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    - 1 -


    Kate stared into the church mirror and recited the name once more. “Mrs. Paul Anderson.” She’d tried on the name many times, and in less than an hour it would truly be hers. This all felt like a dream. She’d thought she’d lost him. And now she was about to become Paul’s wife.


    She turned to the side and smoothed her floor-length gown. Her dear friend, Muriel Stevens, had convinced her to use a little extra makeup, and she’d made sure her hair was perfectly coiffed. Still, she looked like Kate Evanstall and athletic, her auburn hair peeking out from beneath a veil and hazel eyes vibrant with anticipation. “Kate Anderson. Mrs. Paul Anderson.”


    February 26, 1938, would draw a line in Kate’s history, one that stated she’d never be the same. She’d still be Kate the bush pilot who loved a challenge, but she’d also be Paul’s wife ... She’d be better because he shared her life, but she was a little frightened. She didn’t know how to be someone’s wife. Kate smiled at her image and almost giggled. Poor Paul. It wouldn’t be easy on him while she learned to relinquish some of her independence.


    Kate glanced at the clockthirty minutes. Nerves skittered up and down her spine, tickled her arms, and made her stomach flip. What kind of wife would she be? Kate thought of her mother. She was strong and supportive, always thinking of others. She knew how to do all the wifely things. She could sew up a dress in a day if needed and the food on her table was always delicious. Kate knew she’d never be that kind of wife. She barely knew how to cook and Paul was better at sewing than she was. Plus being submissive wasn’t something that came naturally. Paul knew that and he wanted to marry her anyway. A swell of joy rose up inside Kate. It wouldn’t be long now.


    She let out a sigh. If only her parents could be here. Over the years she and her mother had talked about what her wedding would be like. Kate had always imagined that her parents would be part of this momentous day. Poor apple sales had put a stranglehold on their budget and drained most of their savings. There was no extra money for a trip to Alaska. Albert Towns, one of her first friends in the territory, would walk her down the aisle. He was as close to a father as she had here in Alaska.


    The bangs Muriel had carefully combed to the side fell into Kate’s eyes. She pushed them back in place and considered using one of the pins that held the tiny flowers in her veil to clip them.


    She folded her arms over her chest. No. She was still plain Kate, a pilot who didn’t care about what her bangs were doing.


    She envisioned Paultall and broad shouldered, with coffee-colored hair and serious brown eyes. When he laughed, they’d brighten, and when he looked at her, they gentled. She loved to hear him laugh. Wonder engulfed her. She was about to marry the most amazing man in the world. But he was a man with a secret. She felt a quiver of uncertainty, but brushed it aside. She loved him. Questions and answers were for another day.


    She turned her back to the mirror so she could see if the ribbon hung properly. The gown swept slightly longer in back than the front. She smoothed the soft peach lace that lay over the satin taffeta slip lining. Muriel and Helen had tried to talk her into a white gown, but Kate wanted something different. She’d never considered herself beautiful, but this gown made the most of her features and her figure. She imagined Paul’s expression when he saw her and a breath caught in her throat.


    “Oh, how I love you,” she whispered, feeling happiness she’d never known. They would work out their differences. It might not be easy but they’d find a way. He was still afraid of losing her in a flying accident, but he’d said she could fly when and where she wanted, no strings. Kate knew she’d have to make some compromises. After today she’d never be just Kate, a woman who made her own choices and didn’t answer to anyone, except God. She and Paul would be forever bonded and what affected one would affect the other.


    Again, her bangs dropped into her eyes. She removed a pin from her veil and secured them. She picked up her bouquet made of daisies, white asters, and tiny pink roses, then stepped back and studied herself in the full-length mirror. Today she was beautiful.


    She glanced at the clock. It was nearly time.


    The door opened and Muriel stepped in. She beamed. “You look absolutely stunning.”


    Kate made a small twirl. “You think so?”


    “Absolutely.” She smiled, but there was hesitation in her blue eyes.


    “Is everything all right?” Kate asked.


    “Of course.” Muriel compressed her lips.


    “How is Paul? Is he nervous?”


    Muriel glanced at the door. With a small shrug, she said, “I’m ... not sure. I mean, how can you tell, really?”


    Kate knew Muriel was keeping something from her. Apprehension stirred in her heart. “You haven’t talked to him?”


    Muriel moved to Kate and placed her hands on Kate’s shoulders. “Now, don’t get upset, I’m sure there’s an explanation.”


    “Upset about what? An explanation for what?” Apprehension exploded into fear.


    “Well ... Paul’s not here yet.”


    “What? But the ceremony begins in a few minutes. He has to be here. Are you sure?”


    “Yes.” Again Muriel’s eyes wandered toward the door. “It’s snowing hard. I’m sure he’s on his way. It’s the weather. That’s all.”


    “He’s only coming from the hotel. That’s not more than fifteen minutes’ drive.”


    Muriel pressed her hands together and changed the subject. “Everything else is ready. The church looks absolutely gorgeous. Mrs. Simpson did a wonderful job with the flowers. Bless her for donating flowers from her hothouse.” She lifted her brows and smiled playfully. “And in spite of my mother and Sassa’s differences about decorating the reception room, they managed to come to agreement and everything looks lovely.”


    Kate didn’t care about the decorations. She needed to know what had happened to Paul. Where was he?


    “Wait until you see the cake. It’s gorgeous. The church is packed”


    “Paul should be here.” Kate moved to the door, opened it slightly, and looked down the short hallway that led to the church foyer. The murmur of voices carried from the vestibule. “Did he call?”


    “Not that I know of.” Muriel’s hand fluttered over her lace collar. “Don’t worry, Kate. He’ll be here.”


    Not worry? How could she not worry? “What if something happened?”


    “I’m sure we would have heard.”


    If he was safe, then what had happened? As long as Kate had known Paul he’d been afraid to love anyone. It had been nearly seven years since his wife’s death, and since then he’d held his heart in check ... until now. Maybe he’d changed his mind. Kate turned and looked at Muriel. Her voice tight, she asked, “What if he doesn’t want to get married?”


    “Of course he does,” Muriel twittered. “He loves you.”


    “I know ... but he’s had trouble ... you know, with my flying and the loss of his wife.”


