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      Independence, Missouri, May 1, 1852

      

      Eliza Tanner looked out at the wagons around her. Fifty-five in all getting ready to start the two-thousand-mile journey to Oregon City in the Oregon Territory. Twenty-nine wagons were ahead of her and twenty-five behind. Most were occupied by two or three mail-order brides. One hundred and three mail order brides total. She and her wagon mate Millicent Kellerman were not brides. Five other wagons carried families and perhaps a bride as well.

      She checked to make sure everything was secured for the journey, stopping only to push long strands of hair out of her eyes. She hadn’t gotten the hang of twisting her hair into a bun. Eliza had never worn it up before now. Simon always wanted her hair loose, curling in waves down her back. He said it attracted the customers…men who would pay extra to have her beneath them in her bed.

      Eliza was the singer, the headliner who brought the customers into the saloon. She was also the one Simon sold for ten times the amount of any other girl.

      “Millicent, do you have what you need from your trunk for the next few days? I don’t want to have to move everything to get into the trunks if we can help it.”

      The woman, with beautiful golden blonde hair, stood next to her by the wagon, retesting ropes after Eliza tested them. “I don’t blame you. Getting in and removing the things I’ll need was difficult enough. I wouldn’t want to do that every day.”

      Eliza grabbed the rope holding onto the water barrels and tested it. “And that was before we buried them under sacks of flour and feed.” She pointed to the wagon’s bench. “I made a pad for the bench seat. It will help it be more comfortable, though from what I understand, we’ll probably rather walk more than ride.” Making the pad was the first real sewing she’d done since she was a girl. Simon had all her gowns and dresses made. She purchased her own under things, he would have been happy for her to be naked all the time even under her clothes.

      Millicent nodded. “At least with the oxen it’s easy for us to walk since cracking the whip above their heads encourages them to keep going and they walk about as fast as we do. We don’t have to actually hold the reins and drive them.”

      A man wearing a blue checked shirt and black hat rode up to them. “You ladies ready to go? We’re heading out.”

      The voice belonged to the man who had coal black hair, full beard and the bluest eyes. Those eyes, dark blue and with a definite twinkle, could mesmerize any woman here. Any woman except Eliza. She’d seen so many men over the years—young, old, rich, poor, handsome and ugly—that a man easy on the eyes didn’t turn her head anymore.

      “Yup, ready and rarin’ to go.”

      His chin lowered a notch. “Good. Hank Barringer’s the name. I’m part of the security detail on the wagon train. I’ll see you later.”

      She smiled. “Not if I see you first.” Eliza bit her lip. What was the matter with her? Why was she baiting him?

      He laughed and rode on toward the next wagon.

      Millicent grinned. “That was quite the quip for someone who says she’s sworn off men.”

      Eliza shrugged. “Old habits die hard.”

      Millicent lifted a brow but didn’t ask any questions.

      She was thankful for small favors. Soon enough, Millicent would be asking about Eliza’s background. She didn’t intend to lie to her new friend. But would they still be friends when she found out Eliza used to be a prostitute?

      The wagon in front of them moved forward. She and Millicent climbed into the wagon. Eliza cracked the whip over the top of the oxen and slapped the reins on their rumps to get them going. The animals would probably be walking only ten or fifteen miles a day. Since they were fresh, they might even do twenty miles, if the weather and road both stayed good.

      She had learned not to hope, but looking at the sky, she hoped for good weather, regardless.
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      The first night, Eliza was exhausted. The weather was beautiful and the sun shone all day. The wagon train didn’t make the twenty miles she hoped they would but did travel almost fifteen, making it nearly to Kansas City. Now, her feet were hot and tired, and so was she.

      They stopped next to a stream called Blue River. She walked down to fill a bucket and avoid using the water in the barrel as well as to replenish what they’d used today for drinking and cooking.

      The river was more of a creek, so she walked down to the water, took off her shoes and waded out a couple of feet until her ankles were covered by the cold liquid. Rocks covered the bottom of the creek and so it was a little slick, but since she wasn’t able to stand in the cold water for very long it didn’t matter. She hadn’t been wading since she was a young girl, when Mama was still alive and life had been good. Now the cold was refreshing and yet was almost too cold on her sore, tired feet. Eliza had never walked so far or been as tired as she was now.

      As she donned her socks and boots, Eliza heard a noise, like a baby’s cry. I must be hearing things. What in the world would a baby be doing out here alone? She put on her other boot and heard the cry again. Following the sound of the now-constant crying, she came upon a basket with a baby. The child looked to be three or four months old, although since she hadn’t been around a baby for a couple of years, she wasn’t sure. It could have been as old as five months.

      The last baby she’d cared for was Danny, Jenny Lynn’s son. Simon let her keep the baby until she was healed enough to go back to work, but then she was supposed to give little Danny away. Eliza had intervened. She told Simon she wouldn’t sing any more if he made Jenny give away her son. She’d insisted he could beat Eliza all he wanted, but that fact wouldn’t change.

      He hadn’t wanted to. He’d agreed to let the baby stay as long as Jenny still worked and the baby didn’t make a ruckus.

      All the girls took turns caring for Danny. Depending on who wasn’t working when Jenny was, that girl got Danny. If they all were working, then Gemma, the black housekeeper, watched the baby.

      Eliza picked up this child to soothe its crying and discovered the child was wet clear through the soaker it was wearing. She found several diapers, another soaker and two gowns. She changed the little girl into a dry diaper, soaker and gown, jamming the wet clothes in the bottom corner of the basket until she could wash them.

      Possessing a strong nurturing instinct, she immediately loved her little bundle of joy with big blue eyes and soft blonde hair. Her mouth looked just like a porcelain doll, with its cupid bow top lip and pouty bottom one. She had dark black lashes in sharp contrast to her blonde hair and brows.

      It was about five-thirty at night and still light out. Perhaps the mother lingered nearby yet? She looked around and saw no one, yet she was sure she was being watched.

      “If you’re out there, please come forward.”

      She waited and not a sound did she hear, not even the rustle of the grasses in the very slight breeze.

      Eliza spoke again. “I’ll put your mind at ease. I intend to care for this baby like she was my own.”

      The bucket forgotten, she put the baby back into the basket and carried it to the campsite.

      “Millicent! Millicent!”

      The woman came to the back of the wagon. “What’s the matter? What are you carrying?”

      “A baby. I found a baby alone out there. I don’t know how long she’s been there. She was soaked. I changed her diaper, but she’s hungry and exhausted. The poor little thing. She’s chewing her fist like it’s a chicken leg.”

