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CHAPTER ONE
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“Six hundred acres!  Can you farm six hundred acres?” Molly marveled when Erin explained.

Erin chuckled and shook her head.  She too was amazed at the present they had been given for traveling to Oregon.  “Well, maybe not this year,” she answered modestly, sharing a huge smile with her wife.  She waited a moment and said with a note of wonderment in her voice, “Six hundred and forty acres.  Who’d a thought?”  Why, the farm back in Ohio had been only forty acres and they had fought for it with trees and Indians and rocks.  She looked at the land they were heading for, thrilled to realize that all they had to do was work it and improve it to claim it.  “We can also raise cattle, horses, and sheep,” she reminded her, their seed stock having made the trip with them.

“You already filed?” she asked, sounding slightly hurt.

“I did.  I didn’t know what I’d find here, and I wanted to claim it for our family before someone else filed on it.”

“Is the area settling up?”

“I haven’t the faintest idea.  We didn’t see anyone for days, and it will take us a couple days to get there.  But it’s ours, Molly, all ours!” she said, putting her arms around the smaller woman and swinging her around and around as she shouted.

“What?  What’s ours?  What’s going on?” the children came running.  Queenie started barking at the noise.

“Your pa has found our homestead and filed on it,” Molly announced, pleased to be the one to tell them.

The children cheered and clapped, happy to hear this news and asking questions a mile a minute.

“Wait, wait, wait.  We have to head down to our land tomorrow, and it’s going to take at least a couple days to get there.”

“Can’t we go now?” someone asked.

“Well, we could get in a couple miles,” she looked around at Molly, wondering if they should.  It was late in the afternoon and she was as anxious as any of them to head down to what was now their land.

“No, it’s too late in the day, and I don’t want to camp by lantern light in a strange area.  We will start out tomorrow,” Molly vetoed, getting up to put together a dinner for them all.  

“Let’s move those sheep, so they continue to crop the grass until sunset,” Erin encouraged the children, signaling the dogs to move them.  She didn’t need the children, but unless Molly called one or two to help with dinner, it would keep them out of her hair.  Erin scooped up Timmy, lifting him high in the air and hearing his giggles.  She was happy, and she wanted to share it with her family.

“What’s it like?” Molly asked her as they lay side by side later in the tent, the lantern turned low, so they could see each other as they talked.

“There’s trees, excellent farmland, and many acres of grazing land,” she answered, sitting up to talk, too excited to sleep yet.  

“We’ll have to plant first thing,” Molly marveled aloud, her arms folded under her head.

“We’ll have to build a cabin first thing,” Erin corrected, already planning it out in her head.

“Shouldn’t we–” began Molly, but Erin, in her excitement, interrupted.

“We probably should do everything, but we have to get these children under a roof and then, the stock.”

Molly nodded, agreeing, but a little aggrieved that she had been interrupted.  She let Erin talk on.

“There is a stream nearby that runs through the valley, so we should be able to dig a well for our farm,” she continued.  “Some of the upper hills are a little parched and won’t be good for anything but grazing, but those fields should give us good crops in the coming years ...” she would have gone on and on but noticed Molly’s silence.  Turning, she tried to peer though the dark at her. “Is something wrong?  Don’t you want the farm anymore?”

“I would say you are making all the decisions these days.”

“You did promise to obey me ...” she started to tease, referencing their marriage vows.

Molly sat up slightly, indignant.  “I won’t obey against my better judgement ...” she began angrily and then, realizing the tone in Erin’s voice, lay back down with a harrumph.  

“Molly, I just couldn’t take a chance to let someone else file on it.  I rode all over that place, and I think it just might be perfect.  I was on pins and needles as the clerk went through the section and checked the filings.  I don’t think I’ve ever wanted anything so badly before in my life.”

“Anything?” Molly asked in a voice that had Erin turning towards her quickly.

Taking Molly in her arms, Erin answered huskily, “Well, not just anything.”  She began to turn her excitement over the land into excitement over making love to her wife, kissing her ardently.

Molly immediately returned her adoration, kissing her back, hard.

Erin realized it had been too long since they’d been alone, neither had their periods, and Molly hadn’t been ill.  She responded immediately, pulling at Molly’s clothes to feel her naked skin against her wife’s, pressing close, hearing the catch in her voice at the contact.

Molly had worried at the length of time Erin was gone in search of their homestead and being relieved at her return, as well as overjoyed at her find, she expressed herself physically, wrapping her naked body around her wife, rubbing, and murmuring in enjoyment.  

