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      April 13, 1863

      Church graveyard, Philadelphia, Pennsylvania

      

      Emma Rose Murphy knelt over the grave of her mother in the church graveyard. The grave was only a year old and yet, it was covered with grass and flowers. The grass was wild. The flowers were planted by Emma Rose. Her grave was next to that of Emma Rose’s father, Gerald. He’d died ten years ago, and she still missed him.

      “Mama, I miss you so much. I’m leaving for Independence to join with Uncle Ryan and Aunt Margaret on a wagon train. We’re headed west to Oregon City. Uncle Ryan says the trip will be difficult and will take us about six months, but I can’t stay here. I have nothing left to stay for now that you’re gone. I love you, Mama.”

      Fighting back tears, she rose, dusted off her skirt and went back home.

      Emma Rose sold the house and the furnishings, paid all the servants, and thanked them for their service. John, her butler, was still taking her to the train station. She only had her two carpetbags. Nothing she left in the house had any meaning and her fancy dresses wouldn’t do her any good where they were going.

      John waited by the buggy. “Are you sure you want to leave, Miss Emma Rose? The Confederates won’t likely be back. It was a small contingent of men and all were captured or killed.”

      “I’m sure. They took the last person to give me any reason for living here. Since my fiancé, Robert, was killed after joining the Union Army last year, Mama was all I had left. It’s time for me to move on.”

      He assisted her into the buggy and put her carpetbags in the back seat.

      When they arrived at the train station, John helped her down and got her bags for her.

      “Have a good life, Miss Emma Rose.”

      “You too, John.” On impulse she hugged him. Then she picked up her bags and walked into the station.

      After purchasing her ticket, Emma Rose had approximately fifty dollars left in her reticule and one-hundred and twenty-five in her green carpet bag.

      She’d had the remaining proceeds from the sale of the house wired to the Independence City Bank.

      Two days into the train trip, she’d had one of her nightmares. It’d seemed so real. Her mother being shot and dying in her arms. She knew the memories of that very thing is what brought on the nightmare and she wished she’d been able to control them or not have them at all.

      Much to her embarrassment, the porter had woken her from it. She’d walked the corridors until she felt she could go to sleep again without dreaming. Perhaps sleeping up in the train seat is what caused the nightmare this time.

      On April 19th, six days after she left Philadelphia she arrived in Independence, Missouri. The train trip to Independence was probably the last time she’d be comfortable while traveling. She’d read some of the stories about the trip to Oregon and none painted a rosy picture. There were deserts, buffalo herds, mountains, raging rivers, Indians, and sickness to deal with. But even with all of that, she had a feeling of excitement growing inside. Every time she thought about the travel ahead, her stomach did a little somersault.

      She stepped off the train with her luggage. The platform was crowded with train passengers and people meeting them. She looked for her uncle, Ryan Kennedy.

      “Emma Rose!”

      She looked toward the voice and saw her aunt Margaret, her red hair shining from under her bonnet. Emma Rose smiled and hurried to her. She dropped her bags and went to her aunt’s waiting arms. Margaret was several inches shorter than Emma Rose but she gave big hugs.

      “Oh, my darling girl. What a time you’ve had. When I got your letter about Marian, I was devastated and knew you had to come to us…with us. We couldn’t leave you behind.” Her aunt hugged her tighter.

      At the mention of her mother, Emma Rose’s eyes filled with tears. “It was all so unnecessary. I hate war. I hate guns and the men who wield them.”

      Margaret pulled back. “I know you’re suffering from a great loss right now, but we will be incredibly happy to have those armed men along as we travel west. You’ll see that not everyone who uses a weapon is a bad man.”

      She jutted out her chin and looked away from her aunt. “No, I won’t. I want nothing to do with them.”

      Margaret pulled her in for another hug and patted her back. “Let’s go home. You look like you could use a good night’s rest. Your uncle has the buggy outside.”

