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Chapter One

Seattle, Washington Territory

September 1876

It sure took a lot
of work to be a lady.

Katie Jo McAllister glanced around at the
busy Seattle street. Plenty of menfolk were going about their
business, dressed like her in loose wool trousers and a collarless
flannel shirt. But every one of them stopped to doff their hats and
smile as the few ladies walked past, skirts swishing and swaying
like aspens in the breeze.

She lifted a hand to the slouch hat mostly
covering her hair. The other ladies’ hair was curled around their
foreheads and piled up to tumble down behind them in heavy braids
and waves. That swung too as they walked. And every feller watched
them go.

None of them watched her. Most of them
probably didn’t even notice she was female. But if prim and fussy
dresses dripping with bric-a-brac and hair hanging every which way
would get Uncle Cole to see her as a lady, and allow her and Zeke
to move on with their lives, she was ready to give any amount of
work a try.

“Here we are,” Beth McCormick sang out. Now,
she knew how to dress like a lady. Her gown was a pretty
shade of pink, with flowers embroidered all over it, and it had
extra skirts front and back draped in a darker pink, with gathers
all along the hem. Under a hat trimmed in ribbon and flowers, her
hair was the color of the gold Uncle Cole wished he could get the
stream on their claim to spit out.

Beth had insisted that Katie Jo and their
friend, Ciara O’Rourke, come in to Seattle from the settlement of
Wallin Landing to purchase gewgaws for Ciara’s wedding, which was
less than a week away. One of the other ladies at Wallin Landing,
Mrs. Nora Wallin, had sewn Katie Jo a new dress for the occasion,
only the second dress she’d owned in a long time.

It was a pretty dress too, made of silk,
even! Katie Jo had picked out the blue fabric because it was the
color of the sky on a summer’s day, like her eyes. Nora had even
given her two cotton petticoats to go beneath. She ought to have
looked real nice. But standing in the lady’s bedchamber with Ciara,
gazing at herself in the standing mirror, Katie Jo had become aware
of a distinct settling of her spirits.

“It doesn’t look good on me,” she had
said.

Nora’s kind face had sagged. “Perhaps more
trim?”

Nora liked trim. She’d already added an
overskirt to Katie Jo’s dress, with a ruffle along the hem. Nora’s
dresses boasted embroidery, lace, fringe, and double and triple
skirts, for all she lived in a house on a wilderness farm and cared
for the little ones of the settlement when their mas and pas were
busy.

Ciara had studied Katie Jo critically. As
the proprietress of the Wooden Rose Inn and Restaurant, she dressed
more practically in a cotton blouse and skirt that were usually
covered in an apron. And she wore her dark brown hair either in a
braid down her back or wound up around the back of her head.

“What you need,” she’d said that day, “is a
corset.”

Katie Jo blushed now, remembering, as she
glanced up at the sign over the door of the establishment they had
reached two blocks above the waterfront. Mrs. Blanchard’s Selection
was written in curling letters washed over with gilt. Painted on
the glass window were the words For the discriminating lady of
fashion and elegance.

That wasn’t her. But that didn’t mean it
couldn’t be her. She just had to try. Anything to help her little
brother.

She pulled open the door and held it wide to
the tinkle of the shop’s bell. “After you, ladies.”

Smiling, Beth and Ciara stepped inside.

Katie Jo followed them. She’d been to the
mercantile in Wallin Landing, and she’d come in to Seattle once or
twice with her uncle for some piece of equipment. None of the shops
she’d ever visited looked like this one, all pink and white, like
Beth’s skirts. Forms shaped like a lady’s upper body were covered
with corsets in white, cream, or black satin, the tops edged in
lace and some with embroidery along the panels. One was even
scarlet! She tried to imagine herself in it and failed.

“Welcome, ladies,” called a tall woman with
hair swept back like a raven’s wing from her face. Her dress too
was covered with lace and beading and trim. “May I ask your brother
to wait outside? My clients prefer their privacy.”

Katie Jo glanced behind her to see what
feller had had the temerity to step into this lair of femininity,
but she saw no one.

“This is our friend, Miss McAllister,” Ciara
said, steel in her voice, as Katie Jo faced front again. “She
requires a new corset.”

