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For my husband,
Timothy Charles Palmer.
Twenty years of promises kept.
I love you.
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His name is the Lord—rejoice in his presence! Father to the fatherless … God places the lonely in families. Psalm 68:4-6, NLT



So you should not be like cowering, fearful slaves. You should behave instead like God’s very own children, adopted into his family—calling him “Father, dear Father.” For his Holy Spirit speaks to us deep in our hearts and tells us that we are God’s children. Romans 8:15-16, NLT
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CHAPTER 1

Kansas City, Missouri
May 1865

TALKING to God from the outstretched limb of a towering white oak tree had its advantages. For one thing, it meant that Rosie Mills could see beyond the confining walls of the Christian Home for Orphans and Foundlings, where she had lived all nineteen years of her life. For another, she had always felt as if she were closer to God up in the old tree. That was kind of silly, Rosie knew. God had lived in her heart ever since she gave it to him one night at a tent preaching service, just before the War Between the States. But the best thing about praying in the oak tree was the constantly changing scene that unfolded below.

Take these two men coming her way. The first—a dark-haired fellow in a chambray shirt and black suspenders—minded his own business as he drove his wagon down the dusty street. He had a little boy beside him on the seat and a load of seed in the wagon bed. The other man followed on a black horse. All the time Rosie had been praying, she had been watching the second fellow edge closer and closer, until finally he was right behind the wagon.

“Seth Hunter!” the horseman shouted, pulling a double-barreled shotgun from the scabbard on his saddle. “Stop your mules and put your hands in the air.”

The command was so loud and the gun so unexpected that Rosie nearly lost her precarious perch on the old limb. The milkman across the street straightened up and stared. Down the way, the vegetable seller and his son halted in their tracks.

“I said, stop your team!” the horseman bellowed.

The man on the wagon swung around and eyed his challenger. “Jack Cornwall,” he spat. “I might have known.”

He gave the reins a sharp snap to set his mules racing lickety-split down the road. Jack Cornwall cocked his shotgun, lifted it to his shoulder, aimed it at the fleeing wagon, and fired. At the blast, Rosie gave a strangled scream. A puff of pungent gray smoke blossomed in the air. A hundred tiny lead pellets smashed into the seed barrels on the back of the wagon. Wood splintered. Seeds spilled across the road. The mules brayed and faltered, jerking the wagon from side to side.

“Whoa, whoa!” the driver of the wagon shouted. “Cornwall, what in thunder do you think you’re doing?”

“Give me the boy, or I’ll shoot again!” Cornwall hollered back.

“He’s my son.”

“You stole him!”

“He’s mine by rights.” The wagon rolled to a halt directly beneath the oak tree where Rosie perched. “I aim to take him to my homestead, and neither you nor anybody else is going to stop me, hear?”

“What do you want him for—slave labor?”

“You forgetting I’m a Union man, Cornwall? We don’t trade in human flesh like you Rebs.”

“And we don’t go stealing children out from under the noses of the grandparents who took care of them since the day they were born.”

“My wife took care of Chipper—”

“Wife?” the man exploded. He edged his horse forward, once again leveling his shotgun at Hunter. “You claiming my sister would marry some good-for-nothing farmhand?”

Rosie gripped the oak branch. The two men were barely three feet beneath her, and she could almost feel the heat of their hatred. This was terrible. The little boy the men were arguing about was hunkered down in the wagon, terrified. He couldn’t have been more than five or six years old, and as he peered over the wooden seat his big blue eyes filled with tears.

Rosie didn’t know which of the men was in the right, but she wasn’t about to let this Jack Cornwall fellow shoot someone. She spotted a stout stick caught in a fork of the tree. Maybe she could use it to distract the men, she thought as she shinnied toward the slender end of her branch.

“Your sister married me, whether you believe it or not,” Seth Hunter snarled. “I’m this boy’s father, and I mean to take him with me.”

“I didn’t track your worthless hide all the way to Kansas City to let you just ride off to the prairie with my nephew. No sir, Chipper’s going south with me. My pappy’s not about to let you work his grandson to the bone on your sorry excuse for a farm.”

“I told you I don’t plan on working him. In fact, I’m headed for this orphanage right now to hire me a hand.”

“Hire you a hand,” Jack scoffed. He spat a long stream of brown tobacco juice onto the dirt road. “What’re you aiming to pay him with—grasshoppers? That’s all you’re going to be growing on your homestead, Hunter. Grasshoppers, potato bugs, and boll weevils.”

“I’ve got a house and a barn, Jack. That’s more than a lot of folks can say, including you. And any young’un would gladly trade that orphanage for a home.”

I would, Rosie thought. She was beginning to side with Seth Hunter, even if he had stolen the little boy. The other man was big, rawboned, and mean-tempered. For all she knew he planned to shoot Seth dead with his shotgun. And right in front of the child!

The branch she was straddling bobbed a little from her weight as she inched along it toward the stick. Truth to tell, it was the boy who stirred her heart the most. Neither man had even bothered to ask the child what he wanted to do. And where on earth was the poor little fellow’s mother?

“A house and a barn,” Jack said, his voice dripping with disdain. “What you’ve got is dust, wind, and prairie fires. That’s no place to bring up a boy. Now let me have him peaceful-like, and I won’t be obliged to blow your Yankee head off.”

“You’re not taking my son.” Seth stood up on the wagon. His shoulders were square and solid inside his homespun chambray shirt, and his arms were roped with hard muscle and thick veins. Badly in want of cutting, his hair hung heavy and black. His thick neck was as brown as a nut. With such a formidable stature, Rosie thought, he should have the face of the bare-knuckle fighters she had seen on posters.

He didn’t. His blue eyes set off a straight nose, a pair of flat, masculine lips, and a notched chin. It was a striking face. A handsome face. Unarmed, Hunter faced Jack. “I already lost Mary, and I’m not—”

“You never had Mary!”

“She was my wife.”

“Mary denied you till the day she died.”

“Liar!” Seth stepped over the wagon seat and started across the bed. “If your pappy hadn’t tried to kill me—”

“You ran off to join the army! We never saw hide nor hair of you for more than five years till you came sneaking back and stole Chipper.”

“I wrote Mary—”

“She burned every letter.”

“Mary loved me, and none of your lies will make me doubt it. We’d have been happy together if your pappy would have left us alone. He ran me off with a shotgun. I was too young and scared back then to stand up to him, but I’ll be switched if I let him do it again. Or you, either.”

“I’ll do more than that, Hunter.” Jack steadied the gun. “Now give me the boy.”

“Over my dead body.”

“You asked for it.”

He pulled back on the hammer to set the gun at half cock. Rosie held her breath. No. He wouldn’t really do it. Would he? She reached out and grabbed onto the stick.

“Give me the boy,” Jack repeated.

“If you shoot me, they’ll hang you for murder.”

