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CHAPTER ONE

Franklin, Idaho Territory

March 13, 1877

In the darkness of a mid-March night, after some ten days of travel, Molly Bergstrom stepped off the train into the smallest town she'd ever seen. She stood beside the steaming locomotive, trying not to think about how this was the end of the railroad line and she was now faced with traveling five hundred miles across the Idaho wilderness in a wagon train.

Five hundred miles to meet her new husband, sight unseen.

"Going to the Frontier House, ma'am?"

Molly turned around to see the conductor standing a few paces back. "I am. I take it that's it right there, across the street?"

"Yes, ma'am. Largest building in town. It has five guest rooms, along with a dining room serving breakfast before dawn."

"Thank you. They're expecting me. If I could just have my trunk, I'll be on my way."

. . .

––––––––
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WHEN SHE CAME DOWNSTAIRS for breakfast the next morning, the sky was still dark and sprinkled with stars. Molly sat down in the small dining room in the front of the house with the other guests. They turned out to be one gentleman who was apparently going south on the departing train, and two other young women.

Molly smiled at the two women, and they shyly smiled back at her. "Hello," she said. "I'm Margaret Howard Bergstrom of Chillicothe, Ohio. But everybody calls me Molly."

"And I'm Lydia," said the short, round brunette. "Lydia Mary Smith of Chicago, Illinois."

"I'm Abigail," said the tall, thin blonde. "Abigail Frances Wright, also of Chicago. We're both nineteen."

"I'm all of twenty-six, and I'm so happy to meet you both!" said Molly, as the cook came out of the kitchen with a pot of coffee. "But I suppose you're both going back on the train when it leaves today. Are you returning to Chicago?" she asked politely.

The two girls looked at each other. "No," said Lydia, the brunette. "We arrived two days ago on the train. We're waiting for the supply wagon train north to Fort Lapwai."

"We're going to the fort as brides for two of the enlisted men there," said Abigail, her delicate complexion blushing pink.

Molly caught her breath. "Fort Lapwai! I'm going there, too. You said you're both going as brides? You're going there to get married?"

"Yes, we are," answered Lydia.

"So – why are you going to Fort Lapwai?" asked Abigail politely. "Are you a teacher, perhaps?"

Molly grinned at her, unable to hide her excitement. "It's true that I am a schoolteacher," she said, "but that's not why I'm here. I'm going to Fort Lapwai for the same reason you're going. I'm to marry Captain Strong!"

. . .

A short time later, all three women left the Frontier House. Their traveling trunks and bags were already stacked up on the wooden walkway outside the stone building, and the young women stood enjoying the early spring sunshine while waiting for the supply wagon train to arrive.

"Oh, look at those mountains! The Bear Mountains, I'm told," said Molly. The three of them looked out across the plain where the town of Franklin sat, and looked up and up at the snow-capped peaks.

"I'm just happy we got to enjoy one more breakfast cooked in a real kitchen," said Lydia.

"That's right," said Abigail. "It will be weeks until the next time we can do that, won't it?" 

Molly noticed that the blonde girl looked a little tremulous, and smiled at her in an effort to cheer her up. "Oh, I'm sure it will seem like we're there in no time," Molly said. "I'm just so grateful that we can be company for each other on this journey."

"I'm glad of that, too," said Abigail. "There are so few women out here in the West, anyway. The more, the better."

"Only four weeks of travel, and then we'll all get to meet our husbands," said Molly.

"Yes," said Lydia, with a small sigh. "Private Nathan Ross, for me."

"And Private John Fisher, for me," said Abigail. Then she looked up at Molly. "You said you're marrying a – a captain?"

"Yes. I am. Captain William Strong."

"Oh! Then you will be an officer's wife," said Lydia. "Congratulations, Molly. I hope we can still see each other, once we're all at the fort."

When Molly looked puzzled, Abigail spoke up. "The officers' wives run the social life of the fort, and are quite important. But Lydia and I, if we are fortunate, might be able to work as servants in your home while our husbands are on duty. Then we could see you often!"

Molly felt a little shocked at her first lesson in life on an army post. "There is a hierarchy among the wives? How did you learn so much about it?"

Lydia and Abigail looked at each other. "Our fiancés mentioned it in their letters. They wanted to be sure we understood such things before we accepted their proposals."

"Well, then," Molly said. "I will have to make certain that we see each other as often as we like. Whenever we like!"

The three of them could not help hugging each other, and then they all looked up at the sound of heavy hoofbeats and rattling harness coming down the main street of the town.

It was the eight covered wagons of the supply train, each of them drawn by a team of mules. Some ten men rode alongside, all of them with pistols at their hips, and each of the wagon drivers had a man beside him with a rifle or shotgun across his lap.

