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Chapter One
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Emma Williams wished her father could get the house he’d promised her mother built before winter, but there was just no time. Instead, they would winter in a log cabin. Thankfully, Pa had built a loft for her and her sisters. Only problem was it was for her and her sisters. She needed her own space sometimes. Especially now that she was being courted by the most handsome man in their entire community—Jared Appleby.

Emma had first developed a crush on Jared when they were still in Independence, Missouri, and she’d thought many times about approaching him to talk to him on their incredibly long journey, but Ma had told her over and over that ladies didn’t pursue gentlemen. So, she’d waited for him to come to her, but it was a long wait.

But now, everything was wonderful between them. Tonight, she was cooking for him and his family for the first time ever, and she was a little nervous. She couldn’t cook as well as her ma, but she’d been learning to cook since she was a young girl.

She was making a roast that her brother had brought her from one of the elk he had shot and butchered. She couldn’t wait to see his face when he tasted it. Emma was the best cook out of the three girls in her family, and she couldn’t wait for Jared to lavish her with praises about what a good cook she was.

She climbed down the stairs from the loft to see her mother stirring something over the fire. “I was going to start supper for the Applebys, Ma.”

“You can build a firepit outside. It’s chilly, but the fire will keep you warm, and I won’t be looking over your shoulder telling you each step. You must learn to cook on your own and not having me looking over your shoulder every time you make a meal.”

Emma nodded. “Yes, Ma.” She took the second large pot from its spot in one corner of the kitchen and put the roast into it. “I’ll peel the potatoes and add them. I wish I knew how to bake bread.”

“Your pa was never fond of my bread, so I quit making it years ago, when Roy was a small boy. I’m sure the Appleby family got used to not having bread on the trail.” Ma looked up and smiled at her daughter. “You’re every bit as good of a cook as I am. Stop being nervous about this.”

“I just want Jared to be so pleased with my meal, he’ll drop to one knee, and ask me to marry him right then!” Emma smiled dreamily as she thought about it. She would love to be married before winter and not have to keep sharing that silly loft. Besides, it would be fun for her and her brother to be married to siblings. Then their children would be cousins on both sides.

While she cooked, she fantasized about what a perfect life she’d have with Jared. He was such a sweet man, and he’d lost his mother shortly before they arrived in Clover Creek. She felt terrible for him, but at least he had a sister to cook for them. Now that his sister, Henrietta, was married to her brother, Roy, he and his father and brothers had no one to cook for them. So, she was going to cook for them that evening. Hopefully, he would think even more of her skills as a wife after she’d done so.

As she was cooking, Jared walked down the hill. “Hello,” she said, looking down and blushing. He’d asked to court her, but they hadn’t kissed yet. She hoped she could quit pretending to be shy around him after they kissed. Her ma said it was necessary at least until there had been some physical display of affection, but she also said never to tell her pa if there was a physical display of affection. Her ma confused her at times.

She had the meat in the pot, as well as the carrots, and she wanted him to be surprised at the meal she was making, so she hurried to him, away from the fire. 

He smiled at her, his eyes roaming over her face. “You look beautiful this afternoon,” he said.

She smiled and remembered to look down in embarrassment. “Thank you.”

“I just wanted to make sure you are still making supper for us tonight. I cannot wait to taste your cooking. Roy told me you were the best cook of all his sisters. My expectations are high.” He smiled at her, wishing he could reach out and touch her, but he knew better. Her ma was probably watching them. He would be if she was his daughter. 

Then his mind wandered to making daughters with her. Or sons. It didn’t really matter as long as they were making babies. He wasn’t fussy.

She smiled demurely—at least she hoped her smile was demure. “I hope I can live up to your expectations.”

“Me too! I can come down and help you carry supper up to us if you’d like.”

She nodded. “That would be wonderful. The pot is heavy to carry that far uphill.”

“Then I will be here to escort you.” He took her hand and bowed over it, brushing his lips across the back of her hand. “You shall be my damsel in distress for the evening.”

She nodded. “I can’t wait. I don’t think I’ve ever talked to your brothers or your pa. I adore Henri though.”

“Henri is pretty great for a kid sister,” he said, grinning. “I’ll be down around six.”

“I’ll be here.” Emma watched Jared as he walked away. She knew she wasn’t supposed to be curious about a man’s body, but Jared had such broad shoulders, and his bottom looked nice in his work pants. 

She had to force herself to stop looking and turn around and get back to cooking. She hoped her roast turned out just as well as her ma’s always did.

On his way up the hill, Jared ran into Henri who was kindly taking them supper. When he explained that Emma was cooking for them, the look on her face made him nervous. But if she was the best cook of her family, how bad could she really be?

He took the food she’d made for their supper, carrying it to his pa’s cabin. They’d all agreed to eat together, and Henri made fresh bread daily, which was nice. He knew a lot of women had a hard time making bread over the open fire. Henri followed him into the cabin with a full ten loaves of bread. “That might be enough to hold you until I make more bread,” Henri said, smiling sweetly at him.

He chuckled. “Not if Bastian sees it before Pa does. Pa always hides some of it, so Bastian won’t eat it all at once.”

Henri laughed, shaking her head. “I’m going to make our supper now. I hope you have a good evening.”

“I’m sure we will. She was already cooking when I went over there a few minutes ago.”

