis was over her. He grabbed her by her blouse and dragged her to one of the stalls.

      “You won’t marry me? Then I’ll show you what you’ll be missing.”

      She screamed again, but no one came. In the stall he assaulted her, leaving her broken and bleeding.

      Curled into a ball, she cursed herself. Why hadn’t she heeded Jamie’s warning? Why had she been so stubborn? Now, no man would want her, not even Jamie.

      Once Lewis left, but he might be back. Even so, Amanda cried until she got strength enough to stand. She would get revenge on Lewis Baxter for what he’d done to her. What he’d stolen from her.

      She stood. Her ribs hurt badly. Knowing Jeanie was gone with Boyd and not wanting Jamie to see her like this, she decided to seek a doctor and remembered passing the doctor’s office on her way here. Bent over and wobbling badly, she walked to the doctor’s office. She passed a couple of people, but they acted like she was invisible. What kind of town was this that they would practically shun a woman in need? She didn’t care. Right now she kept heading to the doctor, putting one foot in front of the other and keeping her head down.

      It was past the doctor’s office hours, but she hoped he also lived here and pounded as hard as she could.

      “Hold your horses. I’m coming.” The man’s voice sounded cranky and she hoped he would still treat her.

      Amanda stood as straight as she could. She remembered from the sign that his name was Wade. “Doctor Wade? I need your help.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 4

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      “Good grief, young woman. Please, come in.” An older man of average height, slender and wearing spectacles, was rolling down his sleeves. He opened the door wider so she could enter. “Only one man in this town would do this to a woman. Lewis Baxter. Let me get you cleaned up.”

      He placed a hand on her arm.

      She jumped and stepped back.

      Pointing her down the hall to the last room on the left, he followed her.

      Amanda walked with one hand on the wall, as her legs were still wobbly. In the middle of the room, stood a narrow bed. Along one wall was a counter with cupboards above and drawers below. A pitcher and basin sat on the counter.

      “Thank you and you’re right, it was Lewis. He didn’t like that I didn’t want to marry right away and made sure no man would ever want me now.” Her tears fell again but she couldn’t stop them.

      The doctor let her cry while he prepared the water, pouring in something yellow from one of the bottles he took out of the cupboard. He didn’t shush her or tell her everything would be all right.

      It wouldn’t and he knew it.

      He cleaned away the blood and grime and then examined her thoroughly, head to toe.

      “I think you might have a couple of cracked ribs. Let’s get those wrapped first. The bandage should help with the pain.” He got long strips of cotton and wrapped her chest. “I’ll have to stitch up the cuts on your face, but I can’t do anything about the black eyes or the damage below your waist. That injury will have to heal on its own. Do you want to go to the marshal? He has wanted to arrest Lewis Baxter for years but hasn’t had any witnesses.”

      She sat up on the bed, though it was painful to sit. Her legs hung over the side and trying to pull the top of her ripped dress together to cover herself. Her ribs hurt her more than anything. Each breath was marked with pain. “Won’t it just be my word against his? I understand his last fiancée left Oregon Territory altogether rather than be anywhere near him.”

      “She did. He didn’t hurt her like he did you though. I will testify as to what I found in the way of injuries, but you’ll have to bear witness against him. Facing him in court won’t be easy and I’ll tell you that, right now he’ll do his best to discredit you and paint you as a whore.” He took a bottle of witch hazel and moistened the corner of a washcloth. “Forgive my language, but I’m only being honest.” He held the cloth up. “This will hurt, but I must get the cuts clean before I stitch them closed.”

      “Go ahead.” Amanda closed her eyes and nodded. “I’ll talk to the marshal and I’ll testify against Lewis because if there is even a small chance to stop him, I have to try. He can’t be allowed to do this to another woman. Maybe, if others hear that I’m telling my story in court, they will come forward with theirs.”

      The doctor cleaned the three cuts on her face. Two were on her left cheek and the third above her eye. She counted herself lucky she could still see out of the eye.

      “Perhaps. For now though, let me get you stitched up and then I suggest you go lie down.” He stitched closed three cuts on her face.

      Amanda did her best not to flinch and not to cry, but getting stitches hurt. She gave in to the pain and let the tears flow.

      When he was done, the doctor got a small bottle from one of the cupboards above the counter. “This is laudanum. I want you to take one-half teaspoon as soon as you get back to your lodgings. Where are you staying?”

      “In my wagon, with others, to the east of town.”

      “I’ll find you. I want to check on you tomorrow and see how you are.”

      “As soon as I make it back to the wagon train, I don’t plan on leaving again for quite some time. I have friends there who will help me as long as they can.”

      “After I’m done here, I’ll get my buggy and escort you back to the wagon train. Walking will take you entirely too long and I want you abed as soon as possible.”

      She sighed. “Thank you, doctor. I appreciate it very much. What do I owe you?”

      “Two dollars but don’t worry about that for now.”

      She reached into her reticule, amazed that she still had it. “Please, take it.” She handed him two one-dollar gold pieces. “It’s part of what is left of the money Lewis sent me. If he thinks he’s getting any of it back, he’s crazy.”

      Doc chuckled but took the money. “Good. I hope you have a lot left.”

      “Not a lot. Less than one-hundred dollars, but it will have to hold me until I can find a job. If I can find a job.”

      Doc’s face fell. “That may be difficult. A lot of people will believe his version of things and will be reluctant to hire you because of that taint. Some will be afraid of retribution. The woman who owns the café here knows firsthand what kind of man he is. She’ll give you a job. Her name is Ethel Bergman. A nicer woman you couldn’t meet.”