    “That’s all behind him.” Muriel sounded too cheerful. “I’m sure it’s this terrible weather. Why, it’s nearly a blizzard out there.”


    “You said the church is full. Everyone else managed to get here.” Kate paced. “A little wind and snow wouldn’t keep him away.”


    “Well, whatever it is, I’m sure he has a good reason.” Muriel glanced at the clock. “It’s not quite time yet.”


    “He should have been here thirty minutes ago.” Kate could hear the strident tone in her voice and hated that she’d allowed her distress to show. She pressed her hands together and took a deep breath. Instead of achieving calm, her mind returned to how she’d called off her wedding to Richard three years ago, one week before they were to be married. If she’d done it, Paul might. People changed their minds about things every day. But he loves me. I know it.


    The door opened and Muriel’s mother, Helen, and Paul’s native neighbor, Sassa, stepped into the room. Sassa ambled across the floor, her face aglow. She pressed chubby hands on Kate’s cheeks. “You are beautiful!”


    Helen gazed at her. “You’re stunning, dear.”


    “Thank you. Is Paul here yet?”


    The two women glanced at each other. “No. Not yet. But I’m sure he’s on his way,” Helen said.


    Kate walked to the door, opened it, and looked out. “He’s not coming. I know it. He’s changed his mind.”


    Helen stepped up to Kate, encircled an arm around her waist, and closed the door. Her voice calm, she said, “You wouldn’t want him to see you before the wedding. He’ll be here. I’m certain of it. He’d never change his mind.” She took Kate’s hands. “He loves you.”


    “He does, but you know how hard he’s struggled to allow himself to care. Ever since his wife”


    Helen put a finger to Kate’s lips. “Now, no more of that. You’re about to marry Paul. You’ve got to have faith in him. He’ll do the right thing. He’d never desert you. Never.” She led Kate to the mirror. “How could he resist you?” She smiled, her eyes alight.


    Kate wished she possessed Helen’s serenity. “What if something’s happened to him? What if he’s been in an accident?”


    “Albert and Patrick have gone out to check the roads, but I’m sure he’s fine.”


    Sassa picked up Kate’s bouquet and handed it to her. “Let’s see how you look.” She stepped back. “Perfect.” She smiled.


    Kate fought tears. No matter how much her friends tried to encourage her, she knewPaul had changed his mind.
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    Bundled deep inside his coat, Paul paced the train station platform. Although his hood was pulled snugly around his face, icy wind swept down his neck. He kept his eyes on the track to the south. The train was late. He glanced at his watch. He was supposed to be at the church. He imagined Kate, waiting and distressed. The thought made him sick to his stomach. When he’d insisted on everyone keeping the secret, he never meant to hurt her. He’d been foolish. As soon as he knew there was a delay, he should have told her about the surprise. This was the day they’d waited for, dreamed about. And now he’d ruined it.


    He strode inside the depot and to the ticket window. “Any word on the train from Seward?”


    The clerk shrugged. “In weather like this, ya never know. She’ll get here when she gets here.”


    She’ll get here when she gets here? Paul’s frustration nearly boiled over, but he clamped his mouth shut and walked away from the counter. He glanced at the clock. The ceremony was supposed to begin now. He stormed out to the platform and resumed pacing. He had envisioned Kate in her bridal gown, her eyes aglow with love and expectation. Tall and graceful, she’d look stunning as she walked down the aisle. He’d imagined it, dreamed of it. And now everything had gone wrong. Instead of anticipation, she must be feeling abandoned, afraid, angry. The last thing he wanted was to hurt her. I’m sorry, Katie. So sorry.


    Wind whipped at his hood. This was intolerable. He’d have to leave. And then a train whistle echoed. He stared down the tracks, standing on the edge of the platform, willing the train to appear. And then he saw it, belching steam and chugging toward the station. Paul’s tense muscles released.


    The train rolled into the station. He watched the windows, searching for Kate’s parents, but he didn’t see either one. They’d sent a wire. They were supposed to be on this train.


    The engine clanked to a stop with a loud whoosh. Steam billowed, swirling around the train. Paul stepped down from the platform and walked alongside the cars, watching the faces of passengers as they disembarked. And then he saw them. Bill waved and Joan clutched her husband’s arm. Thank you, Lord. Paul strode toward them.


    Bill held out his hand. “Thought we’d never make it.” He clapped Paul on the back. “I’ve never seen so much snow in all my life.”


    Joan gave Paul a quick hug. “We’re late, aren’t we? I can’t believe we held up your wedding. Kate must be beside herself.”


    “She doesn’t even know you’re coming.”


    “You didn’t tell her we’d been delayed?”


    “I wanted it to be a surprise. I was sure you’d make it on time.”


    Joan clasped her hands together and pressed them to her chest. “She doesn’t know where you are?”


    “No. She doesn’t.”


    Joan shook her head side to side. “Oh my. She must be in an absolute fret. Her groom hasn’t shown up.”


    “I should have told her. I feel awful. But I thought it would work out. We better get a move on.”


    After getting the luggage, Paul loaded the bags into the trunk of the Towns’ car while Joan and Bill climbed in.


    [image: ]



    Kate sat on a chair, her bouquet in her lap. How could Paul do this to her? Tears slid down her cheeks. They’d talked and talked about their future and dreamed of what could be. She sniffled into a handkerchief. Now none of it mattered. He just couldn’t do it. Kate’s heart squeezed painfully. She doubted it would ever mend.


    Helen and Sassa had gone to speak to the guests. Kate couldn’t bear to do it. Muriel knelt beside her and rested a hand on her arm. “Don’t give up hope.”


    “If he wants to be here and can’t make it, then something terrible has happened. Maybe someone should call the hospital.”


    Muriel looked stricken, but she smiled and managed to speak calmly. “I’m sure there’s an explanation. One day, when you look back on your wedding, you two will laugh about this.”


    Kate compressed her lips. “What explanation can there be?” She knew. Love was just too great a risk. Whatever secret he’d left behind in San Francisco still had ahold of him. If only he would tell her, maybe she could help.


    Sassa’s laughter echoed from the church entrance. Kate stood, hope stirring. Was it Paul? Was he here? She headed for the door, but before she could grasp the knob, the door swung open.


