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  CHAPTER 1


  

  November 16, 1852


  

  Lydia climbed out of the wagon and looked up, thankful to see the sun shining bright. Perhaps the walk to town wouldn’t be as bad today as it was yesterday. She walked into town from the outskirts where the wagon train stopped.


  More than happy to be wearing her best dress and not the ragged skirts and dresses she’d worn for the last six and a half months, she didn’t mind the walk. She held her skirt high so as not to get it muddy until she reached town. There she certainly didn’t mind walking on the wood planks of the boardwalk instead of rough roads, full of ruts from previous wagons and either dry and dusty or slick with mud.


  The wagon train stood on the east side of town. With the rainy weather they’d had since arriving two days ago, she still wore her boots, refusing to ruin her good shoes in this muck.


  Passing the butcher, the general store and the bank she made her way to the sheriff’s office. People passed her and she probably should have asked them about Walter, but she didn’t want anyone to know her business. Instead, she’d waited for two days for Walter to show up at the wagon train so they could marry and start their life together.


  Figuring something was wrong, perhaps that he was sick, she decided to check with the Oregon City sheriff. Naturally, his office was at the side of town opposite from the wagons. Finally reaching his office she knocked once and then entered.


  Behind the average wooden desk was a man in his late thirties, with dark blond hair and arresting light green eyes. He wore a plaid flannel shirt with a black wool vest with a five point star badge pinned to the vest.


  “What can I do for you, Miss…?”


  “Granger. Lydia Granger. You can help me by directing me to the home of Mr. Walter Mosley. I am Mr. Mosley’s fiancée and he was supposed to come and claim me, for lack of a better word, and we were to marry.”


  He stood immediately upon hearing her name. “Miss Granger, I’ve been waiting for you. My name is Robert McCauley. Walt was my dearest friend. You never met anyone kinder than Walt Mosley.”


  Lydia’s stomach started to tighten. She cocked her head just a bit to the left and narrowed her eyes. “Was? Did you have a falling out?” She began to chew her lip, hoping that reason was the case, because she didn’t like the other possibility at all.


  He shook his head. “No, ma’am. I’m very sorry to say, Walt passed away three weeks ago. Doc said it was a heart attack. Walt left you something though. He said if he passed we should read it together.”


  “Passed? He can’t be dead.” Lydia swayed. This can’t be happening. What will I do now? Without Walter I have nothing and no one. Hannah has Joe. She’ll be fine, but what will I do without Walter?


  The sheriff moved quickly and held her by the shoulders. “Here, sit.” He helped her to the ladder-backed chair in front of his desk. “Are you better?”


  “Yes. It’s just such a shock.” She looked down at her lap. “I don’t know what to do now. I…I’m sorry.” Taking a handkerchief from her reticule, she dabbed at her eyes. “It’s just that for the past year and a half, I’ve planned on marrying Walter Mosley and now I simply don’t know what I’ll do.”


  “Let’s read his will. You’ll have a better grasp of things afterward.”


  The sheriff handed her an envelope and then leaned against the desk while she read the contents.


  The envelope contained a single sheet of paper.


  I, Walter Augustus Mosley, being of sound mind and body, do hereby leave all my assets and worldly goods to my fiancée, Miss Lydia Granger. Signed Walter A. Mosley, March 7, 1852


  The combination to the safe is 12 right, 17 left, two spins to 52 right, and three spins to 23 left.


  She recognized the handwriting. It was the same as in his letters. Lydia looked at the sheriff. “Is this document legal?”


  “Yes, ma’am. You can see from the signatures at the bottom that Mr. Elmer Fulton and myself were witnesses. Walt trusted me with it and bade me to give it to you when you arrived, if he couldn’t be here to meet you. He never doubted you would come.”


  She lifted her brows and her eyes widened. “Of course, I came. I gave him my word and he seemed like such a nice man.” Walt trusted me, believed in me, I knew he was a good man.


  The sheriff nodded and looked out the window.


  It almost seemed like he was seeing his old friend.


  “He was a good man and my best friend. He helped this community very much.”


