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PROLOGUE
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September 1867
On the Oregon Trail



KENNETH MURRAY RUSHED toward the wagon he shared with his wife and two tiny daughters. A stinging wind held the promise of winter, even though autumn still lingered on the horizon. Limbs of nearby trees clacked together, shaking faded leaves onto the hard-packed ground inside the circled wagons.

As he approached their campfire, his eyes homed in on his precious Melody as she came from the opposite direction. She clutched a threadbare burlap bag to her chest. The sack contained her reward for pouring out nourishment for another woman’s child while she still mourned the loss of her own infant. Baby Rebecca’s remains lay in a forlorn grave along the trail, buried more than two weeks ago. He knew how deeply Melody mourned their loss, and he hated the fact that their family needed the meager food the Oppenheimer family gave to her so she could still produce milk to nourish their child. Each tear that streamed down her cheeks while she was fulfilling her bargain stabbed his own grieving heart.

Approaching the campfire beside their wagon, she started digging in the bag to discover what the Oppenheimer family had shared with her today. He knew Melody wouldn’t eat it without sharing some with him and their little girls. Each bite stuck in his throat. If only he’d been more wise when he outfitted their wagon and more prudent at each trading post along the way. Maybe they would still have rations enough without eating part of hers. What kind of man depended on his woman to provide for the family’s needs? He snorted, wanting to turn away in disgust.

Three large, shriveled potatoes and two equally wrinkled carrots were a welcome addition to the thin rabbit stew simmering over the flames. She washed the vegetables the best she could in the meager water supply and quickly cut them into bite-size pieces. As she dropped them one at a time into the bubbling broth, a drop of fiery water popped out and fell on her already inflamed hand. She lifted the back of her chapped fingers and blew on the spot. She needed the soothing lotions she used to have before they left Missouri on this trek. With all his heart he regretted not realizing what a necessity they would be. He probably could have stuck a few of the bottles into empty crannies in the wagon. He had been so stubborn.

“Mmmm, smells good.” Kenneth wrapped his arms around her from behind, nestling his nose in her dark curls.

She jerked toward the fire, and he pulled her back to keep her from falling. He must have startled her.

He gently turned her toward him. “Are you OK? You’re so pale.” He brushed his callused fingers along her chapped cheek, wiping away her tears.

Losing Rebecca affected him as much as it did her, but he had a hard time expressing his pain. He shed a few tears that first day, then stoically went about his business, never mentioning their monumental loss again. He hadn’t wanted to add to her feeling of loss. But had he been wrong in his decision?

“I’m just tired.” Her words came out breathy. He could barely hear them.

Kenneth placed his hands on her upper arms, and they worked their way up to her shoulders, massaging as they went. He could feel the lack of flesh on her bones. Her muscles were sinewy instead of soft and feminine, as they were when they left Missouri. Lack of food and all the more-difficult-than-normal activities on the journey across the Rocky Mountains had drained her of the bubbling personality he loved so much. What he wouldn’t give to see a smile break across her face.

“Overton has called a meeting for all the men in an hour.” He dropped a kiss against her cheek.

“I know the wagon master said we need this day of rest, but I’m anxious to get to Oregon City.” She glanced up at him, and he wondered what she thought about his clothing hanging like sacks on his once-robust form.

Everyone had lost so much weight on the journey. He wished he had known just what a toll this trip would take on all of them. He might not have chosen to come.

“We should be there in another three days. That’s what he told us while we circled the wagons.” He kept one arm around her and held his other hand out toward the fire. “I agree. Reaching the end of the trail will be wonderful.”

After the family had eaten every morsel in the pot, Kenneth stood. “I’ll head over to see what Overton wants.”

Melody nodded. She clutched her arms across her chest and gripped her upper arms tight enough that her knuckles bleached white in the cold. Kenneth wished he understood what she was going through.

As Kenneth left, he watched their daughters scrunched up next to her on the bench, Annette on one side and Carrie on the other. Melody put her arms around them and pulled them close. Tonight he wished he could stay there with them.

When he started past the McKenna wagon, he heard activity within. He was familiar with the sounds inside from when he’d waited outside their wagon for Rebecca to be born. Once again, his heart hitched at the thought of the baby no longer with them.

Catherine McKenna had been riding in the back of the wagon on a pallet for over two weeks. She was the reason the group took the easier, but longer, Barlow Cutoff instead of crossing The Dalles. Maybe Catherine was finally getting ready to deliver her child.

That’s all I need—another newborn on the wagon train to remind Melody of what she lost. Kenneth knew his thoughts were selfish. This would be the McKennas’s first child, and he shouldn’t begrudge them their blessing, but he knew the toll another infant would take on his already overburdened wife.

The doctor climbed out of the McKenna wagon and signaled for the nearest woman to approach. After a few exchanged words, Mrs. Smith hurried the opposite direction from their own wagon, and the physician climbed back inside.

What is that all about?

Soon three women came to join the doctor. One woman stayed outside and put a large kettle of water on to boil. The others slipped into the wagon.

If Catherine McKenna had her child tonight, maybe they could continue on their journey at least by noon tomorrow. Kenneth couldn’t keep from smiling at that thought. He wanted to get his family to their new land as quickly as possible so he could start providing for them the way he’d planned to all along, the main reason he’d insisted they take the trip that seemed endless: a chance for a better life in Oregon, not having to divide the family homestead into even smaller plots of land. Now they could have as much as he could take care of.