The lady’s lashes fluttered as if she’d been
swarmed by gnats. “Of course. Something in a durable cotton?”

That sounded practical. Katie Jo nodded.

Beth shook her head. “Durable, certainly,
but Miss McAllister is a lady of some refinement. Satin covered,
lace along the top. Comfortably boned. Sturdy laces.”

Katie Jo stared at her.

Mrs. Blanchard, or so she assumed the lady
to be, nodded. “Certainly. This way, Miss McAllister, and we’ll get
you measured.”

The thought of undressing in front of this
lady was as horrible as getting stuck in the privy on a winter’s
morn. Katie Jo fumbled in the pocket of her trousers. “Mrs. Wallin
already took my measurements.” She thrust the paper at the corset
maker. “She thought it would be easier if I just gave them to
you.”

Mrs. Blanchard accepted the piece of paper
with two fingers, as if Katie Jo had somehow dirtied it, then
studied it a moment. Her brows went up, and she gazed at her so
fixedly Katie Jo wanted to turn and run out the door.

This is for Zeke. Uncle Cole is never going
to let him go unless you can prove you are a lady grown.

Besides, she refused to let down her
friends. She just smiled politely.

“Are these correct?” she asked, gaze now
jumping from Ciara to Beth.

“Absolutely accurate,” Ciara said. “Miss
McAllister has an enviable figure.”

“Which I’m certain you will know how to show
to advantage,” Beth added.

For the first time, Mrs. Blanchard’s smile
blossomed. “I most certainly can, and it will be my pleasure. I’ll
just gather some material, and we can come to an agreement on how
she’d like it made.”

Beth held up a finger. “Two, if you please.
Long stays and short. Miss McAllister’s maid has to take a day off
on occasion.”

Katie Jo nearly snorted. Maid. Who did Beth
think she was kidding? Anyone looking at her would know she was
more likely to be a maid than employ one.

“Do I really need two of the contraptions?”
she whispered to her friends as Mrs. Blanchard hurried off.

“Yes,” Ciara whispered back. “A lady can
more easily deal with short stays when she’s alone.”

She wasn’t really alone on the claim, but
she understood. Zeke would have been mortified to no end if she’d
asked him to do up her stays for her. And Uncle Cole would have
told her she was being a fool to wear them, if she’d dared to ask
him for help.

Which she wouldn’t have. She was just
thankful he’d agreed to allow her to go in to Wallin Landing for a
whole week to help at the Wooden Rose Inn and prepare for the
wedding. She still couldn’t quite believe Ciara had asked her to
stand up with her, but she would do her best to make her friend
proud.

Hence the need for a corset. She’d never
owned one in her life. She’d been twelve when Ma had passed, and
Uncle Cole had sold her mother’s clothes to help make ends meet. As
soon as Katie Jo had outgrown the dresses her mother had made for
her, she’d been relegated to store-bought trousers and shirts,
usually ones Uncle Cole no longer fancied.

“Whole lot easier,” he had told her. “You
don’t have to fuss with seamstresses and the like, and they’re less
likely to wear out or get torn. Besides, you’re not a lady
yet.”

Ten years later, he still didn’t like to
acknowledge she was a lady any more than he liked acknowledging
that Zeke, now seventeen, was about old enough to be on his own
too. Together, she and her brother did the bulk of the work to
maintain the house and critters, while her uncle worked his trap
line or attempted to coax salmon from the bay. Uncle Cole had given
up his own dreams to raise them. She understood the need to pay him
back for his trouble. But it was time he let her and Zeke go.

She could only hope he’d be patient with her
brother while she was gone. Zeke did his best to please, but it
wasn’t his fault he’d been born puny. Any little thing overset him.
And Uncle Cole wasn’t always good about standing in front of him,
so Zeke could read his lips and understand what was expected of
him.

The shop door tinkled again, and she glanced
back in time to meet the gaze of Harry Yeager. Her heart plummeted
to the soles of her sturdy boots, then shot up into her throat.
Likely even he could hear it pounding as he sauntered closer.

Like her uncle, she might sometimes forget
she was a gal, but when Harry was around, she was acutely aware she
was female.