Abigail was wide-eyed as she watched the wagons go by. "So many guns," she whispered."

Lydia leaned down to her. "Just to keep us all safe," she said. "It's normal out here."

"Yes," said Molly, trying to be reassuring. "This is the West. We'd all best get used to seeing such things if we're going to live out here."

​CHAPTER TWO

By the time the sun was above the horizon, Molly, Lydia, and Abigail had climbed into the third wagon in the line. It was loaded not only with their own trunks and bags but with a shipment of wool blankets for the men at the fort. While waiting for the wagon train to leave, the three girls constructed a comfortable room of sorts atop the stacks of blankets and made warm sleeping spaces for each one of them.

As they settled in, one of the men driving their wagon – Caleb – led over a big black draft mare and began tying her to the back. 

"Is she an extra wagon horse?" Molly asked. "She looks very big and strong!"

"Nope. She's going to the fort, too, just like the three of you," said Caleb. "But she's due to foal next month so she's not working right now. Thought you might let her travel along with you three."

"Of course! What's her name?"

Caleb shrugged. "Don’t think she has one," he said, pulling the rope tight and then walking away. "Everybody sit down, now. It's time to roll out."

The three young women sat down on the blankets and held onto the sides of the covered wagon as it jerked forward and then began rumbling along. The air was filled with the shouts of the drivers and the cracking of whips as the horses and mules moved out.

"Next stop is Boise," said Lydia. "It's the only town of any real size between here and Spalding, up north, where the fort is."

"That's a long way," said Abigail quietly, her eyes growing wider. "This is the Oregon Trail, isn't it?"

"It will be," said Molly. "We pick it up just north of here, along the Snake River."

"Snake River," repeated Abigail. "And such a long way, though the frontier."

Molly could see the fear in the younger woman's eyes, and changed the topic of conversation. "Caleb told me that our friend there doesn't have a name," she said, nodding towards the big black mare walking along behind their wagon. "What should we call her?"

Both Lydia and Abigail looked out at the horse. "What do you think, Abby?" said Lydia.

"Well . . . she has a tiny white crescent on her forehead. It looks like those little spring flowers that grow out here."

"Oh, yes! Snowdrops," said Lydia. "That's what they are. Snowdrops!"

"Then that's what we'll call her," said Molly, pleased that they'd been able to get Abigail to think about something else beside the long and frightening trip in front of them.

. . .

The days passed by as the wagon train followed a fairly well-worn path towards the northwest, staying alongside the winding Snake River. The river often fell away into deep gorges and rapids and only rarely came close to the edge of their road. 

Molly, Abigail, and Lydia soon settled into the routines of preparing food twice a day at the stops and spending the rest of their time in conversation while doing sewing and knitting. Though whenever the weather was not too wet, they did spend at least a part of their day walking alongside the wagon. The sights of the mountains and the rivers and the rocky land with its sparse grass and brush, and few trees, was magnificent in its own way, and they never tired of looking at it.

At night the covered wagons were parked in a circle. The three women slept comfortably enough on stacks of blankets in the back of their wagon, while men with rifles kept watch and campfires burned to keep away the predators.

One night, while the wagon train camped not far from the river on an open grassy plain, Molly suddenly woke up.

"Lydia. What's that noise?"

Both of the other girls sat up. It sounded like a kind of groaning and huffing – and it seemed to be coming from right outside their wagon. 

Cautiously, Molly peered out of the back of the covered wagon. "Oh . . . oh, no . . . " Quickly she pulled on her boots and got a long coat over her heavy nightgown, and stepped down over the rear door of the wagon.

Snowdrop lay flat on her side in the grass, still tied to the back of the wagon. Caleb pulled the rope free and shook his head. "Looks like her foal is going to be early," he said.

"You mean – you mean she's foaling now?" said Lydia, peering wide-eyed at them from up in the wagon.

"Yep. You ladies can keep an eye on her. I've got a whole lot of other horses and mules to keep watch on."

"But – " Molly began.

"Just let nature take its course. Mares do this all the time. When the foal's on the ground, make sure you tie the mare again on the side near the center of the circle. The fires will keep the wolves away." Then Caleb was gone, back to guarding the other livestock. 

The three women got out of the wagon and stood by the mare. Molly shook her head. "I lived on a dairy farm in Ohio, but I only watched at a few difficult calvings – I wouldn't know what to do – "

Lydia, who was usually so calm and stoic, stood close to Molly and held her friend's arm. "My older sister died in childbirth," she said, her voice shaking. "There was no doctor. No midwife. I don't think anything frightens me more than the thought of having a baby out here."