      Eliza set the basket on one of the chairs they’d untied from the outside of the wagon. Two years ago, she’d watched Gemma feed Danny with a towel soaked in milk, so Eliza got a clean dishtowel and soaked it in the evening’s milk, picked up the baby and let the tired infant suck on the wet towel. She rewet the towel until she thought the baby was probably full. The child fell asleep while she ate and Eliza woke her several times. The child started sucking again until the last time when she turned her head away.

      This first night they stopped near Kansas City. She needed to buy more supplies for the baby as soon as possible. As Kansas City was the last real city they’d be near for who knew how long, she’d have to find a way to go in and back in a hurry.

      Millicent brought a towel for her shoulder. Eliza burped the baby and then she changed her diaper again and her gown before laying the tired infant in the basket. She was asleep almost before her head hit the pad.

      “Now that the baby is taken care of, what in the world are you doing with her?”

      Eliza let out a breath and slumped in the chair. “I found her down by the creek. I think her mother was still there to make sure she would be found, but no one answered when I called out.”

      “What will you do with her?”

      “I’m keeping her. She’s my daughter from now on. Her name is Jessica Tanner.” She smiled and thought of her childhood friend, Jessie Sanders. “I’ve always loved the name. We’ll call her Jessie.” I’ve always wanted a child but was never blessed. Of course, when I was still with Simon, it wouldn’t have been a blessing but a curse. I can only be thankful that never happened.

      Now I have my dream. Freedom and my own child to love and raise. Jessie will help me to be believed as an average everyday woman, not a former prostitute.

      Millicent frowned. “You can’t be serious. What do you know about babies?”

      Eliza shook her head to clear it. “More than most new mothers know about babies. I had to care for one a couple of years ago. Now will you watch her while I find that Hank Barringer fellow? I need to go into Kansas City to buy Jessie clothes and things. The wagon train will be leaving tomorrow morning so I need a horse. Fingers crossed, a store in town is still open.”

      Millicent tilted her head and narrowed her eyes. “What makes you think he’ll take you?”

      Eliza’s eyelids closed to half way and she jutted her chin out. “I saw the way he looked at me. I’ve seen that look a million times. He’ll do it. Trust me.”

      “I do, and I’ll watch little Jessie. She’ll probably sleep though, but just in case, hurry back.”

      Eliza nodded. On aching feet and through calf-high grass that swished as her skirt moved through it, Eliza walked toward the head of the train and the cook wagon. She figured all the men would be there to eat supper and she was right.

      As usual not a male eye was anywhere but staring at her. I don’t suppose this is something I will ever be able to stop, but maybe if they see me as a mother not a possible bed partner, the situation will be lessened.

      “Mr. Barringer. Might I have a word, please?”

      “Certainly, Miss Tanner. What can I do for you?”

      “I need to borrow a horse. I must go into Kansas City and get some items.”

      He frowned and set his plate on the side board of the chuck wagon. “You need more supplies for the trip already? That doesn’t bode well.”

      She stepped closer and touched a hand to his arm. “May I talk to you in private, please?”

      “Yes, of course. This way.” He waved to the other side of the wagon, away from the men.

      “Now why do you need more supplies?”

      She related how she found the child. “Anyway, I need things for her. Clothes and material for diapers.”

      His mouth fell open. “Whoee. You could knock me over with a feather. Let me finish eating and then I’ll come by your wagon.” Then he removed his hat and ran his fingers through his hair.

      “Thank you, Mr. Barringer. I really appreciate this.”

      He replaced his hat. “Think nothing of it, Miss Tanner.”

      She walked back to her wagon. How would she handle Hank Barringer if he became flirty on the trip to town or back? What if she couldn’t resist him despite her determination to do so? Hank attracted her like no one in her life before. Why did he have to be on this particular wagon train? Why couldn’t she have met him later when she was stronger in her determination and not so new to it?
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      Hank Barringer hadn’t seen such a lovely woman in years. As he watched her walk away, the gentle sway of her hips made him wonder just what was under that dress. And that red hair, strands of which escaped her bun and formed a halo around her head.

      After her quip at their earlier meeting and the way she looked straight into his eyes without batting her lashes like other women did, he doubted Miss Tanner was an angel. He thought he’d seen her somewhere before. He couldn’t place her, yet he knew this trip would be hell and bliss all at once. Bliss because she was a beautiful woman and hell because she was a beautiful woman.
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      Eliza arrived back at the wagon and saw that Jessie still slept. Millicent had water in a bucket boiling the dirty clothes and diapers. That was good. They didn’t have enough clothes or diapers to not wash everything as soon as possible. She’d seen women who simply let the wet diapers dry and just rinsed the fecal matter from the others before letting them dry. Eliza didn’t hold with those practices. She felt the diapers needed to be washed.

      “How come you know so much about babies?”

      Millicent smiled. “I have seven younger siblings. At one point in time Mother had four children in diapers and three nursing. Leroy was the oldest so he got fed by spoon and sugar teat. He was ten months old, but the twins were newborns and needed to nurse because they were so small.”

      Eliza widened her eyes. “Oh, my Lord, four babies under four?”

      “Under three. The next one in line was twenty-five months.”

      “How old were you?”

      “I was ten at the time.”

      Eliza shook her head. “That’s way more children than I could handle. I have a feeling that Jessie will be as much child as I can deal with.”

      Millicent lifted a brow. “She might be more child than you can handle.”

      “Have a little faith, Millicent. I’ve never felt for anyone what I feel for Jessie. I’ll do right by her.”

      Her stance softened. “I know you will. She will never lack for love as long as you are around.”

      Millicent has only known me for a few weeks and yet she trusts that I’ll love and care for Jessie. I guess she knows me better than I thought. Just as I know that I can trust her with my secret, should I decide to tell her. I know she won’t tell anyone or give me away.

      “That’s the truth. I’ll feed her and change her again before putting her to bed and wash her diapers and pin them to the canvas to dry when I get back. Don’t worry about it. Thanks for watching her.”

      “Sure.” Millicent gave Eliza a hug. “I’ll take good care of her.”

      Hank came by about ten minutes later. The night was chilly and she put on a sweater for the ride to Kansas City.

      Hank dismounted and walked over to her. “Are you ready?”

      She nodded. “Yes, sir. As ready as I’ll ever be.”

      He lifted an eyebrow. “Before we go, my name is Hank. I’m not a sir to anyone. What’s your given name?”

      “Eliza.”

      “Eliza.” The name seemed to roll off his tongue. “That’s a beautiful name. What did you name the baby?”

      “Her name is Jessica, but we call her Jessie.”

      “I like that, too. That’s a nice name. Shall we go?”

      “Yes, I want to get there before they close. I hope.”

      “I’ve been on several wagon trains and most of the stores stay open later when one comes through because customers are only here overnight. We pull out first thing in the morning.”

      “Oh, good. Let’s go then.”