Maybe it was because he was such a male.
That confident swagger, that drawling voice, even the cut of his
mustache was cocky! That mustache and his hair were the color of
her mother’s mahogany chest that had come with their family all the
way across the Plains, and his hair waved around a strong-jawed
face with a smile that could melt butter. When those dark brown
eyes twinkled, she felt warm all over. He was taller than she was,
which, she was coming to realize, was rare, and he was strong
enough to swing a double-headed axe with precision. All in all, a
gal could go all swoony in his presence.

It had been hard enough sitting beside him
on the bench of the wagon as he’d driven her and Ciara in from the
Landing this morning. Facing him here? Impossible!

She whipped around, tugged down on her hat,
and prayed he wouldn’t pay her any more mind than usual.

“Sorry to interrupt, ladies,” he said from
behind her. “I just wanted to let you know that the steamship is
offloading passengers. It might take an hour before I have Miss
Dennison and her things in the wagon.”

“Thank you, Harry,” Ciara said. “We should
be ready by then.”

Katie Jo heard the shop door tinkle a third
time as he must have left.

She sighed.

She hadn’t realized the sound was loud
enough to carry, but Ciara put a hand on her shoulder, face soft,
as if she’d heard the yearning too.

“You wait, Katie Jo,” she said. “Harry’s
going to be singing a different tune when he sees you in your new
dress. He’ll forget all about Miss Dennison.”

Katie Jo shook her head. “Thank you, but I
realized straightaway that I’m not what Harry Yeager is looking for
in a wife. That’s not going to change with some new finery.”

But something inside her pressed upward, as
if reaching for the moon. Maybe it wasn’t only Uncle Cole who she
hoped would see her as a lady.

 


***

 


Harry Yeager whistled to himself as he
strolled down the street toward the wharves. His wife could be
coming in on that steamship. Beth McCormick might be the town
matchmaker, and she’d picked out Jesse for the new schoolmarm, but
Harry had something Jesse didn’t.

A powerful will.

Harry considered it a blessing, even if some
called it a failing.

“He’s a headstrong lad,” his third cousin
had complained to the town constable when Harry had run away from
the backbreaking work expected of him at only nine years old. “But
never fear. We’ll beat it out of him.”

So far, no one and nothing ever had. Not the
various distant relatives who had passed him around after his
parents had died when he was eight. Not the ministers and
schoolteachers who had tried to settle his spirit with kind words
or harsh reprimands. Not the plowing, milking, and wood chopping
he’d been required to do to earn his keep. Not the employers who
generally saw him only as another strong back.

Not even the first friends he’d found, after
joining Drew Wallin’s logging crew.

“What would I have to do to convince you to
let me bring home the new schoolmarm?” he’d asked his friend, Jesse
Willets, last night as they’d sat at the table in the cabin they
shared now that Ciara O’Rourke had turned their former home into
the Wooden Rose Inn.

Jesse had eyed him. He was bigger than Harry
and Kit Weatherly, the third member of the crew, nearly as big as
the legendary Drew Wallin himself. Jesse also hoped to find a wife
in an area with eight and a half bachelors for every unmarried
lady. “Mrs. McCormick asked me to collect her.”

“I remember,” Harry said. He put his elbow
on the table and raised his fist. “Arm wrestle you for it.”

The russet-haired Jesse couldn’t resist a
game. With a lopsided grin, he planted his elbow and clasped
Harry’s hand, gray eyes alight.

Jesse was strong. Harry’s muscles, honed by
years of hard work, protested the pressure. His fist moved over and
out as Jesse shoved harder.

No. This was his chance. Ever since his
parents had died, he’d been looking for a family. He’d found one in
the Wallin kin, but he wanted one all his own.

A wife, children. Home.

Jesse blinked and stared down at his arm,
pinned to the table, with Harry’s on top. “You won.”

Harry released him, arm aching worse than if
he’d felled a dozen trees in one day. “Looks like it. Thanks,
Jesse. I promise not to propose until she’s at least had a chance
to meet you.” He grinned. “But not much beyond that.”

So here he stood. On the edge of the
wharves, watching small boats bobbing in on the tide as they
crossed the blue-gray waters of Elliott Bay from the San Francisco
steamer. One step closer to having a family again.