    “Katharine!” her mother said, swooping in and catching her daughter in her arms. She held her tightly. “I’m so sorry we’re late. We almost didn’t make it.”


    “Mom! What are you doing here?” Kate hugged her mother, joy and surprise bubbling up inside.


    “That wonderful husband, almost husband, of yours insisted we come. He paid our passage. He wanted it to be a surprise, but not like this. The weather kept us in Seward for two days. We were supposed to surprise you at the rehearsal dinner.” She stepped back and gazed at her daughter. “Oh my goodness. You are a picture of beauty. Absolutely stunning.”


    “There’s my Katie girl,” Kate heard her father say. He walked in, wearing a broad smile. “You surprised?”


    Tears of joy streaming down her cheeks, Kate stepped into her father’s embrace. “I had no idea.” Kate wanted to run to Paul and throw herself into his arms. He truly was the most wonderful man. And he loved her. He loved her!


    Sassa, Helen, and Muriel all stood watching, their eyes shimmering. “You knew. All this time you knew!” Kate exclaimed.


    “Paul made us vow to keep the secret,” Helen said. “I nearly told you. It was so hard to watch you suffer.” She smiled sheepishly. “But now he’s here and he’s ready to get married.”


    Everyone, except for Joan and Kate, filed out of the room. “I’m a mess,” Kate said.


    “All you need is a little touch-up.” Joan tidied Kate’s hair a bit and her veil. Kate applied fresh lipstick and freshened her makeup, then stood back and looked in the mirror. “Do I look all right?”


    “I’ve never seen a prettier bride.” Joan hugged her daughter, then looking at herself in the mirror, said, “I’m a sight.” She took off her coat and smoothed her dress. “I changed on the train so I’d be dressed appropriately, but my hair is a mess.” Kate handed her the brush and watched while her mother smartened up her hair.


    “I still can’t believe you’re here. Now everything is perfect.”


    Joan turned and looked at her. “Perfect.” She rested her hands on Kate’s arms. “This is the wedding God meant for you, sweetheart. Paul’s the man the Lord chose.” She smiled gently. “You’re both blessed. You’ll be a good wife, I have no doubt.”


    “I don’t know much about being a wife. I need to learn to cook.” Kate giggled.


    “I doubt Paul cares much about any of that.” Joan gave Kate a kiss on the cheek. “I’d better go in. I love you, Katharine.” With one more hug, she left the room.


    Kate stood in front of the mirror and stared at herself. Her life was about to change forever. She pressed a hand against her stomach. “It’s time for me to become Mrs. Paul Anderson.”
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    Muriel opened the dressing room door and peeked in. “It’s time.”


    Kate’s heartbeat picked up. Holding her bouquet, she stared at her reflection in the mirror.


    Muriel stepped in. Circling an arm around Kate’s shoulders, she said, “You ready?”


    Kate glanced down at the quaking bouquet in her hands. “I guess.” She laughed.


    “We better go. Your father’s waiting. He’s actually pacing.” She tucked an arm into Kate’s and the two walked out of the room.


    The sounds of a hymn being played on a piano drifted through the church. All of a sudden, Kate didn’t feel ready for this and wished the short hallway were longer. Everything seemed to be happening too fast. You’re being silly. You’ve been waiting and praying for this day.


    She’d given up on Alaska, on flying, and on Paul. When she’d moved back to Yakima, Washington, she was certain her adventure was over. She’d decided to live an ordinary lifework in a store, be a clerk or ... something commonplace. Maybe one day get married and have a family.


    And then everything had changed. She’d returned to Rimrock Lake and an encounter with God had given her back her life. She remembered looking out over the lake, the whisper of wind in the pines and the presence of her friend Alison. Years before, Alison had died there in a plane Kate had been flying. But on the day Kate had returned, when she gazed at the lake, it felt as if her friend had spoken to her straight from heaven. Kate knew she had to return to Alaska. Her eyes teared at the memory and she felt washed anew in forgiveness and hope. If only Alison were here. She’d be so happy for Kate.


    Maybe Alison is here. Maybe God gives people glimpses of the special days. She smiled at the idea.


    Helen stood in the sanctuary doorway with Grace, one of Sidney’s nieces who’d agreed to be the flower girl. The youngster twirled, and the skirt of her frilly pink frock stood straight out. Flower petals flew out of her wicker basket.


    Helen placed a hand on the little girl’s shoulder. “That’s enough, Grace. You don’t want to fall.” She picked up the petals and dropped them into the basket.


    Helen spotted Kate and smiled. “Oh my, you look lovely!” She captured Kate in a quick embrace, then moved to the sanctuary entrance and nodded at a pianist, who immediately changed from a hymn to the melodic tune of Bach’s “Arioso.”


    Prickles of excitement moved up Kate’s arms. This was it.


    With a pat to Grace’s bottom, Helen sent the child down the aisle. The little girl walked slowly, just as she’d been taught, and tossed flower petals along the way. Muriel stepped to the entrance, holding her small bouquet of asters and daisies in front of her. When Grace was halfway down the aisle, Muriel stepped out and gracefully walked toward the front of the church.


    Kate’s father approached his daughter. Eyes brimming, his salt-and-pepper hair looking slightly disheveled, he stood in front of his daughter.


    She tamed a cowlick in his hair. “Thereyou look perfect.”


    “I got ready in a hurry.” He chuckled, then reached out and gently took hold of Kate’s arms. “It seems like yesterday you were my little Katie romping about the farm and begging me for rides in the plane.” His voice broke. “And now ... you’re all grown upa gifted and intelligent young woman.” His smile was tremulous. “I’m so proud of you.”


    Kate hugged him. “Thank you, Daddy. But I’m me only because of you and Mom. You’re the best. I love you both so much.” She kissed him on the cheek. “I’m so thankful you’re here.”


    Her father linked Kate’s arm with his and he led her to the doorway. They stood side by side and waited until Muriel had made her way to the front of the church.


    Kate’s gaze moved to Paul. He stood at the front with his neighbor and friend, Patrick. Lord, thank you for Paul. The quiet notes of “I Love You Truly” filled the sanctuary and the guests stood. The music swelled and so did Kate’s nerves. When her eyes met Paul’s, her stomach did a little flip. His look was ardent.