“Hang me? Ha! You ever hear of Charlie Quantrell, Jesse James, Bob Ford? They’re heroes to me. I’ve joined up with a bunch down south to avenge wrongs done in the name of Yankee justice. Nobody messes with us, Hunter. And nobody hangs us for murder. Besides, I’m just protecting my kin.” He pulled the hammer all the way back.

Seth stood his ground. “People are watching every move you make, Jack,” he said. “They know who you are. Don’t do this.”

“Chipper, come here, boy.”

“Stay down, Chipper.”

“Hunter, you Yankee dog. I’ll get you if it’s the last thing I do.” Jack lifted the shotgun’s stock to his shoulder. As his finger tensed on the trigger, Rosie gritted her teeth and swung her club like a pendulum. It smashed into the side of Jack Cornwall’s head and knocked him sideways. The shotgun went off with a deafening roar. Like a hundred angry hornets, pellets sprayed into the street.

At the end of the limb, Rosie swayed down, lurched up, and swung down again. Acrid, sulfurous-smelling smoke seared her nostrils. As screams filled the air, she heard the branch she was clinging to crack. She lost her balance, tumbled through the smoke, and landed smack-dab on Seth Hunter. The impact knocked them both to the wagon bed, and her head cracked against the wooden bench seat. A pair of startled blue eyes was the last thing she saw.
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“Glory be to God, she’s awake at last! Jimmy, come here quick and have a look at her.”

“Aye, she’s awake, that she is.”

The two pairs of eyes that stared down at Rosie could not have been more alike—nor the faces that went with them more different. The woman had bright green eyes, brilliant orange-red hair, and the ruddiest cheeks Rosie had ever seen. The man’s green eyes glowed like twin emeralds from a gaunt face with suntanned skin stretched over sharp, pointy bones. He sucked on a corncob pipe and nodded solemnly.

“Seth Hunter, the lass has come round,” he said. “Better see to her. She’s a frainey, all right. She’s so puny she’ll keel over if she tries to stand up.”

Her head pounding in pain, Rosie was attempting to decipher the lilting words her two observers had spoken when Seth Hunter’s blue eyes—now solemn—appeared above her for a second time that day. He stroked a hand across her forehead. His hand was big and warm, his fingers gently probing.

“I don’t feel right about us leaving her here, Jimmy,” he said. “She’s still bleeding pretty bad from that gash on the back of her head. But if we don’t take off soon, I reckon Jack Cornwall will be back on my tail. I’ve got to get Chipper out of town. I want him home and settled as quick as possible.”

“Sure, the wagon’s loaded down with our tools and seed we came for,” Jimmy said. “The brablins have their peppermints, and they’ll be eager to start licking on them. If we set out now, we’ll be home not a day later than planned.”

“I know, but I just …” Seth touched Rosie’s forehead again with his fingertips. “Ma’am, can you hear me? I want to thank you for what you did. I never expected such a thing. I owe you, that’s for sure. If I had any money, I’d give you a reward, but—”

“Home,” Rosie said. She didn’t know where the word had come from. She’d never had a home, not from the very moment she was born.

“We’ll see you get home, ma’am,” Seth said. “The delivery boy for the mercantile here said he recognized you. He’s gone to fetch your mother.”

Mother? Rosie studied the rows of canned goods, bolts of fabric, and sacks of produce that lined the floor-to-ceiling shelves in the mercantile. She knew the place well. She had been here many times, shopping for the orphanage’s kitchen. She gradually recalled how she must have come to be lying on the sawdust-covered floor with her head throbbing like a marching band. She even knew the name of the man bending over her. But how could the delivery boy be fetching her mother?

“I don’t have a mother,” she said.

“No mother!” The ruddy-cheeked woman leaned into view and clucked in sympathy. She placed a clean folded cloth over Rosie’s gash. “Can such a thing be true? Aye, lass, you’re cruel wounded in the head, so you are. Perhaps you’ve lost your wits a bit. Sure, we wouldn’t want you turnin’ into a googeen now. Can you recall your name at all?”

“Rosenbloom Cotton Mills.”

“She’s disremembered the sound of her own name, so she has!”

“No really, that’s who I am. Rosie Mills.” She struggled to sit up, and the woman slipped a supporting arm around her shoulders. “My mother … you see … she put my name on a piece of paper.”

“But you just told us you didn’t have a mother.”

“I don’t. Not one I ever met, anyway. The piece of paper with my name on it was inside the stocking with me when I was discovered.”

“You were discovered in a stocking?”

“I was a baby at the time. Newborn.”

“A baby! Ullilu, Jimmy, did you hear the wee thing? She was left in a stocking.”

“A foundling.”

Jimmy pronounced the word Rosie had despised from the moment she learned its connotations. For nineteen years she had worn that label, and it had barred her from adoption, from marriage, from all hope of a family and a home. Taking no notice of the expressions on their faces, she pulled her pouch from the bodice of her dress.

“I keep the paper in here in this little bag I made from the toe of my stocking,” she said. “As you can see, my name is written out very clearly: Rosenbloom Cotton Mills.”

She unfolded the tiny scrap that was her only treasure. Everyone gathered around. As it turned out, there were many red-haired, green-eyed visitors at the mercantile that day, and most of them weren’t more than three feet tall. Clutching red- and white-striped peppermint sticks, they elbowed each other for a better look.

“Appears to be a stocking tag from that mill over on the river in Illinois,” Jimmy said. “You remember, Sheena? We passed it on our way west, so we did.”

“Whisht, Jimmy. If the lass says it’s her name, who are you to start a clamper over it?” Sheena gave Rosie a broad smile that showed pretty white teeth. “Now then, we’re to set out on our way home to Kansas in the wagon—Jimmy O’Toole and me, our five children, and our good neighbor, Seth Hunter. We’re most grateful to you for the whack you gave that sherral Jack Cornwall. We never met a man as fine as our Seth, God save him, and we won’t see him come to harm. So, if you think you’ll be all right now, we’ll—”

“Rosie? Rosie Mills?” A woman who had just entered the mercantile spotted the injured girl and clapped her hands to her cheeks. She glanced at Sheena O’Toole. “I’m Iva Jameson, the director of the Christian Home for Orphans and Foundlings. What on earth has happened to Rosie?”

“I … I was up in the oak tree,” Rosie said meekly, dabbing at her wound with the cloth, “and then along came Mr. Hunter’s wagon … and I—”

“You should have outgrown tree climbing long ago.”

“But it’s where I pray, ma’am.”

“Rosie, shame on you for such tomfoolery—and at your age!”

“Maybe I should explain, ma’am.” Seth stepped forward. “What happened was mainly my fault. I’m Seth Hunter, and I was on my way to your orphanage with my son this morning when things took a wrong turn.”

“I see, Mr. Hunter.” Mrs. Jameson eyed the little boy standing forlornly beside him. “Would this young man be your son?”

“Yes. This is Christopher. They call him Chipper.”

“Chipper. Now, that’s a fine name for such a strong, handsome lad.” The director knelt to the floor. “And how old are you, young Chipper?”