He frowned, studying the heads in the two
closest boats. All men, if those hats were any indication. Then
again, he knew a female who wore a man’s hat.

His mind conjured the image of Katie Jo
McAllister in that lady’s shop. For one moment, when their gazes
had brushed, he’d thought he’d seen something like admiration in
her eyes before she’d spun and put her back to him. He hadn’t
thought Katie Jo McAllister had those kinds of feelings, especially
not toward him.

He had to appreciate her grit, though. He
understood enough about what went on in such shops to know ladies
were pinned and prodded every which way to fit into their dresses.
He wouldn’t have wanted to let some stranger measure him and
possibly find him wanting. He was done with that part of his
life.

“Morning, Harry.” Mr. Bartholomew, the young
assistant harbormaster, nodded from his booth at the top of the
wharves as Harry drew up next to him. “You expecting something from
San Francisco?”

Harry grinned. “Yes, sir. Miss Alice
Dennison. The new Wallin Landing schoolteacher.”

Bartholomew frowned down at the manifest he
must have been given and scratched his clean-shaven chin. “Funny. I
don’t see a lady on the list.”

Harry frowned as well. “Let me look.”

Bartholomew handed over the paper, dark
brows high and nose higher, as if he scented a story in the making.
Harry ignored him to scan down the list. Not a miss, missus, or
Dennison was in evidence.

“Must be some mistake,” he said, shoving the
paper at the assistant harbormaster. “She telegrammed to say she
would be coming on this boat.”

Bartholomew shrugged and tapped the pages on
the edge of the booth to straighten them. “Happens all the time.
Some ladies like San Francisco too much to continue to Seattle.
Look at Miss Williamson. She only lasted a few weeks before
hightailing it south.”

Harry had looked at Melinda
Williamson, sister to Ada, who had married the wealthy Scout
Rankin. Melinda was beautiful, charming, and sweet-natured. But
there had been something about her, a fragility, a fascination with
her own needs to the exclusion of all else, that had kept him from
pursuing her.

Beth said he was too picky, but a man had to
have some standards in a bride. It shouldn’t be too much to ask for
one that was pretty as a picture, clever—but not so clever she’d
think she was better than him—and strong, so she could help him
prove up his claim. And if she could cook as well as Ciara
O’Rourke, well, that would be a real blessing.

It wasn’t as if he had nothing to offer in
return. His claim was one hundred and sixty acres along the edge of
Eden Hill, in an area that was sure to grow as Seattle expanded.
His two-room cabin was about finished. All he had to do was
complete the porch overhang, lay down the planks beneath, dig a
well, and put in a pump. And he had a good job, for good pay, in a
settlement worthy of calling home.

A lady could do worse.

For some reason, Katie Jo came to mind
again. Sometimes, when he could see up under that slouch hat, he
would swear she was pretty. She was clever enough to take care of
herself, and she didn’t act as if she was better than him. She was
plenty strong. She helped Ciara clear the tables and wash the
dishes at the inn. She might even have learned a thing or two about
cooking.

But Katie Jo McAllister had spent a lot of
time with Beth and Ciara lately. She might have her own ideas about
courting and marriage. He’d tried courting multiple times over the
last few years, and every gal had chosen a different groom. It was
enough to make a feller wary of opening his heart.

Which made a stranger like the new
schoolmarm a safer bet than Miss Katie Jo McAllister.


Chapter Two

“It was mighty nice
of you to buy those corsets for me,” Katie Jo told Beth as they
strolled back up the street to wait for Harry in the rare fall
sunlight. “I can repay you from my working money.”

Beth held up a hand. “No need. They were a
gift for a friend.” She glanced around Katie Jo at Ciara, who was
walking on her other side. “I just can’t wait to see what Harry
does when he spies you at the wedding.”

“He’ll probably be too busy ogling the new
schoolmarm,” Katie Jo said. “And that’s fine by me.”

She shifted on the boardwalk, uncomfortable
even though she hadn’t taken possession of the fancy corsets yet.
She never had liked telling half-truths. Good thing she didn’t have
to do it very often and usually only with Uncle Cole to prevent her
brother from getting a beating.