When the meeting ended, Kenneth hurried toward his family. A cold wind carried the first icy drops of rain with it. He wanted to be with Melody and hold her close to keep her warm. After he took off his outside garments but kept on his union suit, they slid between several layers of quilts. He held her in his arms until he heard her soft snoring sounds, so familiar and so welcome. Finally he slipped into a light slumber, thankful Melody was getting the rest she needed.

Way before dawn Kenneth heard someone moving around outside their wagon. Was everything all right? Had the circled wagons lulled them into a false sense of security? Could Indians be lurking in the shadows? He strained his ears, trying to pick up any other sound.

“Anyone awake in the Murray wagon?” The loud whisper came from Reverend Knowles.

Kenneth slipped his arm out from under Melody and wrapped a quilt around her before peeking out around the covering at the back of the wagon. “I am.”

When the preacher moved, accumulated rain dumped from the brim of his hat in the back. Kenneth hoped it wasn’t seeping under the man’s collar. “Sorry to bother you, but Catherine is having a difficult time. I’m asking everyone to pray for both her and Angus.”

He nodded. “Of course, Reverend.”

As the man walked away, Kenneth poured out his heart before God, asking him to protect Catherine and her baby. He didn’t know how long he had sat there praying when something startled him.

“Nooo!”

The screaming wail that reverberated all around the clearing broke through Melody’s slumber, jerking her wide awake, and she hit her head against the wooden tailgate. She rubbed her head where she’d hit it and glanced over at him in the soft, predawn light. “What was that?”

Kenneth slipped back beside her. “Mel, are you OK, honey?”

“I think so,” she whispered.

“I’m not sure what it was, but it didn’t sound good. At least it wasn’t a wild animal. Sounded more like a man. I’d better go check on things.” He started dressing. “Someone might need my help.”

She moved out of his way and slid into their pallet.

When he finished buttoning his shirt and shrugged into his coat, he leaned over and pressed a gentle kiss on her lips. “Please stay in the wagon until I come back and say it’s safe.”

“All right.”

He hurried to check out what was going on. He didn’t want to leave his family very long. As soon as he finished talking to the doctor outside the McKenna wagon, his hurried footsteps took him back. He didn’t hear any movement inside his wagon, so he almost didn’t open the flap, but a chill wind drove him inside. He pulled back the quilt to climb into the wagon.

A slice of early morning sunlight bathed Melody’s face. She opened her eyes and gave him the cozy half-smile he loved seeing when she had just awakened. Then she seemed to notice the concern on his face.

“What’s wrong?” Her voice trembled between dry lips.

Kenneth raised his right hand and started massaging the back of his neck. “It wasn’t good. Mrs. McKenna died giving birth to three girls.”

Melody gasped. “That’s horrible.”

“The sound we heard was Angus when Doc gave him the word.” Kenneth hunkered beside her without removing his coat. “The man is beside himself with grief.”

“I’m sure he is.” She bunched the edge of the quilt in both hands and clutched it to her chest. “What’s he going to do?”

“You see, that’s the thing. He doesn’t know what to do.” Kenneth huffed out a deep breath. “And those babies need to learn how to nurse. Doc wondered if…you and Charlotte Holden could help. You’re the only two women on the train who can right now.”

A tear slipped down her cheek. He had hated asking her. He knew she would cry, but none of this was the poor babies’ fault. They needed to be cuddled and suckled, and she had the means to do both. Would it break her heart? Probably. But he knew she wouldn’t refuse the request. That was just the way she was, more interested in other people’s needs than her own.

“If I go over there, will you stay with the girls and get them dressed and fed when they awaken?”

He nodded and gave her a tender look. “You know I will. But can you handle being around newborn babies?”

“Yes. It won’t be easy, but those babies need the kind of help I can provide.” Having slept in her clothing, she quickly pulled on her shoes and climbed out of the wagon.

Kenneth watched as she walked by the wagons between theirs and the McKennas’s. Charlotte Holden took Melody to the cradle set between the wagon and the campfire. Both women stared down at the three tiny occupants.

His attention was drawn toward the wagon parked beside the McKenna wagon. Former slaves, Henry and Odette Marshall were traveling with the McKennas, and they were expecting a child as well. Dr. Horton stepped down out of the back of the Marshall wagon. Perhaps Odette was in labor as well. If so, she might be able to nurse one of the triplets and relieve Melody from the task. Kenneth certainly hoped so.
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The long day rushed into eternity. A funeral and burying. A grieving husband. A somber noontime meal. Three baby girls without a mother.

After the evening meal, Kenneth helped Melody put the two girls to bed. Then he watched her go over to help with the new babies. After making sure their daughters were completely asleep, he headed toward the McKenna wagon as well. On the way he whispered a prayer of thanks that their girls were alive, healthy, and would sleep until morning. They would be safe for a few minutes. Besides, the wagons were close enough, he could hear if either of them woke up crying.

He stopped a ways from the McKenna campfire. He just wanted to watch over Melody as well as their daughters.

While Angus McKenna walked across the clearing toward him, Kenneth concentrated on his wife. He wished he could take the look of pain and loss from her face. At times like this he felt so helpless. Why couldn’t he say the words Melody needed to hear? He felt the emotions, but no matter how hard he tried, he couldn’t express them to others, not even his wife.

