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1851

Trudy Johnson walked smartly down the planked sidewalk of Independence, Missouri. As smartly as she could considering the number of creatures milling around the town, mostly men and mules. But she had a destination and a plan. It was a bad plan at best, but it was her last hope. She had a wagon, supplies, and everything needed for a trip west. Everything except a driver.

That wasn’t entirely true. She’d had a driver, but last night she found out he’d lost the deposit she had given him in some back alley card game. This morning he was nowhere to be found. It might be all right if she had another week to find someone else to drive her wagon west. But they had to leave tomorrow. A large group of five hundred or so left this morning. If Trudy waited much longer, she would run the risk of getting caught in early winter storms. It was a chance she wasn’t willing to take.

She pulled her gloves from her hands as she neared the sheriff’s office. He was surely the one person she could trust to help her find a new driver for her well-stocked rig.

“So you’re not going to do a thing about this?” A booming voice met her ears while she was still a good five steps from the open door of the sheriff’s office.

“Now, Mr. Hardy, what would you suggest I do?”

“I would suggest you get off your. . .chair and find the man who stole my rig.”

“There are pert near four hundred wagons in this town right now. How do you suppose I find yourn in all that?”

Trudy stepped in front of the door, the change in light alerting the men to her presence. Their conversation abruptly stopped. She was glad. From the look on Mr. Hardy’s face, what he was about to say was not suitable for feminine ears.

“Gentlemen.” She took one step into the room and stumbled over a loose floorboard. She caught herself before sprawling at their feet and completely ruining her composed air.

Sheriff Jacobs started toward her but stopped as she straightened. “Are you all right?”

“Yes, of course.” She pulled on the bodice of her dress and smoothed back the unruly locks of her auburn hair that were struggling to work free of the pins she had placed there just a few short hours ago. She much preferred a braid to this fancy chignon, but she knew if her plan was going to be successful, she had to present herself as a mature businesswoman.

She smoothed her hands down her skirts and stared at the two men. They looked back, each waiting on...something.

The sheriff cleared his throat. “What can I help you with?”

“Oh. Yes, of course.” She gave a little cough. “But I thought you were helping, uh, Mr. Hardy here.”

The big man’s eyes narrowed. “Have we met?”

“I don’t believe so, no.” Trudy squirmed as he continued to stare at her.

He was just the kind of man she needed to avoid. Large, strong, and mistrusting. The last she could see in his eyes—blue, blue eyes as clear as the sky above the prairie before them. His hair, what she could see of it curling out from under his dusty trail hat, was as dark as day-old coffee, and his full beard of the same color covered the lower half of his face. She wondered what he looked like when he was smiling.

No, she didn’t. She was perfectly content with his scowl. After all, she didn’t have business with him, just the sheriff.

“I can do no more for Mr. Hardy today,” the sheriff said.

“I think you mean won’t,” Mr. Hardy countered.

“However you want to say it.”

“You’re darn right.”

The two men started in again, raising their voices a little bit each round of the argument as to be better heard over the other.

“Excuse me,” she said, the words a whisper in the wind. “Excuse me,” she tried again. Neither man paid her any mind. “Excuse me!”

They turned to look at her.

She pulled on her bodice again. “Sheriff Jacobs, my name is Trudy Johnson, and I need a driver for my wagon.”

The sheriff looked from her to Mr. Hardy, then pulled the matchstick from his mouth as he smiled. “Well, ain’t you two a sight. One needs a driver and one needs a wagon.”

Trudy looked from the big, angry man back to the sheriff. The stare Mr. Hardy gave her wasn’t much kinder. “I don’t believe Mr. Hardy is the driver I’m looking for.” Trudy couldn’t imagine trusting her life to those gigantic hands. They looked as if they could crush rocks. If it had been just her, she might consider it, but she had Molly to think about. “He’s—” Large? Scary? Handsome? He was all three.

“I don’t drive for people.”

“—not right,” she finished.

“Not right?” His face turned a dangerous shade of crimson.

