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Prologue

A farm near Fairborn, Ohio                                                                      

March 1868

Joshua James stood on the front porch of his family home, gazing across once fertile land. A cold breeze fluttered the clothes on the line, but he did not notice. Behind him, the door of the small two-story house closed with a click, and the soft thudding of boot heels made him turn to see his oldest friend walking toward him.

Joshua didn’t speak but instead looked up into troubled, midnight-blue eyes.

“I’ll not be back here again, Josh,” the other man said, “but I’ll be going with you.”

“I’m sorry, Ben,” Joshua spoke, resting a sun-browned hand on his friend’s broad shoulder.

“It’s nothing to do with you, Josh. Things just aren’t what I thought.” Benjamin Smith smiled sadly at his friend. “I’ll meet you on the fourth,” he added, stepping down off the porch.

“Uncle Benni! Uncle Benni!” a child’s voice called excitedly as a small, blonde girl in pigtails came racing down the path followed by a redheaded toddler in a pink dress.

“Hello, Katie,” the tall dark-haired man said, grabbing the older girl and tossing her in the air, “and here’s our little Meg.” He lifted the two-year-old as if she were a feather.

“Can we have a ride?” the girl called Katie cried, her pale green gaze eager.

“Alright, but I can’t stay long,” Benjamin Smith replied, walking toward his horse as the girls squealed with delight.

Joshua stepped through the door into the kitchen of the small house where his sister stood. Jerusalem James had always been a beauty with her snowy blonde hair and startling ice-blue eyes. She took after their father as he did in both coloring and height and at five-seven, she was statuesque.

“Jemma?” he spoke softly.

“I don’t want to talk about it.” Jemma’s words were harsh. “I’ve said enough already.” She looked up at him, eyes blazing. “I will not spend the rest of my life grubbing a living from some poor piece of earth like Ma and Far.”

“Jem’?” he tried.

“No, Joshua,” she swiped her hand downward like a falling ax, “I want more than that in this life.” She turned eyes flashing with anger and pain. “I’ve been corresponding with Mr. Johnson and he wishes to marry me.” She turned her back and gazed out the window where Benjamin was leading his horse around the yard, his saddle full of giggling girls.

“You won’t need to worry about me; I’ll be well cared for. I’ll live in a big house with servants and have pretty things. I will wear beautiful dresses and go to fancy parties. I’ll have everything I want.”

Joshua took two steps across the hard plank floor to stand behind his sister. “What about Ben?”

Jemma stiffened her spine at the name. “Benjamin Smith is a fine young man, but we want very different things.” Her words were cold.

Placing his hands on her shoulders, Joshua turned the pale-haired young woman around. His best friend had been in love with her for as long as he could remember. “He loves you, Jemma.” His words sounded empty.

“Love doesn’t put food on the table,” she snapped back at him, meeting his cool blue gaze with a glacial stare.

“Ma and Far loved each other and we never went hungry.”

“Enough, Joshua. I have no more to say. I’ll be leaving next week for Boston with Mr. Johnson. You don’t have to worry about me; you can go with a clear conscience.” With her final word spoken, she turned and walked through a door at the end of the kitchen.

Joshua ran a hand through his pale blonde hair that was not quite as light as his sister’s and moved toward the stairs.

Placing his hand on the knob he opened the door and stepped into his room, the sorrow in his heart easing a bit as he stopped to look at the form curled peacefully on his bed. For a long moment, he stood there studying the woman that made up the other half of his heart.

“Josh? Is that you?” the woman stirred, and he hurried to her side.

“Don’t get up Bridgette,” his voice soft, “you look tired.”

“I am tired; I have two rambunctious daughters and a husband with a hearty appetite.” She smiled and poked him in the stomach with a finger. “It didn’t go well I take it,” she said, studying his face, all humor now gone from her voice.

Josh couldn’t speak, so he only nodded.

“Oh, I’m so sorry,” Bridgette spoke again, this time sitting up and wrapping her arms around him. “How’d Benji take it?” she asked, her voice soothing as she stroked his hair.

Joshua breathed deeply, inhaling the scent of his wife. She smelled of wildflowers in springtime and it eased his troubled heart.