“He’s five,” Seth said. “Listen, ma’am, we don’t have much time here. The O’Toole family and I—we’ve got homesteads waiting for us over in Kansas, and we need to get on the trail.”

“Are you a widower, sir?”

There was a moment of silence. “Well, yes,” Seth said finally. “I reckon I am a widower.”

“You’re uncertain?”

“I just hadn’t thought of it that way. My wife … Chipper’s mother … I went to fetch her and I learned she had died.”

“I’m very sorry about your loss, sir,” Mrs. Jameson said. “These are difficult times indeed. I’m assuming you were planning to ask the Christian Home for Orphans and Foundlings to look after your son while you find another wife.”

“A wife?” Seth’s voice deepened. “No. Absolutely not. No, I’m taking the child with me.”

“Oh, I see.”

“I was on my way to the orphanage because I’m in need of a strong boy,” Seth told Mrs. Jameson. “Maybe you can still help me. See, I want somebody who can work with me on the homestead. There’s plowing and planting and such, but I wouldn’t push him too hard. In fact, if you’ve got a boy who’s good with young’uns, I mostly want him to keep an eye on Chipper. I can’t offer pay, but I’ll give him room and board. I’ll give him a home.”

Rosie stiffened and took Sheena O’Toole’s hand. Holding the cloth to her hammering head, she pulled herself to her feet. What had Seth just offered? A home. I’ll give him a home.

“I’m sorry, Mr. Hunter,” Mrs. Jameson said, “but we’re not an employment agency. Why don’t you place an advertisement in the newspaper?”

“I don’t have time for that. I’ve been away from my claim more than two weeks already, and my fields need plowing. Don’t you have somebody who could help me out?”

“I understand your predicament, truly I do,” Mrs. Jameson said. “But all our oldest boys went off to the war. We don’t have anyone at the Home much over twelve, and I don’t believe—”

“Twelve would do. If he’s strong, it won’t matter how old he is. Look here, ma’am,” Seth said, “I’m an honest man, I’m a hard worker, and I won’t do wrong by anybody. I’m offering the boy a chance to get a good start on life. A home of his own.”

Rosie sucked in a breath. A home. A chance to make her unspoken dream come true! She was strong enough to do most any job. She could learn to plow. She could plant and dig and hoe. And she knew she could look after that boy.

“I’m so sorry, Mr. Hunter,” Mrs. Jameson said, “but I simply couldn’t send a twelve-year-old off with a stranger. We find our children jobs in the city. With the shortage of men these days, even our younger ones are working at the liveries and helping with refuse collection—”

“Shoveling stables and picking up garbage? I can offer a boy a better life than that.”

“But I can’t just give you a child. It would be worse than slavery.”

“Slavery? I’m holding out a chance at a new life. I’m offering this boy a future. I’ll turn him into a strong, useful man.”

“I’ll be your man!” Rosie called out. She took a step and began to sway. Sheena leapt to her side, placing an arm around her waist to keep her from falling. “I’ll go with you, Mr. Hunter. I’ll help you with the plowing, and I’ll take care of your son. I know I can do it.”

Seth Hunter stared at her. The little boy beside him gaped at the unexpected declaration. Even Sheena O’Toole eyed her in wonderment. Rosie didn’t care that she had astonished them all. This was her chance—and she intended to take it.

Mrs. Jameson turned on her. “Don’t be ridiculous,” she snapped. “The cook will be searching the whole house for you. At this hour of the morning, you’re to be in the kitchen ladling out porridge.”

“Yes, ma’am … but … but I believe I’ll go to Kansas with Mr. Hunter instead. I’ll be his worker. I’m good with children, and I can learn anything.” She swallowed and forced herself to meet those bright blue eyes. “Sir, won’t you take me with you? I’m nineteen—almost twenty—and I can do a good day’s work. I promise you won’t regret it.”

So far Seth Hunter had said nothing. Rosie knew she was losing ground. Mrs. Jameson would never hear of her going away with a stranger. And what man would want a skinny foundling to help him on his homestead? But he had offered a future. A home.

“I’m a very good cook,” she continued. “Just ask anyone. I bake the best apple pies. I can clean and scrub, and I know how to take a stove apart and black it top to bottom good as new. I’m wonderful at hoeing, and nobody makes pickles better than mine. It sounds like I’m boasting, but it’s true, Mr. Hunter. You’ll see how thankful you are to have me.”

Seth looked her up and down, his blue eyes bringing out a flush in her cheeks and making the back of her neck prickle. She glanced at his son. Chipper was grinning. A broad space where he’d lost his two front teeth gave his face the look of a small, round jack-o’-lantern.

Mrs. Jameson harrumphed. “Rosenbloom Cotton Mills, I shall not tolerate such nonsense. And as for praying in a tree—”

“Mrs. Jameson’s right,” Seth said to Rosie. “I was mainly needing a farmhand. I don’t reckon you’d be strong enough.”

“I’m strong enough, Mr. Hunter,” she countered, squaring her shoulders and setting the bloodied rag on a countertop. “Besides, you owe me. You said so yourself.”

“Indeed you did, Seth.” Sheena wasn’t quite as tall as the younger woman, but her stocky stature gave her the look of a determined bulldog. When she spoke again, her voice held a tone of foreboding. “Speak the truth and shame the devil.”

“I admit I’m obliged to the girl,” Seth said. “She saved my life, and I intend to pay my debt by sending her a reward from Kansas. A dollar here, another there, as my crops come in.”

“She wants to go with you to Kansas. That’s the reward she claims,” Sheena said.

Rosie’s heart warmed to the woman at her side. Somehow, Sheena understood the depths of Rosie’s need. Somehow, she knew.

“She’s a donny thing, Sheena,” Jimmy put in, “but she’ll not last two weeks on the prairie before—”

“You’re no great help to her, are you now, Jimmy O’Toole?” Sheena interjected. “She’s a poor slip of a thing with no mother and never a home to call her own. She knew not a stim about our Seth, yet she saved his life, so she did.” She fastened a glare on Seth. “Now then, Mr. Hunter, what do you have to say for yourself?”

Seth took off his hat and scratched the back of his head. He assessed Rosie and appeared clearly unhappy with what he saw. He crossed his arms over his chest and stared out the mercantile window for a full minute, his eyes narrowed and his jaw clenched. Finally, he gave a grunt of surrender.

“I reckon I’m going to take the girl.” He turned to Mrs. Jameson. “I’ll only need her for the growing season—six months at the most.”

“Sir, Miss Mills is an unmarried woman.” Her words were clipped. “You can’t just take her into your home like that. It wouldn’t be Christian.”

“She can live in the barn.”

“But Rosie isn’t married!”

“A family down the river brought in a girl from Sweden, so they did,” Sheena put in. “She takes care of their children and cooks their meals. Two or three families in Lawrence hired young women who used to be slaves to work for them. I even heard of a family—”

“But Mr. Hunter is not a family. He’s a widower. He’s a single man!” objected Mrs. Jameson.