Then, to their surprise, Abigail – who tended to be the most shy and timid among them – crouched down beside the mare and then glanced up at her friends. "I don't know anything about horses. I only saw them working in the streets back home. But I did sometimes help the midwives back in the city. This couldn't be too much different – could it?"

The mare continued to strain and heave, as Abigail watched her closely. "Lydia! Molly! You're going to have to help me. Go and ask the cook for some lard. Hurry!"

​CHAPTER THREE

Lydia froze. "Help you? Help – bring the baby? The foal?"

Molly wasted no time grabbing her arm. "Come on. We're going to do as Abigail said and help her."

They waited impatiently beside one of the campfires while the cook went to get some lard for them. "Molly, please," whispered Lydia. "You take it back to her. I'll be in the wagon."

She started to walk away, but Molly stopped her. "No, you won't! We need your help. And Lydia, you've got to understand something: You're the bravest of us, but I can see that you've been avoiding this. And you can't do that any longer."

Lydia hesitated, taking a step towards the wagon. "Molly – please – "

"No. Listen to me. You've got to break out of this – this cocoon you've been hiding in. We're arriving at the fort in just a few weeks, where you will be a married woman!"

Just then the cook came back with a cast iron skillet half full of lard. Molly took it before he could speak and she and Lydia hurried back to Abigail and Snowdrop.

The black mare was still stretched out flat on her side. Abigail took some of the lard from the skillet and rubbed it all over her right hand and arm. Then, to Molly's astonishment, she knelt down, pulled the black tail out of the way, and reached right inside the mare. 

"I think the foal has one front leg bent at the knee, instead of straight out in front of it. But if I can get hold of the leg – and pull it straight – there!"

Abigail sat back. And just a few minutes later, the black foal was born easily and lay on the grass beside its mother with its wobbly head up and its big ears flicking back and forth.

"Abby, I never would have thought it of you! Look at them – they're just fine!"

"I think so," said Abigail shyly. She looked at the astonished Lydia, and smiled. "Mothers are strong," she said. "That's what I know. And so are their babies. Stronger than you think."

. . .

The next day, the wagon train continued on its way, and Molly was amazed at how the new foal was able to keep up with his mother as she walked along behind the wagon. 

"What should we name him?" asked Lydia. "His mother is Snowdrop, but that baby doesn't have a white hair on him."

"Actually," said Molly, "I think he's going to be grey when he grows up. Look again. See the grey hairs on his muzzle? My – I mean, a man I knew in Ohio told me about that."

"If he's going to be grey, maybe we could call him Snowstorm," said Abigail. "He did make kind of a stormy entrance into the world."

"He did. I think it's a fine name, Abby. And if anyone should name him, it's you."

. . .

A few days later, early in the morning, the wagon train arrived at a place called Glenns Ferry. "This is where we finally get across the Snake River," said Caleb. "Not many places where it can be forded, or where a ferry can run. This is one of them."

Molly, Lydia, and Abigail stood alongside their wagon and looked down on the crossing. "I would never have imagined such a thing," said Molly, and the other two agreed. 

The ferry boat, a large flat wooden barge, waited at the edge of the river. The three women watched as the first of the eight wagons was rolled onto the ferry – mule teams and all – and taken slowly across the water, pulled by a heavy cable which ran through iron wheels on one side of the ferry. One man stood at the rear of the ferry to steer it with a keel.

In the meantime, a few of the cowboys drove the herd of extra horses and mules across the river, including Snowdrop and little Snowstorm. The animals walked where it was shallow enough and swam the rest of the way, until at last they reached the northern bank of the river. 

The women sighed with relief when they saw the little foal scramble out of the cold water, shake himself thoroughly, and go trotting after his mother. "Strong, indeed," murmured Lydia.

Their wagon was the last one to go. The team of mules harnessed to it were increasingly upset about all the other horses and mules leaving them behind on the shore, but at the same time they absolutely did not want to step up on the wooden ramp to the ferry. 

But Caleb walked alongside and cracked the bullwhip at them, and finally they lunged and stomped up the ramp. Molly scarcely breathed as she and Lydia and Abigail walked onto the ferry and stood behind their wagon, holding on to the ferry's side rails as it took off across the water. 

The mules stomped about nervously. Caleb and another cowboy at their heads held them fast, even as their driver shouted at them to stand still. Molly could see the wagon wheels rolling back and forth even while they were in the middle of the river. She just prayed that all would be well until they reached the safety of the other side.

It was all any of them could do.

Finally they reached the other side. The ferry floated up to the wooden ramp that waited for it. The cowboys who'd been holding the mules tried to get the front rail swung lowered so they could let the mules go down the ramp, but the agitated creatures refused to stay on that moving, rocking boat any longer and were determined to join the rest of the horses and mules already out on the banks of the river.