      “Yes, I admit it was quite difficult trying to sleep on the train while sitting up. After the first night I was wishing I’d spent the money and gotten a berth in the Pullman Sleeper car.” Stepping out of her aunt’s embrace, Emma Rose picked up her carpetbags.

      “Here let me take one of those. Are these two bags all you have?”

      She nodded. “I wanted nothing more from the house and the buyers were quite willing to have the furniture included. I sold my ball gowns for about five dollars each to my best friend for her little sister. As a matter of fact, much of what I owned would prove unnecessary where we are going, so why keep it. When are we leaving for the Oregon Territory?”

      “The wagon train will leave on May first. Hopefully, we’ll arrive in Oregon City by October first.”

      “That is a long trip.” Now that I’m here, with family again, I’m wondering if it wouldn’t be better to stay put. The six-day train trip seemed too long, how in the world will I manage a six-month journey? “Are you sure we should do it? You’ve told me it won’t be easy.”

      Aunt Margaret steered a course through the throng of people and got them out of the station. “Of course, we should. Your Uncle Ryan has already bought the wagon. I’m afraid you’ll have to sleep under the wagon, but your uncle and I will be right above you if you need us. Oh look, there he is now.” Aunt Margaret waved with her free arm.

      Emma Rose hadn’t been to Independence since she was a little girl. The town was so different from Philadelphia. It was so much smaller. The sidewalks were wooden planks not concrete, the tallest building she could see was only about four stories and made of wood not brick. In many ways, it seemed to be a small town, not the thriving metropolis, her aunt had always said in her letters. “That’s fine. I always liked my trips with Father into the country. We often slept outside and gazed at the stars on a summer night.”

      Uncle Ryan pulled the buggy to a halt next to the boardwalk, set the brake, and climbed down.

      She hadn’t seen her aunt and uncle for about five years, not since their last visit to Philadelphia. For a man of fifty-five he was quite spry. Uncle Ryan was a barrel-chested, mountain of a man. He had dark red hair and green eyes. He’d become a successful men’s clothier but was tired of the war and wanted to get away. He’d bought land in Oregon, without seeing it, all they had to do was get there.

      “Here there, put down that bag and give your old uncle a hug.”

      Emma Rose ran into his arms, skirting some people who came between them. “Oh, Uncle, I’ve missed you. You were always so kind to me when I was a child.”

      He pulled back and put her at arm’s length. “You’ve lost weight in the last year. We’ll have to get that back on you. A strong wind will blow you away.”

      She laughed, his teasing feeling so normal compared to what she’d lived through and she so wanted something in her life to feel normal. “I’ve not lost a pound, but instead have gained ten.”

      “Well, you’re liable to lose that amount on this trip, my girl. Lots of walking to do even with the wagon. From my talks with the man who outfitted me, Samuel Titus, the wagons are not extremely comfortable for riding long distances. He’s been supplying wagons for a couple of years and has made the trip there and back himself.”

      “I don’t mind. If we must go, then I’ll do whatever I have to do to get to Oregon City.” I wonder if going will be a good thing, but being reunited with family, and seeing how excited Uncle Ryan is, I hope it will be a wonderful adventure.

      I can’t let him know about my nightmares. He might not let me stay under the wagon and it will be the best place for me if I happen to have one. At least that’s my hope.
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      May 1, 1863

      Just outside Independence, Missouri

      

      The wagon train began rolling at five o’clock in the morning. To begin with Emma Rose rode in the wagon. She soon discovered her uncle was right, the wagon was not at all comfortable. Her bum hurt from the hard, wood plank that was used as a bench and there was not a back on it, so her back hurt, too. She jumped down from the wagon and walked instead.

      Most of the wagons had four to six oxen pulling them, though a few had horses or mules. The animals walked slowly enough that it was easy to get on and off the moving wagon.