      She walked to his big black horse. “What’s the horse’s name?” She had never seen a horse this big. She rode when she was still living on the farm with her father. Having not ridden much since, she remembered just enough to get by.

      “He’s called Midnight. Because he’s so black he disappears in the dark.”

      “Is he a stallion or a gelding?”

      “A stallion. Do you know horses?”

      “A little. My father had a few horses before he died. I had to sell them to survive.” A little white lie. I have to have a normal background. I can’t say my father sold me when I was fifteen.

      “That’s too bad.” He swung up into the saddle. “Shall we go?” Then he held his arm down for her to grab.

      She put her foot into the stirrup, grabbed his arm and let him help pull her up behind the saddle. She settled herself and put her arms around his waist. “Yes. I’m ready.”

      Eliza liked feeling his back against her bosom and under her cheek. His stomach was flat and muscular. But just because she rode alone with him and told him her fake background didn’t mean she trusted him or did it? She didn’t trust any man, did she? Why was she so open with Hank?

      Men, at least most men, were only after one thing and she no longer provided that service. But that didn’t mean she didn’t appreciate a strong man or having a man’s body next to her. But now, she was the one who decided who she slept with and when. Simon wasn’t here to sell her body or to take it for himself any longer.

      They arrived at Wyatt’s general store in Kansas City, and it was open just as Hank said it would be.

      In the store, she picked out clothes in several sizes, thick flannel for diapers, eight soakers in several sizes, safety pins, three blankets, a rag doll, rattle, and licorice root for teething. Kansas City was the last large town they would pass until they got to Oregon City and she wanted to be prepared. Jessie deserved a mama who could—and would—care for her and love her.

      The shopkeeper was very nice and loaded all her purchases into two flour sacks for transporting back to the wagon train.

      When they arrived Hank dismounted first.

      Then she handed him the bags.

      He set the sacks on the ground and reached up for her.

      She leaned toward him and felt him clasp his hands at her waist and lift her to the ground. Hank was as strong as he looked.

      “Thank you, Mr. Barringer. I appreciate your help in procuring the things for the baby. Hopefully I got enough to last until Oregon City.”

      He stood with one hand on the saddle and the other in his pocket. “Hank. Remember? And I was glad to help. If you need anything else let me know.”

      She wasn’t used to calling men by their real names. Honey or Mr. Big were how she referred to her clients. “Thanks, Hank. I will.”

      A baby’s cry rent the air.

      She frowned and turned toward the sound.

      Hank looked over at Millicent. “Sounds like someone is unhappy. Mind if I see her?”

      “No, not at all. Follow me.” She chuckled. “Or just follow the cries.”

      Millicent was changing Jessie’s diaper and the baby’s wails had subsided to occasional sniffles now.

      “Goodness she certainly lets you know when she’s unhappy,” observed Eliza.

      “Yes, and she needs to eat. I mixed some milk with warm water and it should be ready for her.”

      “Thank you again, Hank. I don’t know what I would have done without you.”

      “You’re welcome Eliza. Any time you need me, just let me know.”

      “I will. Goodnight, Hank.”

      “Goodnight, Eliza.” He turned toward Millicent. “Goodnight, miss.”

      Millicent inclined her head. “Mr. Barringer.”

      Eliza watched Hank ride away on Midnight.

      “So what do you think of him?” asked Millicent as Hank rode away.

      “He’s nice enough I suppose. We discussed some things on the ride there and back. He did take me to Kansas City after all.”

      He’s the first man in years that I actually like. Still, if he finds out what I used to be, will he only think of me as a whore?
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      The next morning Eliza awoke with a start. The sun was already up, and she hadn’t heard the bugle that Chester Gunn, the wagon master, said would signal time to rise, nor the shotgun blast that would sound after.

      She hurried and dressed. She slept in the wagon with Jessie, while Millicent slept under the wagon since the temperature was warm enough. Last night had been a little chilly, but Millicent had insisted so Eliza gave her the extra blankets she’d purchased in Kansas City.

      Jessie started to fuss, and she appeared to have been awake for a while. Eliza hurriedly milked the cow, something she’d had to do as a girl and had practiced the two weeks before the wagon train left. Then she made a bowl for Jessie. She’d try using a spoon to feed her and see how that worked if it didn’t she’d go back to the soaked towel.

      At first Jessie didn’t like the spoon, but she soon realized there was milk in the spoon and she took it easier.

      Eliza changed her diaper and put on a new clean gown. Then she took the baby with her and sought out Hank.

      She found him lounging by the chuck wagon.

      “What’s happening? Why aren’t we moving out?”

      “Two wagons had their wheels loosened and they fell off as they hitched up their animals.”

      She held Jessie in the crook of her arm with the other underneath her. Then she frowned. “Isn’t it odd the same thing happened to two wagons?”

      “Yes, very odd. We’ll patrol the train at night to make sure there is no more sabotage. The situation is almost as though someone doesn’t want us to continue, heck they don’t want us to even start our journey. Would you like a cup of coffee? I’ll hold Lil’ Darlin’.”

      Eliza smiled at seeing that Hank looked forward to holding the baby. Who knew…a man that liked babies?

      “I’d appreciate that. Here you go. She’s all clean and fed, so she should be happy.”

      Jessie smiled at Hank. He put her up on his shoulder and she reached up grabbed a fistful of his hair, which was long, past his collar, and pulled.

      “Here now. That’s my hair and I need all of it.”

      “You’ll have to get a haircut to keep her little fists from your hair which she seems to like a lot.”

      “Babies usually do like long hair. Anything they can grab onto and then they’ll put it in their mouths. Watch.” He inched one of his fingers close to Jessie’s hand.

      The baby grabbed onto the digit and immediately brought it to her mouth and chewed on his knuckle.

      “See. Anything and everything a baby can get her hands on goes into her mouth.”

      Eliza laughed. The man definitely was comfortable with babies.

      “How do you know so much about babies? I had experience with one about two years ago and I’ve totally fallen in love with her.”

      “I had a son.”

      She was almost afraid to ask, but she needed to know. “Had?”

      Hank was quiet for a moment. “John and Martha, my wife, succumbed to influenza six years ago. I was on a wagon train, outside Fort Laramie when I got word.”

      Eliza reached out to touch him.

      He stiffened.

      She touched him anyway.

      He relaxed and allowed the contact.

      “I’m so sorry for your loss.”

      He looked at the child in his arms. “Thank you. Jessie here reminds me of John. He was about eighteen months when he died.”

      She lowered her arm to her side. “If you’d like, you can see Jessie whenever you want. I’m sure Millicent and I would appreciate the break. As a matter of fact, why don’t you join us for supper tonight? I’m not sure what we’re having since Millicent does the cooking, but she’s a marvelous cook.”