There was a loud crack! as the two mules lunged forward together, breaking through the front rail and leaping over the ramp. One of the men jumped out of the way but Caleb was caught hard in the side by the leaping mule.

The girls cried out as Caleb was lifted up and thrown clear over the side of the ferry into the water. The mules made a dash for the shore and the wagon rattled mightily as it rolled over the ramp and up onto the shore, but the driver managed to get them stopped and still keep the wagon upright.

Molly thought her heart would stop when she looked over the side and saw Caleb face down in the cold rushing water. A few of the cowboys ran down and dragged him out, and in a few minutes he was sitting up in the grass and rubbing his head.

"Come on, Molly," said Lydia. "I think he's all right. It was a close call, but these things happen out here. These men are tough, just like the mules are."

But Molly had been convinced she was about to watch someone else die in a sudden accident . . . just like the first time it had happened. And she couldn't shake the feeling that it was only going to happen again.

​CHAPTER FOUR

The wagon train continued on its way towards Boise, now on the north side of the Snake River. The grass was greener and a little thicker over here and the livestock was benefitting from it, especially Snowdrop with her new foal.

Abigail and Lydia tried to get Molly to watch the antics of the foal as he played along the trail, or to look out at the beautiful sight of the mountains in the distance. But Molly wanted only to keep to herself and try not to think about all of the terrible things that could happen out here . . . happen with no warning.

The river soon turned northward, curving and bending all along the way. In just a few more days the supply wagons reached the town of Boise. 

"End of the trail," called Caleb, as they rolled into town.

Molly and the other girls sat up in the back of the wagon at that. "What did you say?" she asked.

"End of the Oregon Trail, for us. It continues on west into the state of Oregon, but we're going due north."

"How much farther?" asked Abigail.

"About two hundred and fifty miles. We leave again at dawn, so enjoy the town while you can."

Caleb stepped down from the wagon, and then turned to talk to Molly and the others as they walked around from the back. "Say, Miss Molly," he said, "it would help me if you'd do something for me," he said.

"Certainly," said Molly. "What is it?"

"I want that mare to stay here until the next supply wagon comes through. Give her time to rest, and the foal time to grow, before the little one has to walk all the way up to that army post."

Caleb reached into his pocket and counted out some money. "Take them down the main street to the livery barn. Give them, and this cash, to Mr. Williams. He'll take care of them."

Since Molly was the only one of them with any real experience handling animals, she led Snowdrop down the street while Lydia and Abigail walked alongside and made certain little Snowstorm didn't stray too far. In a short time both mare and foal were in a comfortable stall in the livery barn, bedded with warm straw, where both of them could eat and rest.

"I'm so glad they don't have to go now," Molly said, as the three of them walked back down the main street. "The foal would probably make it, but it would have been hard on him." 

"I'm glad they're staying, too," said Lydia.

Abigail was silent. Molly noticed that she walked very close to Lydia and simply stared at everyone she saw.

"Abby, what is it?" whispered Molly. The men were being polite to them and not staring or making any crude remarks. "We'll be at the hotel in a moment. We can all go in and have a hot bath, and sleep in a bed! What's wrong?"

"It's the guns," Lydia said, answering for her friend.

"Guns?" Molly frowned as they continued to walk towards the hotel. "Every man on the wagon train has pistols and a rifle. We see them every day."

"I know. But I suppose she is accustomed to that by now. It's different here. These men are all strangers."

Molly sighed. "All right, then. Let's just get to the hotel, and – "

"Look out!" Lydia grabbed Molly's arm and pushed both her and Abigail up onto the wooden sidewalks near the hotel, just as two men can rolling out of the saloon across the street.

"I told you – you aren't ever going to cheat me again!" screamed one of them, and everyone else in the street raced for cover as the man drew his pistol. Two shots rang out – and the first man lay dead and bleeding in the dirt and mud of the street.

Lydia and Molly grabbed hold of Abigail and got her moving, hurrying her into the hotel. Molly made the arrangements for the room and then they helped their friend up the stairs.

Abigail was still weeping when they got her into the room and shut the door. "I want to go home," she moaned. "I want to go home!"

"Now, tell me," Molly said, sitting her down on the bed and holding her by the wrists. "That was a terrible sight. It was for all of us. But you were frozen even before that happened. What is it about this town that distresses you so?"

The blonde girl drew a deep breath. Molly let go of her wrists. "I am here," Abigail began, "because I answered a notice in the Matrimonial Times."

"Yes. We are all here because we did that," said Molly, trying to be patient. "But – "

"I answered it because – because Benjamin Carson, a driver for a local brewer – the boy I was to marry – was killed in the Chicago streets by a robber. For no more than twenty dollars and a few kegs of beer."