“He says he won’t come back here again,” Josh said, pulling her close. “He plans to meet us in town on the fourth.”

Bridgette pulled away from her husband and gazed up into his eyes before brushing his hair from his forehead. “You can’t change people, Josh.” She spoke gently, “All anyone can do is their best, and pray.”

From somewhere deep inside a smile found its way to his face. “You’re an amazing woman Bridgette James,” he said pulling her close. “I don’t know what I’d ever do without you.” He kissed her softly, letting go of his sorrow on a sigh.

Bridgette giggled pulling away. “Go on with ye, then,” she chided, slapping him on the shoulder. “It’s kissing like that got us into this situation again, now isn’t it?” Her smile took any bite from her words.

“It’s different this time, isn’t it?” Josh asked, looking down at the small bump of her stomach.

“Oh, it’s early yet and you know how women say each time’s different.”

“You were never sick like this with the other girls, though.”

“Joshua James, don’t you be worrying about me now, you have enough to do to get us packed and ready to go. I’ll be all right.” She kissed him again to prove her point. “Now go fetch the girls.”

***
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“GRANDPA? GRANDPA?” the deep male voice rolled through the dream like slow thunder. “Grandpa, it’s time for supper.”

“Eric is that you?” Joshua blinked up at the young man, his first grandson.

“Yes, Grandpa it’s me.”

“I still can’t believe how you’ve grown,” Joshua added, looking up. “You’re not as bulky as your father, but you are as tall and as broad in the shoulders. I would not have thought it possible when you first arrived.

Eric smiled. “I know Pa worried about me back then,” he said, grasping the handles of the wheeled chair and turning it toward the door. “Did you have a nice nap out here on the porch?”

The old man chuckled. “As a matter of fact, I did. Did I ever tell you how I met my first wife?”
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Chapter 1
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“IT WAS A SUNDAY. BENJI had talked me into going to a church social, said there was a woman I needed to meet. Her name was Gabby something or other, I don’t remember now, he said she spent Sunday afternoon in the church grove with her best friend.” Joshua gazed around the table to see that his audience was still listening, and with a smile, he started again.

“I was hopeless around women and never knew what to say. Except for Ben, I was the tallest in town and awkward to boot. I ran to skinny, where Ben had bulk.” The old man smiled again his eyes twinkling at the memory.

“I didn’t know how to go about meeting this young lady Ben had told me about, so I decided I’d just walk right up to her and introduce myself.” He chortled, “That morning I put on my best clothes, slicked back my hair and rode into town. Once I got there, I took a deep breath and stepped through the trees into my future.”

***
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SUNLIGHT DAPPLED THE earth as it drifted through the leaves of the large oak trees turning the grove green and gold with shadow and light. Joshua James stepped from beneath the canopy of darkness and blinked as motes of molten light filtered into the still space.

Before him sitting on an old blanket was an angel, a vision of beauty. Her russet locks glowed with hints of fire, the sunlight playing like a hallo around her head. At first, she didn’t see him; she was adjusting the hem of her skirts around her, the deep brown fabric spreading out like a pool.

Joshua couldn’t breathe. It felt as if his heart had stopped working, like the whole world had come to a halt as he gazed at the woman before him.

“Hello,” the girl finally spoke.

“I think I’m going to marry you.” The words were out of his mouth before he could think, and he blushed, red realizing that she had heard.

“Ye do, do ye?” the girl questioned, a wicked grin spreading across her face as the gleam of mischief entered her eyes. “Help me up then, my mysterious bridegroom,” she laughed, raising a hand.

Still blushing scarlet Joshua hastened to help her to her feet then remembering himself snatched his hat from his head. “I... I.... I...” he stuttered as drops of sweat trickled down the back of his neck.

“Now you just stand there and let me look at you,” the young lady said, lifting her chin. “I think I have the right to see what I’m getting now, don’t you?” her voice was lilting as she raised an eyebrow, crossed her arms behind her back, and began to walk around him, looking him up and down.