      “I’d like that very much. What time?”

      “An hour after we stop for the night, whatever time that will be.”

      He handed Jessie back to Eliza. “I’ll see you tonight.”

      Eliza took the baby, smiled at Hank and then walked back to the wagon. People were milling around, building fires and making a hot breakfast, taking advantage of the extra time.

      Millicent was leaning against the side of the wagon with her foot resting behind her on the wheel.

      She pushed off and walked toward Eliza. “So what is the problem?”

      Eliza told her.

      “Isn’t that kind of unusual? Two wagons with the same problem the same day?”

      Eliza bounced Jessie in her arms. “Yes. They’re watching the wagons at night to make sure nothing more happens. They think that for some reason someone doesn’t want this wagon train to get through.” She fidgeted for a moment before getting the nerve to tell Millicent what she’d done. “By the way, I invited Hank to supper tonight. He really is taken with Jessie. He calls her Lil’ Darlin’. He lost his wife and baby son six years ago. I don’t see any reason for him not to be able to see Jessie whenever he wants. She likes him anyway.”

      “Okay. I’ll remember to make more biscuits than normal.”

      “How will you know how many more to make?”

      Millicent rolled her eyes. “Because men eat more than women, I’ll double the batch. There should be some left over, but if Hank is a big eater,” she shook her head. “There might not be.”

      “Oh, of course.” Other than Simon, with his dirty blond hair and beard, she hadn’t shared a meal with a man in ten years, so she hadn’t any idea if men ate more than women. Simon barely let her finish eating before he was grabbing at her clothes and wanting to have relations.

      She checked Jessie’s diaper. It was wet and so she changed the baby, dropping the wet diaper into a bucket designated for that purpose.

      I’d thought since he was my boss, he could do with me as he pleased, so I never complained. Not that I would have, anyway. He was a violent man and would have beaten me. Then he’d be angry, with me, because I’d have to heal before I could work again.

      Needless to say, he wasn’t happy when I said I was leaving and gave him the last payment on my contract. It took me ten years to work off that particular contract.

      She’d been sold the first time by her father. She’d lied about having to sell horses when he died, but she was ashamed of what he’d done. He thought Jeremiah would marry her, but he’d been a pimp and taken her to his cathouse in Independence. She’d been with him for three years before he sold her to Simon Lashley who owned another local whorehouse. But Simon gave her a contract and said if she paid it off she was free to do anything she wanted. He never expected her to do it. He was only giving her hope where none existed. Giving her the little bit of money he did, she would never have paid it off.

      But she had a couple of clients who gave her extra money for perfume and dresses. She made sure to only spend enough to keep the client happy and saved the rest. It took the whole ten years but she finally had raised six thousand dollars.

      She gave Simon the one thousand to pay off and got the signed release from him. She kept the other five thousand to escape. Simon tried to keep her, but Eliza was determined to get as far away as possible from Independence and Oregon City was that place. She had to sneak away at night to do it, but the law couldn’t make her go back to him. She was finally free and had the paid contract in her reticule to prove it. Except for two hundred dollars she kept in the reticule, the rest of the money she hadn't spent was sewn into her skirt pocket.

      Jessie started to fuss and Eliza placed her on her shoulder and walked around their campsite patting Jessie on the back. The baby seemed to like the movement and stopped fussing.

      Eliza didn’t like the idea of two wagons breaking down for the same problem, especially after only one day on the trail. The incidents sounded like sabotage and only one person she knew of would do that. Simon.

      He was after her and she knew it. He probably wanted her to know he was behind the incidents and expected her to leave the wagon train because she didn’t want anyone to get hurt. But she couldn’t. This was her one chance to escape and she had to believe that Hank, and the rest of the security for the wagon train, would catch him. The alternative was too horrible to contemplate.

      Two women approached. One with red hair like Eliza and one with the prettiest golden blonde hair.

      “Hi, I’m Hannah Granger and this is my sister Lydia. Remember us? We told you about Mr. Titus,” said the redhead. “We were told you have a baby and we just had to come see if it was true. And I see it is. Is the baby a boy or a girl?”

      “She’s a girl. And, of course, I remember you.” She held Jessie up on her shoulder so she could see around them. “And this beautiful little one is Jessie, my daughter.”

      The women ooh’d and ah’d over Jessie, tickling her chin and making her laugh.

      “How old is she?” asked Lydia.

      “About four months we think. You see I found her last night and she’s my daughter now. Whoever left her knew I was there and watched me take the baby. I didn’t see or hear anyone, but I felt I was being watched.”

      “Isn’t that strange? She’s very lucky you found her. May I hold her?” asked Hannah.

      “Certainly.” Eliza gave Jessie to Hannah.

      “You are such a pretty baby. Yes, you are.” Hannah kissed her little cheek.

      Babies brought out the best in everyone. It seemed that just about everyone who held a baby just had to kiss them.

      A shotgun blast sounded.

      “Looks like we are getting underway.” Hannah handed Jessie back to Eliza. “Thank you for letting me hold her. I hope we get to know each other better.”

      “Me, too,” said Eliza. “Nice to meet you both.”

      They finally were able to get underway and managed to make ten miles before stopping, but that also meant they traveled until about eight o’clock before stopping for the night. Chester Gunn refused to let the extra time for fixing the wagons slow them down.

      That evening Hank came by for supper and to see Jessie.

      “We found the camp of someone who appears to be following the wagon train. The camp is deserted now, but I figure he’s in Kansas City where he can keep watch and blend in.”

      “Do you think he’ll continue to follow us?”

      “We don’t know but probably. He wants something and might follow us until he gets it.”

      It’s Simon. I know it is, but what is his game?

      She handed the baby to Hank.

      He smiled broadly.

      “How are you today, Lil’ Darlin’? You’re all clean and smell so good. Your mama is taking very good care of you.”

      Eliza felt her cheeks heat.

      “You know she can’t understand you, right?”

      “She understands the tone of my voice and knows that I love her. That’s all that matters. Besides everyone loves a baby.”

      “Come sit down. We still have some stew from last night and Millicent has made biscuits.”

      She prepared him a bowl of the stew and several biscuits with fresh butter.

      “Thanks. Cookie is our cook and he’s been on many a wagon train, but his cooking leaves a lot to be desired.” Hank spoke while making faces at Jessie.

      The baby finally giggled and all three of the adults smiled.

      Millicent came up and tickled Jessie’s chin, well one of them. She was a plump little thing. Her mama had taken good care of her.

      What caused a woman to give up her baby? Was she a prostitute and her pimp forced her to get rid of the baby?  Was she an unmarried farm girl, or just a poor woman who could no longer afford to keep the child?