      The wagon train consisted of fifty-nine wagons. Her family’s wagon was number nineteen in line. Though the wagon train moved slowly, she heard Uncle Ryan talking to the wagon master and he said they should make twenty miles today. By her calculations they needed to average about eleven miles a day to make the two-thousand-mile trip in six months, but if the animals could make it twenty miles today, why not every day? Was there different terrain? I seem to remember in my reading, that there are supposed to be  mountains and deserts to cross.

      Aunt Margaret and Uncle Ryan rode in the wagon for most of the first day.

      When they stopped for the night, Emma Rose prepared supper while Uncle Ryan untied three chairs from the wagon and Aunt Margaret threw together a cobbler for dessert.

      Emma Rose used the fresh meat they brought first. Tonight’s menu was beef stew with biscuits and Emma Rose’s favorite raspberry jam, which her aunt had thoughtfully packed.

      Picking up one of the empty buckets and a lantern, Emma Rose turned back to her family. “I’ll get water from the river to do the dishes. I’ll be right back.”

      She walked down to the river. The only sounds she heard was the rushing of the water, crickets, and bull frogs. Basically, a quiet night. Emma Rose looked around before filling the bucket. Once it was full, she started back toward the wagons.

      Out of the darkness, a man grabbed her and put his hand over her mouth.

      Her heart raced and she thought it would pound out of her chest. She struggled, stomped her foot on top of his and finally was able to scream. “Help me! Help!”

      He moved his hands to her throat and squeezed.

      A second man ran toward them brandishing a pistol. “You there, let her go before I have to kill you.”

      Her attacker released her and ran away moving parallel to the wagons, between them and the river.

      “Miss. Are you, all right? Did he injure you?”

      With tears threatening to flow she bent over as the nausea overtook her. She raised her right arm and held up her index finger. When she finished vomiting, she wiped her mouth with the hanky in her sleeve. “I’m fine, just frightened more than anything. How can I thank you for coming to my aid?”

      He holstered his pistol. “No thanks are necessary. Let me fill your bucket and escort you to your wagon.”

      “Thank you, I would appreciate that very much. I find I’m a little shaky.”

      “That’s understandable. Did you see the man? Can you describe him?” He picked up her bucket, walked into the river, filled it, and returned to her.

      “No. I didn’t see him at all. He grabbed me from the back and never said a word. He could be anyone, except you.”

      He chuckled. “Thanks for excluding me.”

      She’d kicked over her lantern in her struggle and it went out. Now, despite the full moon, she was thankful for the relative darkness, so he couldn’t see her blush. “My wagon is this way. I’m Emma Rose Murphy.”

      “I’m Noah Parker. Genuinely nice to meet you, Miss Murphy, though I would have preferred other circumstances, as I’m sure you would as well.”

      “Most definitely, but I couldn’t have asked for better timing for your appearance. I’m still shaking.” She ran her hands up and down her arms trying to rub warmth into them.

      “I am glad to be of service.”

      “My family’s wagon is just over there.” She pointed to the wagon train about one hundred yards away.

      They arrived back at her wagon.

      Aunt Margaret greeted them as they entered the camp. “Emma Rose, who is this young man with you?”

      The stress of the assault hit, and Emma Rose ran to her aunt. “I was attacked by the river. This man saved me.” She pointed at Noah. Then a few tears fell as her aunt held her.

      “Sir, we owe you a debt of gratitude. Thank you for coming to my niece’s aid.”

      “Of course. I’m Noah Parker, former Pinkerton agent, at your service.”

      With all the campfires and lanterns lit within the circle, it was quite light and Emma Rose could see Noah properly for the first time. She was thunderstruck. Her savior was the handsomest man she’d ever seen. Under his hat, he had light brown hair that reached his collar, a two-or three-day growth of beard, just enough to emphasize his square jaw. She was close enough to see he had dark eyes but not the color. When he smiled, he had straight, white teeth and a dimple in his left cheek.