“Not bad,” she spoke again, “though you could do with some fattening up,” she added, poking him in the ribs with her index finger and making him jump. “A bit ticklish as well, I see.” She took one more circuit around him, and Joshua tugged at his best collar.

“Now, dear husband,” the girl continued, “would you mind telling me your name?”

***
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“THAT’S HOW IT ALL STARTED,” Joshua spoke to his family at the table, “from the moment I saw her I knew that we belonged together.” His ghostly eyes sparkled remembering that happy day.

“I didn’t know that, Pa,” a now-grown Katie spoke, sniffing softly.

Joshua smiled at his oldest daughter, “It’s the whole truth, darlin’, and I never doubted she’d marry me after that day.” He smiled again. “Mind, she twisted me in knots before she agreed to be my wife, but that’s how I met her.”

“And Uncle Brion?” Meg asked, tossing her mane of coppery hair over a shoulder, “Did he take to you as well?”

Joshua’s smiled broadened, “Not for a good while, no, but that’s another tale. Now I think I’m ready to call it a night. I’m very tired.” He sighed as if he were already asleep.

“I’ll help you, Grandpa.” Eric rose from his place at the table, leaving his coffee and pie and pushed the old man to his room at the front of the house.

The sounds of “Good-night, Pa” and “Good-night, Grandpa,” followed them down the narrow hall from the crowded kitchen.

***
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THE CHICKENS WEREN’T up yet but Joshua was wide awake. The dream from earlier in the day still spun through his head conjuring up visions of Bridgette even in slumber. If he closed his eyes, he could see it all again, he could feel the sun on his face and smell new things growing on the spring air.

Fairborn, Ohio             March 1868

Joshua absently rubbed at his right shoulder as he stopped to check the harness straps one last time. It still hurt sometimes when he did too much lifting, but pain was a part of life and you either got on with it or you didn’t.

“Is it hurting badly?” Bridgette called as she packed yet another tin of flour into the tight confines of the wagon.

“No, just feeling itchy today,” he called back, not meeting her eyes. She could always tell when something was wrong.

“It was a bad wound,” she said, marching around the side of the wagon and pulling his shirt aside to examining the puckered scar that marred the thick flesh above his left breast. She looked up, meeting his frosty blue eyes, and shook her head.

“You never tried to stop me,” Josh said, liking the feel of her warm hands on his skin.

“You felt it was your duty and when a man believes that, no power on earth can sway him.”

“I might have been a fool,” he said with a grin.

“Most men are,” she answered, plucking a blonde hair from his chest and making him jump. “There, now you have something else to complain about.” She flounced her skirts and headed to the house.

Joshua shook his head but smiled. He had thought it was his duty when the war was flagging and needed more men. He and Benji had both gone away all dressed in blue. He rubbed the bullet scar again.

He had been lucky, the bullet struck the soft flesh and passed through without damaging bones. He felt the small bump on his other collarbone. That had broken when he fell and being unable to fire a rifle again he had been sent home.

Another wagon came rumbling along the road, soft dust tossed up by the horse’s hooves floating in the air like a misty cloud. He smiled recognizing his old friend.

“You about ready?” Benji asked his hands steady on the reins of his four-horse team.

“Bridgette’s fussing. I gave her that list of supplies the company recommended and she’s double-checked that we have it all at least three times over but keeps adding things to it anyway.”

“You got room for the girls inside?” Benji asked seriously. His voice had lost all its laughter over the past few weeks.

“Bri and I will sleep on the ground and the girls can sleep inside.”

“Girls can sleep in mine if Bridgette can make them up a bed. She should not have to sleep on the cold ground. Besides I don’t sleep much anymore anyway.” His dark eyes were shrouded.

“Benji, you’re here.” Bridgette’s lilting voice echoed across the quiet yard. “I guess that means we’re ready to go.” She looked about her slowly taking in every aspect of the morning.

A door creaked open behind them and they turned to see the Blakely’s step from their house each holding the hand of a granddaughter.

“Mam, Da.” Bridgette smiled brightly, “We’re having a grand adventure, aren’t we?”

“Uncle Benni!” Katie called, already scrabbling up the wagon wheel to the driver’s seat next to him. “You gonna ride shot-gun for me, little one?” the big man asked. “I sure could use the company.”