    Unable to hold his gaze, she glanced at her bouquet trembling in her hands. She was about to become Mrs. Paul Anderson.


    “You ready, Katie?” her father asked, giving her arm a squeeze.


    She took a deep breath, gave a nod, and then stepped into the sanctuary beside her father. Everyone’s eyes were on her, but all she could see was Paul. Dressed in a gray wool worsted suit with a burgundy tie, he’d never looked more handsome. His shoulders seemed broader and his dark looks more captivating.


    Paul’s gaze followed her as she walked down the aisle. A smile played at his lips. Love was in his eyes. This was just how she had imagined it would be.


    The words of the song played through Kate’s mind. They were part of the reason she’d chosen it. When she was with Paul, life’s sorrows, its doubts and fears, faded. When he held her hand, she could feel his strength and she felt stronger. Together, they would face life’s challenges. And they’d never be alone.


    The music stopped. Father and daughter stood before Reverend Stephens. Kate liked the minister. He’d always been kind and seemed to genuinely care for the people in the community. Although she missed a lot of Sundays because of work, when she did make services, his messages were always uplifting and enlightening.


    He smiled and quietly asked Kate, “You ready?”


    She glanced at Paul, then with a deep sigh of release, said, “Yes. For a very long time.”


    The reverend chuckled, then cleared his throat and looked about the sanctuary. Kate glanced at the front row on the groom’s side and felt a prick of sadness. None of his family was here. He hadn’t invited them. She still didn’t know what terrible thing from his past plagued him and kept him estranged from his family. Maybe she’d never know.


    “Dearly beloved,” began Reverend Stephens. “We are gathered here in the sight of Godand in the face of this companyto join together this man and this woman.”


    Kate looked at Paul. He was staring at her, his eyes filled with devotion. Kate’s heart skipped a beat. He smiled and she wished the reverend would hurry so they could begin their new life.


    The minister seemed to talk for an awfully long time before he finally asked, “Who gives this woman in marriage to this man?”


    “Her mother and I do,” said Kate’s father. He turned to her and dropped a kiss on her cheek. “We love you, Katie.” He placed her hand in Paul’s, and then walked to the front pew and sat beside Kate’s mother. Dabbing at tears, Joan leaned against him. He took her hand.


    Kate’s heart warmed. She and Paul would be like that. They’d grow old together and their love would become stronger.


    “Please step forward,” Reverend Stephens said.


    Clutching Paul’s hand, her legs trembling, Kate took two steps toward the minister. Paul’s hand was strong and calloused. She could feel his depth of character and the strength built of hard work. She was proud of him. She felt a gentle squeeze and answered back with one of her own.


    As the pastor spoke about what it meant to be husband and wife, how they were to honor and respect one another, and to be a help to the other, Kate tried to listen. She knew it was important, but all she could think about was the tall, broad-shouldered man beside her and how good his hand felt in hers. She forced herself to keep her eyes on the minister, but she wanted to look at Paul. She could feel his pulse, strong and steadyhis matched hers, as though they were already one.


    She envisioned what life would be like for them. They’d stand together against the world, work together, make love whenever they liked, and they’d raise a family. She hoped their children looked like him. She loved his dark hair and eyes and his stalwart nature. She’d never liked how tall she was. At five foot ten, she towered over most other women. She hoped that if they had a daughter, she’d be a more suitable height.


    She considered what their life would look like. She knew there would be troubles, but she was certain that together she and Paul could work them out. And he’d always stand by her.


    In everything? The words flung themselves through her mind. Would he be able to support her job? She’d be away a lot, and every moment in the air held danger. He’d said he supported her, but once married he might change his mind. And what if he did?


    Kate didn’t know the answer and she didn’t want to think about it, not today. In a few minutes she’d be Paul’s wifethat’s all that mattered.


    “Face one another,” the minister instructed. He smiled down on them. Kate felt a pang of guilt. She hadn’t heard anything he’d said.


    “Do you, Paul Anderson, take Kate Evans to be your wifeto live together after God’s ordinancein the holy state of matrimony? Will you love her, comfort her, honor and keep her in sickness and in health, for richer or poorer, for better or worse, in sadness and in joy, to cherish and continually bestow upon her your heart’s deepest devotion, forsaking all others, keep yourself only unto her as long as you both shall live?”


    Paul didn’t answer right away. Instead he seemed to breathe in Kate’s presence and the momentous occasion. And then in his deep steady voice, he said, “I will.”


    Kate felt her legs grow weak. He meant it. He was hers for all time.


    Reverend Stephens turned to Kate and repeated the vows. Kate gazed at Paul, her heart swelling with devotion. “I will.”


    After the exchange of rings, Kate and Paul held one another’s hands, delighting in the moment and in one another.


    “Be one in heart and in mind,” the minister said.


    We are. Always and forever, Kate thought, wanting to hurry the minister along. She wanted to be Paul’s wife.


    “Inasmuch as Paul and Kate have consented together in marriage before this company of friends and family and have pledged their faith”


    “I love you,” Kate whispered. Oh how she wanted to kiss him. She didn’t hear anything else the reverend saidall she knew was that Paul was her husband, or would be if only the minster would hurry and make the pronouncement. And then she heard the words she’d been waiting for.


    “By the power vested in me I now pronounce you husband and wife.”


    Relief and joy spilled over Kate. And all of a sudden she didn’t know what to do.


    “Paul, you may kiss your bride.”


    There was a twitter of laughter and then Paul took a step closer to Kate, pulled her into his arms, and their lips met. His lips captured hers. Unaware of onlookers, Paul and Kate sealed their vows with a kiss that left Kate weak. Paul folded her in his arms, and Kate didn’t want the moment to end.


    Clapping and cheers of congratulations erupted from the guests. Reluctantly, Kate and Paul parted and faced the room, their hands clasped.


    Paul leaned toward her and whispered, “I love you, Katie. You can’t know how much.”


    “I know,” she said.


    All of a sudden the sound of the recessional blasted its way into their brand-new union. They walked down the aisle and into the foyer. Paul immediately scooped Kate into his arms and twirled her around. And then he laughed and pulled her close. “I was beginning to think it would never end. All I wanted was to kiss those luscious lips of yours.”