She gave the infant the same kind of tender attention she had always showered on their own children. While her hands gently cradled the child, Kenneth knew she wanted the baby to feel a mother’s arms around her.

Angus stopped right in front of him, one of the tiny girls held against his shoulder. Kenneth glanced at him. The change in the man’s looks surprised Kenneth. His shoulders slumped, and his haggard appearance had aged him ten years in one day. He appeared to be a broken man. All the sparks of his personality had been extinguished.

No wonder. Everyone on the wagon train had been blessed by the love shining between Angus and Catherine. Kenneth was sure that if he lost Melody he’d look even worse than Angus.

After a moment the man cleared his throat. “I…uh, I want to talk to you…about something.”

Kenneth nodded. “Go ahead.”

“I’m up against a brick wall here.” Angus shook his head as if to clear his thoughts. “I don’t know how to take care of one baby, much less three. I want to give all my girls a chance at a good life.” The shorter man glanced sideways up at Kenneth while clutching his baby even closer. “Would you and your missus consider adopting one of them? I believe you would be very good parents who I can trust to take care of her.”

Kenneth pondered the words while he rubbed his chin. He glanced toward Melody, noticing the tender expression on her face. Maybe it would be good for her to have another baby right now. “Why don’t we ask my wife?”

They walked over to where Melody sat with another of the babies in her arms. She had finished feeding the child. Now she sat humming to her and patting a gentle rhythm on her back.

Angus McKenna stopped in front of her, and she glanced first at Angus and then at him. Kenneth gave her an encouraging smile.

“Mrs. Murray—” Mr. McKenna cleared his throat before starting again—“I’ve come to ask you something…that I never dreamed…I’d ever ask anyone.” His voice rasped, and he stopped, staring off into the distance.

“I’ve decided…it would be best to find other families to raise two of my girls.” He stood straighter. “I’ve watched you with Mary Lenora…”

Melody gazed at the baby in her arms, and Kenneth knew her heart ached for the child.

“Mary Lenora McKenna?” She kept her attention on Angus.

The man stared across the clearing with unfocused eyes. “My wife’s parents couldn’t agree on a name for her…her father wanted Mary Margaret…her mother wanted Catherine Lenora. So they stuck all four names on her.” Mr. McKenna seemed relieved to be talking about something else besides what had happened that day. “I’ve named this one”—he indicated the baby on his shoulder—“Catherine Lenora.”

He didn’t say anything about the third girl. Kenneth figured they’d find out soon enough what Angus had done with her.

He looked straight at Kenneth. “Your husband said that perhaps the two of you could take one of the girls.”

Her gaze darted toward him. He gave a small nod. “But only if you want to, Melody.”

“What I’m trying to say, Mrs. Murray, is—” Angus stared across the circle of wagons as he spoke—“would you consider adopting one of my daughters and raising her as your own?” He stared at the ground as he clung to the tiny baby in his arms.

“I’ll be happy with whatever you decide, Melody,” Kenneth spoke gently.

“I’m just asking you to keep the name I’ve given her.” Angus gave her a pleading look.

A slow smile spread across Melody’s face. “I’d be honored to have your daughter. I love her already.” She kissed the fuzz atop the sleeping baby’s head.

Kenneth slipped his arm around her waist and held her and the baby close.

“Thank you. I’ll send some clothes and blankets for Mary Lenora.” Angus turned and trudged toward his own wagon, holding his one remaining daughter to his heart.

Kenneth held Melody and watched her as she stared down into the face of their new daughter.

“She is a blessing from God.” Melody looked up at him with love shining in her eyes. “I intend to be God’s blessing to this tiny girl.”

He smiled. “You will be, Melody, and she will be our blessing too.”


Chapter 1
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Outside Oregon City
April 1885



PA?” MARY LENORA Murray shouted back over her shoulder as she picked up the heavy picnic basket. “You ready to go?” Why does he always drag his feet when we’re going to church?

Her father came through the mud room into the kitchen, letting the screen door slam shut behind him. He smelled of heat, hay, and sunshine, with the strong tang of muck from the barn mingled in. By the looks of his clothes, attending church was the farthest thing from his mind. His ratty trousers held smudges of several dark colors. She didn’t even want to guess what they were. And the long sleeves of his undershirt, the only thing covering his torso, were shoved above his elbows. Grayed and dingy, the shirt would never be white again, no matter how hard she tried to get it clean.

Mary bit her tongue to keep from scolding him as she did her younger brothers and sister when they made such a racket entering the house. No doubt he would give her some excuse about having too much work to go to church. Not a big surprise. She’d heard it all before too many times.

He set a bucket of fresh water beside the dry sink and gripped his fingers around the front straps of his suspenders. That always signaled he was about to tell her something she didn’t want to hear.

“I’m not going today.” This time he didn’t really make any excuses, just this bald-faced comment.

She took a deep breath and let it out slowly, trying to calm her anger. She’d give him a sweet answer even if the words tasted bitter in her mouth. “The new pastor is coming today. We’re having dinner on the grounds after the service. Remember, I told you when we got home last Sunday.” She flashed what she hoped was a warm smile at him and prayed he couldn’t tell it was fake.

“What happened to the last one? He didn’t last very long, did he?” Pa started washing his hands with the bar of homemade soap she kept in a dish on the shelf. “Don’t understand why that church can’t keep a pastor. Someone musta run him off.”