“And that’s how I’m going to stay, too,” Seth said, turning on Rosie. “So if you have any crazy ideas about—”

“No,” she said quickly. She had to reassure him—had to make this work. “All I want is somewhere to live.”

“Don’t be foolish, Rosie,” Mrs. Jameson cut in. “You know nothing about this man. You have a place with us.”

“A place, yes. But not a home.” In spite of Mrs. Jameson’s scowl, Rosie lifted her chin. “I’m going to Kansas, ma’am, with Mr. Hunter.”

Seth hooked a thumb into the pocket of his denim trousers and cocked his head in the direction of the orphanage. “Go fetch your things. I’d just as soon be gone when Jack Cornwall talks the sheriff into letting him go.”

“I don’t have anything of my own to fetch, sir. I’m ready to leave this very minute.”

“You don’t have anything?” He frowned and glanced at Mrs. Jameson.

“We’re an orphanage, Mr. Hunter,” the director explained. “We do well to put food in the children’s stomachs. Rosie’s fortunate to have a pair of shoes.”

Seth studied Rosie up and down for a moment, his blue eyes absorbing her faded dress, worn shawl, and patched boots. Finally he shook his head. “All right,” he said. “Let’s go.”

Rosie pressed her cheek against that of the woman who had taken her in so many years before. “Pray for me, Mrs. Jameson. And give my love to the children.”

She turned quickly so she wouldn’t change her mind and hurried out of the mercantile. Seth Hunter lifted Chipper onto the spring seat, helped Rosie into the back of the wagon, and climbed aboard himself. Jimmy O’Toole settled his wife and their five red-haired children among the sacks, barrels, and tools. Then he joined Seth on the seat.

Rosie tucked her skirts around her ankles before allowing herself one last look at the Christian Home for Orphans and Foundlings just down the road. What had she done? Oh, Lord!

After releasing the brake, Seth flicked the reins to set his team plodding down the street.

“Don’t give her bed away, Mrs. Jameson,” he called as the wagon passed the Home’s director, who was already marching purposefully back toward the orphanage. “I’ll have her back in six months.”
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“It’s a long way from Kansas City to my homestead,” Seth said as the wagon rolled out of town. “Ever been to the prairie, Miss Mills?”

She was sitting bolt upright, her head held high as though she intended to drink in the sights and smells and sounds of everything along the way. A ragged bonnet covered the lump on her head, and only a few wisps of brown hair drifted around her chin. Skinny as a rail, she had a straight nose, high cheekbones, and a long neck. If it weren’t for her eyes, she’d be about as pretty as a fledgling prairie hen. But her eyes glowed, huge and brown, like big warm chocolates, and when she blinked, her thick lashes fluttered down to her cheeks in a way that made Seth feel fidgety.

“I’ve never been anywhere,” she said, turning those big eyes on him. “Except to the mercantile and church.”

“My place is a long way from any market or church.”

“I don’t mind, Mr. Hunter. The Lord promises, ‘My presence shall go with thee, and I will give thee rest.’ I’m not afraid.”

“You’re a brave lass, so you are,” Sheena O’Toole put in. The children were nestled around her, busily sucking on their peppermint sticks. “In truth, at times the prairie can be a lonely place.”

“Oh, I’ve been lonely all my life.”

Rosie said it so matter-of-factly that Seth almost didn’t catch the significance of her words. When he did, he knew he had to set things straight right away. He didn’t want her getting any ideas.

“Look, Miss Mills,” he said. “I agreed to let you come along because I owe you. I’m giving you room and board in exchange for hard, honest work. I don’t promise any luxuries, and I won’t require your company evenings or Sundays. I’ve been alone a lot of years, and I like it that way.”

He knew she didn’t fully understand his situation, but he had no intention of going into the details. He had shelved the memories of a brief young love, a secret wedding, and the tumult that had followed. He had lived as a husband for less than a month before his wife’s parents banished him from their property. When he had learned he had a son, he was in the Union army and camped on a battleground three hundred miles away. He had not seen his wife again.

“The boy stayed with his mother,” Sheena O’Toole whispered in explanation. “Seth was fighting in the war.”

“My mama lives in heaven now,” Chipper whispered, turning his big sapphire eyes on Rosie. “She’s not coming back to take care of me anymore.”

Seth hadn’t heard the boy speak more than a word or two in the days he’d had him. Chipper had a high, sweet voice, a baby’s voice with a slight lisp from his missing teeth. But not much about him reminded Seth of Mary. Sturdy, black-haired, and blue-eyed, the child was a spitting image of himself.

“I bet you miss your mama,” Rosie Mills said from the wagon bed.

The dark head nodded. “I do miss her. And I don’t like him.” He jabbed a tiny thumb in the direction of his father. “He’s a Yankee.”

“Oh, but he’s much more than that. He’s your papa, too. That means he loves you, and he’s going to watch out for you.”

“I don’t care. I want to live with Gram and Gramps. I like them better than any Yankee.”

Seth glared at the little gap-toothed face. He didn’t know how to talk to a five-year-old. Mary’s parents despised their son-in-law, and they had poisoned his own child against him. When he returned for a wife he hadn’t known was dead, he had learned they’d lost their farm and were moving to southern Missouri. It was then he had decided to claim the son he had fathered. Now he was beginning to wonder if he’d made a mistake.

“Did you know your mama’s love lives in your heart, Chipper?” Rosie asked, leaning forward and taking the child’s chubby hand. “Why, sure it does. Whenever you’re lonely, you can think about her.”

“Where does your mama live?”

“She doesn’t know, Chipper,” Sheena said. “Poor Miss Mills never met her mama.”

“But I know my father very well,” Rosie said. “God is my father. He’s always looking out for me, always wanting the best for me, always with me. If I need help, I can talk to him any time.”

“Sounds like a better father than him.” The thumb jabbed Seth’s way again.

“I imagine he could be a pretty good papa in time. You’ll just have to teach him, Chipper. Now, what do you think a good papa would do with his son while they were traveling to the prairie in a wagon?”

Seth frowned at the road. He didn’t like this turn of conversation. Not at all. He wanted to concentrate on his land, to plot out every one of his one hundred sixty acres, to imagine how his crops would grow. He wanted to talk over new ideas with Jimmy O’Toole. He didn’t know what to do about the little boy beside him. Or the woman with the big brown eyes.

“He’d sing,” Chipper said. “A good papa would sing.”

“Oh, that’s easy.” Rosie laughed at the boy’s suggestion. “Come on, then, Mr. Hunter. What shall we sing on our way to the prairie?”

“I don’t sing.”

“I told you,” Chipper said. “He don’t even sing.”

“Everyone sings,” Rosie said. “It’s the easiest thing in the world.”

“That it is,” Sheena agreed. “As easy as dreaming dreams.”

“Here’s a song about heaven, where your mama lives, Chipper. Let’s all sing it together:



“Precious memories, unseen angels,

Sent from somewhere to my soul;

How they linger, ever near me,

And the sacred past unfold.”