  Lydia put her hand to her throat. “I hope to make Walter proud of me and to follow in his footsteps. Although I’m feeling a bit overwhelmed at the moment, I want to make Oregon City my home.”


  “I’m very glad to hear that.”


  “Um, I don’t mean to be disrespectful, but I assume since there is a safe, a house must be around it?”


  Robert chuckled. “Yes, Miss Granger. Let me take you to your new home.” He opened the top drawer of his desk and withdrew two keys wired together, which he put in his vest pocket. Then he grabbed his hat from the peg by the door and donned it before opening the door. He waved his arm out in front of him. “After you.”


  They walked two blocks toward the west and then three blocks north. The people they met all greeted the sheriff with smiles. They passed several nice little houses that Lydia would have loved to have. Cottages, with nice little gardens out front.


  When they finally stopped it was in front of one of the largest houses Lydia had ever seen, not only here but in Independence as well. The two-story home was sided with wood, but stone went halfway up the first floor and was used for the three chimneys. Painted light blue with white shutters and trim, with a white picket fence around the front yard, the house was quite charming despite its size. Four steps led to the wide porch which ran the length of the front of the house. She saw a swing on one side of the door and a table and four chairs on the other.


  Lydia put a hand to her throat. “Oh, my, I…” She swallowed hard. “I never expected something like this place. Mr. Mosley, Walter, said he was well off, but I assumed that status still meant something more…shall we say modest.” This house means security for me and Hannah and Joe. We’ll never have to worry about getting evicted like we were in Independence or being homeless like we were when Mother and Daddy died.


  “You’ll find Walt spared no expense in his home or its furnishings. He was poor as a boy and vowed, when he grew up, he’d live better than all the rich people in his home country of England.”


  On shaky legs, Lydia walked to the swing and slumped into it, resting her elbows on her knees. “What kind of fiancée was I? I didn’t even know he was English.”


  Robert leaned against the railing. “He never advertised the fact, other than his accent which he couldn’t hide, and he only nodded when someone mentioned it. As far as he was concerned, he was American, through and through.”


  She ran her hand along the beautiful, carved wood of the swing. She’d never seen anything like it. She stood. “Well, I guess you’d better show me the rest of the house. Then I have to get my sister and her husband. They simply will not believe this news.”


  He waved an arm toward the door. “Yes, ma’am, this way.” Taking keys out of his pocket, he unlocked the door and then handed her the keys. “This is for you.”


  Lydia looked down at the simple iron keys lying in her hand and slowly closed her fingers around them. Blinking back tears, she gazed skyward. “Thank you, Walter. I’ll make you proud you trusted me to carry on for you.”


  Sheriff McCauley opened the door wide and held it for her.


  She stepped through into a different world. The floors were hardwood and covered with Persian carpets, just like the ones in the Ritz Hotel in Independence. These were in shades of blue with different motifs of paisley or stars and some designs she didn’t recognize.


  To her right was a formal living room. The room was large, the sofa and two Queen Anne chairs upholstered in maroon with gold accents. A low table sat between them with the configuration of the furniture close enough to allow intimate discussions.


  Bookshelves covered one wall. Large windows took up most of two more walls, with the French entry door to the hallway on the fourth.


  To her left just down the hall, was a formal dining room. She’d never lived in a house with a separate dining room. They’d eaten in the kitchen at a plain pine table. The table and chairs, enough to seat twenty, were built from dark cherry wood. She’d recognize that wood anywhere because her mother had always admired the set in the window of Lewellyn Brothers Furniture in downtown Independence. Hanging above the table was a beautiful crystal chandelier. Owly will love it for his perch.


  “I assume the kitchen is in the rear of the house?”


  “Yes, the kitchen and the bath. He had a room built with a small stove to heat water for the bathtub.”


  Lydia clapped her hands once. “Oh, how wonderful. That will be so much more convenient and allow for privacy whereas a tub in the middle of the kitchen like we had in Independence allowed for neither.”


  “Yes, ma’am.”