      Eliza guessed it didn’t matter who gave her up or why. Jessie was her daughter now and no one would take her away.
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      Hank walked back to the chuck wagon and the service wagon. He and the other guards and outriders slept in tents inside the circle, as did many of the families. The wagons were narrow, and having to load and unload them to sleep was a lot of work.

      He would bet Eliza and Millicent slept under the wagon last night, but now with the baby they slept inside. Either that or they had a tent.

      Why was he so enamored of Eliza Tanner? Yes, she was beautiful, but he’d known lots of beautiful women over the years. Was it because of how she looked with Lil’ Darlin’? She appeared like the Madonna when she held the baby. She glowed. But he’d been attracted to her from the first time he saw her.

      Eliza needed help with Lil’ Darlin’, whether she knew it or not and he was just the man to provide that help. He hadn’t been present much when his boy was growing up, but he’d do what he could for Jessie.
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      Three weeks into the journey

      

      Eliza enjoyed being a mother.

      Jessie was the best baby. She rarely cried except when she was hungry or wet or lonely.

      It was time to get started for the day. Eliza put on the sling she’d made from a shawl to carry the baby. The carrier allowed Eliza to walk with Jessie and keep her protected from the dust and dirt.

      The baby seemed to like it and Eliza talked to her while they walked.

      Eliza sought out the expertise of Mrs. Mooney. She had six children and would possibly know how old Jessie was. She approached the woman who appeared to be in her thirties or maybe early forties. Standing about the same height as Eliza, she had brown hair that was starting to gray. She wore a green cotton dress and had for most of the journey only wore something else as the green dress dried after being washed.

      “Hi, Mrs. Mooney.” Eliza approached their wagon and saw the woman outside preparing their lunch. “I’m Eliza Tanner and I have a question for you.”

      “Certainly Miss Tanner. What can I do for you?”

      “This is my daughter Jessie. I found her the first evening of our journey.”

      “Yes, I heard the story.”

      “Good. Then you’ll understand that I don’t know how old she is. Since you have children, I thought you might be able to give me a good idea about Jessie’s age.”

      “May I hold her?”

      “Certainly.” She passed Jessie to Mrs. Mooney. The woman held the baby in different positions and seemed to be testing her.

      “First, she’s a beautiful baby and so good about being held by a stranger. That’s wonderful. I think she is about four months old. She’s holding up her head and that usually begins at about four months. By the time she’s six months old she’ll be sitting up by herself and shortly after that, she’ll begin crawling, though she’ll try to do so whenever you put her down now.”

      Eliza took Jessie back. “Thank you so much for the information. I could only guess based on my experience with a friend’s child two years ago and I didn’t really pay that much attention.”

      “I understand. After six kids I kind of know what to expect.”

      A little boy came up to them. “Mama, who’s the pretty lady?”

      “This is Miss Tanner.” She looked at Eliza. “This is Gabriel, my youngest son. He just turned five yesterday.”

      “Hi, Gabriel. Very nice to meet you and happy birthday.”

      “What do you say to the lady, Gabe?”

      “Thank you.” Suddenly he brightened. “Did you bring me a present?”

      “Uh…I⁠—”

      “Don’t be silly,” admonished his mother. “Of course, she didn’t bring you a present. She doesn’t even know you. Now go on and play.”

      “Yes, Ma. Bye Miz Tanner.”

      “Goodbye, Gabe.” Eliza turned to the woman. “Well, thank you again.”

      “Certainly. Any time.”

      Eliza walked back to her wagon. Nodding at the people she passed.

      She talked to Jessie on her way back, pointing to her right. “Over there are buffalo. I had to ask Hank what they were because I’d never seen an animal like them. They are huge, Jessie. At least twice as big as a cow and according to Hank, they are “good eatin’.”

      Eliza lowered her head and whispered. “What do you think of Hank, hmm? I think I like him. A lot. And that kind of scares your mama. I’m not ready to have a man in my bed, but the thought of Hank being there sure sets me on fire.”

      She rubbed the baby’s back.  Jessie wouldn’t ride this way for long after they stopped for lunch. It was too hot for her even though the holes in the shawl let in fresh air. But in the cool of the morning, like this, she loved it and would stay there until lunch.

      As she approached the wagon, Millicent walked to meet her. “Well,” said Millicent. “How old is she?”

      “Mrs. Mooneysaid based on her children she’d guess Jessie’s four months old.”

      Millicent smiled wide. “That’s what we figured.”

      “It is. See we know more about babies than we thought. I think most of it is instinctual.”

      
        
        “You’re probably right. How else would we know to do some things for her?”                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                              *****

      

      

      After lunch Jessie rode in the wagon. Eliza typically rode up there too, in order to keep the baby company and feed and change her when needed. After the infant fell asleep, Eliza would climb down and walk by the wagon, always listening for Jessie’s cry.

      Surprisingly walking was easier on the body. The road was so bumpy and rut filled that riding in the wagon could actually be painful.

      They’d been on the trail now for about three weeks and Eliza was giving thanks no further “accidents” had occurred. After about two weeks with no trouble the special watch was called off and the men could get some sleep.

      Sleeping in the wagons while they moved was nearly impossible, and the poor men were exhausted.

      “You know,” she said to Millicent. “I think those accidents were just that. We haven’t had any more now for three weeks.”

      “The men have been riding every night until tonight. Have you noticed how tired Hank is? Riding all night and then all the next day is hard on a body.”

      “I know.” Eliza looked over to where Hank rode by the wagon just ahead of them. “I wish we could help in some way.”

      Millicent shook her head. “Unless you’re planning on doing his riding at night so he can sleep, you can’t do anything.”

      Eliza frowned. “I’m aware of the situation, but that doesn’t stop me from wanting to help him.”

      Millicent smiled. “You’re sweet on him.”

      Eliza wiped the sweat from her neck. The dress she wore had a high neck. She had a few of the buttons undone due to the heat and now thought Millicent must see her skin turning red. “I’m not. Whatever would make you think that?”

      The woman had the audacity to laugh. “Oh, I don’t know. Maybe the way you look at him whenever he holds Jessie. Or the way you blush when you ask him to supper or the disappointed look on your face when he declines. Just a few little things like that.”

      “Good grief. Do I really? You’d think I was a school girl right out of the classroom.”

      “Instead of what? What did you do before you joined the wagon train?”

      “You don’t want to know.”

      Millicent walked next to Eliza on the side of the wagon. “I do or I wouldn’t have asked the question. We’ve known each other for more than six weeks and yet I don’t know what you did before. You know that I’m traveling to be with my brother, but I know nothing about you.”

      Eliza looked at the younger woman. “All right. If you must know, I was a prostitute. I finally paid off my contract and got away from the man who sold my body for the last ten years. I hated it and I will never take another man to my bed who is not of my own choosing.”