      Uncle Ryan came up behind Noah carrying firewood. “What would a Pinkerton agent be doing on this wagon train? I’m Ryan Kennedy, Emma Rose’s uncle and guardian.”

      Noah stood, relaxed, with his feet apart and one hand in his pocket. The other was at his side, near his pistol.

      She frowned. Why did he have to be wearing a gun?

      Noah spoke directly to her uncle. “I’m not on the train in any official capacity. I’m on my way to Oregon City unless I find a town along the way that suits me sooner. I’m hoping to find a place to become the marshal or sheriff. I want to continue in law enforcement.”

      Uncle Ryan smiled wide. “Well, Mr. Parker. Please sit. We are having a cobbler for dessert. Join us, please. It’s the least we can do for you saving my sweet niece from that criminal.”

      Emma Rose stood with her hands clasped in front of her. She looked at Noah Parker. “Yes, please Mr. Parker. Stay. Aunt Margaret’s cobblers are the best you’ll taste anywhere.”

      “I’d be delighted, Miss Murphy.” He removed his hat and pointed at the chair in front of him. “After you.”

      “Thank you, sir.” She sat in the chair he indicated.

      Noah Parker sat in the chair next to her. He hung his hat on the back of the wooden chair.

      Uncle Ryan got another chair from the wagon.

      Aunt Margaret brought bowls of cobbler to each person before sitting with her own.

      “So, Mr. Parker, do you hale from Independence?” asked Aunt Margaret.

      He swallowed a bite of cobbler. “Oh, no, ma’am. Chicago. I was helping a friend in Virginia City. He’s the marshal there and I was his deputy, but decided I liked what he was doing. He was making a difference in the town, just by being the marshal, and decided I wanted to do that, too. So, I went back to Chicago sold everything I didn’t want to take with me, shipped everything else to Independence, where I bought my wagon and oxen and then joined this wagon train.” He took another bite of his dessert and swallowed before saying, “I do believe this is the best cobbler I’ve ever had. Thank you, ma’am. And I’m only Noah. I think, by the end of the week, we’ll all be on a first name basis anyway.”

      Placing her fingers over her mouth while she swallowed, Emma Rose nodded. “I agree…Noah…I think we will, too. Please call me Emma Rose.”

      “Delighted to…Emma Rose is such a beautiful name.”

      She smiled, nudged her chin down a bit and looked at him through her lashes. “Thank you, kind sir.”

      His mouth ticked up at the corners. “You’re welcome.”

      “I hope you’ll come for supper tomorrow night, Mr. Parker,” said Aunt Margaret. “We are planning on having beef steak. If we are this close to civilization, we might as well take advantage.”

      “I’d love to come to supper. Thank you. Now, I must finish my chores and get my animals settled for the night.” He stood, grabbed his hat, and looked toward Ryan and Margaret. “Thank you all for your hospitality.” Then he turned back to Emma Rose. “I bid you good night, Emma Rose.”

      She dipped her chin. “And I you, Noah.”

      He put on his hat and left the camp.

      Emma Rose turned to her aunt and uncle. “Just what are you two up to?”
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      After another twenty miles the next day, Emma Rose was almost ready to quit and go back to Philadelphia. But she had nothing there to return to and her feet would hurt just as much if she went back so she might as well go forward.

      She was so exhausted, and she couldn’t believe she still had to entertain this evening. Emma Rose’s evening chores included feeding and watering the oxen and making her bed underneath the wagon, which she did straightaway.

      While she cared for the animals, Uncle Ryan gathered firewood. He put it in a pile by the wagon and went for more.

      So many sounds assaulted her.

      Children ran around the center of the camp, chasing each other, laughing, and shouting to one another. Emma Rose couldn’t imagine where they got the energy. She was exhausted and only wanted to go to bed.