“Meggie too, Uncle Benni.”

“Alright. Meggie too,” he said, nodding to Mr. Blakely, who swung the little red-headed firecracker up as well.

“Da, will ya pray fer us?” Bridgette asked, swallowing hard as she looked into the aging faces of her parents.

“Aye.” The old man smiled sadly, pulling the hat from his head.

The prayer was in Gaelic, a sweet soft blessing for safety and peace. Only the Irish understood the words, but the spirit was felt in them all.

Bridgette hugged her father, and the old man’s hand trembled when he let her go. Turning she forced a smile for her mother then squeezed the smaller woman tight.

“I’ll write to ye often,” she said, her voice bright with hope. “And when we’re well settled, we’ll send for ye to visit. It’ll be grand.”

Her mother held her hand a second longer before Bridgette turned away and Joshua helped her up into the big covered wagon. He paused a moment, kissing his mother-in-law’s teary cheek, and shaking the hand that had given him his greatest blessing.

The thunder of hooves caught them by surprise. “I’m with ye!” Brion Blakely shouted as he pulled his horse to a halt and threw the lead line of four fine packhorses to Benji. In one swift move, he was out of the saddle and wrapping his parents in a bear hug, his red beard tickling his mother’s neck.

“I thought it was just talk, Brion,” Joshua said, one foot still on the wagon rung where he’d started to climb up.

“Nay, I was speaking truth when I said I’d come. Da knew, didn’t ya Da?”

“Aye.” The old man said, “You’ve got a gypsy’s soul Brion and I’ll not tie ye down.”

“If I tire of this lot, I’ll be along home as quick as you can wink,” the lean, red-haired man guffawed. “Now away!” He lifted his voice and threw himself back into the saddle, spurring his horse to the lead.

Bridgette Blakely-James sat as still as a painting on the rough seat of what would be her new home for several months. She didn’t dare look behind her to see her mother standing in the yard, the sorrow of parting etched across her soft features; one crack in her armor and she knew she would shatter.

Mary Blakely was the strongest woman Bridgette had ever known and her heart would break if she looked back. How had her mother done it all those years ago? How had she forsaken hearth and home to travel not across a country but across an ocean forever separating her from her blood?

Joshua’s hand found hers and she clung to it. Clung to the other part of her, the part that helped her breathe, the part that made her laugh, and the part that filled her heart with love. Though her heart was breaking to leave her parents behind, she knew her place was by his side and that if she could hold on to her faith the journey would take her to where she belonged.

“Brion!” Benji’s deep voice echoed along the road, making the red-headed man pull rein and turn back. “Come and fetch your niece and carry her to her ma, she needs changing and I didn’t sign on for that.”

A hearty bark of a laugh echoed as the Irishman turned around and scooped the little girl from the wagon. “Come on then, lass, let’s have yer ma see to ye. No need to stop the wagons for such a thing.”

“Bridgette, sit down,” Joshua ordered. “You’ll fall out and break your neck.”

“Didn’t ya hear Josh, I’ve got woman’s work to do? I can see this will be a fine trip, with all you men around.” However, there was no heat in her eyes as she took her daughter from her brother. “We’ll have to work on getting you trained, poppet,” she said to her youngest child, “or you’ll just have to go without.”

***
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JOSHUA CHUCKLED TO himself as he stared at the ceiling above his bed of the ranch house he had built, thinking that if one of the girls came to check on him they would think he had lost his mind, laying in the dark talking to himself. Yet he knew that the ghosts of the past listened in the dark hours as he drifted off to sleep, a smile on his face.
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INDEPENDENCE, MISSOURI                                                                                    

April 1868

––––––––
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THE BUSTLING TOWN OF Independence was filled with wagons, wagon suppliers, horses, and hostlers as Joshua and Benji pulled their teams to a stop.

"We're to meet Mr. Tucker at the Dew Drop Saloon," Joshua called to Benji and Brion.

Beside him, Bridgette made a face.

"What?" Joshua questioned, looking over his shoulder at his wife. "You know I don't go in for drink."