"Oh, Abby . . . I'm so sorry." Molly hugged her friend and patted her shoulder. Then she sat back. "But in a very short time, you are going to arrive at an army post and marry a soldier! What will you do then?"

"They will all have guns at the fort," said Lydia, "just as the men do on the wagon train. But they are there to protect you. You will not have to use a firearm."

Molly nodded. "I doubt if that would be allowed, anyway. Guns on an army post are only for the soldiers. Aren't they?"

Abby sat up, and tried to smile. "I think so. I hope so."

Molly shook her head, and smiled. "Abby, you are not a butterfly yet. I think you are just an egg. But if you really insist on going back to Chicago right now, you'll have to stay here in Boise alone and wait for the supply wagons to come back from the fort."

"Please say you'll keep going with us," said Lydia. "At least go to the fort and meet your husband."

"Yes," said Molly. "Then, if you still want to leave, you can return with this same wagon train and go all the way back to Franklin and get on the train to Chicago. All right?"

Abigail took a deep breath and nodded. "All right." 

​CHAPTER FIVE

The next morning, the wagon train left Boise and headed almost due north towards the gold-rush town of Lewiston. Now they were on the eastern side of the winding, bending Snake River, traveling through the very rough country that was almost as arid as a desert. There seemed to be just enough grass, most of it long and dry, to maintain the stock.

Molly was very glad that little Snowstorm didn't have to make this journey just yet.

The first few days went well enough, but then one afternoon – as the three women spent some time walking alongside their wagon in the sunlight and fresh air – there was a loud crack from up ahead. One of the mule teams suddenly swung around off the trail and began lunging and fighting the harness.

Everybody ran towards the wagon. Apparently a wheel had broken and dropped the wagon hard on its front corner, spooking the mules who suddenly couldn't move it. The driver leaped down to get them under control while the shotgun rider jumped out to look at the broken wheel – but to Molly's horror, the plunging mules swung around hard and pulled the enormous broken wagon right over on its side.

Right on top of the man who was checking the wheel.

. . .

That night, it was Molly's turn to sit and weep beside the campfire while her three friends tried to find out why.

"Molly, you've told me to come out of my cocoon, and you've told Abby she was just an egg," said Lydia. "But I can tell you that you've become nothing but a caterpillar, crawling along this trail mile after mile."

"Please," said Abigail. "Tell us what troubles you so much. You have been so withdrawn ever since the ferry crossing."

Molly looked at her two friends, who had become closer than sisters to her on this journey. "All right," she said, and took a deep breath. "It is true that I am going to Fort Lapwai to be married. But it is not my first marriage. It will be my second. I am a widow."

The other two were silent for a moment. "I suppose we thought that you were simply – a little late in marrying – because you were a schoolteacher first," said Lydia. 

"No. That is not why. And the closer we get to the fort, the more I am afraid that my husband won't want me at my age – even though he knows I am a widow – or that – " 

She looked away, her face growing hot. "Or that I will not want to be a wife to him, after being married for several years to a different man."

There was silence again. "Molly, I am sure all that will vanish once your husband sees how very strong and beautiful you are," said Abigail. "I suppose that Lydia and I don't know how our husbands will feel about us, either."

Molly raised her head and looked at them both again. "But it's worse than that. I am a widow because – because my husband died in a terrible and sudden accident." She buried her face in her hands.

"Much like the one this afternoon," said Lydia quietly. "Wasn't it?"

Molly nodded. "That man is dead, too. Alive and well one moment, gone forever the next." She began to weep again, unable to stop it. "I think I would be better off going back to Ohio, and living with my mother again."

The other two girls did what they could to comfort their friend, but Molly only continued to weep. Then there was the sound of footsteps approaching their circle around the fire, and another voice spoke.

"Good evening, ladies," said Caleb. "Couldn't help but overhear. Thought I might be able to help."

He sat down beside them in the firelight. "I know all about what they call 'mail-order brides,'" he began. "I had a contract with a woman for just that sort of thing a few years back. But before she even left, she lost her courage. Decided to stay on her Pennsylvania farm instead, where it was safe."

He looked down, gazing into the fire. "My sister wrote me later on. Said that this woman had married a nice quiet storekeeper, but died in childbirth a year later right there in her safe town."

All three of them looked up at Caleb. "I can only say that there's risk wherever you go," he said. "You might as well take a big risk, and go after what you really want, so that you don't end up wondering all your life about what you missed."

"The risk of never knowing is the worst one of all," said Lydia.

Caleb nodded. "I think so, too. Good night, ladies."

"Good night," they all murmured, as Caleb got up and walked away again into the darkness.

"He's right, isn't he?" said Abigail. "Everything is a risk, no matter where you are or what you do."