Erin kissed her way across her wife’s jaw and down her neck, then paid homage to the breasts standing up and peaking in their excitement.  First one, and then the other, received devotion as she licked, sucked, and gently used her teeth.  The catch in Molly’s breath told her how much her wife was enjoying the attention.  Her hands weren’t idle as she caressed her wife’s luscious curves, remembering how she had looked and felt when they had been able to make love without children nearby.

Molly was enjoying her wife’s dedication to giving her enjoyment.  She was equally determined to love Erin in return and kissed, suckled, and caressed all the bare skin she could reach.

Erin could scent Molly’s arousal and that made her want to taste.  She slowly made her way between her wife’s legs, pleasantly surprised to find that she had bathed recently, and she was fresh and clean and tasted heavenly.  Her first lick had Molly arching into her mouth in supplication.

“More,” she gasped, reaching for Erin’s head to hold her in place.

Erin smiled against Molly’s clit, enjoying herself as she licked away the juices from the appendage that stood at attention waiting for her.  Suckling slightly, her fingers slipped inside and made a come-hither motion, bringing Molly up off their blankets only to fall back helplessly as she touched the tender tissue within.

“Oh,” she moaned and then stifled it by putting her fist into her own mouth, knowing the children were simply yards away.  Her body wasn’t under her control as Erin played with it.

Erin began an in and out motion with her fingers, and on every third thrust she accidentally curled them to hit the spot that Molly so enjoyed, causing her to gasp at the sensations that were building.  Her mouth gently suckled on Molly’s clit as her tongue swirled around it.  She could tell from Molly’s breathing that her crisis was nearing.  She held on as her wife’s body convulsed in her arms, smiling as she came not once but twice in succession.  

Molly couldn’t believe how incredibly her wife aroused her.  She hadn’t known these feelings were inside herself until Erin taught her so long ago.  She’d never thought of touching herself, knowing she was meant to save herself for her someday husband’s pleasure.  She didn’t know the woman could receive pleasure too.  Learning that another woman could and would give her pleasure had been a revelation and she reveled in learning her body and its responses.  Realizing that Erin was learning as well had been such a delight.  They learned together, exploring each other to discover whatever means they could to obtain this pleasure.  Finding that she could orgasm, that it wasn’t an experience solely for men, had been a revelation.  She forced herself to come down from her high quickly, entirely satisfied by what Erin had done to her body as she rolled their heated and sweaty bodies over and began to lave attention on Erin, doing many of the same things to her tall, lanky body in return. 

Erin loved this moment when Molly turned the tides of their lovemaking.  She was hoping that someday they could come at the same time; she was certain it was possible.  She didn’t analyze it too strongly as she was enjoying herself far too much to think coherently.  Molly had been a willing student, and when she realized Erin was learning too, she became less defensive.  As each found what pleased the other, they discovered a part of their love they hadn’t known was missing.  Now, they had it down pat and could instantly push the other’s buttons to quickly arouse them and make them replete.  Erin was already aroused from making love to her wife, and it didn’t take long for her to come against her wife as she thrust her fingers inside.  Seeing her licking them afterwards aroused Erin again, and she took advantage that, rubbing against Molly’s leg as she ground herself into completion once more.  Molly’s answering smile told her it had been deliberate.  She turned off the barely lit lantern, so they could go to sleep.

“Maybe I should build a bathhouse first,” Erin murmured sleepily afterwards.

“First?  Why?”

“So, we can take a hot bath together without the children barging in and seeing us,” she answered, tweaking Molly’s still hard nipple through the nightclothes she had put back on.  She clearly recalled the view of Molly in their house in Ohio, the thin towel barely covering her lush body, her long, dark hair loose about her shoulders.  She had modestly tried to cover herself, but the view was forever burned in Erin’s mind.

“That sounds wonderful,” Molly said as she stretched, not quite as sated from their lovemaking as she had thought.  The tweak had caused a corresponding twinge in her crotch, and she really wanted to continue, but they both heard the growls of the dogs.