“There’s Mr. Hitchcock.” Ciara waved at
someone, and a gentleman angled his bay horse out of the others
passing to rein in alongside them. He wore a leather duster that
had earned its share of mud, as if he’d ridden far, but his saddle
was tooled leather. His mount was about the color of Harry Yeager’s
hair, and it had a swagger like Harry too, as if it knew it was a
fine figure of a fellow.

“Miss O’Rourke,” the rider said with a tip
of his short-crowned hat that revealed light brown hair, combed and
pomaded, if the gleam on it from the sun was any indication. “Mrs.
McCormick. Ma’am.”

He saw that she was female? Katie Jo didn’t
know whether to grin or blush at the smile he directed her way. He
was a handsome enough fellow, with eyes like quicksilver. And he
had a nice voice too, higher than Harry Yeager’s, but warm and
sociable.

“Are you heading for the Landing?” he
asked.

“I’m heading home,” Beth told him. “But Miss
O’Rourke and Miss McAllister are returning to Wallin Landing. I
don’t think you’ve met our friend, Katie Jo.”

He pulled the hat from his head and inclined
it. “Miss McAllister, a pleasure. Dixon Hitchcock, at your
service.”

And polite to boot. Wasn’t that
refreshing?

Ciara nudged her with one elbow.

Oh, right. Katie Jo smiled dutifully back.
“Sir. A pleasure to meet you too.”

“Mr. Hitchcock is the attorney who’s helping
Kit with his family’s estate,” Ciara explained.

So, that was the connection. Ciara’s
intended was the guardian of a darling little girl, the daughter of
his late sister and brother-in-law. Everyone had been shocked to
learn that baby Grace was the heiress to a highly successful
company. Kit had had no interest in running the enterprise for her,
so Mr. Hitchcock was seeing to the process.

“And I have more papers for Mr. Weatherly to
sign, alas,” he said, patting the saddlebag on one side of his
horse. “Might I ride out to the Landing with you?”

“Delighted,” Ciara said. “And here comes
Harry.”

Katie Jo couldn’t help perking up as Harry
pulled the wagon in beside Mr. Dixon’s horse, especially when she
noticed he was alone.

“Where’s Miss Dennison?” Beth demanded.

The scowl on Harry’s face ought to have told
her the news wouldn’t be good. “She wasn’t on the boat. I sent a
telegram to San Francisco. Someone will need to come in tomorrow to
fetch the answer.”

Beth deflated. “Oh, Rina will be so
disappointed. I wonder what happened.”

The Lake Union School had grown beyond all
expectations in the last few years to the point at which the sole
teacher, Mrs. Rina Wallin, was stretched thin. All the menfolk in
the area had pitched in to add a second room to the building, where
another teacher would take over the youngest students. The Wallin
family had hired a teacher all the way from Boston Normal, where
Rina had also been trained. But school was set to start next week,
and Miss Dennison had yet to arrive.

“We’ll find out soon enough,” Harry said. He
nodded to the lawyer. “Hitchcock. You heading out our way
again?”

“I am indeed, and Miss O’Rourke has already
graciously invited me to ride along with you,” Mr. Hitchcock said
with a smile to Ciara.

“Great,” Harry drawled, and he did not sound
at all pleased about the matter. “Well, climb up, you two. We need
to get back before dark.”

“Someone’s grumpy,” Ciara murmured to Katie
Jo before hugging Beth goodbye. Their friend would be coming out
the day before the wedding, with Katie Jo’s corsets.

Katie Jo helped Ciara onto the bench, then
swung herself up beside her, and Harry set off, with Mr. Hitchcock
riding next to Katie Jo’s side of the wagon.

“Shopping?” the lawyer asked with an eye to
the packages stored in the bed.

“A few last items for the wedding,” Ciara
told him around Katie Jo. She winked at her friend. “And some
last-minute things for a lady.”

“Seattle is certainly coming into its own
for goods,” Mr. Hitchcock said as they swung around the corner and
started up the hill. “You may rival Tacoma one day.”

Even Katie Jo had heard of the competition
between the two cities on the Sound. Tacoma may have captured the
Northern Pacific Railroad’s end station, but Seattle had the
Territorial University.