Molly managed to smile at her. "We are all afraid to fly, until we try," she said. "But the breeze up here in these mountains is very, very sweet."

. . .

At last, over a month after getting off the train, Abigail, Molly, and Lydia rode into the town of Lewiston. They were now just fifteen miles from Fort Lapwai. The land up here, along the Clearwater River, was greener and much more beautiful than the near-desert country that they had struggled through for so long, and was filled with tall evergreen trees and lush grass.

Lewiston itself was a lively and booming gold-rush town, and once again the three young women enjoyed a hot bath and a comfortable bed. But this time, it was an impossibly special occasion – they were all getting married the following day.

In the morning, Abigail, Molly, and Lydia all put on their best cotton dresses, braided each other's hair, and walked back out to the wagons for the final leg of their journey. In just a few hours they would arrive at Fort Lapwai, at the intersection of the Clearwater River and Lapwai Creek.

"We're neither an egg, nor a cocoon, nor a caterpillar any longer," said Molly. "Now we are three butterflies!"

The three young women sat up tall and proud beside the drivers of three separate wagons as the supply train approached Fort Lapwai, and each of them looked eagerly into the distance where their new husbands waited for them.

THE END

Book 1: Three Butterflies
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​BOOK 2: PLACE OF THE BUTTERFLIES
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CHAPTER ONE

Chillicothe, Ohio

January, 1875

"Molly! Molly! Come here – hurry – I need you – I need . . . "

Margaret Howard Bergstrom stood in the kitchen of her warm farmhouse, happy to be inside on this gray and snowy day tending to her roast chicken and quartered potatoes cooking on the low fire in the stone hearth. She sighed as she heard her bespectacled husband, Theodore Bergstrom, calling for her yet again.

The older woman who sat at the small table, peeling more potatoes, looked up when she heard the faint call from outside the house. "I can stir that for you, Molly, if you want to go out to him," she said.

Molly glanced towards the window, but then turned back and went on stirring the food in the small pot. "No. That's all right, Mother," she said. "Ted's always trying to get me to come and look at his newest marvelous invention, whatever it is." 

She tapped the spoon on the edge of the pot and stepped back from the hearth. "But I have my own chores. Ted understands that I can't simply drop everything every time he calls me outside, just to look at something else."

"I suppose not." In the two years since Molly and Ted had been married, Molly's widowed mother, Louisa, and Ted's widower father, Cornelius, had both moved in with them at their spacious farmhouse. Molly was glad to have their company and their help – especially when it came to Ted's inventions. His father sometimes helped him and always encouraged him. "Is Ted out in the barn right now?"

"Oh, yes," Molly said, noticing through the window that the snowdrifts were piling up near the house as the flurries continued. "He's experimenting with yet another of his modern inventions to help him with the cows."

Her mother smiled. "Well, a dairy is a lot of work. Even a small one. Feeding and milking a dozen cows twice a day is a lot of work for one man, or even two."

"I think," Molly said, scooping up more quartered potatoes for the pot, "that this newest invention is something about running a track along the inside ceiling of the barn from one end to the other. Ted wants to be able to hang a pulley from the track so he can move hay and grain and even pails of milk up and down the aisle without having to carry them."

"My, my," Louisa murmured. "I never imagined such a thing."

"Well, he's always working on scientific things for the farm. He's got an elaborate system of ropes to open the pasture gate without having to go outside the barn. And a double-bladed knife so he can slice two haunches of beef at once."

"I don't know about those kinds of things," said Louisa, "but I will admit that I like your icicle box. I'm sure he could sell those, if he was to build more."

"I think so, too. He's talked about building more, when he has the time." Sitting against the wall beneath the window was a big, solid wooden crate that Ted had made for her. The crate was packed along the bottom and sides with straw and then lined with tin to hold the straw in place. The box could then be partly filled with broken icicles and used to keep meat and milk cold and fresh right inside the house, without having to keep such things outside.

"He really is very smart and clever," Molly said proudly, stirring the chicken and potatoes again. 

"Which makes up for his stature and strength," added her mother. 

Molly looked sideways at her, but had to agree. "A man doesn't have to be huge and strong when he's as clever as Ted," she said quietly. "His inventions allow him to manage a twelve-cow dairy farm all by himself, with only a little help from the rest of us. How many big men could do such a thing?"

But her mother sat gazing out of the window. "I don't see him anywhere," she said. "And I don't hear him, either."

"Where is his father?"

"Cornelius went down to the henhouse to feed them and heat some water. He's not anywhere close to the barn."

Frowning, Molly took her heavy woolen shawl down from the peg near the door, wrapped the shawl close around her, and walked outside. 