Rosie’s voice was high and lovely. It wrapped around Seth’s heart like a pair of gentle arms, warming and comforting him. He did his best to ignore her, but the pleading in the woman’s sweet voice softened him.

“Precious memories, how they linger,” he joined in roughly, keeping his attention trained on the road ahead.



“How they ever flood my soul;

In the stillness of the midnight,

Precious, sacred scenes unfold.”




CHAPTER 2

THE TRAIL that followed the Kansas River toward the open prairie bustled with traffic as Seth Hunter’s wagon rolled west. That first day of the journey, Rosie counted three stagecoaches filled with excited travelers heading for the frontier. Two more coaches returning east passed the wagon, their passengers worn and weary from the long journey. A pair of bearded prospectors led a plodding mule bearing their pickaxes and shovels, and dreamed of quick, easy riches. A group of dusty cowboys drove a large herd of cattle east toward the Kansas City stockyards. They had traveled all the way from Texas, the men called out as they passed. The ever-changing pageantry was enough to keep the five O’Toole children chattering, arguing, and speculating for hours.

Just before they stopped in Osawkie for the night, a swaying black buggy raced toward the travelers. “Mrs. Dudenhoffer near Muddy Creek is indisposed,” the driver, a physician, called out as his horse rounded Seth’s wagon. “We’re afraid it may be twins this time.”

“God save you, kindly doctor!” Sheena O’Toole shouted back. Then she shook her head at Rosie. “Twins. May the good Lord have mercy on the poor woman’s soul.”

Rosie knew the birth of twins could kill, and there was little anyone could do about it. A widower with small children would have a hard lot on the prairie. Any man in such a dire situation would be desperate to find himself a hardy new wife. And he couldn’t be choosy.

Rosie mulled this thought as they crossed Rock Creek the following morning. At Muddy Creek a circuit preacher approached on his horse. He gave the travelers a friendly wave. “On your way home?” he called. “God bless!”

“Good morrow to you,” Sheena replied. “Shall we have the privilege of a visit, sir? We homestead on Bluestem Creek. There are two families of us, and we’ve been without preaching all winter.”

“Bluestem Creek? I’m afraid I always circle around you folks. Your creek runs too high to cross most of the year.”

“Humph,” Jimmy O’Toole grunted. “I understood you crawthumpers could walk on water.”

Seth chuckled as Sheena gave her husband’s shoulder a swat. “As you can see, Reverend, we’re in grave need of prayer and preaching. Do keep us in mind.”

“I will,” the preacher said. “And I’ll see if I can manage a visit.” Lifting his hat, he gave the group a broad smile and spurred his horse past the wagon. Rosie took note that with his bright yellow hair and well-cut suit, the preacher could almost be called handsome. Not in the same way Seth Hunter was handsome, of course, but the preacher was tolerable looking all the same.

As the wagon neared Indianola, Rosie pondered the unfolding panorama of the prairie and the hope it inspired. Toward evening, she came to a momentous conclusion regarding the six months she would spend on the Hunter homestead. She might actually find someone who would be amenable to the notion of marriage with a woman lacking pedigree, money, or a fancy education! In fact, she already had taken note of several prospects. A lonely widower. A traveling preacher. Even a Texas cowboy. The land was filling quickly with men in need of good, strong wives. The possibilities were endless.

Rosie glanced at Seth Hunter on the wagon seat beside Jimmy. Her new employer was in want of a wife, though he wouldn’t admit it. He had made it clear that he would never allow another woman into his life. She suspected his first marriage had been one of true love—at least on Seth’s part. He had devoted himself to a young woman whose family despised his northern heritage and abolitionist sympathies. In defiance of her parents and brother, he had married Mary Cornwall, written countless letters to her while he was away in the war, and laid claim to their young son so he could keep a part of her with him always.

Though she was dead to the world, it appeared that his wife was very much alive in Seth Hunter’s mind. Rosie sensed it would take a special woman to win his heart—a woman who had much more to offer than the ability to bake apple pies and black a stove from top to bottom.
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Though the travelers were just across the river from Topeka, Rosie spent her second night of independence sleeping under the open sky, an ebony umbrella sprinkled with stars. Seth had expressed concern that Jack Cornwall—assuming he had been released from custody and was recovered from the knock on his head—might be able to track the party down if they stopped in Topeka. Besides, Sheena wouldn’t hear of allowing her brablins to spend a night in such a wild city.

The next day they began the long journey toward Manhattan. As the wagon rolled west, the land began to flatten, the trees gave way to tall golden grass, the streams slowed down and straightened into long silver ribbons. The sun beat on the travelers like a merciless golden hammer.

Throughout the day, the mules plodded wearily down the baked, dusty trail. Every twelve miles, they passed a station on the Butterfield stagecoach route—a refreshing, timely stopping place to trade and water the mule teams. Seth, in a hurry to elude his possible pursuer, paused as briefly as possible.

The sunburned O’Toole children grew restless during the long journey, the young ones whimpering and the older ones fussing at each other. Not even passing through the Potawatomi Indian reservation could perk them up. Seated between his father and Jimmy O’Toole, Chipper slumped over on the front bench, shoulders hunched. Sheena fanned herself as she mourned the lack of a canvas wagon cover, and Jimmy mopped his forehead.

“Why then, Seth, do you think that sherral Jack Cornwall is coming after us even now?” Sheena asked as the sun rose to its apex. Like a mother hen, she had settled her five children around her. The two youngest drowsed on her lap. “Sure, I won’t have harm done to any of my wee ones.”

“I doubt he’ll be able to track me down right away,” Seth said over his shoulder. “The sheriff had him in custody, and a couple of townspeople gave the story of what happened between us in the street. I hope Cornwall will stay locked up for a while, anyway.”

“Aye, but then what? Does he know where you homestead?”

“All he’d have to do is ask around.”

“Will he come for you?”

“It’s the boy he wants.”

“Chipper, you’re a good lad, aren’t you?” Sheena asked softly. “You don’t want your papa to come to harm. Why then, let’s have the preacher in Manhattan write a letter to your grandparents and tell them how happy you are.”

The little boy turned and scowled at her. “I don’t wanna live with no Yankee papa,” he said, speaking aloud for the first time that day. “I want to go home to Gram an’ Gramps. I want my mama.”

“Enough about her,” Seth snapped. “You have a papa, and I don’t want to hear any more talk about your mama.”

Rosie bristled at the man’s harsh tone. Surely he could understand the boy missing his mother. Seth Hunter wanted a son, but he clearly had no idea how to be a father. If he intended to weld the two of them into a family, he would have to do better than chastise the little boy and forbid him to mention the mother he was so obviously mourning.

Rosie couldn’t deny she knew little about the business of being a family. But after nineteen years at the Christian Home for Orphans and Foundlings, she did know a great deal about children. Above their basic needs of food, clothes, and shelter, they wanted kindness. Discipline. A good Christian example to follow. And fun. All children deserved fun.