Erin quickly got dressed and went out, carrying her pistol in her waistband and slinging her rifle over her shoulder as she peered through the darkness to see what the dogs were upset about.  It was difficult to see as the moon was behind some clouds, but she could hear the dogs on the far side of the herd.  She could see the silhouettes of the cattle all looking off to the west.  Billy snorted a challenge of sorts, letting whoever or whatever know he was ready for them and willing to fight.  Walking slowly, so she wouldn’t spook the animals, she found both dogs alert and posing, looking off into the night.  They had stopped growling.  Erin quietly petted both dogs, praising them for she knew not what.  Still, whatever had upset them might be gone.  When she could see the cattle cropping grass again and the hackles on the dogs had gone down, she started to make her way back to their camp.

“What was it?” Molly asked, having pulled on more clothing just in case she was needed.  Her shotgun was nearby and ready.

“I don’t know, but whatever it was wasn’t willing to take on the dogs and Billy.”

Molly didn’t blame whoever or whatever it was.  She wouldn’t like her odds either if those three came at her.  “Do you think someone was trying to see if they could get our cattle?”

“I don’t know,” she admitted.  She was tired now, and all thoughts of further lovemaking were gone from her mind as she worried about taking her family to the remote area of Oregon she had filed on.  They would have to get supplies soon, but only after she had built them a strong cabin against the winter snows.  She had heard it didn’t snow in certain parts of Oregon, but having seen some of the mountains they came through, she was pretty sure it would snow where they were.  She would soon need the money she had forwarded to Oregon and wondered how long it would take to arrive after the letter she had sent.  She heard Molly snoring slightly and decided she would join her after she mentally thought through the building of their cabin.  It took a while to walk herself through that.  She had never built a cabin, but had listened avidly as the settlers and mountain men in their wagon train had spoken of it in detail.  She knew the cabin couldn’t be very big.  She wasn’t certain she could do it, but she had to try; she had promised them all a home.  

[image: image]

They packed up the next morning.  It was odd how alone and different camping felt since the wagon train had moved on.  Putting the cages of poultry up on the sides of the wagon, she was disappointed to find one of the chickens dead.  Still, they had suffered relatively few losses, and not counting those marked for eating, they had a lot of stock left to rebuild their flocks.  They put the chicken in a bag to be plucked and baked later for their dinner.

Erin walked a wide arc with the dogs, who snuffled avidly, but she saw no signs of man or beast that might have caused the animals to become upset the previous night.  Returning to the fire, she shrugged at Molly’s look.

The children asked a million and one questions until Erin shushed them.  She was concentrating on keeping the cattle at a walk on the odd trail she had taken in the previous days.  There wasn’t an obvious wagon trail south from where they were heading, and she worried if they would be able to get through in a couple places or if they could become lost.  Still, their teams and both sets of yoked oxen were strong and pulling the Conestoga wagon effortlessly across the land didn’t seem to faze them.  She watched as the pigs kept up easily under the back of the wagon in their accustomed place.  

There was plenty to graze when they stopped that first night, and the animals fell to cropping it as quickly as they could.  The children were disappointed that they weren’t on their land that first night, but Erin explained that a horse and rider could travel much faster alone than their large wagon and all these animals.

On the second day, Erin had to ride ahead a bit to make sure they were on the right path.  She hoped her memory of the previous trip was accurate.  Some of the trail wasn’t good for the wagon, and they had to be creative in how they got through, around, and over some of the obstacles.

“Come on, you can do it,” she encouraged the teams as they pulled up a rather steep grade.  She saw Theo, who was walking, had stopped the flock of sheep behind them, waiting to follow the large wagon.  She looked farther behind him and Tabitha was sitting on the mare and signaling to King to slow the cattle, who took advantage of the moment to crop at the grass.

It started raining as they drove along that afternoon, and they had to make camp in the rain that night.  It wasn’t a gentle rain.  They had been warned that some of the rains were coming in off the ocean and would hit the mountains west of them, including Mount Hood, which was now north and west of them.  Erin thought about that far-off mountain they said had been a volcano once.  She wondered what would happen if it went off.  She’d heard stories of volcanoes but had never seen one.  It sounded like they must be like the fires of hell.  

Coping in the rain, nothing new after their long trip out here, they made a small fire and used lard to cook the chicken, so they could all have a hot meal.  Erin had rigged the awning off the wagon, so they could have the fire and keep a relatively rain-free space.  The smoke went out both sides of the awning as it flapped in the wind.  As she ate, she watched the ducks and geese stretching their necks out beyond the cages trying to catch some water and pecking at the grasses they were placed in to find things only they could see.  She was looking forward to getting them out of the cages, but wondered at how vulnerable they would be out on the farm, especially in an area that had never seen domesticated animals and birds before.