    Kate felt herself blush, but before she could say anything, he held her face in his hands and kissed her tenderly. “I promise to take care of you always, Katie.”


    Her breath caught in her throat. “And I’ll love you forever.” She caught a glimpse of her wedding ringthe symbol of their eternal commitment to one another.


    Sassa and Patrick walked out of the sanctuary.


    “Fine job, there, Paul,” Patrick said, clapping Paul on the back. “You two make a striking couple. And Kate, it will be an honor to have you as a neighbor.”


    “Thank you, Patrick. I’m looking forward to being there more.”


    “You’re not living in the cabin?” he asked.


    “Well...” She glanced at Paul, feeling uneasy. “Not right away. I have a house here in town and the airport is here in town. It’ll be easier if I stay in Anchorage part of the time.”


    “We’re trying to decide just what to do about that,” Paul said, his voice slightly stiff.


    Kate knew he wanted her out on the homestead all of the time, but it didn’t make sense, so they’d agreed on a compromise, which meant she’d be staying in both places. “Sometimes Paul will be in town too. That way we can go to church together more often.” She glanced at him. “We’ll work it out,” she said, her confidence fading slightly.


    Muriel stepped into the foyer. “Oh Kate! It was perfect!” She hugged Kate and then Paul.


    People filed out of the doorway. They greeted and congratulated Paul and Kate, and when everyone had offered their good wishes, Patrick said, “Come on. We’ve got a party to get to. This way.” He headed toward the reception hall.


    The evening felt like a dream to Kate. There was music, dancing, good food, toasts, and lots of well-wishes. Kate danced with Paul. They’d never danced before and she was surprised at how good he was. She felt as if she were gliding across the floor.


    When it was time for them to leave, the single women gathered and Kate threw her bouquet. Lily caught it and her cheeks flushed pink. There were shouts of jubilation. Kate said a silent prayer that Lily would meet the right man. She and little Teddy needed someone to share their lives with.


    Finally, in a flurry of congratulation and a shower of confetti, Kate and Paul ran for their car. Paul opened the door for Kate and she slid in, then he hurried around to the driver’s side and climbed behind the wheel.


    He leaned across the seat and kissed his bride. “So, how does it feel to be Mrs. Anderson?”


    “Good,” she said. “The name suits me.” She put her arm around his neck and pulled him closer. “Kate Anderson.” She giggled. “I like the sound of it.”


    The newlyweds headed for the Anchorage Hotel. When they pulled up, Kate remembered her first visit here. She’d just arrived in Anchorage and didn’t know where to stay. This had been the only place she’d found. It had been too expensive, but she’d stayed anyway.


    When Paul and Kate walked up to the desk, the young man, Bill, who’d been a bellboy on Kate’s first visit, stood at the desk. “Hi, Kate. Paul. Congratulations to you.”


    “Thank you,” Paul said. He smiled and lifted his eyebrows. “I believe we have a reservation under the name of Mr. and Mrs. Anderson.”


    “You doour nicest suite. It’s all ready for you.”Hetouched a bell and a young man appeared. “Ted, can you show Mr. and Mrs. Anderson to their roomsuite 332.” He handed the bellboy the keys, then turned to Paul and Kate. “Enjoy your stay.”


    Kate suddenly felt nervous. She hadn’t thought much about her wedding night. She wasn’t sure what was expected of her. She worried over it as they followed the bellboy up the stairs and down a carpeted hallway. By the time they reached room 332, her stomach was churning. The bellboy opened the door, walked in, and set their luggage inside.


    Paul dropped a generous tip into his hand and Kate moved toward the doorway.


    “Oh no you don’t,” Paul said.


    Before she could protest, he picked her up and cradled her against him. Kate laughed. “You don’t have to do this.”


    “Of course I do. A new husband has an obligation to carry his bride over the threshold.” He kissed her briefly, and then stepped inside. “And besides, it gives me a reason to hold you.” He pushed the door closed with his foot.


    Still cradling Kate, he kissed her againonly this time it was long and deep. Kate could feel the heat of passion. Her nerves fell away. “I love you.”


    She circled his neck with her arms. “I’ll love you forever.”


    The ghost of a memory touched Paul’s eyes, but only for a moment. “And I’m yours, always.”

  


  
    

    - 3 -


    When Kate woke, her first thoughts were of Paul ... her husband. The idea of it made her feel warm inside. She ran a hand over the finely woven sheets, then rolled onto her back, her head sinking into a plush pillow. She opened her eyes and looked at the other side of the bed, expecting to see Paul. He wasn’t there.


    She pushed up on one elbow and looked around the room. “Paul?” No answer. Kate climbed out of bed and glanced in the bathroom. He wasn’t therewhere was he? She moved to the window. The frozen white street below was empty. Her gaze moved to the Chugach Mountains shimmering pink and white in the distance. Resting her cheek against the cold window, she smiled, her heart and thoughts swelled with love. Everything was different nowit was better.


    Stretching her arms above her, and then letting them rest on her head, she wondered where Paul had gone. When in town, he always seemed a little unsettled. Maybe he’d decided to take a walk.


    With a yawn, Kate wandered back to bed and dropped onto the cushioned mattress. It was much softer than what she was used to. She pulled the plush spread up under her chin and closed her eyes, her mind returning to the previous evening.


    When she and Paul left their guests and headed for the hotel, her nerves had set in. She knew what went on between men and women, but she’d never experienced anything more than a passionate kiss. A soft smile touched her lips. She loved Paul’s kisses. He’d been gentle and tender, touching her as if he were caressing a priceless treasure. He’d raised passions in her she didn’t know existed. They’d fallen asleep in each other’s arms, knowing they belonged to one another forever.


    She heard a key in the lock and the door opened. Through half-opened lids, she gazed at her handsome husband.
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    Paul stepped into the room, carrying a tray laden with Danish, coffee, and cream. He caught sight of Kate lying on the bed, her expression passionate. He wished breakfast could wait. He pushed the door closed with his foot. “Good morning. Don’t you think it’s time you were up?” He grinned. “The day’s half over.”