“Let’s play Cupid’s Coming,” she said, elbowing Erinn, the oldest of the O’Toole children. At eight, Erinn was well versed in the responsibilities of child care. “You and I will start, and we’ll go around the wagon, ending with your mother. How’s that?”

“Cupid’s Coming?” Erinn asked, her green eyes bright. “But we don’t know that game.”

“It’s easy. I’ll start. We’ll use the letter T for the first round.” Rosie frowned for a moment, pretending to study the situation. “Cupid’s coming,” she told Erinn. “Now you ask, how?”

“How?”

“Tiptoeing.”

“Cupid’s coming,” Erinn told her brother, six-year-old Will.

“How?”

“Talking,” Erinn said.

Will turned to Colleen. “Cupid’s coming.”

“How?” she asked.

“Terrifying!” Will shouted, forming his hands into claws. Everyone laughed. Even Chipper managed a half grin.

Colleen nudged her father on the wagon seat. “Cupid’s coming.”

“How?” he asked.

“Ticktocking.”

“Cupid’s coming,” Jimmy told Chipper.

“How?”

“Tapping.”

Chipper looked at his father. Then he glanced back at Rosie. She gave him an encouraging wink.

“Cupid’s coming,” the boy said.

Seth gave the reins a bored flick. “How?”

“Tripping.”

“Cupid’s tripping?” Seth exclaimed. “Well, I guess that’s the end of the game then.”

“No!” the children shouted. “Come on, Seth! Play with us.”

“Excuse me,” Rosie cut in. “I’m afraid Mr. Hunter didn’t take his turn quickly enough. He’ll have to pay a forfeit.”

Seth turned slowly, his blue eyes locking on Rosie’s face. “A forfeit?”

She lifted her chin and stuck out her hand. “That’s right. Pay up, sir.”

Seth frowned and patted his empty shirt pocket. “I’m afraid I’m fresh out of—” He stopped, leaned out of the wagon, reached into the tall grass growing by the trail, and snapped the prickly head off a dry stem. He tossed Rosie the small black ball. “Purple coneflower.”

She held the gift in the palm of her hands. “This is a flower?”

“Seeds. You’ll have to plant them if you want flowers.” Seth turned to Sheena. “I choose the letter A. Cupid’s coming.”

“A? Why, Seth, that’s impossible!” Sheena squawked.

“Cupid’s coming,” he repeated.

“How?”

“Annoying,” Seth said, giving Rosie a look.

The game faltered after that. The letter A only managed to make its way to Will, who came up with “apples” and was disqualified. He paid his forfeit with a peppermint-sticky kiss on Rosie’s cheek.

She was tucking her purple coneflower seedpod into the pouch she wore around her neck when Seth pulled the wagon up to a small frame building, unpainted and sagging. “Holloway’s Stagecoach Station,” he called. “I’ve had enough of Miss Mills’s songs and games for one morning. We’ll stop here for lunch.”

“Hurrah! Come on, Chipper!” Will grabbed the younger boy by the hand. “This station has a creek out back—with tadpoles!”

“Don’t get muddy!” Sheena called. She woke the littlest ones and began handing them down to Seth and Jimmy one by one. “I pray Mrs. Holloway has some of those delicious pickles. I want to buy a few. I’d love the recipe, but Mrs. Holloway won’t give it out. Selfish, if you ask me.”

“Come on then, my treasure,” Jimmy said. “You know you’ll copy the taste of Mrs. Holloway’s pickles in your own kitchen, as fine a cook as you are.”

“Blather, blather, blather,” Sheena said with a chuckle.

She and Jimmy walked toward the station as Seth lifted a hand to help Rosie down. She slipped her fingers onto his palm, aware of the hard calluses that bore testament to his labors. Lifting the hem of her skirt, she stepped onto the wagon wheel. Before she could jump down, Seth wrapped both hands around her waist and swung her to the ground.

“Cupid’s coming,” he said in a low voice. “Afflicting.”

“Appalling,” she shot back, meeting his steady blue gaze.

“Agitating.”

“Alarming.”

She pulled away from him and hurried toward the station door, aware that her cheeks must be as hot and red as a pair of sun-ripened tomatoes. Why was he tormenting her this way? Did he despise her?

“Agonizing,” he said, following her with long strides.

She sucked in a breath and stopped. “Abusing.”

He smiled. “Amusing.”

“A … a … admitting.”

“Admiring.”

She stepped through the door into the cool shadows. “I can’t … can’t think … oh, alligator.”

“Ha! Too slow. You lose.” He stood over her, seeming twice as tall as he had in the Kansas City mercantile. “I’m afraid Miss Mills wasn’t able to give an answer quickly enough. She’ll have to pay a forfeit.”

Rosie swallowed. “What do you want? You know I don’t have anything.”

“Agreeing.”

“To what?”

“No more games. No more songs. No more silliness. Leave my son to me. Take care of him—feed him, see that his clothes are patched, make him go to bed at night—but that’s all. Come fall, Miss Mills, I’m taking you back to Kansas City. I don’t want Chipper sad to see you leave. He’s my son. Got that?” He turned into the station.

“Cupid’s coming,” Rosie said softly behind him.

Seth swung around, a frown drawing down the corners of his mouth.

“Accepting,” she finished. Spotting Sheena admiring a bolt of calico, she set off toward the counter.
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As Seth chewed on a slab of salt pork as tough as old leather, he studied Rosie Mills from under the brim of his hat. He didn’t like her. Didn’t trust her. She was too cheerful, too perky. Worse, she was defiant. In opposition to his direct orders, she had continued her charming, winsome ways with the children. With her songs and games, she had easily won them over. Look at them.

Under the shade of a big black willow tree, Rosie had arranged everybody in a circle and was marching around tapping them one by one as she chanted:



“Heater, beater, Peter mine,

Hey Betty Martin, tiptoe fine.

Higgledy-piggledy, up the spout,

Tip him, turn him ’round about.

One, two, three,

Out goes he!”



In a moment, the whole pack of children was racing around like a bunch of prairie dogs with rabies. Rosie ran among them, her bonnet ribbons flying and her skirts dancing at her ankles. How could anyone who had nothing—no home, no family, not even a blanket or a spare petticoat—be as happy as that?

No, Seth thought, it just didn’t make sense. In fact, it was downright suspicious. What was she after, this Rosie Mills? What was she planning to get out of this little adventure of hers? What scheme did she have up her sleeve?

Even worse than her unsettling cheeriness was the way Chipper responded to Rosie. Ever since Seth had reclaimed the boy, Chipper had spoken barely six words to him—and not one of them was charitable. Seth could hardly blame him. After all, until three days ago, they were complete strangers, and with little explanation he had scooped up the boy, toted him to his wagon, and driven off with him.

Sure, Chipper understood that Seth was his father. Thanks to his grandparents, the boy had been well versed in the story of the Yankee “scalawag” who had sired him. Chipper didn’t like his father, didn’t trust him, wanted nothing to do with him. But the child clearly adored Rosie Mills.