Mary couldn’t keep from huffing out a breath this time. “I told you about that too.” She clamped her lips closed before she asked the question that often bounced around her mind. Why don’t you ever listen to me? At seventeen she was close enough to being an adult to be treated like one, and she’d carried the load of a woman in this household for years.

“His wife died, and his father-in-law begged him to bring the grandchildren closer to where they live, so he headed back to Ohio. Living in the same community as their grandparents, he’d have a lot of help with the younger ones.”

Mary had never known her own grandparents, none of them. Not her mother’s parents. Not her father’s parents. Not the parents of whoever gave birth to her. She didn’t wonder about any of them very often, but today her heart longed for someone who really loved her.

With bright red curly hair and fair skin that freckled more every time she stepped into the sunlight, she didn’t resemble anyone in this family that had adopted her as an infant. Since they were black Irish, they all had dark hair and striking blue eyes, not like her murky green ones. And none of them had ever wanted to know what she thought about anything—except her mother.

“Well, I’ve gotta lot to do today.” Her father reached for the towel she’d made out of feed sacks. “You and the others go ahead. I might come over that way at dinner time.”

No, you won’t. Mary had heard his statement often enough to know he was trying to placate her so she would leave him alone. So she would.

“Frances, George, Bobby, come on. We don’t want to be late.” She shifted the handle of the loaded basket to her other arm. “Frances, you grab the jug of spring water. We might get thirsty.”

Her father’s icy blue eyes pierced her. “Pretty warm out today. No sign of rain.”

“We’ll be picnicking in the field between the church and Willamette Falls. It’s cooler there, especially under the trees with the breeze blowing across the water.” She started toward the front door.

“Keep your eyes on the boys.” His harsh command followed her. “Don’t let either of them fall into the river. They could drown. Water’s fast right there.”

She nodded but didn’t answer or look back at him. All he cared about were those boys and getting them raised old enough to really help with the farming. He already worked them harder than any of the neighbors did their sons who were the same ages.

Six long years ago her mother and older sisters contracted diphtheria when they went to help Aunt Miriam and Uncle Leland settle in their house on a farm about five miles from theirs. On the trip to Oregon one of them had contracted the dread disease and didn’t know it until after they arrived. No one knew they were all dead until Pa went looking for Ma, Carrie, and Annette a couple of days later. He saw the quarantine sign someone nailed to a fence post and didn’t go closer until he had help. When he came home, he told Mary she would have to take over the keeping of the house. Six long years ago.

When did my life become such drudgery? Had it ever been anything else? At least not since Ma died, which seemed like an eternity ago.

[image: title]

Daniel Winthrop whistled while he dressed for church. He looked forward with anticipation to the moment when he would lay eyes on Mary Murray. Even her name had a musical ring to it.

He’d been waiting and planning what to say when he approached her. Today he would start his subtle courting. With the situation at the Murray farm, he knew he would have his work cut out for him to convince her she could start a life of her own with him. After he achieved that, he’d ask her father for her hand.

Visions of coming home to her each night and building a family together moved through his head like the slides of photographs in the Holmes stereopticon they had at home. He loved her already, but more than that, he wanted to get her out of that house, where she was loaded down with so much work and responsibility.

Daniel had often gone with his mother when she bought fresh produce from the Murrays, so he knew what her life had been like since her mother died. Their families came to Oregon on the same wagon train, so he’d known her all his life. He was only three years older than she was, and he had watched her over the last few years as she blossomed into a beautiful young woman.

Mary needed to be appreciated and cared for, and he was just the man to do it.

“Daniel, we’re leaving soon.” His father’s voice prodded him from his dreams.

With a final peek into the tall cheval glass, he straightened his necktie before he headed out the door of his room. “I’m on my way.”

He bounded down the stairs and took their picnic basket from his mother. “Something really smells good.” He gave a loud sniff. “Do you need me to test and make sure it’s all right?”

He welcomed her playful slap on his hand that crept toward the cover on the basket. Her laughter reminded him of the chimes he had heard in the larger church in Portland.

“Not a single bite until dinner.” Like a queen, she swept out the door Father held open for her.

Their familiar ritual warmed his heart. He looked forward to creating family rituals with Mary. Once more he whistled as he headed toward the brougham. Nothing could cloud his day.

When they pulled up to the Methodist church, his father guided the team toward the back, where a large area paved with fine gravel gave plenty of space for those who arrived in horsedrawn vehicles. While Father helped Mother down from the open carriage, Daniel took the reins and tied them to one of the hitching rails that outlined the space. He chose the rail under a spreading black cottonwood tree where the limbs were just beginning to show the leaf buds.

He scanned the lot, looking for the Murray wagon. Not there. Disappointed, he stared at the ground. Please, God, let Mary come today.

Clopping hoofs and a jingling harness accompanied a wagon taking too fast of a turn into the parking area. Daniel cut his eyes toward the advancing disaster. Two of the wheels did indeed lift from the ground. Before he could get a shout out of his mouth, he heard Mary’s sweet voice.

“Lean to the right, boys!”

George and Bobby, Mary’s brothers, scrambled across the seat, followed by Frances. The wagon wheels settled into the gravel, and Mary pulled on the reins.

“Easy. Settle down.” Even though she spoke to the horses, he heard every word.

His heart that had almost leapt from his chest also settled down when he realized she was no longer in danger. Thank You, Lord.