“Seattle won’t just rival Tacoma,” Ciara
said, settling back in her seat. “She’ll surpass it. You wait and
see.”

“Is that your opinion as well, Miss
McAllister?” he asked.

Nice to be included. “Seattle can grow as
big as it likes,” she said. “Wallin Landing suits me just fine.
They have a library, post office, and mercantile.”

“James Wallin stocks everything a man could
need,” Harry agreed, urging the horses up the last bit of steep
hill. “Fish hooks, tinned goods, trousers, and shirts.”

Ciara eyed him. “Some of us need more than
trousers and shirts, Harry.”

Katie Jo refrained from touching her clothes
with an effort.

“They are practical,” Mr. Hitchcock said.
“Far more so than the delicate dresses some of the fairer sex seem
to delight in.”

She blinked at him. “That’s what my uncle
says.”

“Wise fellow,” he said with a nod. “I
commend you for your wisdom as well, Miss McAllister.”

Harry turned his scowl on him. “You like a
gal in trousers and shirts?”

Evidently, Harry did not. A shame she
couldn’t topple backward into the bed and hide among the packages.
But that would only draw more attention to her.

“I like anyone who knows what needs to be
done and does it, regardless of the opinions of others,” Mr.
Hitchcock said. “Though, if more people followed that path, I would
shortly find myself in need of another occupation.”

Ciara laughed at that.

They turned onto the road out to the
Landing, which narrowed as it left the city. Mr. Hitchcock clucked
to his horse and went ahead of them as the towering trees closed in
on either side and the briny scent of the Sound was replaced by the
tang of fir and cedar. Shadows crossed the road, striping them in
darkness and light. Bushes rustled as small things scurried
away.

“I’ve been meaning to ask you,” Ciara said,
turning to Katie Jo. “Are you certain you don’t want to come in and
work at the inn during the week? I could use the help if I’m to
open six days a week, as planned.”

Katie Jo squirmed on the bench. “And I could
use the money. But I just can’t. Zeke needs me.”

“I told you you’re welcome to bring your
brother with you,” Ciara reminded her. “Maybe he’d like to work
too.”

“He can’t work much,” she tried explaining.
“He wasn’t born strong, like me. He sickens easily. And any little
tumble is like to break a bone. But I’m hoping someday soon Zeke
and I can both move in to Wallin Landing. Then I can work for you
all week. I just have to convince Uncle Cole that we’re ready.”

“Would you like me to talk to him?” Ciara
offered, smoothing her skirts with one hand.

Katie Jo chuckled. “Uncle Cole isn’t exactly
the sort you can talk to. You more have to show. And that’s what
I’m hoping to do, as soon as we get you wed. Once he sees that Zeke
and I are grown and no longer need his protection and guidance, I’m
hoping a whole lot of things will change, for the better.”

 


***

 


As the sun slanted through the firs, Harry
tried to shake off his bad mood. It wasn’t Ciara and Katie Jo’s
fault that the schoolmarm hadn’t showed. But how many gals did a
man have to court before one actually stuck?

Beth McCormick had recently intimated it was
more Harry’s doing than theirs. He hadn’t believed her at first,
but lately, he’d begun to wonder. Was there something wrong with
his character or his looks that the ladies naturally turned tail?
He couldn’t see anything amiss, and it wasn’t something a man could
ask his friends, much less the females around him.

As the road widened again, that lawyer
dropped back to ride beside them and was soon chatting away with
Ciara and Katie Jo. A man who liked women in trousers. Well, there
was room for just about anything in this world. Still, every time
Hitchcock smiled at Katie Jo, Harry felt as if someone had stuck a
burning coal in his gut.

Why? He couldn’t be jealous. Katie Jo wasn’t
his gal. And it was good that someone thought to praise her. From
what he’d seen, appreciation was as rare in her world as it had
been in his.

“If you really want to explore the area, Mr.
Hitchcock,” Ciara was saying, “you should ask Miss McAllister to
show you around. She knows the woods around Wallin Landing
well.”

Katie Jo ducked her head, but he would have
bet she was blushing. “Well, maybe a little better than most,” she
murmured. “Seeing as how I have to traverse from our claim to the
Landing several times a week.”

“And where is your claim, Miss
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