It was strange that she didn't hear any other shouts from Ted. He must be lost in his work, which often happened. Heading towards the barn through the knee-high drifts, she looked closely at the aisle through its open doors. All she could see was a little cloud of snow hanging in the air at the entrance, apparently stirred up the wind.

Wait – no – it was not the wind kicking up the cloud of snow. It was actually quite still out here and the light snow from the clouds fell straight down to cover the white drifts. 

Molly hurried as much as she could towards the barn door. "Ted," she called, trying to keep her voice steady. "Ted. Ted!"

Then she saw it. The snow hung in the air because something had fallen into the drifts just below it. Something large, and heavy. It was Ted's pulley apparatus, ripped right out of the ceiling and lying where it had fallen on his chest. 

Molly ran to her husband, crouching down beside him, and screamed and screamed his name. But Ted's eyes were lifeless behind the gold-rimmed spectacles.

He was gone.

*** 
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JUST TWO DAYS LATER, on a cold and windy grey day, Molly stood with her mother and with Ted's father, Cornelius, at the cemetery near the churchyard in Chillicothe. Several of the townsfolk were there, too, along with some of the neighboring farmers, for everyone had heard about the sudden accidental death of Ted Bergstrom. They had come to pay their respects and offer what help they could to the family.

But they did not stand beside a grave. Here in Ohio, in the middle of winter, the ground was frozen solid and there was no possibility of a burial for anyone.

Instead, the family and friends and townsfolk had gathered outside a marble receiving vault near the back of the cemetery grounds. Ted's body would wait inside the vault until spring, where the same cold that kept it from resting in the earth now would preserve it until a grave could be properly prepared. 

Molly could only stand and watch as the pallbearers carried the plain wooden coffin inside the vault. In a moment the six men walked outside again, and the undertaker shut the heavy door. Even as it clanged shut, she turned away and walked towards the line of waiting horses and buckboards and carriages. Her mother and Cornelius followed her, as did the rest of the mourners.

No one said a word.

***
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A SHORT TIME LATER, Molly, her mother, her father-in-law, and two of the neighboring farmers and their wives sat in the kitchen of the home that she had shared with Ted. They sat quietly together over cups of hot coffee that Louisa had made. On the table was a plate loaded with generous slices of sweet, rich tea cake that Amanda, one of the farmers' wives, had brought.

"I'm so sorry for your loss," said Amanda quietly. "He was a good man, wasn't he?"

"Yes. Very good," said Molly. "We'd only been married for two years. We hoped to have children." She blinked, and gazed out of the window where she could see the barn up on the small hill. "Of course, there won't be any children now."

It was strange how very calm she felt . . . as though she felt nothing at all. She had wept for so long after the shock of finding her husband dead that perhaps she would never have tears again for anything else in life.

"What will you do now, Molly?" asked Sarah, another of the wives.

"Will you stay here on this farm, with your mother and Mr. Bergstrom?"

"It is a very fine farm," said Frederick, Sarah's husband. "Those of us who've been taking a turn at the milking can see that."

"Indeed," said Paul, Amanda's husband. "Perhaps you could hire a man to work for you and continue to operate it."

Slowly, she turned to look at Paul. "I could not think of doing that. This was Ted's farm. No one could take his place here."

"Of course," said Paul. "Well, then, maybe you would rather sell it. Or at least, sell the cows. You would have no trouble doing that."

Molly just nodded, trying to think. "I could do that. Sell the cows. And the calves. And some of the land . . . maybe just keep the house. I don't know."

She looked at Amanda, sitting beside Paul. "Ted hoped to move to Oregon someday. He wanted to buy a larger piece of land and operate a thirty-cow dairy and raise all of our own hay and grain for them."

Frederick nodded. "I've heard about Oregon. They say it's a good place for homesteading. A man can get a lot of land and strike it rich out there, far easier than here."

"If he can get there," said Sarah, shivering a bit. "It's such a dangerous journey. And a dangerous place. I'm content to stay right here, where it's safe." She smiled at her husband and placed her hand on his arm.

"Not always so safe," Molly whispered, and looked out of the window again at the distant barn.

CHAPTER TWO

––––––––
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A SILENCE FELL OVER the little gathering in the farmhouse kitchen. The only sound was the low crackling of the fire in the hearth. No one knew what to say as Molly simply sat and stared out of the window at the place where her husband had died so suddenly.

"I'm sorry, Molly," said Sarah. "I spoke before I thought. I didn’t mean to – " She fell silent again.

Louisa patted her daughter's arm, and smiled at Sarah. "That's all right. There are many decisions that remain. I don't think anything has been decided for certain yet."

"It's only been two days," said Cornelius. Molly turned to look at him. He had barely spoken at all since his son's sudden and horrifying death. "Louisa is right. Nothing has been decided yet."