The wagon came to a standstill, and Mary put her dainty hand to her chest and released a deep breath. The green cotton fabric, sprigged with white flowers, looked good on her, setting off her red hair, pulled up into a bunch on the top of her head. Without a hat or bonnet covering it, the sun danced across the curls. He loved seeing the wisps frame her face. That’s how he pictured her when he dreamed about their future.

Mary sat a moment without moving. She was probably scared out of her wits. Where was her father? He should have been driving the wagon, not her. How long had it been since the man had attended services? Daniel couldn’t remember the last time. It was not a good thing for a man to neglect his spiritual nature. He’d just have to pray harder for Mr. Murray.

Daniel hurried toward them. “Hi, Mary.”

She looked up, straight into his eyes, fear still flickering in the back of her gaze. “Daniel. Good morning.” Her words came out riding on short breaths.

He took hold of the bridle of the horse nearest him. “I can hitch your team under the trees for you.”

After releasing another deep breath, Mary nodded. “Thank you. I’d like that.” She turned toward her siblings. “Frances, you get the picnic basket, and George, you carry the jug of water. Go find us a pew, perhaps near the back of the sanctuary, and put the things under the bench. I’ll be right in.”

The younger children climbed out of the wagon and followed their sister’s instructions. Mary watched them until they’d gone around the side of the building toward the front. Then she stood up.

Before she could try to climb over the side, Daniel hurried to help. He held out his hand to her. She stared at it, then looked at his face.

“I’ll help you down.” He gave her his most beguiling smile.

For the first time since she arrived, she smiled back, and pink bled up her neck into her cheeks. Her blush went straight to his heart. Oh, yes, he loved this woman.

Mary slipped her slim fingers into his hand. Even through the white cotton gloves, he felt the connection as warmth sparked up his arm like fireworks on Independence Day. She glanced down so she could see the step. When she hesitated, he let go of her hand and both of his spanned her tiny waist. With a deft swing, he had her on the ground in seconds. He wished he had the right to pull her into an embrace. Wouldn’t that just set the tongues a-wagging? He couldn’t do that to her. Mary needed to be cherished for the treasure she was. And as far as Daniel could see, her father really didn’t treat her that way.

He watched her walk toward the front of the building, enjoying the way her skirt swayed with each step, barely brushing the tops of her black patent shoes. That is one beautiful woman. He turned back to her team. Walking beside the horses, he led them toward the hitching rail where his family’s brougham was parked, hoping it would give him the opportunity to help her back up onto the wagon seat. As he crossed the lot, several other conveyances entered, and he waved and exchanged greetings with each family.

The church was the first one established in Oregon City. At that time, it was the Methodist Mission but grew as the town did. Along the way, members of this body had a great influence on what happened in the burgeoning city. And that was still true today. His Winthrop ancestors, who settled nearby, had been instrumental in both the growth of the church and of the town. He felt a sense of pride at being a part of something that important, and he wanted to increase the town’s assets, because he planned to raise his own family here. Maybe establish a dynasty of his own, watching his sons and daughters, then his grandchildren, prosper.

His woolgathering slowed the progress of tying the horses to their spot. He needed to hurry so he wouldn’t miss the beginning of the service. As he opened the front door, Mrs. Slidell struck the first chord on the new Mason and Hamlin reed organ. The church had ordered the instrument from the manufacturing plant in Buffalo, New York. When it arrived only a couple of weeks before, the music added a special feeling to the worship and helped most people stay on the right tune better than the old piano did. He hummed along with the introduction to “What a Friend We Have in Jesus,” his favorite hymn.

Glancing around the room, Daniel finally spied Mary and her siblings sitting on the second pew from the back on the right side of the aisle. He squared his shoulders and confidently approached the wooden bench. He asked if he could sit with them, and she scooted over to make room. Just what he wanted. He would be sitting right beside her.

Throughout the service, Daniel had a hard time keeping his mind on the proceedings. Mary sat close enough for him to touch her if he leaned a little to his right. He was so tempted to bump against her arm, but he held back. He imagined clasping her hand in his and holding it for longer than just a few seconds while helping her down from a conveyance or through a doorway, really wrapping his large fingers around hers and intertwining their fingers. Just thinking about it caught his breath.

He whooshed it out, and she turned toward him, her eyes widening with a question. After flashing a smile at her, he glanced up at Rev. Horton. The man’s delivery was smooth, and his words made a lot of sense. He’d be a good pastor for them, but Daniel couldn’t keep a single word of his message in his mind. Not while he could feel Mary’s presence with every cell in his body.

Instead, in his mind he searched up and down the streets of Oregon City, seeking a place to turn into a home for him and his beloved. If the right house wasn’t for sale, he could build her one. She could help him choose the design. That’s what he’d do. Build her the home she’d always dreamed of. His heart squeezed with the knowledge of what he planned to do. He could hardly keep the idea to himself. He hoped it wouldn’t take too long for him to convince her that they should marry.

He’d even hire servants to help her manage their home. Whatever her heart desired, he’d do everything he could to present her with all she wanted. He only hoped it wouldn’t take too long. At twenty years old, he was ready to move on to the next phase of his life—with Mary by his side.

“Now let us bow our heads in prayer.” Rev. Horton raised his hands to bless the whole congregation.

Daniel dropped his head toward his chest. How had the man finished his sermon without Daniel noticing? Next Sunday he’d have to listen more closely. He really did want to get to know the new pastor and his family.

“Amen.” After the pastor pronounced the word, several other men echoed it.