  “Please, stop calling me ma’am. I’m just twenty-one and hardly a ma’am. Call me Lydia, and I’ll call you Robert. Agreed?” She held out a hand.


  Smiling, he reached out and shook her hand. “Agreed…Lydia. I’ll let you explore the rest of the house at your leisure. I must return to work.”


  “I’m sure my brother-in-law has talked to you already. He’s Joe Stanton, the bounty hunter. Some of the fugitives he was chasing were on the wagon train.”


  He tipped his hat. “He has. He didn’t mention you though. If you need anything, you know where to find me. Good day, Miss…er…Lydia.”


  She ducked her head. “Good day, Robert. Oh, I would like to know where Walter is buried. I will want to pay my respects.”


  “I’ll write down the directions and send them to you with one of my deputies.”


  “Thank you.”


  Lydia wanted to go through the house, but felt strange doing it alone. She’d get Hannah and Joe, maybe they could dispel the eerie feeling she had about the house.


  *****


  Lydia locked her new home and walked to the wagon train to share the news with Hannah and Joe. The three of them were still living in the wagon, though now much of the items in the wagon were unloaded to make room to sleep. Or they had just been used up as was the case of the bags of flour, sugar and cornmeal.


  Hannah was as pale as Joe was dark. She had porcelain skin that was barely tanned, even after the hard journey here from Missouri. And now she had a glow about her that only being pregnant could explain. Her red hair had lightened a little from the short time she left it uncovered in the sun. Both she and Lydia had religiously worn their bonnets, shading their faces from the sun. Not only was a sunburn bad for the skin, it was painful as well.


  Joe, on the other hand, was very tan and his blue eyes were striking against his brown skin. She smiled and shook her head. He still needed a haircut. His hair hung below his shoulders now, black as coal.


  Standing six feet three inches tall, he towered a good eight inches over Hannah and was more than a foot taller than Lydia. But he was one of the kindest men she’d ever met and, more importantly, he loved Hannah completely. She’d never seen her sister so happy.


  The November weather in Oregon City had been rainy and cold, but the temperature rose enough so that Lydia took off her cloak and sat on one of the chairs she’d gotten out for their last night on the trail. Prior to that they’d used buckets to sit on. Having used them for six months was more than enough. If she’d been smart, she’d have gotten the chairs out sooner, but retying them every night didn’t appeal to her.


  “Walter is dead.” Her voice broke as the enormity of the situation washed over her. “He died three weeks ago.”


  Hannah embraced her. “Oh, Lydie. I’m so sorry.”


  Lydia shook her head. “Walter is still looking out for me.”


  Joe leaned against the wagon. “What do you mean?”


  “Well…you’ll never believe this…I still don’t believe it. He left everything to me in his will.”


  Hannah’s emerald green eyes widened in surprise. “You’re funning us, right?


  “I’m not.” She held up the keys Robert gave her. “Now, would you both come with me and look over the place you’ll live until you get your home built?”


  Joe straightened and joined the women near the fire. “Are you sure you want us living there?”


  “Of course,” replied Lydia. “You’re my family and you’ll always be welcome in my home. Besides I’d rattle around in that house if it was just me alone with my babies.”


  “And you will always be welcome in ours, too,” said Hannah. “Once it’s built.”


  Lydia donned her cloak again. “So let’s go. It will be faster if we ride your horses. I can ride with Hannah.”


  Hannah shook her head. “You best ride with Joe. I haven’t ridden with anyone else and don’t trust my skills yet.”


  Lydia gazed over at Joe. “So brother-in-law, will you take me home?”


  “Of course. But better yet. Let’s just take the wagon to the house. Then you’ll have your babies with you, too.”


  “That’s a good idea. Thanks, Joe.”


  He walked over and gave her a hug. “What else are brothers good for?”


  Lydia laughed. “Many things. Many, many things.”


  Joe had his horse tied to the back of the wagon and the oxen harnessed and ready to go in about twenty minutes. Hannah rode her horse while Joe drove the wagon with Lydia.


  They went to the Mosley home, parked the wagon and tied the horses to the hitching rail.