      Millicent came over to Eliza and gave her a hug. “I’m glad you were able to escape. Was the man whose contract you paid off all right with you leaving him?”

      The cackle that issued forth from Eliza had Millicent widening her eyes.

      Eliza calmed and chuckled like a normal person. “No. Simon was not a happy man, but he could do nothing about it. Even so, I had to run away at night to escape him. I wondered when the first accidents happened if he wasn’t the perpetrator, but since they stopped.” She frowned. “I don’t know.”

      Millicent lifted her eyebrows. “You didn’t hear? The McInroy wagon was disabled last night. The train kept moving because they were at the back and will catch up tonight.”

      Eliza shook her head. “No. I hadn’t heard.” She wondered again if Simon was responsible. Was he trying to find her and disable her wagon?

      “Since you know about me, what about you? Why are you traveling to your brother?”

      Millicent wrung her hands. “I’m leaving a bad relationship. My fiancé left me at the altar. I can’t face the entire town of Madrid feeling sorry for me whenever they see me. I just can’t. And I don’t want the men thinking I’m an easy mark either.”

      “You mean like me?”

      “No. You were paid for your services. There was no money involved in the offers I got.”

      “I’m so sorry you had to go through that.” Eliza suddenly smiled. “Both of us are leaving bad situations behind us. It’s so good, so appropriate, that we are traveling together.”

      Millicent nodded. “Yes. We can each watch out for the other.”

      “And if we see something, anything, we can warn the other. Of course, after that the decision is up to us. We’ve been warned.”

      “Agreed.”

      Millicent was definitely running from ghosts but weren’t they both? Except Eliza’s ghost was very, very real.
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      The wagon train arrived outside Fort Laramie in the Wyoming Territory on July 2, 1852. They pulled into a circle and pastured the animals as usual. They’d been told the train would be here for three days to rest and recover.

      They’d been on the trail for two months and Eliza was tired of walking though riding in the wagon was worse. She and Millicent took turns riding in the wagon when Jessie was in there. The rest of the time they both walked.

      Many of the people walked barefoot to save their shoes.

      Eliza was not one of them. She’d bought two pair of boots to wear on the trip. She was determined to save her feet the brutality of the journey as much as was possible.

      The saboteur had not been caught. But he had slowed their progress. The wagon train was about two-and-a-half weeks behind schedule. Even so, the wagon master decided to stay and rest the animals so they would make it over the mountains coming up.

      Eliza felt in her soul that Simon was behind the incidents but couldn’t figure out how he kept out of sight of the security patrol. The men rode up, down and around the wagon train when it stopped at night, looking for anyone or anything out of the ordinary. Then those same men rode behind searching for the person causing these problems.

      According to Hank, the guards and the wagon master didn’t believe the incidents were accidents.

      “We think this person is searching for someone since he strikes a different wagon each time. Or it could be that he just wants to stop the wagon train from reaching its destination.”

      Eliza kept herself under control. The last thing she needed was to let him and the other men know that she was probably the person being sought. The man they searched for was Simon, and he was trying to stop her from reaching her destination. She felt it in her bones.

      Hannah Granger had married Joe Stanton, another of the security guards, a few days ago. It was a happy occasion for them now, though they had been forced to marry after Reverend Trowbridge caught them kissing.

      Hannah was a very lovely woman and Joe was second only to Hank as the most handsome man Eliza had ever met.

      “Word is that Hannah and Joe are taking advantage of the short stop to have a little honeymoon away from the wagon train. Joe apparently knows the fort’s commander and he’s providing accommodations for the newlyweds.”

      “That’s just the sweetest thing.” Millicent sighed.

      “I suppose. The main thing is we get to stay for a few days and rest the animals and ourselves.”

      “I’m glad they found each other. They’ve seemed like the perfect couple since the first night of the journey.”

      “They did seem to be taken with each other from the very beginning. At least in this old woman’s perspective.”

      Millicent put her hands on her hips and cocked her head. “You’re not old.”

      Eliza smiled. I wish I didn’t feel old. In age, I’m not much older than Millicent, but in experience, no one on the wagon train has as much as I do. Heck, I probably have more experience with men than all the other women on this trip…combined. I wish I could trust a man enough to want to marry him. But I won’t be any man’s property ever again. Not even a husband’s.

      According to Hank, the wagon master, Chester Gunn was friends with Joe Stanton and thought he’d give the newlywed couple a few days of privacy away from the wagon train.

      She smiled thinking about the couple. They would have a good start to their marriage, thanks to some caring friends.

      The first night at the fort was uneventful, but Eliza decided she must have slept really hard because when she awoke and looked outside the wagon they were surrounded by odd looking triangular structures. She knew from her reading they were called teepees and used by the Indians. They had moved in and camped very quietly.

      She and Millicent went about their normal routine while Jessie was still asleep. She milked the cow and Millicent made a fire and breakfast.

      After she’d milked the cow, she split the milk between a pan to heat on the fire and a bucket to hang under the wagon for making butter while they moved. Since they were staying in one place for a few days the milk in the butter bucket would be used for cooking.

      Hank rode up on Midnight.

      “Good morning, ladies. Just wanted to let you know the Cheyenne who came in last night pose no threat. They’re here to trade with the fort.”

      “Thank you for stopping by and letting us know. We weren’t afraid, merely curious. What do they trade?” asked Eliza.

      Hank was relaxed and leaning a forearm on the pommel. “Beaver pelts mostly, other animal hides, too. The beaver pelts will be sent back east for those fancy top hats and such.”

      Eliza tilted her head just a little to one side. “I’ve never had much use for a man in a fancy hat, have you?”

      His eyelids lowered a little. “Can’t say that I have. Don’t have much use for a fancy man. Or woman, for that matter.”

      She could swear he stared at her mouth and she licked her lips.

      His nostrils flared. He liked her…at least he liked looking at her.

      Eliza smiled.

      Jessie cried out.

      “Excuse me.”

      “Certainly. I’ll be back later…to see Lil’ Darlin’, of course.”

      She nodded once. “Of course. See you then.”

      He rode on to the next wagon.

      “Well, that was interesting.”

      Eliza turned at Millicent’s voice.

      “What? I don’t know what you mean.”

      Millicent laughed. “We’ve been together for two months, day and night and two weeks before we left Independence. I think I know you pretty well. You like Hank. As much as you don’t want to, you do. He’s getting under your skin.”

      “Of course, I like Hank. But that’s where the story ends. No man gets under my skin anymore.”

      Eliza picked up Jessie from out of the wagon where she was napping. She took a towel and laid it on the wagon’s gate, to change her into a dry diaper and soaker.