Daniel watched his father rise from the second pew near the front on the left side of the aisle and take his place beside the new preacher. He placed his arm across the man’s shoulders. “Dear friends, on your behalf, I welcome our new pastor. Now let’s all meet his lovely family.” He waved toward a woman sitting on the front pew. “Mrs. Horton?”

The woman stood and turned toward the congregation. She was pretty, but not as young or as pretty as Mary.

“And,” Father’s voice boomed, “these are their children.”

Four stair-step youngsters stood beside their mother. The tallest, a boy. The next, a girl. Then another boy, and the shortest, a cute little girl. As if they had rehearsed it, they bowed toward the people in unison.

Several women across the sanctuary oooed or aahed before a loud round of applause broke out. The three oldest children gave shy smiles, and the youngest tugged at her mother’s skirts. When Mrs. Horton picked her up, the girl waved to the people, clearly enjoying the attention.

“I hope you all brought your blankets and picnic baskets.” Father beamed at the crowd. “We’re going to spread our food together. I believe there are plenty of sawhorse tables set up near the building. And you can pick a spot under the trees to settle for your meal. Just don’t forget to take the time to greet our new ministerial family while you’re here.” Father led the Horton family down the aisle and out the front door.

Daniel turned back toward Mary. “Perhaps you and your brothers and sister could spread your blanket beside my family’s.”

A tiny smile graced Mary’s sweet mouth. “If you’re sure your mother wouldn’t mind, I’d like that.”

“Oh, yes. I’m sure.” He stepped into the nearly empty aisle and moved back to let Mary and her family precede him, and he quickly followed behind.

His heartbeat accelerated just thinking about spending special time with the object of his affections. Without thinking, he started whistling a happy tune.

Mary glanced back at him. “I didn’t know you whistled.”

“Oh, yes. I’m a man of many talents.” His heart leapt at the interest he read in her gaze. Things were well on their way to working out just the way he wanted them to.


Chapter 2
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WITH DANIEL BESIDE her in church, Mary didn’t feel so different, so out of place. Since all the other family groups had at least one parent attending the service, her father’s emotional desertion often overpowered her. With Daniel, she felt the protection of a man, even though he wasn’t a part of her family.

From her earliest memories, he had been kind to her. When they were younger she looked forward to having him accompany his mother when she came to buy vegetables from the Murray garden. They would chase each other between the rows while their mothers talked and laughed together. Even though the families took differing paths after they arrived at Oregon City, having traveled on the wagon train bonded the women as nothing else could have.

Daniel was a good man. Handsome too. He worked in the family woolen goods store. Somehow he seemed a lot older than she, even though she knew he was only twenty.

His help today made her feel feminine and special somehow.

Nothing in her life up until this moment met the need she had for being appreciated. So she decided to enjoy it while she could.

She stepped from the church into the sunlight, which was much brighter than when they arrived. Such a pretty April day for the first picnic of the year. No rain. She took a deep breath, relishing the fresh clean air. Shading her eyes with one hand, she glanced down at her brothers, who were shoving each other and scuffling as usual. Boys. Why did little boys always do that, especially when they were out in public? Some of the women probably doubted her ability to control them.

“Since Frances is carrying the picnic basket, and George has the jug of water, Bobby, why don’t you go to the wagon and get the quilt out of the back?” Her gentle words slid off them like water off a duck’s back. She hadn’t wanted to sound too harsh, but without raising her voice a little she’d never gain their attention.

Before she could open her mouth, Daniel stopped beside the boys. “Hey, guys.”

Like magic, the scuffling ceased, and both of them turned their faces up toward him. Now, why would they listen to Daniel and not to her?

Because his voice carries more authority than mine does. She did like to hear the rich, mellow baritone herself. A shiver skittered up her spine. Where did that come from? Not a single breeze carried cooler air their way. In fact, beads of sweat trickled down between her shoulder blades. She wished she could reach back there and scratch the trail they left.

“Bobby and I will go get the quilt,” Daniel placed his hand lightly on the younger boy’s shoulder, “while the rest of you make your way over there where my mother is laying out our blanket. Then I’ll help you put the food on the table.” He winked at Mary. “I want to see what you brought so I can get my share. I’m sure it will all be delicious.” He and Bobby started toward the back lot.

Why had he winked at her? It made her feel a little breathless. Or was that the heat? She really couldn’t tell for sure. But her stomach fluttered in a strange, new way. She hoped she wasn’t getting sick, because she didn’t want to miss one minute of the picnic. They had so few of them.

Mary led the way through the new-mown grass toward a large maple tree spreading long branches that before too long would give a great deal of shade. As she walked she removed her gloves and stuffed them into her handbag. No need to wear them on a picnic. She stopped beside the Winthrop blanket.

“Daniel asked if we would spread ours beside yours.” Mary smiled at his mother. “That is, if it’s all right with you.”

Mrs. Winthrop clasped her hands together in front of her waist. “I’d be delighted to share the meal with you. We haven’t visited for quite some time.” The smile that lifted her cheeks lit up the area with warmth. “I should have been more attentive to your family since Melody has been gone. She was such a good friend.”

Her words turned Mary’s thoughts to the last time she saw her mother alive, and a lump formed in her throat, even after all this time. She tried to dislodge it, but the obstruction wouldn’t move, and sudden sorrow overwhelmed her. “That’s all right. We know you’re busy. And thank you for allowing us to join you today.” She hoped Daniel’s mother didn’t notice that her voice sounded funny.