“It isn’t going to be a farm with that many acres,” Molly teased her as they wearily got ready for bed.  The children had been tucked into both the wagon and the other tent that night.  The cats weren’t liking having to share their beds in the wagon again.

“Oh, what is it then?” Erin asked, pulling at her boot, and pleased when Molly brushed aside her hand to pull on it for her.  Her shapely derriere was a fine sight in the low light of the lantern.  Erin helped push on the boot with her other booted foot and pointed the toe on the foot between Molly’s legs.  The boot came off easily with their combined efforts, and Molly took one unbalanced step before turning for the other boot.  Both boots were soon off.

“With that many acres, it’s a ranch,” she contended.

“I think it’s a farm or a ranch, whatever we want to call it.”  She pulled off her pants and changed her shirt for a men’s nightshirt, doing it quickly, so her bindings wouldn’t be exposed too long.  That was something she had done many times on the trail until it became automatic.

They chuckled at their teasing, eager to get to their new home, but a wagon was slow traveling, and it took days.
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CHAPTER TWO
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Molly stared in awe as they came up over the last rise.  Erin had ridden up ahead of them to stop their forward march and point it out.  

“All this?  All this is ours?” she asked, incredulous at the scene before her.  She could see gently rolling hills, pastures for their stock, and places they could plow for grain.  It was beautiful!  She saw the trees up on some of the hills and even on a bluff.  They could cut down these trees for their cabin and barn.  At Erin’s concerned nod, she smiled and said, “you chose well.”  She could see a slight blush and then, a beautiful smile took over Erin’s face.  At that moment, you could tell she was a woman if you were looking for it.  Otherwise, she looked to be the tall, lanky man she pretended to be.

“This is it?  We’re home, Pa?” Theo asked as he came up from walking behind the flock of sheep next to the wagon.

“Yep, this is home,” she confirmed, looking around once more.  “Let’s get settled.”

They rolled down that last hill and into the little valley where Erin had determined they would build their home.  In no time, she had the cattle on one hill and the flock of sheep on the other, each guarded by a dog.  The children gathered fresh water from their own stream, bringing filled buckets to Molly, who poured them into the large barrels.  Erin had emptied one of them to clean out the silt and put it on the ground where one corner of their tent would go.  She was emptying the wagon ... this time, completely.

Slowly, piece by piece, bag by bag, box by box, and trunk by trunk, they unloaded the wagon onto the ground.  Erin and Molly pulled the canvas of the wagon cover over all their possessions to protect them from the elements and to make a large tent.  The cats were confused and intrigued, and went off to hunt in this new area, expecting everything to be put back into their wagon by the time they returned.  Their wagon, their home for many, many months, was being pulled apart.  By the time they had everything out of the wagon, the horses hobbled, and the oxen out on the hillside, it was time to make camp for the night.  The pigs had discovered the creek and were playing in the cool mud beside it.  The children gladly gathered firewood for dinner as Molly and Erin put together a nice meal.

“Can we let the birds out of their cages, Pa?” Tabitha asked.

“I don’t know if we should yet,” she admitted.  Glancing at Molly, she added, “I think we should build a coop or something to keep out the wildlife.”

“What do you think is in these hills?” she asked, looking around at what would be their home.  Far off in the distance she could see the mountains that felt like a remote wall of protection, but having come through some of those, she knew they could be dangerous.

“Anything we found along the way and more,” she admitted, knowing the animals would have no fear of them and they would have to keep an eye out.  It would take time, and there would always be some animals that would hunt their domesticated stock.

“We’re low on things,” Molly whispered to her later.

“Can you hold out a week or so?” she whispered back, worried about providing them with a home first and wondering if the money they were expecting would have arrived by then.

“I can,” she replied, wondering what Erin had planned.

The first thing Erin did the next day was pace off where she wanted the cabin and the barn.  She even marked where they would put the pump they had taken from that burned-out church so long ago.

“Can we really build all that?” Molly asked after seeing the dimensions Erin had in mind.

“We can try, Molly my dear.  We can try,” she said in a happy voice.  They were on their own land and they could do whatever they wanted with it.  She’d spent the evening sharpening her axe blade and preparing one for Molly as well.  Between them, they would try to build a home for their family.