    Kate fluffed her pillows and sat up. “Sorry, but I didn’t get much sleep last night.” She chuckled, the tone in her voice reminding him of wind chimes ringing in a breeze.


    “And you’re blaming me for that?” He raised his brows and smiled.


    Kate bent her legs and pulled her knees up against her chest, where she rested her chin on them. “I’m not complaining.”


    Paul sat on the edge of the bed, unable to ignore how alluring Kate looked. “Thought you might be hungry.” He set the tray on a bureau next to the bed, then bent and kissed her. “You know you’re beautiful when you sleep.”


    “Oh?” Kate’s face flushed. “I never thought of myself as beautiful. When I was a kid, I was just tall and gangly, and my hair was red.” She put on a crooked smile.


    “Now you’re willowy and your hair is a gorgeous auburn.” He lifted her hair off her cheek and brushed it back, wishing they had more time before they needed to catch the train. He straightened. “You like cream in your coffee, right?”


    “Uh-huh.”


    Paul poured cream into one of the cups and stirred it into the coffee, then handed it to Kate. Using a fork, he cut off a bite of apple Danish and held it out to her.


    Kate accepted the offering. “Mmm. Delicious.” She sipped her coffee, desire in her eyes.


    Paul handed her the Danish and then settled on the bed beside her.


    Kate set the coffee on the bedstand and took a bite of Danish. She leaned against him. “I love you.”


    He pressed a kiss to her tousled hair. “Will you still love me when mornings are about getting up to a freezing house and trying to get a fire going before your fingers freeze, then making a batch of flapjacks instead of enjoying pastries in bed?”


    “Always,” she said softly and snuggled closer.


    Paul couldn’t imagine life being any better than this. He kissed her hair again, then downed his coffee and ate his roll. “I wish we could stay here all day, but we’ve got to get moving. We have a train to catch.”


    “A train? Where are we going? I thought we were staying here in town and then heading out to the creek.”


    “I have a surprise for you.” He rolled off the bed.


    “What?”


    He smiled slyly. “Do you ski?”


    “A little. Why? Are we going skiing?”


    “Maybe,” Paul said, wearing a smug grin.


    [image: ]



    The train wheels clacked over the tracks while Kate watched the passing forests of spruce and fir laden with snow. They were traveling south, but Paul wouldn’t say where exactly. Their hands clasped, the two rested against each other, both wearing smiles they couldn’t erase.


    Kate looked up at her husband. “I didn’t know I could feel this happy.”


    Paul squeezed her hand and then pressed it against his cheek. “After Susan ... I thought I’d never love anyone again.” His eyes glistened with unshed tears. “Then I found you.” His voice caught. “I tried not to love you, but when something’s meant to be ... it can’t be stopped.” He let out a puff of breath. “When I think of how foolish I’ve been.” He shook his head. “Well, I’m glad God’s overruled my stubbornness.”


    Kate rested her cheek against his shoulder and closed her eyes. They’d nearly lost each other. A whisper of a sigh escaped her lips.


    The next thing Kate knew the train whistle blew. She opened her eyes. The couplings clanked and the engines ground to a stop. “Where are we?” she asked, gazing out at wilderness.


    “This is where we get off.” Paul stood and helped Kate up.


    “But ... there’s nothing here.”


    “There’s a depot.” Paul nodded at a small building.


    The porter carried their bags out and set them on the depot steps. The place looked deserted. Paul tipped the man, then watched him climb aboard the train.


    Kate had a sense of being abandoned as the train headed down the tracks and disappeared. She glanced at the tiny shack. “Doesn’t look like anyone’s here.” Ice-cold air chilled her face.


    Paul glanced at his pocket watch. “Someone will be here soon.” He took in a breath and blew out a puff of frosty air. “We better wait inside.”


    He ushered Kate through the door. It wasn’t any warmer indoors, but a barrel stove and a stack of wood and tinder took up one corner of the room. Kate hoped they wouldn’t have to wait long.


    “I’ll get a fire going. At least that way we’ll be warm until our ride gets here.”


    Kate gazed out the window and wondered what kind of ride. She couldn’t imagine anything other than a dogsled. “So, are you going to tell me where we’re going?”


    Paul stuffed paper and kindling into the stove and glanced at Kate. “Nope.” He smiled devilishly as he took a match from a can and lit it.


    “You’re going to leave me in suspense?”


    “That’s right.” He held the tiny flame to paper, which flared to life.


    Soon the wood popped and crackled and the aroma of burning birch filled the room. Just the sound of it made Kate feel warmer. She sat on a wooden chair and bundled deeper into her coat. “It’ll be dark soon. Are you sure whoever’s coming has the right date?”


    “As sure as I can be.” Paul bent over her from behind and wrapped his arms around her. “Don’t worry. They’ll be here. They were highly recommended.” He nuzzled her neck, then walked to the window and looked out.


    Kate thought his shoulders looked a bit tight. He was worried too. What if no one came? We’ll be fine, she told herself. We’ll just wait for the train to come through tomorrow.


    Something like the rumble of an engine growled from within the forest. “What’s that?” she asked.


    “I expect it’s our ride.” Paul grinned. “Have you ever ridden in a weasel?”


    “A what?”


    “It’s a cat made for the snow. It has tracks like a tractor. I’m pretty sure that’s what they use to carry passengers out here in the winter.” He straightened. “Yep. There it is.”


    What looked like a combination tractor and truck rolled toward them, its tracks digging into the snow. Kate hoped it had a heater. “Paul, I don’t have anything to ski with.”


    “That’s okay. Everything’s been taken care of.” He steered her toward the door, then picked up the bags and followed her down the steps.


    The weasel crunched through deep snow and stopped alongside the depot. A man wearing a heavy parka opened the driver’s side door and climbed out. “Howdy. You Mr. and Mrs. Anderson?”


    “That’s us.” Paul extended a hand. “I’m Paul and this is Kate.”


    She shook the man’s hand.


    “I’m Levi. Good to meet you folks.” He looked at the smoke rising from the chimney. “Sorry I’m late. I meant to be here early enough to have the place warmed up for you. But Ole Sadie here had other ideas. She decided she wasn’t runnin’ today. Took some doing to get her to turn over. For a while I was afraid I’d have to hitch up the dogs.” He laid a hand on the cat. “But she came through.” He smiled, then stepped inside the depot and picked up Paul and Kate’s suitcases. “I’ve got hot coffee. Climb on in and I’ll get you a cup.”