“How have you been?” Mrs. Winthrop leaned closer to Mary, peering straight into her eyes. “Is everything all right at the farm?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

What else could she say? Mary didn’t want anyone to know how things really were going. With Pa withdrawing from anything except work and her having to take care of the household, her future appeared bleak. By the time the other children were grown, she’d be a spinster. Perhaps then she could move on with her life, free from the guilt of resenting her lot in life.

“Mary!” Bobby came running, carrying the heavy bundle clutched in front of him. “Daniel let me carry it by myself, but he helped get it out of the wagon.” He thrust the cover into her hands.

“His name is Mr. Winthrop.” Mary wished she could always remember to teach the children proper manners. Mother had. But she was so busy with the chores that some things slipped through the cracks.

“But he told me to call him Daniel.” Bobby glanced at Daniel before squinting up at her.

“Oh, he did, did he?” A chuckle crept up her throat, and try as she might, she couldn’t contain it. Bobby looked so earnest.

“I thought that was Mr. Winthrop.” George pointed toward Daniel’s father, who walked toward them.

“He is.” Mary felt another blush enter her cheeks. Maybe everyone would just think she was too hot. “That’s Daniel’s father, but Daniel is a man, and children should call him Mr. Winthrop too.”

Bobby turned his attention toward Mrs. Winthrop. “Isn’t that a problem? Having two Mr. Winthrops in the house? Do you ever get them mixed up?”

When all the adults burst into laughter the boy was the one who looked confused. “That wasn’t funny, was it?”

Mary wrapped her arms around her younger brother. “His parents don’t call him Mr. Winthrop. They call him Daniel.”

“I’m glad we only gots one Mr. Murray at our house.” Bobby pulled away from her embrace. “Can I go play with the other boys?”

“Yes.” Before she got the word out both Bobby and George took off running as fast as they could.

“Boys.” Frances huffed out a breath, as if she were too old for such goings on.

Daniel spread the quilt for her, then relieved Frances of her burden. He held out his other arm toward Mary. “I’m going to help put your food on the table. Remember?”

At some point, Daniel had removed his suit jacket. When Mary slid her hand around his elbow and rested it on his forearm, she felt his muscles through the thinner fabric of his starched white shirt with dark pinstripes. A tightening in her midsection signaled something to her, but she wasn’t sure what. She couldn’t get sick today. Since she lost her mother and older sisters, any kind of illness scared her. She trembled at the thought.

“Are you OK?” Daniel stood very close to her.

She glanced up. His hazel eyes held warmth she’d never seen in them before. All she could do was stare into their depths.

When she took the next step, she stumbled, but because of her hold on his arm, she didn’t fall. She glanced down so she could see where she was going. The ground in this field was uneven. “I’m fine.”

How could she describe what just happened to her?

“I’m glad.” His husky whisper covered her with a blanket of comfort.

What was happening to her? This was just Daniel, the boy she’d known all her life. He was the same, but something was different with her. Or maybe something was different with him too. The emotions surging through her told her she was an adult now. When had they stopped being children?

“Where do you ladies want us to put our food?” Daniel held up the basket as if showing the other women what he was talking about.

Our food? When he said that, Mary wished it really was their food, not just the Murray family’s offering. The other women kept their eyes on her and Daniel, so she slipped her hand from his arm. No sense in starting any unwarranted gossip.

“There’s plenty of room over here.” Mrs. Slidell indicated a vacant space on a blue tablecloth.

The long tables were covered with an assortment of cotton tablecloths. The multicolored display added a festive air to the picnic. Mary set the basket on one side of the empty space and opened the top. She lifted out a platter of fried chicken covered with a tea towel. After setting it down, she removed a bowl of green beans to put beside it. Carrots glazed with butter and brown sugar soon joined the other two.

Mrs. Slidell helped remove the other two tea towels for Mary. “This looks good. Your momma really taught you well. I loved her glazed carrots.” The woman started down the table a way. “And if you have a dessert, we’re putting them all down here.”

Daniel pulled the last dish from the basket. “This looks like a pie to me.” He gave an exaggerated sniff. “Smells like my favorite, apple pie. I love the cinnamon.” He smacked his lips.

His enthusiastic response made her smile. No one had given her that kind of encouragement since her mother died. Mary lifted the nearly empty basket while he followed Mrs. Slidell to the space she indicated for the pie.

“Thank you for your help, Daniel.” Mary glanced toward the place where Frances stood talking to his parents. “I need to be sure my family has enough plates and silverware to eat with.”

Before she could take a step, Daniel lifted the basket from her arm and offered the other one to her. Mary quickly took it and started toward their family members. Too many people glanced toward them. She didn’t want anyone to get the wrong idea about Daniel being so nice to her. She loved the attention he gave her, but nothing could come of it. Not with things the way they were at home. She could not have the kind of life other young women looked forward to, so she shouldn’t let false hopes take root in her heart.
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After they finished sharing the meal together, a couple of the men came by asking if Daniel and his father would like to play baseball. The only time the men actually played the game was at special events like this, and they really put on a show. The women watched and cheered for the men in their family.

“Not me.” Daniel shook his head.

“I think I should work off some of this good food.” His father patted his stomach and started rolling the sleeves of his dress shirt partway up his forearms. “Will it be the older men against the young bucks?”

With much joviality, the men hurried toward their comrades. Mother tagged along behind the men and joined the women who planned to watch.