  “Let’s leave the animals out here for now. I haven’t looked upstairs yet. If it’s anything like down here, the rooms will be magnificent.”


  Hannah and Joe both stood looking at the house with their mouths open.


  Knowing exactly how they felt, Lydia smiled. “Come on,” she said, breaking their trance.


  “My gosh, Lydie, this house is amazing.” Hannah stood hand to her throat, staring at the house.


  “I know. Come look.” Lydia opened the door and pocketed the keys. “There’s a safe which I haven’t opened yet. I’m not even sure where it is. I’ve only seen the front rooms.”


  They gave cursory looks to the living and dining rooms then went down the hall on the right side of the stairs, past the living room to the library.


  Lydia couldn’t believe the house held more books. Bookshelves stood from floor to ceiling on every wall that wasn’t window, even around the door. And all were nearly full of books. The writer in her was thrilled to have so much to read. Mixed in with the books were pieces of art, vases, plates, masks. The whole room was amazing, but what dominated the room was the huge safe behind the large desk.


  She pulled the will from her reticule, walked to the safe and followed the instructions for the combination, grabbing the handle afterward. Nothing.


  “I must have done something wrong.” She held up her hands and they were shaking. “I’m nervous. Let me try this again.”


  The second time supplied the same results as the first.


  “Doggone it. Why can’t I open this?” She hit the door with her fist.


  “Here Lydia, let me.” Joe held his hand out for the paper. He followed the combination, the handle lifted and he pulled open the safe.


  Lydia frowned. “How’d you do that? I followed the instructions to the letter.”


  “I bet you missed one of the spins. It’s an unusual combination to have three spins before the number.”


  “Oh,” she gritted her teeth and then sighed. “I thought the number was on the third spin.”


  Joe chuckled. “An easy mistake to make.”


  Lydia’s jaw dropped. She looked at Hannah and Joe. They each stood with the same amazed expression she knew she wore. Inside the safe, stacks of cash were on the bottom and jewelry boxes on the middle shelves, and what looked like a set of bookkeeping books and other papers on the top shelf.


  She shook her head slowly. “I don’t know what to do first…open the jewelry boxes or count the money. I have to make an inventory so I know what I have inherited.”


  Then the thought hit her and she was filled with joy. She could take care of her animals the way they should be taken care of. Now she could buy the meat her wolf pup, Sampson, and puma cub, Simba, needed without wondering where she’d find the money. She no longer needed to rely on Joe to hunt for her in order to feed them properly.


  She looked up and murmured, “Thank you, Walter Mosley.”


  Hannah nodded. “You do need to make an inventory.”


  From the desk, Lydia found paper, pen and ink.


  “We’ll help. Let’s do the jewelry first. You can make a list as we open them.”


  Hannah and Joe each took a few jewelry boxes. They took turns. First Hannah opened a box, called out its contents and placed it on the desk. Then Joe did the same and they took turns.


  “This one has a sapphire necklace and ear bobs,” said Joe.


  Hannah whistled. “Oh, my. Here is a large diamond ring. I bet this is your engagement ring. Why don’t you try it on?”


  Lydia shook her head. “Oh, I couldn’t.” How can I wear a ring from Walter that he didn’t put on my finger? I’m surprised that I feel grief for a man I never met, but I do wish he wasn’t dead. I wish we were getting married and starting our life together.


  “Why not?” Hannah waved at all the boxes of gems. “These are all yours now. You might as well wear them.”


  Lydia took the ring from her sister. The fit was a little small, but she pushed it on. “This isn’t coming off without a little grease.”


  They opened the rest of the boxes to reveal a wedding band encircled with diamonds, a diamond necklace set, a ruby set and an emerald set. Each one had an incredible necklace and tasteful ear bobs. Several smaller boxes also contained sets of diamond cufflinks and tie tacks, as well as emerald, ruby and sapphire sets. Lastly, he had five gorgeous gold pocket watches. Joe would probably like one of those.


  Lydia suddenly wondered who helped Walter pick out all of the jewelry, furniture and artwork. Had he selected them himself? She supposed, given his wealth, he could have taken the time to learn about the art and the other items.