      “When I’m feeling better, I’ll look her up.”

      “Yes, of course. I want you to keep the stitches in at least ten days. They will start to itch before that which means the wounds are healing. After I take out the stitches, you can go talk to Ethel.”

      “Thanks so much, Doc. I don’t know what I’d have done if you didn’t treat me.”

      “Of everyone here in Oregon City, the only person I won’t treat is Lewis Baxter. I’ve cleaned up enough of his messes. Now, let me get that buggy. I’ll be a few minutes.”

      About five minutes later, she watched as Doc pulled up in his buggy.

      She walked, bent over, her legs still weak and she tried not to breathe so her ribs wouldn’t hurt.

      Doc set the brake and came around to help her the rest of the way down the path and then into the buggy.

      The ride in the conveyance took about ten minutes out to where the wagon train was parked. Every bump and jostle sent shooting pains up into her core and into her chest as her ribs moved despite the wrapping.

      “I’m the middle wagon on this side of the circle.” She pointed to her wagon.

      He stopped, set the brake and came around to help her down.

      She wrapped her arms around her middle and walked as upright as possible, but was still hunched over a bit.

      “Amanda?” Jeanie approached slowly until she saw her, and then she ran. “What the hell happened?”

      Amanda flinched never having heard Jeanie swear before.

      “Lewis Baxter,” said Doc. “He’s done this before but no one has pressed charges. So he hasn’t been stopped.”

      Jeanie grabbed one of the nearby chairs she’d unpacked from the wagon. “Here, honey, come sit. I’ll make you some tea.”

      “Tea? I’ve never had tea.”

      “It’s the best thing for you right now. Boyd got some at the mercantile when he went for supplies. Tea and sugar and honey are some of the things he brought back. Now just sit there.”

      “Will you be taking care of her, Miss…?”

      “Mrs. Stevens. Jeanie Stevens.” She held out her hand. “And yes. I’ll be looking after her.”

      Doc shook her hand. “Doctor Daniel Wade.” He pulled the small bottle from his coat pocket and handed it to Jeanie. “This is laudanum. I want her to have one-half teaspoon every four hours. I don’t normally prescribe that much, but she’s liable to be in a lot of pain. She’s got a couple of cracked ribs in addition to the injuries you see.”

      Jeanie winced upon hearing the extent of Amanda’s injuries. “I’ll see to it, Doctor Wade.”

      “Just call me, Doc. Everyone does.”

      “Thanks for bringing her home, Doc.”

      Doc shrugged. “It was the least I could do. That young woman has been through enough. She didn’t need to walk all the way back here and perhaps run into Baxter again. He’d have finished the job he started. Based on the injuries she had, I doubt very seriously he expected her to survive his assault today, but just in case, I didn’t want to take the chance she might see him.” Doc stepped to Amanda’s side and placed a hand on her shoulder.

      She didn’t jump this time knowing she was safe. Amanda heard a rustle in the grass followed by heavy boot steps behind her.

      “Doc. Good to see you.” Jamie came forward to shake the older man’s hand. “What brings you out here? Someone sick?”

      “Jamie Kilbride. Good to see you, boy. Did you get your bride? Where is she?”

      Jamie laughed. “My bride married another. Jeanie Stevens was my bride. Jeanie, you’ve obviously met my friend, Doc Wade.”

      “Yes, we’ve met,” said Jeanie quietly.

      He stood beside Amanda and placed a hand on her shoulder.

      Amanda jumped at the unexpected contact.

      Jamie squeezed her shoulder. “Oh, well, good. And, of course, you met my friend, Amanda Winters.”

      Doc glanced down at his feet. “Yes.”

      Jeanie looked away.

      The silence around Amanda was deafening. Her head hung down and she hoped her hair would hide her injuries from Jamie.

      “Amanda?” He came around and squatted in front of her. “Amanda, honey, look at me.”

      Slowly, her stomach clenched as she waited for his reaction, she lifted her head and stared into the face of the man she loved, the one she could never have now. She was tainted, spoiled and wouldn’t let her foulness affect him, too.

      Jamie reached out a shaking hand and tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. “I’ll kill him.”

      The vow was spoken so softly she almost didn’t hear it.

      He stood, went to his wagon and came back with his guns on.

      Amanda reached out, tears filling her eyes. “Jamie. You can’t. You’ll go to prison. I can’t be responsible for that, too. Please.”

      “She’s right, son,” said Doc stepping in front of Jamie. “Listen to her.”

      Jamie, the man she loved, stopped, his whole body shaking.

      She knew he fought to keep his anger under control. “Jamie. Please. I couldn’t stand it if something happened to you, too, because of me. Because I was too proud to heed your warning. I’m sorry. Please, forgive me.”

      All the fight went out of his body and he dropped to his knees before her. “You have nothing to be sorry for. Baxter is the one who will be sorry. I won’t kill him, I promise, but I’ll make him regret he ever hurt you.”

      “Won’t the marshal still arrest you?” She was happy he wanted to avenge her, despite her being tainted now.

      “The incident will be Baxter’s word against mine. Why would the marshal arrest me? Besides, no one would be happier to have something happen to Lewis Baxter than Robert McCauley.”

      Jeanie brought over Amanda’s tea. “One teaspoon of honey, just like you like it.”

      Amanda took the cup. “Thank you, Jeanie.” Then she furrowed her brows. “Do you think
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