“Oh, Chipper!” she exclaimed as he tackled her, and she tumbled to the ground in a heap. “You caught me, you little rascal!”

“You’re it, you’re it!” Barefooted, he danced around her. “Rosie’s it!”

“I can’t!” She threw back her head, stretched out her long legs, and gave a breathless laugh. “You’ve worn me out, all of you.”

“Let’s go down to the stream again before Papa calls us to the wagon,” Will suggested. “We’ll catch a frog and take it to Bluestem Creek. Come on, Rosie! Come with us!”

“You go ahead. I need to catch my breath.”

“Please come,” Chipper begged, pulling on her hand in an attempt to make her stand.

“Really, sweetheart, I can’t. Go with Will. He’ll show you how to catch a frog.”

Seth watched as the children traipsed over the hill and down the slope toward the creek. The moment they were gone, Rosie pulled off her bonnet and crumpled it in her lap. A pained expression darkening her eyes, she gingerly touched the back of her head. Then she began to take out her hairpins one by one. She loosed the thick ropes of her brown tresses. Her hair slid to her shoulders, then tumbled down her back to the ground in a puddle of shiny silk.

Seth stared. He’d never seen such hair. Long hair—masses of it—draped around the woman like a brown cape. Even more amazing was the great pile of it that sat in the grass around her hips. Rosie Mills had enough hair for three women. Maybe four. Unaware of Seth’s staring, she bent over her knees and probed her head.

“Sheena,” she called softly. “Sheena?”

Seth frowned. Sheena was inside the station buying pickles. Jimmy was with her, trading one of his famous knives for a cast-iron skillet. Rosie touched her head again and looked at her fingers.

“Sheena!”

“She’s inside,” Seth called. He set his plate of salt pork in the wagon bed and started toward her. “Something wrong?”

“My head. It hurts where I hit it the other day. I’m afraid … am I bleeding again?”

Seth didn’t like the notion of getting too near the woman. His new employee had an unsettling way of looking into his eyes as though she could read his thoughts. And she smelled good. He had noticed that when he helped her down from the wagon. She smelled clean and fresh—like starch mingled with lavender. Most of all, he didn’t want to touch that silky sheet of her hair.

“I shouldn’t have been running,” she was saying, “but I thought if the children played hard, they might sleep in the wagon this afternoon. It would shorten the trip for them. Would you mind taking a look at my bump, Mr. Hunter? If I’m bleeding, I think I should put some ice on it. Maybe the stationmaster would spare … Mr. Hunter? Would you mind?”

She turned those big chocolate eyes on him, and Seth walked over to her like a puppet on a string. Before he could stop himself, he was kneeling beside her and drinking in that sweet lavender scent. She sifted through her hair with long fingers.

“It’s just there,” she whispered. “Can you see anything?”

He touched the warm brown strands. “You’ve got a swollen lump—”

“Ouch!”

“Sorry. I don’t think it’s bleeding again. I could buy you a chunk of ice.”

“No, I’ll be all right.” She threaded her fingers through her hair. “I would hate to spend good money on something that’s going to melt. I just don’t want to stain my bonnet, you understand. This is the only one I have, and it’s very precious to me. Priscilla gave it to me two years ago, before she left the Home.”

“Priscilla?”

“My best friend. When she married the vegetable seller’s oldest son, he bought her three new bonnets—not to mention a green twill skirt, a pair of new stockings, and a wool shawl. Wool. Pure, white wool. So, seeing as she didn’t need it, she gave this bonnet to me for Christmas.”

Seth blinked. He’d never heard anyone rattle on the way Rosie Mills could. Despite the bump on her head, she jumped from one subject to the next like a rabbit in a spring garden. As much as he wanted to ignore her, Seth couldn’t quite suppress his intrigue.

“Cilla lived at the Home three years,” Rosie went on, oblivious to her employer’s bemusement. “She came to stay with us after her parents died in a terrible fire. All her relatives lived in England, and they couldn’t afford boat passage for her even though she ached to go to them.”

“I’m sure she did,” Seth managed, searching for an adequate response to the woeful tale. “Poor Cilla.”

“It was very sad. But I wouldn’t feel too sorry for her, if I were you. Cilla wasn’t a foundling, you know. She came from a respected family, and she was very pretty. Blonde. Curls everywhere. Anyway, the vegetable seller’s son decided she would make a good wife. So they married, and now she has a baby girl and another on the way.”

“Not to mention three new bonnets, a skirt, and a pair of stockings.”

The corners of Rosie’s mouth turned up. “Don’t forget the wool shawl.”

“Lucky girl to win the heart of the vegetable seller’s oldest son. Must have been true love.”

“I don’t know about that.” She shrugged and began to twine her hair into a long rope. “What matters is Cilla’s settled, and I miss her. I won’t have this bonnet ruined.”

Seth studied the wad of thin calico. The bonnet was a pathetic scrap, patched and frayed. Cheap cotton, it might once have been navy, but it had faded in the sun to a pale shade of cornflower blue sprinkled with small white rosebuds.

“Is that what you’re after, Miss Mills?” Seth asked. “Bonnets and stockings and wool shawls?”

“Good heavens, no! Those are earthly treasures. The Bible tells us not to store them up. They won’t last. I’m after something much more important.”

“I figured as much.”

She lifted her focus to the tips of the arching willow branches. “Faith,” she murmured. “I want to grow in faith. Hope. The hope of heaven. And love. To share the love of my Father with people who’ve never known it.”

“Lofty dreams.” He gave a grunt of impatience. “Look, Miss Mills, you left everything familiar to risk traveling to the prairie with a stranger. You must be thinking you’ll get something practical out of it.”

Her brown eyes searched his face. “Yes,” she said softly. She leaned toward him. “This is a secret, so please don’t tell anyone. I’ve made up my mind. I want to get married, Mr. Hunter.”

“What?” His heart jumped into his throat and froze solid. “Married?”

“Not to you! Don’t draw back like a snake just bit you.” She laughed for a moment as though the idea of anyone wanting to marry him was a great joke. “Of course not you. Someone else. Almost anyone will do. While I’m living on your homestead the next few months, I’m going to search for a husband. If I can find someone fair-minded and strong, a kind man and a hard worker, I’ll ask him to marry me.”

“You’ll ask him?”

“Why not? I don’t have a thing to offer but a pair of good hands and a strong back. Who would ask me?” She leaned back and giggled again as though this were the funniest notion she’d heard in weeks. “Oh, laughing makes my bump hurt.”

Seth watched as she twirled the rope of her hair onto her head in a big glossy mound of loops and swirls. Still chuckling, she deftly slipped hairpins here and there. She gave her creation a quick pat to assure herself it was secure; then she swept her bonnet over it and tied the ribbons into a loose bow under her chin.