      “I don’t know why they call these things ‘soakers’. They should be called driers. They keep you dry even when the baby is soaked underneath. And boy was Jessie soaked.”

      She set the wet diaper and soaker aside, cleaned the baby with water warmed by the sun and put on a clean diaper and soaker. Changing her was so much easier when they were stopped. The wagon’s gate was the perfect height and plenty big enough to hold the baby and the needed supplies.

      Eliza picked up Jessie and looked over at Millicent. “If you’ll feed her I’ll wash these out.”

      “Of course. I’d love to feed her and then we get to play. Have you noticed she’s trying to sit up by herself?”

      “Yes and I think she’s ready to crawl. Maybe later I’ll put down a blanket for her to crawl on, or at least for her to be on her tummy and move like a turtle.” Eliza laughed. “I don’t know what we’ll do when she really gets going. Keeping her contained when we’re moving will be difficult. We’ll have to watch her like a hawk. She could get hit by a wagon wheel, wander away, get tangled with the oxen. Just thinking about it scares me to death.”

      “For now that shawl carrier works well and we’ll use that as long as possible.”

      Eliza gave Jessie to Millicent and then washed the diapers in the buckets designated for laundry before pinning them to the canvas to dry. They were always dusty, but that couldn’t be helped. Dust was kicked up by animals, wagons and people. Seemed like only two types of road existed—dry and dusty or wet and muddy. She preferred the dust.

      Millicent burped Jessie and the baby was ready to play. Since they were stopped Millicent sat on the ground with the baby on a towel and they played patty cake or as close as a six-month old infant could come to playing the game.

      Hank stopped by on his way back to the front of the wagon train.

      “Hi again,” said Eliza.

      He dismounted, but kept is right hand on the saddle’s pommel. “Hi. How are you all? Good? How’s my Lil’ Darlin’?”

      Eliza laughed and wagged her finger. “I swear you only come to see her.”

      “Not true. You and Millicent are also under my care.”

      She put her hands on her hips. “Now, Hank Barringer, tell the truth. Jessie is really who you are here to see.”

      Hank walked over to her, put his hands on her shoulders and pulled her close. Then he bent his head and when he was just a breath away from her lips, he whispered. “It’s you I came to see. Lil’ Darlin’ just gives me an excuse.” Then his lips met hers in a gentle kiss.

      Eliza kissed him with the ardor she’d been storing. She’d tried to convince herself that she wasn’t interested in him—in any man—but she lied to herself. She wanted this moment with Hank. Her man. Her choice.

      He broke the kiss and tried to catch his breath.

      She was breathless, too and was surprised to find her arms wrapped around his neck.

      His arms were around her waist.

      Before he could think of removing them she pulled his head down for another kiss.  Her tongue grazed his lips and he opened for her, welcoming her in to play. She loved his taste, coffee and honey from the meal he’d had at breakfast.

      This time she broke the kiss. “I want you, Hank…but I can’t.”

      “I know. Good women don’t do that without marriage.”

      “That’s right.”

      He cupped her jaw with a hand. “I’d like to court you, though. Perhaps we’ll find we are destined for each other after all, because I’ve never been as attracted to a woman as I am to you. I think this attraction is worth exploring. Don’t you?”

      “I don’t know. I’ve never had these feelings before. Come to supper tonight. We’ll take a walk after.”

      “I wouldn’t miss it. I better get back. Chester will wonder where I went. He does like to run a tight ship, so to speak.”

      They broke apart.

      Hank mounted Midnight and rode away.

      Eliza turned. Hank cuts a fine figure on that horse.

      Millicent grinned, the feature wide on her face. She bounced Jessie in her arms.

      Feeling her face heat, Eliza knew she blushed. “What?”

      “Nothing…and everything.”

      “He’s coming to supper again.”

      “I have a rabbit I bought from one of the other ladies who shot several.”

      Eliza wrapped her arms around her waist. “I’m afraid, Millicent. I know he won’t want me when he finds out what I used to be.”

      “So, don’t tell him.”

      She shook her head. “I can’t do that. I have to trust him with everything or I can’t trust him at all. Right now I don’t trust any man, but I like Hank and really want to change my mind.”

      Millicent walked over and gave Jessie to Eliza. “I think he’s a good man and I think he’ll accept who you were and who you are now.”

      Eliza kissed Jessie and then looked at Millicent. “We’ll see. After supper we’re taking a walk. We’ll see what happens then.”

      Hours later, supper was rabbit stew with a few potatoes and carrots bought at the store in Fort Laramie. She and Millicent had been lucky and replenished most of their supplies. Hank had taken Eliza on his horse to the post’s store. They’d gotten there first so she’s been able to get all of her supplies on her list.

      Hank sat next to Eliza.

      She held Jessie and fed her soft vegetables along with her milk.

      He crossed his ankle over his knee. “Thank you for a wonderful meal, Millicent. I always appreciate coming here for your cooking.”

      Millicent ducked her head and blushed under Hank’s praise. “Thank you, Hank. It’s always a pleasure to cook for someone who appreciates it.”

      Hank looked over at Eliza. “Would you care to go for a walk?”

      She stood, handing Jessie to Millicent. “I’d love to.”

      Hank picked up one of the lanterns by the wagon and lit it. Then he led the way out in the opposite direction from Fort Laramie.

      He held the lantern in one hand. The moon was out and provided enough light the lantern really wasn’t needed.

      She held his other arm.

      “How was your day today?” asked Eliza. She lifted her skirt to walk through the rough prairie grass. She heard owls hooting in the distance.

      “Pretty uneventful. The Cobbs lost one of their milk cows and were afraid the Cheyenne ate it. The Cheyenne did find it but took it to the fort. I returned it to the owners. I wish people weren’t so afraid of the friendly Indians. They’re just people like us.”

      “I understand that. You seem to be very tolerant of all people.” I wonder if that holds true for former prostitutes.

      “I try to be. I haven’t walked in their shoes and can’t judge how they’ve lived their lives.”

      Eliza stopped. “That’s true. I’d like you to kiss me again.”

      “Kissing you is my pleasure.” He set the lantern on the ground and took her in his arms. Then he pressed his lips against hers. This time he was the aggressor, running his tongue along the seam of her lips.

      She opened and sucked his tongue into her mouth tasting the coffee and the last of Millicent’s homemade strawberry jam. And him. She loved the taste of him.

      Eliza didn’t know how long they kissed. She knew she wanted more, but she also knew she needed to take this slow. She broke away.

      “That was wonderful.”

      Hank pulled her against his body.

      The evidence of his ardor was present for her to feel, but she did nothing, except to admire his well-muscled chest and strong arms.

      He kissed her again, deeply and she let him.

      She finally broke away again, needing air. Feeling breathless and excited.