    He stood to the side and gave Kate a hand up. She sat in one of two seats in the rear of the rig. Paul took the other.


    Levi handed up the bags and then climbed in. He rummaged through a duffel bag, then pulled out cups and a vacuum bottle. After unscrewing the lid, he poured steaming hot coffee into a cup and handed it to Kate.


    “Thank you.” She took a sip. It was strong, but good. And it felt warm going down. “That’s just what I needed.”


    Levi handed a cup to Paul. “My wife’s got supper waiting for us at the house. She told me to give you a nice easy ride up the mountain.” He chuckled. “I’ll do my best. But either way, it’s worth the trip. My wife’s the best cook in all the territory.” He ground the gears and then turned the vehicle back the way he’d come.


    The mention of food reminded Kate how her empty her stomach felt. It had been a long time since her morning Danish.


    “How far is it to the lodge?” Paul asked.


    “’Bout forty minutes. This contraption doesn’t move very fast.”


    “So, we’re going to a lodge?” Kate asked.


    “Yeah. I thought it might be fun to do something different. I used to ski when I lived down south. Me and my family would head up to the Sierras every winter.”


    Kate’s excitement grew. “I’m not very good. But it sounds like fun.” She pressed her hands between her knees and peered up front as Levi ground the way upward, following a trail between the trees.


    Levi glanced back at them. “We have a batch of youngsters at the place right now, but that’s all. It’d be pretty quiet, but those young bucks believe in having a good time. They hit the trails first thing and ski like they want to break their necks.” He shook his head. “Hope no one gets hurt.”


    “My husband’s a doctor,” Kate said proudly. “If there’s a problem he’ll know what to do.”


    Levi glanced at Paul. “Glad to have you.”


    By the time they reached the lodge, it was dark. Levi stopped in front of a large cabin. “Go on in. Make yourselves comfortable. My wife will see to you.”


    Paul and Kate climbed out, and Levi headed Sadie up the hill.


    Kate looked out at the white world falling away from them. In the light of a rising moon, the snow looked like rivers of white weaving their way down the mountain between batches of evergreens. “It’s beautiful.” She hugged Paul. “Thank you for bringing me here. How did you know about it?”


    “Patrick knew a fella who stayed here once. He said the skiing is good. And there’s a pond for skating too.”


    “Oh, I can’t wait. I haven’t skated since I first left Yakima. I’m a pretty good skater. There were lots of ponds in the valley where I lived.” Kate moved to the door.


    “I was told the accommodations are fine, but nothing like what we had last night.” Paul sounded apologetic as he opened the door for Kate. They stepped into an overly large room. The first thing Kate noticed was the smell of fresh-baked bread and roasting meat.


    “Evening,” said a stout, friendly looking woman as she stepped into the room from the back of the cabin. “You must be the Andersons. I’m Mary Jo Connolly.” She shook both Kate’s and Paul’s hands. “Congratulations. Heard you’re newly married.”


    “We are. I’m Kate and this is my husband, Paul.” She glanced around the room where mounted trophies of caribou, mountain sheep, and moose stared at them. A large brown bear rug hung on a wall at the foot of a staircase. “This is a nice place. I didn’t even know it was here.”


    “We’re not a big outfit, don’t wanna be. We mostly like small groups. Makes things more friendly.” She moved to a desk and turned a registry toward Kate. “I do like to keep a record of our guests, though.” She handed Kate a pen.


    Kate wrote Kate Evans and then realized she’d written the wrong name. “Oh my gosh.” She looked up in embarrassment. “I’m not used to writing Anderson yet.” She corrected the mistake, then handed the pen to Paul, who wrote in his name.


    He threw an arm around Kate. “We could have just written Mr. and Mrs. Paul Anderson.”


    “I didn’t think of that,” Kate said, feeling a flash of irritation. She had a nameKate. She might be married to Paul, but she was still her own woman.


    “Well now, let me show you to your room.” Mary Jo led the way to a corridor directly off the main room. There were four doorways. She stopped at the third, and grabbing a wad of keys out of her apron pocket, she stuck one into the door and opened it. “It’s not fancy, but it’ll give you some privacy. We make sure to keep the pitcher filled and there’s a bureau for your things. The barrel stove will keep the cold out.”


    Kate followed the woman into a small room, which was just big enough for the stove, bureau, and bunk beds. A tiny window framed by plain cotton curtains allowed in the subtle light of the winter moon. She hadn’t expected anything fancy, but this was so far from what one might expect on a honeymoon that she had to hold back a chuckle. Her eyes met Paul’s and she could see his disappointment.


    “Dinner’s at 7:00.” Mary Jo handed Paul a room key and moved back into the hallway. “After your long day you might like to take a rest. The dining hall’s through that door you saw me come out of when you first arrived. If you need anything, just holler. There’s a bathing room, but no running water, so let me know in plenty of time if you want a bath. That way we can heat up enough water for you.” She smirked. “Levi promises we’ll have indoor plumbing by the end of next summer. We’ll see. Sometimes things take longer than planned.” She turned to go, then stopped. “Oh. The outhouse is on the west side of the building, just go out the front door and follow the path.” She headed down the hallway.


    Paul closed the door and looked at Kate. They both laughed. He circled his arm around her waist and they turned to look at the bunk bed. “Do you think we’ll both fit on that bottom bunk?”


    “We’ll manage, one way or the other,” Kate said, leaning against him.


    After a meal of roasted moose, potatoes, and carrots along with freshly baked sourdough bread and crowberry cobbler for dessert, Kate and Paul sat over steaming cups of coffee at a long table with benches for seats. Kate was feeling the fatigue of the busyness leading up to the wedding, lack of sleep, and the long day. Her lids felt heavy and she longed for bed. However, it didn’t seem proper to eat and then leave without some conversation. She did her best to look interested as the three young men talked about their adventures.