As the others made their way across the field to where the game would be played, Daniel turned his attention back to Mary. She sat with her knees drawn up under her skirt and her arms locked around them. She looked so cute with only the tips of her black shoes peeking out. His heartbeat accelerated so much, he was sure someone close by would hear the pounding.

He got up and held out a hand to her. “Want to go for a walk down by the river?”

She glanced at him. “I’ve got to be sure the boys are playing in a safe place.” She turned to scan the area between them and the church, where various groups of all ages clustered.

“I see them over by the horses with other boys. I think they’ll be safe.” Daniel kept his hand extended.

She slipped her fingers into his and held her skirt down with the other hand. Another thing he liked about her. Mary maintained her modesty in every situation. She’d make an ideal wife, as well as a very beautiful one.

After she was on her feet, she searched the area until she spied her sister. “I’ll go if you let me tell Frances to watch out for our brothers. Can’t have them getting too near the water and falling in. Pa would never forgive me.”

She made that statement with such conviction, Daniel almost believed she meant it. But surely her father would understand that an accident wouldn’t be Mary’s fault. But then Kenneth Murray had apparently never recovered from losing his wife and two oldest daughters.

After they found Frances and delivered the message, they headed toward the bluff above the riverbank. Daniel really wanted to hold Mary’s hand all the way, but he knew it was too soon. So they walked close together but not touching.

Finally Mary relaxed and appeared carefree, meandering through the grass. When they approached a cluster of plants where flowers usually blossomed, she stepped carefully around them.

“I can’t wait until the wildflowers bloom. My favorite is Queen Anne’s lace.” Mary glanced toward him. “Their name is a good description. I love lace.”

As they continued on their way, Daniel pondered those words. Even though Mary wore dresses that fit well, made from fabric that looked good on her, he’d never seen a snippet of lace on any of her clothing. When they married, he’d make sure she had all the lace she wanted. Maybe her wedding dress could be made of that material too. Even her veil. Mary, surrounded by a lacy cloud, looking like an angel. His chest constricted, aching with the desire to fulfill all her dreams.

“Did you always want to work in your family store?” Mary’s tone let him know she was really interested, not just passing the time.

“I guess so.” He stopped, and she did too, turning to gaze up at him. “I never even thought about doing anything else. When we came out on the wagon train, my parents followed other members of our family who had settled here earlier. And when people started raising sheep, they did too. The climate is just right to produce top quality wool. Eventually my father decided to open a store to sell the woolen products produced by the family. I naturally grew up learning all about it.”

He started back toward the river, which roared past them. Mary moved to his side.

“I just love watching the water on the falls, but it’s pretty loud.” She turned her face up toward his. “At least the air is cooler here.”

“So what do you want to do with your life, Mary?” He tried to sound casual, but her answer was important to him. If she wanted to move away from Oregon City, he’d have his work cut out for him trying to convince her to let him court her.

“Huh.” Her response sounded almost like a snort. “I don’t think I have any choice in the matter.” Wistfulness colored her words with multiple undertones.

He cut his eyes down toward her. “Why do you say that?”

“I haven’t had a choice since my mother and sisters died.” She covered her lips with her fingertips, evidently trying to keep words in her mouth. But after a moment she continued, “I shouldn’t have said that. I try not to complain, and I don’t want to say anything against Pa, but I can’t do anything else until my sister and brothers grow up.”

Although none spilled over onto her cheeks, tears glistened in her eyes. His heart broke for her. “How old were you when your mother died? About twelve?”

“I was just thinking about that this morning. I was eleven.” One tear finally escaped, and she flicked it away with a fingertip.

“And how old is Frances now?”

Mary’s eyes widened. “She’s thirteen.”

“Yes, she’s thirteen, plenty old enough to take over if you wanted to do something else. That’s two years older than you were when you started caring for the household.” He hoped he hadn’t come on too strong. “And you’ll soon be eighteen. Right?”

“Yes, in September. You really have kept up with my life, haven’t you?” She tried to laugh, but it sounded breathless. The sound made his heart hitch.

“Yes, I have.” He cleared his throat. “And there’s a good reason. I want you to think about something. I want to court you, but I won’t ask your father if I can until you tell me you’re ready.”

“Court me?” Her voice came out on a soft squeak, but she didn’t back away, and her features softened. “You want to court me, as in looking toward marriage?”

“I don’t know any other kind of courting, do you?” Amusement spurred a smile to his face.

She gazed across the water and twisted her hands together. “I’d never considered such a thing.”

He stood quietly, letting her get used to the idea. The fine mist from the falls floated on a breeze, cooling them even more and swishing through the limbs of the tall trees. This verdant area was full of life, and that’s what he wanted for Mary. A full life.

Finally she glanced toward his face. “If you really mean it, I think that would be nice.”

Daniel wanted to jump and whoop for joy, but he maintained his decorum. Wouldn’t want to display something like that in full view of the members of the congregation, even if they were all involved in other activities.

“Perhaps we should head back so I can make sure George and Bobby aren’t getting into trouble. Frances isn’t always stern enough with them.” Mary twirled around and started through the grove of trees.

He hurried to catch up with her. His dreams and plans were coming together. He wondered how long they’d need to court before he could actually ask her to marry him. He’d never done anything like this before, and he didn’t want to talk to anyone else about it yet.

But it was actually going to happen. Soon, he hoped.
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