      Hank rested his forehead against hers. “What are we gonna do about this thing between us?”

      Looking up at him, Eliza almost gave in to what she wanted at that moment. “I don’t know. For now let’s just leave this relationship as it is. Walks and kissing and holding each other. We can get to know one another this way, too.”

      Hank hugged her tighter. “All right. We’ll do that…for now, but I want more than just kisses.”

      “I don’t want to just give myself away. I want to know I can trust you and that you trust me. I want there to be a special bond between us.”

      “I’m not ready to get married.”

      Eliza stepped back and hugged herself. “I’m not either, but I want more than just a roll in the hay. We should probably head back. I don’t want Millicent to have to care for Jessie too long. I don’t want to take advantage of her good nature.”

      He held out his arm. “Shall we?”

      She wrapped her arm through the crook at his elbow and walked back to the wagon train at his side.

      Before they entered the circle of wagons Hank stopped, behind the side of the wagon and turned to her, lowering his head and kissing her fiercely. His mouth was hungry, not gentle.

      Eliza loved it. She responded in kind.

      Hank’s hands were on her bodice unbuttoning her blouse.

      She wanted what he was willing to give but stopped him.

      “Hank. We can’t”

      He pulled back. “Oh, God. You’re so beautiful.” He dropped his head and kissed her neck, unbuttoning the top button of her blouse for better access.

      She wanted to have him go lower, wanted him to kiss her breast but she couldn’t.

      Eliza’s head fell back. She’d never had anyone see to her desires. She’d always been the one who saw to the man’s need. She loved this and wanted more.

      “Here now. What are you doing?”

      Chester Gunn surprised them.

      Eliza turned quickly and buttoned her blouse.

      Hank put himself between his boss and her. “It was nothing, Chester. Nothing.”

      “What I saw wasn’t nothing. Are you trying to ruin this woman’s reputation?”

      His hand rubbed the back of his neck.    “No, I⁠—”

      “I don’t care what other people say about me.” Eliza moved from behind Hank her clothes righted.

      “You might not for you, but your reputation reflects on your daughter and your friend, too. She’ll be ostracized by others because her mother is a loose woman. You two better get married now or I’ll leave you here at Fort Laramie.  I won’t have loose women on my train.”

      “But Chester, we didn’t really do anything, just a little spooning,” protested Hank.

      Legs planted wide apart, Chester shook his head and pointed at the two of them. “That’s not what I saw. What I saw should be only in the bedroom and only between husband and wife.”

      Eliza thought Chester was being overly cautious, but she also understood his point of view. A loose woman, like she used to be, would be a distraction to his men.

      “We’ll get married,” said Hank, standing with slumped shoulders. “Just as soon as Reverend Trowbridge will do so.” He looked over at her. “Is that okay with you?”

      “What choice do I have? I either get married or I get left behind. I need to go to Oregon City. I can’t stay here.” She waved her arm taking in the area including the fort.

      “Then we’re agreed.”

      Eliza nodded. Her heart was breaking. She didn’t want to marry Hank this way. She thought she was in love with him, but knew he wasn’t with her. He was still too raw from losing his wife and child.

      “I’ll find Reverend Trowbridge and be back here. Chester, you might as well stay so you can be a witness with Millicent.”

      Hank turned and stomped off.

      Eliza bit the inside of her mouth, fisted her hands, and shook her head to keep the tears at bay. “I don’t want this. I don’t want Hank to have to marry me.”

      Chester ran his hand behind his neck. “I’m sorry Miss Tanner, but I have to retain discipline and having consequences for breaking the rules is the only way to do it aboard a wagon train. I can’t have my men dallying with the women, whether it’s mutual or not. I hope you can see my point.”

      Eliza nodded and moved into the circle of wagons and Millicent came over with Jessie.

      Millicent stopped next to Eliza. “What’s happening?”

      “I’ll explain in a moment.”

      Finally, Eliza saw Hank returning.

      Hank walked up to her and cupped her elbow. “Reverend Trowbridge will be over in just a few minutes. I…ah, honey, don’t cry.”

      She reached up and realized despite her best efforts, her eyes were filled with tears. She dashed them away. “I didn’t know I was. Regardless, this forced marriage is never what I wanted for us.”

      “It’s all right. We’ll make it work.”

      Suddenly, a solution occurred to her. “We can have it annulled in Oregon City.”

      He took her in his arms. “That’s only if we don’t consummate the marriage, and I fully intend to consummate this marriage. I’ve never wanted anyone the way I want you.” He furrowed his eyebrows. “We will remain married. Period.”

      “But Hank—” What will I tell him when he learns I’m not a virgin?

      He smiled and shook his head. “No buts.”

      She sniffled. “If you’re sure.” She took a deep breath, preparing to tell him her secret. “What if I’m not the woman you think I am?”

      “It doesn’t matter. You are the woman I’m marrying. Now here comes the reverend. Wipe away those tears.” He leaned over and kissed her. “We’ll make this work, honey. Trust me.”

      “I do trust you, but I’m really not who you think I am. Trust me.”

      He lifted a brow. “Then we’ll discover who we are, together.”

      Eliza turned her gaze toward Millicent.

      Her friend shrugged. “Nothing can be done about it. You tried to warn him off.”

      Closing her eyes, Eliza prayed for the first time in years. Please don’t let me hurt him. Let my past stay in the past.
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      Reverend Trowbridge was very thin and nearly as tall as Hank. His brown hair, streaked liberally with gray, was cut so he could comb it over the top of his head in an attempt to cover his baldness.

      “Well children, I understand you are wanting…perhaps needing to get married. I’m here to perform that service. I see we have Mr. Gunn as one of the witnesses and Miss…”

      “Kellerman. Millicent Kellerman.”

      “Miss Kellerman as the second witness. What are your full names? Mr. Barringer?”

      Standing side-by-side with Eliza, Hank answered. “Henry James Barringer.”

      The reverend turned his gaze on Eliza.

      “Eliza Louise Tanner.” She wanted to speak forcefully, but only a whisper came forth.

      Reverend Trowbridge opened his Bible to a bookmarked page. “Dearly beloved, we are gathered tonight in the presence of God Almighty and these witnesses to join this man and this woman in the bonds of holy matrimony. Do you, Henry James Barringer, take this woman, Eliza Louise Tanner, to be your wedded wife? To have and to hold, for richer and for poorer, in sickness and in health, and to keep yourself only unto her for as long as you both shall live?”

      Hank turned to her. “I do,” he said loud and clear.

      The reverend then turned to her. “Do you, Eliza Louise Tanner, take this man, Henry James Barringer, to be your lawful husband? To have and to hold, for richer and for poorer, in sickness and in health, to honor and
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