    They were all from Palmer. Charles was tall and thin and had a big toothy smile. And there was Fred who liked to talk. He was a big man. Sam was smaller and quieter than the other two, but he seemed friendly enough. All three were red-cheeked and looked tousled, as if they hadn’t taken any time to clean up before dinner. They were full of stories. Hours of skiing hadn’t seemed to have worn them out at all.


    Paul was full of questions about the slopes and was obviously eager to set off on his own skiing adventure. Kate sipped her coffee and thought of bed. She tried to focus on what Fred was saying ... something about a jump he’d made. The room felt overly warm and seemed to swim in front of her.


    Paul draped an arm around her. “You ready for bed? You’re looking worn out.”


    Kate leaned into him, loving the feel of his strength. “It has been a long day.”


    “So, the two of you just got hitched, huh?” Fred said.


    Paul gave Kate a little squeeze. “Yesterday.”


    Fred’s smile turned into a lopsided grin. Kate knew what he was thinking and felt a blush heat up her face.


    Paul stood. “It’s been a pleasure. Thanks for all your tips. We’ll try out some of the hills you mentioned.” He helped Kate to her feet. “And thank you for the delicious meal, Mrs. Connolly.”


    “Yes. Thank you. It was wonderful,” Kate added.


    “We’ve got a pond up on the flat. We make sure to keep it cleared of snow so folks can skate. And we’ve got skates if you want to give the ice a try.”


    “That sounds like fun,” Kate said, thinking about laying her head on her pillow. “Good night.”


    Paul looped Kate’s arm into his and they strolled to their room. Kate felt as if she’d been tucked into a warm cocoon of contentment. Paul opened the door and stepped back, allowing Kate to step inside.


    He stood with his arms folded over his chest and studied the bed. “You want the top or the bottom bunk?”


    “The bottom. And we can both fit.” Kate climbed onto the narrow mattress and scrunched up against the wall. “See, there’s plenty of room.” No longer sleepy, she smiled up at her husband provocatively.


    Paul climbed onto the bunk and lay on his side, facing her. He gently swept a strand of hair off Kate’s face and then traced a line down her cheek and jaw line. “We just fit,” he said and kissed her.


    “I love it here. It’s the perfect place for us.”


    Paul’s dark brown eyes gazed at her. They blazed with desire. “I feel more alive today than I have in years.” His voice was deep and heavy with emotion. “I have a reason to live again, and I can’t wait for all the days ahead.” He cupped her cheek in his hand.


    “I’ve no doubt our life will be full of thrills, but we can count on troubles too.”


    “Good days are all I’ll allow,” Paul said, grazing his lips over hers.


    [image: ]



    After a breakfast of flapjacks, bacon, and eggs, Paul and Kate headed outdoors. Levi followed.


    “I think I’ve got just the thing for you,” he said, as he inspected several sets of skis leaning against the side of the building. “Here we go.” He picked up a pair. “These have Dovre bindings. They’ll hold your boot in so your skis won’t come off.” He handed the skis to Kate, then moved down the row until he came across another set. “These ought to work for you, Paul. They’re a little heavier and they’ve got the same kind of bindings. Have you used them before?”


    “No. Never even heard of them.”


    “I’ll give you a hand and show you how to strap them on.” Levi helped them get their boots secured in the bindings, then with a salute said, “Have fun. The rope tow is already running. Things are pretty quiet this morning. Seems the lads are sleeping in. We’re expecting a few more guests later today, though.” He headed toward the snow cat.


    Paul snugged his hat over his ears. “Ready?” he asked Kate.


    Kate shrugged. “It’s been awhile.” She struggled to keep the skis parallel. “Which way to the tow rope?”


    “Just follow me.” Paul headed away from the lodge.


    Kate pushed off with her poles, working hard to catch up.


    They were soon at the bottom of a steep hill where the sound of the tow’s engine disrupted the morning quiet as it wound its way through the pulley and up the hill. “Just grab hold and it’ll carry you all the way up.” Paul waited for Kate. “Don’t let go until you get to the top.”


    “I know. I’ve skied before,” Kate sniped. She hadn’t meant to sound so sharp, but she hated to be incompetent at anything.


    “Okay. Let’s go. I’ll follow you.”


    Kate grabbed hold of the tow and nearly lost her balance as it dragged her uphill. She wasn’t about to fall, not after what Paul had said. She had to prove she was capable. Soon she was gliding along smoothly and feeling ashamed of herself for her competitiveness. By the time she’d reached the top she felt exhilarated.


    Paul skied up beside her. They looked out over a valley of white, glistening in the sunlight. Evergreens looked like shrubbery in the deep snow. Craggy peaks, reaching through white mountains, surrounded the high valley.


    Kate took in a breath of icy air. “I feel as if I’m standing on top of the world. It’s so beautiful.”


    Paul was silent as he gazed at the view. “It reminds me of the old days back in California when my family used to go skiing.” A tone of longing touched his voice. “It was a long time ago.”


    “Maybe you should visit?”


    Paul didn’t answer right away, then said, “Maybe.” He glanced at her. “Ready?”


    She peered down the slope. It looked steep. She stuck her poles in the snow on either side of her, feeling a shiver of fear. “I’ll give it a try. Besides, there’s no other way down.” She chuckled, but her muscles felt tight and prickles of anxiety moved up and down her body. Still, she pushed off and picked up speed, too much speed. If she didn’t slow down, she’d end up in a heap. Cautiously she turned her skis so she moved across the hill, then she made another turn and swooshed downward.


    “Hey, this isn’t as hard as I thought,” she called as Paul caught up withher.


    He grinned and, with a wave, passed her, cutting a fine edge in the snow.


    Not to be outdone, Kate turned her skis so they pointed down the hill. She’d catch him and then slow down. By the time she reached Paul she was out of control and going too fast. She turned, trying to slow down, but as she did, one foot slid too far to the left and she caught the edge of the ski.


    With a yell she plunged sideways and her legs went in opposite directions. The left ski dug in and her knee exploded with pain. She plunged forward and tumbled downward. With a jolt she stopped, her face planted in the snow.


    She turned her head to the side to breathe, but with the wind knocked out of her she could barely get a breath. And she hurt everywhere, but mostly her left knee. She was afraid to move.


    Kate tried to call for Paul, but all that came out was a weak, feeble sound that barely resembled her voice.
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