"Perhaps you don't, but what does it say of the man we are trusting our lives to, that his meeting place is a saloon?"

"Bri, most men spend at least some time in a place like that. It's somewhere that everyone can come to with no questions asked."

"Exactly," Bridgette James said, a smooth, dark-red brow raised skeptically.

Joshua climbed out of the wagon and walked around to lift his wife down. Already in the few weeks, it had taken them to travel to Missouri her stomach, had rounded and she had put on some weight. He hoped the trip would not be too much.

"You go on over to the mercantile with the girls and see if they have anything you need while we go sort out our guide," he said, easing her to the ground so that she stood before him. He gazed along the busy street watching as wagons rolled in and out of the town proper.

He pulled Bri close as a team of oxen lumbered by, hauling a wagon much like their own. "Maybe I'd better go with you," he mused, seeing how restless the town truly was.

"Nay," Brion's voice rose from the other side of the wagon where he was busy securing his horses. "I'll take the ladies to the store." He smiled, his soft brown eyes crinkling at the corners.

Brion Blakely hustled to Benji's wagon and lifted a niece in each arm. "Ma'be they'll have a peppermint stick or two," he added, making the girls squeal with glee.

"You're sure you'll be all right?" Josh asked, looking down at his wife.

"I have to go along now, just to keep me brother out of trouble," she laughed, leaning in to kiss his cheek. "You go and get things ready."

***
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THE DEW DROP SALOON was a bit shabbier than many of the other such establishments that dotted the town of Independence’s main street. It was poorly lit, the bar was sticky, and the sawdust on the floor needed to be changed.

Joshua looked at Benji questioningly as together they stepped into the dim room and looked around. Several men sat at battered tables and a few more stood at the bar. One man, tall and broad in the shoulders but showing signs of an expanding waistline tipped back a shot of whiskey with a sigh, as a lean boy of no more than sixteen stood by and watched.

"I'm looking for a Mr. Tucker," Joshua said, stepping to the bar. "We're headin' for Oregon and are to meet him here." He looked at the bartender who offered neither comment nor indication that he had heard Joshua's words, as he wiped a mug with a dirty rag.

Benji looked at Josh, one dark brow raised. "Now what?" he said quietly.

At the end of the bar, the young man nudged the stranger and nodded toward where Joshua and his oldest friend stood.

The big man turned toward them, his brown eyes shining in the dim light. "Huh?" he snorted, plunking his glass back on the bar. The boy leaned in, whispering something.

"I'm Tucker," the big man growled, his voice louder than necessary. "You that fella joinin' my train?"

"Yes, sir," Joshua said, stepping closer and offering his hand. "My family and Mr. Smith," he indicated Benji with a nod, "we were told to meet you here."

"And here I am," the man spoke jovially. "How 'bout a snoot before we hit the trails?" Mr. Tucker raised his glass and the bartender moved toward him, bottle in hand.

"No, thank you," Joshua said, "I'll be needing to meet the missus at the store. I need to know where to join the party and when we roll out," Joshua said, watching the man down his second drink.

"Leavin' in the mornin'. Other folks are camped at the edge of the river. You can gw'on out there when you want."

Joshua let out a breath. He was hoping they would have time to rest the teams a bit before starting again, but there was nothing for it. "I'll see you in the morning, then," he replied.

"First things first, now," Mr. Tucker spoke, eyeing the small glass in his hand. "I'll need cash for the ferry in the mornin'." He turned to face Joshua his cheeks flushed from the liquor. "Thirty-five dollars, upfront," he stated.

Something squirmed in Joshua, some little flicker of doubt. He'd looked carefully at many wagon trains and companies that were taking people west. The company that recommended Mr. Tucker had a good reputation and with his family at stake, he had chosen with great care. Letting out a slow breath, Joshua reached in his pocket and pulled out the bills to cover the fees for two wagons.

"I'd like a receipt once we cross," Joshua asked, his cold eyes firm, as he watched the other man wrap his hand around the bills.

"Alright, all right," Mr. Tucker agreed cheerfully. "Time for one more for the road." He raised his glass as Joshua and Benji turned to go.