“Keep your eyes peeled for me, Mr. Hunter,” she confided. “I don’t much care what the man looks like or how old he is. It makes no difference how many children he’s got. As long as he’s good and kind.”

“And hardworking.”

“Yes.” She studied him. “Why are you smirking at me, Mr. Hunter?”

“It just seems a little strange that you’ve made up your mind to go out husband hunting like a trapper after a prized beaver.”

“And why not? The Bible tells us it’s good for a man and woman to marry. I don’t know why I should be obliged to spend the rest of my life working at the Christian Home for Orphans and Foundlings when there might be a lonely man somewhere who could use a good wife.”

“I guess you never considered that it might be nice if the fellow loved you. And you him.”

“Love? Please, Mr. Hunter. Have you been reading novels?”

Seth studied the woman’s brown eyes. He didn’t know what had made him kneel under the willow tree and talk to this creature in the first place. She jabbered like a blue jay. She giggled like a schoolgirl. He didn’t trust her around his son. No telling what ideas she might put into the boy’s head. Any woman who would walk away from a secure position to go to work for a stranger … any woman who would set out on her own in search of a husband … any woman who would ask a man to marry her … any woman like that was too downright bold. Too forward. Too impetuous. It just wasn’t proper.

Rosie Mills didn’t seem to have the least idea what love was all about. She would marry a man the way a store owner would take on a hired hand. No feeling. No emotion. No passion behind it.

That wasn’t how he and Mary Cornwall had felt about each other. He had been half-crazy over that girl. The way she swayed when she walked had set his heart beating like a brass band. The way she batted her eyelashes at him turned his stomach into a hundred butterflies. And when she had stood on tiptoe to kiss him on the cheek that afternoon in the barn … well …

Seth hadn’t known Mary very long when he asked her to marry him. But the way she made him feel was love. True love. No doubt about it.

“I don’t know a thing about love except what the Bible says,” Rosie announced, cutting into his pleasant memories. “Love is patient, kind, forgiving. Never jealous or proud. Love is never demanding or critical. I imagine I could love just about anybody, Mr. Hunter. Couldn’t you?”

“Nope.” He stood and swatted the dust from his knees with his hat. “I hate Jack Cornwall’s guts, and if he tries to take my son again, I’ll kill him.”

“Kill him?”

“Besides that, I’d never marry some bold, insolent woman who thought she could do the asking. If I ever marry again, I’ll have more in it than patience, kindness, and forgiveness. You don’t know the half of what it takes to make a marriage.”

Rosie got to her feet. “Maybe I do know the half. I may never have had a family to grow up with or a man turning somersaults over me, but I watched the family who lived across the street from the Christian Home. I climbed up in the white oak tree every morning to say my prayers, and I studied that family. I saw how they lived, working together day and night. I watched the children grow. I saw funerals and weddings and birthday parties.”

“Working together day and night is not all there is to marriage,” Seth said, growing hot around the collar.

“Maybe it’s not all, but it’s half!” Rosie Mills tilted her chin at him, her brown eyes sparking like coals. “Half is what you know— the kind of love that forces a man to marry a girl against her parents’ wishes, love that makes him write her from the battlefield and steal away her son and keep her alive in his heart even when she’s dead.”

“Stop talking about my wife!” Seth exploded.

“I won’t deny I’ve never known that kind of passion,” Rosie went on. “But I know the other half of what makes a family. It’s commitment. It’s holding on through thick and thin. It’s surviving through freezing winters and burning summers and sick children and not enough food in the pantry. That’s what it is. Commitment like that is plenty to make a marriage, and I’m going to find myself a husband no matter what you think, Mr. Seth Hunter!”

“Good luck to the man who hooks up with the likes of you!” he roared, his mouth just inches from hers.

She swallowed and blinked. To his utter dismay, her brown eyes filled with tears. She gulped. “I’ll … I’ll just go and see if Sheena found her pickles. Excuse me.”

Rosie swung away, her palm cupping the bump beneath her bonnet. Seth watched her go, a slender twig of a woman with hair like a river, dark coffee eyes that glowed when she laughed, and enough spunk to survive the worst life had to offer. It occurred to him as he went back to his plate of salt pork that Rosie Mills would probably make some man a pretty good wife.




End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   


OEBPS/images/978-0-8423-7056-1_0006_001.jpg





OEBPS/images/978-0-8423-7056-1_0060_001.jpg





OEBPS/images/978-0-8423-7056-1_0266_001.jpg





OEBPS/images/978-0-8423-7056-1_0012_001.jpg





OEBPS/images/978-0-8423-7056-1_0050_001.jpg





OEBPS/images/978-0-8423-7056-1_0250_001.jpg





OEBPS/images/978-0-8423-7056-1_0003_002.jpg





OEBPS/images/978-0-8423-7056-1_0065_001.jpg





OEBPS/images/978-0-8423-7056-1_0005_001.jpg





OEBPS/images/978-0-8423-7056-1_0062_001.jpg





OEBPS/images/978-0-8423-7056-1_0272_001.jpg
tyhdalefiction.com

zﬂt%?

o s
 and much more!
Vit s today o tyadalefiction. com

s






OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
               



OEBPS/images/978-0-8423-7056-1_0211_001.jpg





OEBPS/images/978-0-8423-7056-1_0020_001.jpg





OEBPS/images/978-0-8423-7056-1_0032_001.jpg





OEBPS/images/978-0-8423-7056-1_0238_001.jpg





OEBPS/images/978-0-8423-7056-1_0027_001.jpg





OEBPS/images/978-0-8423-7056-1_0226_001.jpg





OEBPS/images/978-0-8423-7056-1_0001_001.jpg





OEBPS/images/978-0-8423-7056-1_0003_001.jpg
__ @/’ﬂw 523(} 7~ ¥





OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
+# & A Town Called Hope + Bookd 4%,

Kansas el e futur.

Ity i men

BEST-SELEING AUTHOR

CATHERINE

PALMER





OEBPS/images/978-0-8423-7056-1_0162_001.jpg





OEBPS/images/978-0-8423-7056-1_0152_001.jpg





OEBPS/images/978-0-8423-7056-1_0209_001.jpg





OEBPS/images/978-0-8423-7056-1_0186_001.jpg





OEBPS/images/978-0-8423-7056-1_0121_001.jpg





OEBPS/images/978-0-8423-7056-1_0115_001.jpg





OEBPS/images/978-0-8423-7056-1_0136_001.jpg





OEBPS/images/978-0-8423-7056-1_0132_001.jpg





OEBPS/images/978-0-8423-7056-1_0105_001.jpg





OEBPS/images/978-0-8423-7056-1_0100_001.jpg





OEBPS/images/978-0-8423-7056-1_0092_001.jpg





OEBPS/images/978-0-8423-7056-1_0076_001.jpg





OEBPS/images/978-0-8423-7056-1_0070_001.jpg





OEBPS/images/978-0-8423-7056-1_0086_001.jpg





OEBPS/images/978-0-8423-7056-1_0078_001.jpg