“I’m sure it will be wonderful.” Henri left and headed back down the hill to where she shared a cabin with Roy, her new husband, and Emma’s brother. Roy had chosen to build a house that was only a two-minute walk from his pa, as had he and his brothers. It would be nice to be able to plan out their work schedules more easily. 

Jared was the oldest brother in the Appleby family. He and his brothers had agreed to start a ranch with their pa. So, while they’d all filed a claim for their own property, they planned to start one huge ranch across all the land together.

Unfortunately, Jared’s was the last of the three cabins he, his father, and his brothers would build before winter. He was getting his own, because he was already very certain that Emma would be his bride, and he wanted to marry before winter set in. He liked the idea of staying in the house during a blizzard with his new bride. Hopefully he could even convince her that clothing was optional, but she seemed much too shy for that.

He was sleeping on the floor of Pa’s cabin yet. He could probably sleep up in the loft, where a cozy space had been made for Henri, but it just didn’t appeal. They’d built it for Henri’s height, and the bed had been just the right size for a small woman, not a large man.

Jared headed back toward the cabin they were building for him and Emma. He would try to build her a house next summer, but a small cabin would have to do for the winter. But a house would need to be built before the babies started coming.
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WHEN JARED SHOWED UP to help her carry the food up the hill, she put the lid on the pot with the roast and potatoes. She hoped he liked the food as much as her family did. 

“I didn’t have time to make a dessert,” she said. Honestly, though, her ma had never really taught her to do any baking. Ma had always said it was much too complicated. 

He took the pot from her and offered her his free arm, which she readily took. She could feel the muscles of his arm through his sleeve, and it made her tingle a little. Wearing her thickest sweater, she shivered a little. While it had been warm during the day, it was so cold at night there. Pa said it was from the high elevation, but she didn’t know much about it.

“How is your cabin coming?” she asked. He’d told her that he was building a cabin and hoped she’d be all right with wintering in it until he could build a real house next summer.

He sighed. “Much slower than I would like. It feels like it’s taking three times as long as Pa’s did.”

“But yours is smaller,” she said with a frown. That made no sense to her.

“Yeah, but we had four of us building Pa’s. Two of us keep having to work on building a shelter for the cattle. They need to be warm this winter as well.”

She nodded. “As soon as Roy gets enough food in for us for the winter, he’s going to help Pa build a barn as well. It’s just hard to choose what the most important thing is.”

“It is. We’ll all be hunting as soon as my cabin is built.” Jared gave her a look that made her tummy quiver. “Our cabin.”

Emma smiled happily, forgetting for a moment to be shy. “I’m excited to be able to share it with you. Even if it must be for two years, I don’t care. We’ll be close together in it, which will be nice.”

Jared grinned. “I like the idea of that.”

He opened the cabin door to his pa’s house for her. He wished for a moment that they had the same house they’d had in Indiana, but he knew no one in the community had anything that seemed even a bit like wealth. Perhaps some were richer than others, but you could never tell by looking around at the log cabins that were being erected all over the place.

Emma preceded him into the house and looked around, smiling. “What’s that?” she asked, looking at the pot of food he’d brought up the hill earlier, and the huge pile of bread loaves.

“Henri didn’t know you were cooking for us tonight, so she brought supper up for us. We’ll have it for lunch tomorrow or supper tomorrow night. But we can have bread with what you made tonight. And butter. We don’t have much butter left, but Henri said Roy is building her a butter churn. She’ll be making butter for us then, so we can eat some now, knowing it will be replaced soon.”

“Henri seems like she knows so much about cooking.”

Jared nodded. “Oh, she does. Ma was a wonderful cook, but Henri is even better.”

“She is?” Emma felt a bit intimidated by how everyone bragged about Henri so much. 

Jared’s father and brothers came in then, stomping their feet. Without Henri there to clean for them, they were being a great deal more careful about the messes they made.

Bastian sniffed the air. “Something smells good!” 

Sam nodded. “Oh, yeah. It will be great to have another good cook in the family. Maybe you and Henri can trade off feeding us.”

Deep in the pit of her stomach, Emma worried that the good smell was coming from the food Henri had brought and had nothing to do with her cooking. “I hope it tastes as good as it smells,” she said, her voice small. All these men were used to excellent cooking, and she knew she wasn’t as knowledgeable as Henri was.

Jared set the pot on the edge of the fireplace, and sat down at the table, waiting for his future bride to show off her cooking prowess. His father and brothers joined him. “Henri keeps the plates on that shelf there,” Jared said, pointing helpfully to the corner of the room. He was hungry and ready for the food to be served.

Emma smiled, walked to the corner, and quickly put the cutlery on the table. At least she knew she was doing that correctly. Then she took five plates, and filled each with her roast, potatoes, and carrots. “Oh, and Henri brought bread.” She hurried to the bread and brought back two loaves along with the butter and a knife to cut the bread.

Taking her seat to Jared’s right, she looked at the men. She didn’t know if they prayed before every meal or not, but her family did. No one was eating, so she bowed her head, waiting for someone to pray.

Jared exchanged looks with his father and brothers. They were all looking at the dried-out meat and burnt potatoes and carrots, just as he was.  Finally, he bowed his head, saying a prayer for the meal provided.

While his father and brothers waited, Jared bravely cut off a bite of the meat, sticking it in his mouth and saying a silent prayer it wasn’t as bad as it looked. It was worse. So much worse.

Beside him, Emma was happily eating her
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