"Mr.," a high voice called as they moved toward the door.

"Yes." Joshua and Benji turned as one to the skinny boy who'd stood silent at the bar throughout the conversation. His clothes were well-worn and his dark eyes, under a thick thatch of brown hair, were serious.

"I'll go 'long with ya to the camp if ya don't mind."

"You with this outfit?" Josh asked.

"Yes sir, I signed on as a guide last year and been down the trail twice. Once up, once back.”

"Joshua James," Joshua said, offering his hand, "and this is Benjamin Smith."

Benji lifted his hand to shake with the young man as well.

"Stevens, sir. Kyle Stevens," the boy said, somehow seeming surprised at their offer of friendship.

***
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"I WONDER WHAT HIS STORY is?" Bridgette asked a half-hour later as Joshua pulled his team in behind the skinny boy on the equally skinny roan horse. "He's very young."

"We were young once, too," Joshua joked.

"I don't know about you, but I still am." Bridgette jutted her chin into the air, before breaking into giggles, making him smile.

"Did you find what you needed at the store?" he asked.

"I did, but oh the cost. Joshua, things are three times what they were in Ohio."

"I can't say I'm surprised." He shook his head. "It's all about supply and demand and demand is high."

"True, I'd just like to think we'll have a bit of hard cash at the end of the trail," Bridgette sighed.

"We'll make do,” he replied, taking her hand.

Soon they were approaching a collection of camps lined out in clumps along the wide Missouri River. Different trains left at different times heading out to various locations along the trail or toward its end in Oregon.

"There must be more than a hundred wagons all told," Bridgette said, looking about her. "I hope we have good people to travel with."

"Guess we're gonna find out now," Josh spoke, nodding toward the young man on his lean horse. "Looks like young Stevens is pullin' rein."

It was already late afternoon as Joshua pulled his team of four chunky horses to a halt and looked around the plains, where a collection of wagons stood in a semi-circle. Several fires had been started using what material was at hand, by the smell of it dung, as men, women, and children milled about doing various things.

To his left, a goat bleated and he turned to see a graying man peeling a turnip and tossing bits to a white nanny goat and two kids. Beside him, Bri giggled again. "Somehow I don't think it will be a boring trip," she whispered, bumping her shoulder against his.

"Mr. Joshua," Stevens spoke, "you can pull your wagons in there behind Mr. Billy." He pointed a boney finger at the man with the goat. "Ma'am." He added, swallowing hard and making his Adam’s apple bob before he turned away.

Within minutes, the wagons were braced, and Bridgette began preparing things for their evening meal. While Joshua started a fire, Brion and Benji tended the stock, hanging a feed sack from each halter as they staked the animals on what grass they could find.

"Now watch yerse'f," a crotchety voice barked down the line, "don't you two scally-wags go upsettin' my goats."

Bridgette turned to see both Katie and Meg offer a handful of oats to the two young goats as they stroked their soft fur.

"Childrens ain't got no sense 'round animals," the old man's voice scratched as he glared at the girls.

"I'm sure they don't mean any harm," Bridgette offered, walking toward the man whose gray beard bristled his chin. "I'm Bridgette James and these are my daughters."

"Humph," the old man glared. "Long as they don't upset my Clara Bell, we won't have no trouble," he said, squinting in her direction.

Bridgette suppressed a smile at his crankiness. "Girls, come along," she called firmly.

"But Mam'," Meg grumbled, stroking the soft nose of the little goat.

"I'm sure Mr..." She raised a brow in the man's direction, waiting.

"Billy," he said flatly, crossing his arms over his red suspenders.

"Mr. Billy doesn't need children messing about his goats."

Katie turned her clear green eyes to the bewhiskered man. "I'm sorry, Uncle Billy; I didn't mean to upset your goats." She said, "Meggie, and I just thought they were sweet." She blinked at him apologetically.

"I ain't yer uncle," he snapped.

"Why not?" The girl’s innocent words made him drop his scowl.

"Because I'm just ol' Billy, that's why."

"He'o, Misser Billy," Meg piped up, walking to the man with an outstretched hand.