  Was she actually feeling jealous that she didn’t get to make the decisions with him? She was even sorrier she’d never met him. He seemed knowledgeable, educated and could have taught her things. Maybe they could have taught each other things. She didn’t know what exactly, but she wished she’d have gotten to find out.


  “Shall we count the money now?” asked Lydia.


  “With the way it’s wrapped and stacked, that shouldn’t take as long as you might think,” said Joe. “Each pack of twenty-dollar bills contains one thousand dollars. Each stack contains twenty packs of bills and you have…” He stopped and counted, pulling the packs of bills out as he went. “Twenty-two stacks of bills. That’s four-hundred and forty thousand dollars. Good grief, Lydia, you need to hire armed guards. What the heck did Walter do to make this much money?”


  “He told me he made it in the California gold fields.”


  Lydia sat in the desk chair before her legs collapsed under her. “Four-hundred-thousand dollars. Do you know what this means? Walter was rich. Not just well off, but filthy stinking rich.”


  She looked over at Joe. “Do you really believe we should hire guards? It doesn’t appear Walter had them. As long as I don’t go around talking about the money I have at home, I should be fine, shouldn’t I? I do wonder why he had so much cash at home instead of the bank. It appears that for some reason, Walter didn’t trust the bank to safeguard his money.”


  Joe put the cash back in the safe.


  Hannah put the jewels in.


  Lydia stopped her, lifted one of the boxes and handed it to her sister. “You should take the emeralds. They match your eyes and will look fabulous with your bright red hair and pale skin.”


  “I couldn’t.” Hannah, eyes shining, looked at Joe.


  He smiled. “I don’t know why not. She’s right they will look great on you.”


  “Don’t think I’ve forgotten you, Joe. Take the matching emerald cufflinks and a tie bar plus one or two of the beautiful pocket watches. Both of you take what you like.”


  “Thank you, Lydia. That’s very generous of you,” said Joe.


  “Nonsense. You’re my family, my only family. I just can’t believe Walter would have all this here but for whatever reason, it is all of ours.”


  “Thank you, Lydie. I think we’d best keep these items in the safe until we need them.” Hannah put her box back on the middle shelf. She reached out to Joe and he placed his items in her hand. She added those to the treasures in the safe.


  Lydia clapped her hands once and then grinned. “Shall we go look at the rest of the house? I’m dying to see the kitchen. After cooking for the last six months over a camp fire, I wonder if I still know how to cook on a stove.”


  “Well, I guess you’ll find out shortly,” Hannah said. “I assume you’re fixing supper tonight.”


  “Yes, but that depends on what’s in the larder. If it’s empty, as I suspect, I’ll have to go shopping before I can prepare a meal.”


  Hannah hooked her arm through Lydia’s. “Well, let’s go find out, shall we?”


  Entering the kitchen, Lydia took three steps into the room and came to a dead stop.


  “Will you look at that? Have you ever seen anything so beautiful? A four-burner stove, with green porcelain doors on the oven, warming rack, and fire door.” This will be so much fun to cook on. I can’t wait.


  Hannah put her hands on Lydia’s shoulders. “Oh, my. This whole room is lovely. Look at the cupboards, the table and chairs, they all match. They look like they’re what…oak…maybe. This house is not just bigger but also so much nicer than our rented room in Independence.”


  Lydia spread her arms and turned in a circle smiling. “All I know is I can’t wait to fix a meal.”


  She found the bathing room the sheriff told her about and there was a bedroom behind the kitchen for the help if they ever hired someone.


  A knock sounded on the front door.


  Cocking her head, Lydia stopped. “I wasn’t expecting anyone and the only person who knows I’m here is the sheriff. Maybe he’s thought of something else he needs to tell me.”


  “We’ll come with you,” said Joe. “Just in case.”


  They walked across the house and Joe stood next to Lydia as she opened the door.


  “May I help you?”


  A handsome man with brown hair curling a little over his collar and nice brown eyes stood on the porch. He was as tall as Joe, at
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