      The odors of various foods being cooked wafted in the breeze. Some of them made her mouth water. She also scented someone burning their supper and had to smile. Cooking over an open fire was quite different than using a stove. She thought many dinners and breakfasts would be burnt before everyone got the hang of cooking over the fire. true

      When she was done, she went to her aunt. “Aunt Margaret, what do you want me to do?”

      “Not a thing, my love. You just sit there and tell me about your young man.”

      “He’s not my young man.”

      “I beg to differ. I have eyes and he couldn’t keep his gaze off you.”

      She looked down at her feet and then snapped her gaze to her aunt. “No…really?”

      “Really. He certainly is a fine-looking man. Why, next to your Uncle Ryan, he’s the most handsome man on this wagon train.”

      Emma Rose sighed. Aunt Margaret was right Noah was quite the handsomest man on the wagon train. She was grateful he’d saved her from her attacker, but he wore a gun at his side, and she couldn’t tolerate it. Men who used guns killed often innocent people, like her mother. She refused to be attracted to a killer.
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      Noah arrived at the Kennedy camp at six o’clock. He’d brought a quart of fresh milk. He’d noticed that the Kennedy’s did not have a milk cow and he did. Not that he planned on being a farmer, just that he liked to keep his options open. Besides, he liked milk. The lady in the wagon ahead of his had showed him how to make butter from the cream while the wagon was moving. All he had to do was to hang it in a covered bucket under the wagon and let the movement of travel do the churning. He’d done it today and was surprised to find that it worked, and he had buttermilk with what was left of the cream.

      Margaret Kennedy walked toward him. “Welcome, Mr. Parker. Come closer to the fire and have a seat. Supper should be ready shortly.”

      “Thank you, Mrs. Kennedy, but didn’t we decide last night to go by our given names?” He lowered his chin and smiled. “Margaret?”

      She tittered. “You are correct, Noah. But habits are hard to break.” Her eyes widened and she clapped her hands and grinned. “What do I see there? Is that fresh milk? What a thoughtful gift.”

      He removed his hat and handed her the Mason jar full of milk. “Thank you, I hoped you’d think so.”

      “Oh, most definitely. And Emma Rose will appreciate it even more than the rest of us as she prefers milk with her meals rather than coffee.”

      Emma Rose approached and gave Noah a small smile. “I do and I thank you very much. I assume you have a cow?”

      His gaze traveled the length of her. She was a fine figure of a woman, beautiful, in fact. “Yes, and I’d be very happy to share the milk and cream with you.”

      “Thank you, that would be very much appreciated.” Her gaze dropped to his gun. “Do you always wear that thing?”

      Margaret returned to the group carrying plates and silverware. The steaks popped and sizzled in the frying pans. “Excuse me children. Continue your conversation

      The smell of the cooking steaks made his stomach rumble, but he ignored it and instead touched his pistol. “This? Yes, I do. In this country wearing one is a very practical thing to do. There are all sorts of animals, two and four legged, as well as snakes to contend with. My weapon keeps me safe and you as well.”

      She lifted her chin and wrapped her arms around her waist. “I don’t like guns. Men who carry guns are killers by the very nature of the weapon.”

      Noah lifted a brow. “What has happened to make you feel so?”

      Her eyes filled with tears. “My mother was shot and killed in a skirmish between some Union and Confederate soldiers. No Rebs were supposed to be in Philadelphia. The incursion was by a small group and my mother happened to get in the way of a bullet, probably from a rifle. I can’t even tell you which side killed her. To me, every one of those men carrying a gun was guilty, whether it’s a rifle or a pistol.”

      Noah held his hat in his hands. She has suffered a great loss and I must remember that. “I’m deeply sorry for your loss but I do understand why you feel the way you do. Would you be more comfortable if I took off my gun?”

      She sniffled. “Yes, actually I would.”

      He unbuckled his gun belt and hung it on one side of the back of the chair with his hat on the other. “Feel better?”

      Emma Rose took a deep breath. “I do. Thank you. I do realize that I am probably being irrational
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