"Meg!" Bridgette cried, reaching for the girl, but to her surprise, the old man laughed and shook the tiny hand offered.

"Wat'cher name?" he asked with a twinkle.

"Meggie," the girl said. "Goat," she added pointing, then turned back and tugged at Billy’s beard.

Bridgette scurried to her daughter, mortified. "I'm so sorry sir. She doesn't know any better."

Old Billy started to smile, then chuckled and finally laughed, making others turn to stare. When Meg started giggling as well, it only took moments for Katie to follow suit.

"They'll do," the old man spoke, the deep creases in his face softening. "I'm a cantankerous old coot, but who wouldn't lose their heart to girls like these."

Bridgette let out a breath.

"You carry on with what you was doin,' missus," Billy spoke, "these two can visit with the goats a bit longer."

Bridgette smiled. "Thank ye, Mr. Billy," she said softly and turned back to her cooking.

As night fell, Benji tucked the girls into their quilts in the back of his wagon then joined the other adults at their fire.

"The horses are in fine shape," Brion was saying as Benjamin settled his big frame on a flour barrel. "I've been over the lot o' them."

“You’d know then, wouldn’t you,” Bridgette’s voice dripped with sarcasm.

“Aye that I would,” Brion replied jovially. “I know me some fine horseflesh if I say so me-self.”

“Humph!” Bridgette snorted, “I hope you’re done with all that horse racing nonsense now,” she said, crossing her arms over her steadily growing belly. “Mam never approved, you know.”

“Approve or no, I won me that fine stock I own now and have something to start my horse ranch with, in Oregon.”

Bridgette settled herself comfortably on a crate. “They do look fine,” she conceded.

"I'd hoped for another day to rest before moving on," Joshua changed the subject, his eyes coming to rest on Bridgette, as she drank coffee from a tin cup. "There isn't much feed here, though," he continued, pulling his eyes away from his wife. "I guess moving is better in the long run."

"How many wagons all together?" Benji asked.

"I count fifteen, so a small group," Joshua's eyes were troubled.

"We'll be following others," Bridgette spoke up.

"That we will, but we'll have to be independent overall."

"Where's that trail master, anyway?" Brion spoke again.

"I haven't seen him yet," Benji offered, looking to Josh, who shook his head.

"There's no point borrowing trouble for tomorrow," Bridgette spoke up again, swilling the coffee in her cup before tossing the contents off to the side. "We'll sleep and start fresh in th' mornin'."

Joshua smiled at his plucky wife. He couldn't imagine a woman as strong and steady, or as full of humor, as his Bri.

In the distance, the soft strands of a guitar drifted toward them and they turned to see the young guide Stevens strumming a battered instrument as he leaned against his worn saddle.

***
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MORNING BROUGHT WITH it the hustle of activity as a hasty breakfast was consumed, wagons prepared, and teams moved toward the ferry. A lemon chiffon sunrise brushed the backs of the wagons in gold as the small caravan lined up to board the ferry.

Mr. Tucker held the reins of a sleek gray horse and bellowed at the dockmaster. "I says all of ‘em can fit," he grumbled, his voice thick.

"I can only accommodate ten wagons on each crossing," the ferryman spoke precisely.

"I give you yer money," Tucker blustered, now you take this train across."

"That is not possible."

"Is there a problem?" Joshua walked to the front of the line to see what the delay was.

"This man's trying to keep us from crossing!" Tucker spoke belligerently.

Joshua looked the man up and down. He still smelled of liquor and looked as if he had slept in his clothes.

Joshua felt, more than saw, Benji and Brion move up behind him. "What seems to be the problem?" He asked the ferryman politely.

"I have already explained to Mr. Tucker that the ferry can only carry ten wagons at a time."

"I see," Joshua considered. "Mr. Tucker, have you had breakfast yet?" Joshua asked, swinging an arm around the trail master.

"No, I ain't," the man groused.

"Well this is a perfect time then, isn't it? You can come to my wagon and have some of my wife's famous pancakes while we wait to board." He smiled jovially, glancing over his shoulder to see the boatman nod as he walked away, taking the belligerent wagon master with him.
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