"Yes, it has." Molly sat up straight and for an instant wondered who had spoken – and then she realized it was her. "Yes, it has," she said again. "I have decided."

The shock and confusion of the last two days seemed to have lifted. Perhaps it was from the sight and sound of Ted's body being closed up in that receiving vault, or the simple truths she was hearing now from her friends and neighbors. But whatever the reason, Molly knew what she wanted to do.

She stood up and paced slowly around the room, stopping near the hearthfire. "My husband is dead," she said quietly. "I have been nothing else in life besides a schoolteacher and a farm wife. But I cannot work this dairy alone, not even with the help of my mother and my father-in-law. And I do not want to hire another man to work here and do the same tasks that Ted was doing. I – I could not do that."

Molly continued her slow pacing, this time pausing near the window and looking outside at the snowy hill and barn. "Ted dreamed of going out west. Of going to Oregon. It was a dream that both of us shared. He will never go, but I still could. I could go for both of us."

***
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FOUR WEEKS WENT BY, and they were weeks of great change for Molly and her mother and her father-in-law. She sold the farm very quickly, and very profitably. There were a couple of men from nearby Columbus, Ohio who bid against each other for it, and she was able to put away the tidy sum of $4500.

The three of them moved into Mrs. Parker's boarding house in the town of Chillicothe, with each one taking a separate room. Right away Molly began working alongside Mrs. Parker in the house, both to keep busy and to earn part of their board. Louisa also worked a few mornings a week. Cornelius, though, could most often be found relaxing on the sunny front porch of the boarding house, talking with the other men and sometimes playing checkers or doing a little woodcarving.

It was a calm and peaceful life. As much as she had loved the farm, Molly now found it a relief to be away from the place and its memories of her life with Ted – and of his death.

But she knew that she could not remain here at Mrs. Parker's house forever.

One cold evening after supper, Molly and her mother sat in an assortment of rocking chairs near the warm fireplace in the boarding house parlor. Louisa poured tea and so did two of her friends that she knew from church – Mrs. Lincoln and Mrs. Andrews. 

"Well, Molly," Mrs. Lincoln began, "it has been a month now since you lost your husband. I am glad to see that you are doing well."

Molly smiled briefly and picked up her tea. The cup was warm in her hands and she held it near her face. "Thank you, Mrs. Lincoln," she said. "I thought I would miss the farm – and I do – but I think it has been easier for me to be away from all of the memories it holds. I'm not sure, but I think it would have been much more difficult for me to ever let go if I had stayed there."

"Understandable," said Mrs. Andrews. "Well, there's no going back now. I have heard that you've sold it."

"Yes. I did. To a man from Columbus. He and a partner want to expand the dairy, so it will still be a working farm." Molly tried to smile. "I think Ted would be pleased about that."

Her mother nodded. "I'm sure he would. He worked very hard to make it the fine place that it was. And now that will continue with its new owners."

"You did the right thing," said Mrs. Andrews. "You are still a young woman. Before long, your own life will have to go on."

Molly nodded. "Yes. I know. And it will. I am still looking into getting to Oregon. I taught school before I was married, and I'm sure they will be in need of teachers as their population increases."

The three older women all looked at one another. "That would be a very long and difficult journey," said Mrs. Lincoln.

"Yes. It is a long journey. But my mother and my late husband's father have also expressed an interest in going to Oregon. The three of us could buy a small homestead out there. We could raise chickens and vegetables together, and I could teach school. I have enough from the sale of the dairy for the three of us to travel there and buy a place, especially with land prices being what they are in the far northwest. "

"That is a fine idea, but surely you can find a husband here in Ohio. Chillicothe is a very small town, but perhaps Columbus?" asked Mrs. Andrews.

"Oh – well – I'm not sure you understand," Molly said, setting down her teacup on a small table. "I mean to go to Oregon simply to start again. Not to get married."

Louisa set down her own cup of tea, and then folded her hands. "Molly," she said to her daughter, "one reason why I asked you here – along with these two ladies – was because there is something I must tell you."

Molly looked up at her. "What is it?"

Louisa sighed, and looked down, and then back at Molly again. "I cannot go with you to Oregon. And neither can Cornelius."

A sinking feeling ran through Molly. "Mother – you mean – you no longer want to go?"

"I'm afraid it's not so much a matter of wanting to go, dearest. Twenty years ago, perhaps – but now."

Molly could only sit and stare at her. "Not now," she repeated. "And – Cornelius – "

"He is well past the age of such a trip," Louisa said gently. "He is nearly seventy and content to live out his life here, where he can enjoy a quiet life and occasionally visit the grave of his only son."

"But surely I
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