“And argumentative.” She should stop before he went from red to purple.

“I’ll have you know—”

Trudy turned to the sheriff. She didn’t have time to argue with the handsome oaf. She had to find a driver. A reliable driver who didn’t tower over her and make her feel like a child in women’s clothes. “Thank you, Sheriff Jacobs. You can find me at the livery stable if you happen to think of someone who can help me.” She turned back to Mr. Hardy. “Someone else, that is.”

She spun on her heel and before she lost her nerve, she marched from the office, back straight as she pulled on her gloves. Once she was out of sight of the two men, she let go of the breath she’d been holding. Her shoulders slumped, and she practically collapsed to the ground as she walked.

So that wasn’t as successful as she’d hoped. There had to be a good place to find a man in this town. There were hundreds. All she wanted was one.

Mr. Hardy’s blue eyes flashed before her mind’s eye. She shivered and headed back down the sidewalk. So the sheriff wasn’t going to be the help she needed. She still had a few more ideas.

She quickened her pace, clipping along as swiftly as she could and still manage some sort of decorum. People were shoulder to shoulder in the town even though many of the trail riders had left that morn. The last group was set to leave out first thing tomorrow, and she planned to be among them.

She had a few more stops to make before she could head back to the stable and Molly. They had been lucky to get a room at the boardinghouse in the middle of such excitement and chaos, but people would do almost anything if a widow and a six-year-old child were involved. Anything but give them a free room. And money was getting tight.

Once she found out her driver had left town, she had let the room go and moved them into the wagon she had stored at the livery stable. It wasn’t the safest place to stay, but it was a far sight better than the camp filled with a sundry of people preparing to leave the next morning.

Truthfully, she wasn’t a widow. Not exactly. Well, not at all. She had never even been married. But due to their twelve-year age difference, when people saw her and Molly together, they automatically assumed that she was the parent and Molly her child, instead of orphaned sisters trying to find their way in the world.

She should have politely corrected their mistakes, but she didn’t. And even though it was an error on their part, she still added the lie to her prayer list each evening.

Since she had failed with the sheriff, she would get with the pastors of the local churches, see if they knew of someone who was trustworthy that would be willing to drive her rig to Oregon.

She blew the wayward strands of her curly hair out of her face and tried to remain positive, but with each church she visited, she became more and more discouraged. And more and more exhausted from holding her head up and fighting her way through the crush of people.

Finally she stopped, leaning against one of the building’s posts. She laid her head against the wood and closed her eyes. She would never find a driver this late. Traveling the trail could be a tricky venture. If they were going to make it there before the winter hit, they had to leave. . .soon.

Like tomorrow.

Where was she going to find a driver now?

“Why lookit here.”

Trudy spun around at the drawling voice. She smoothed her dress and patted her hair nervously. The man was big and tall with tobacco-yellowed teeth and a sweat-stained shirt. “H-hello.” She patted her hair again and looked toward the crowd of people surrounding them.

“What’s a purty thing like you doing out here all alone? You need some help?” His tone suggested he had more than help to offer.

“I-I’m looking for a man,” she said without thinking through the suggestion in her words.

He straightened and puffed his chest out like a bullfrog as a grin stretched the corners of his mouth.

“A certain man,” she quickly clarified.

“What if I told you I was him?” His smile turned downright wicked.

Panic flashed through her, brief and heart-pounding. People surrounded them. He couldn’t do anything to her right out in the open. She took a deep breath to calm her nerves.

“I don’t believe you are, sir.” She started to turn away.

“What’s this man look like?”

Well, now there was the problem. “He’s tall and dark and very muscular.” That ought to deter the unkempt gentleman before her, but he seemed oblivious to the subtle warning in her words.

“And what do you, uh. . .need this man for?”

She stiffened her spine and met his bloodshot brown eyes. Lord, forgive me this lie. “He’s my husband.”

“You don’t say?” His gaze flickered to her ring-less left hand, then back to her face.

She wouldn
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