The next day, they were shocked to find that their sow had finally given birth to a litter of squealing piglets.  She’d chosen a stand of hay near the stream and Erin had gone looking for them.  The older piglets, the ones they hadn’t sold, stood by, almost as watch dogs.  King had alerted them to the pigs’ location, the grass being too long to see them clearly.  For now, Erin would leave them, but she needed a pig shed to contain them soon.  She didn’t want them going wild, which could prove dangerous at some point.

Taking the wagon, they only hitched up one of the teams of horses and brought the oxen.  They began by having the children fill the wagon bed with all the firewood they could find.  It kept them busy, and it would help them build their winter supplies. 

“Don’t you go poking and prodding into things, and if you hear the sound of a rattle, freeze and back away slowly.  I don’t want you getting involved with snakes,” she glanced at Theo who rubbed his buttocks unconsciously, remembering the belt punishment he received for bringing a snake into their campsite on the trip out.

“You really think there are rattlesnakes up here?” Molly asked, concerned.

“They can be anywhere, and I don’t want to take chances; I want the children to be safe.”  She watched, nearly laughing as three-year-old Timmy dragged dead wood to the wagon.  He couldn’t lift it into the high box, but he could drag it down the hill for someone else to put in.

Molly and Erin, both wearing gloves, were chopping down trees.  When they got to the point the tree could go down at any moment, they did a head count on the children and ordered them far away from the falling tree.

“I don’t want you anywhere near this when it goes,” Erin had explained, and she repeated herself for emphasis.  The children were wanting to explore, not only in their search for downed wood, but just out of natural curiosity.

“I don’t want any of you becoming lost either,” Molly added, worried about them.  They were, after all, in unfamiliar territory.  “You stay within shouting distance.”

They took the full wagon back to the campsite daily and unloaded it into neat piles that Erin insisted on.  The longer trees were put aside to be sawn or chopped into firewood.  They were building up their supplies for winter.  They removed the branches and limbs from the trees they chopped down and put them in a pile to dry.  Then, they hooked up one or two trees to the oxen and dragged the long logs back.

“Those piles will attract varmints, so we can hunt and get food,” Erin pointed out.  That was one of the ways they had gotten rabbits from the brush piles.  She’d already seen there was an abundance of rabbits out here on their chosen land and intended to do a lot of hunting, trapping, and even fishing when she had time.

“Pa, couldn’t I use an axe and help remove the limbs?” Tabitha asked.

“Me too, Pa?” Theo asked.  After all, they had used them occasionally on the trip out here.

Looking at eleven-year-old Tabitha and nine-year-old Theodore, she made an instant decision.  “You are absolutely right.  You are both old enough not to chop off your legs or feet.  Just be careful,” she warned as she searched in their supplies and found hand axes for both.  They were both ready for use as she sharpened the blades on all the axes each night by the fire.

“How are we ever gonna keep track of the other three?” Molly asked, exasperated at having to stop chopping to look for them constantly.

“They have to grow up fast and be responsible out here,” Erin replied, but she too had stopped to check up on now seven-year-old Tommy, five-year-old Theresa, and three-year-old Timmy.  All of them had grown older on the long trip out here.  All they could do was cope with things as they came up and keep on going as best they could, but they did have a moment of worry when Timmy went missing and they all dropped their work to search him out.  It was King that found the boy, curled up and sleeping in some tall grass.  It was a worry for them all.

“I can’t keep up with all this,” Erin admitted as they hauled more wood to the campsite and she had to check on the cattle and sheep.  Both herds seemed to be faring well, fattening up for winter, but Erin knew she should be putting in some hay for winter too.

“It’s too much,” Molly admitted, realizing that they had taken on too much singlehandedly.  She wondered if they had been foolish to take on this new land and all these children.  She worried about the money and the supplies they needed to buy too.

Still, a week had gone by and the wood was piling up.  Erin began sawing the long trees into measured lengths for the cabin, using a string to determine how long each side of the cabin would be.  Erin used a saw to cut them to length, and sometimes, Molly would help with the cross-cut saw.  When she had a dozen ready, she began to put them in place.  Molly helped her cut troughs about a foot from the end, again measuring the distance with a string, so they could put the logs on top of each other and build the walls of their cabin.

“We have enough to last a little longer.  I don’t think we should stop,” Molly fretted, looking at the clouds and worrying not only about the rains that had come and gone, but possibly snow.  She thought this area would get snow, but they had no neighbors to ask.

“If we have food and supplies, I say we keep going on the cabin as long as we can,” Erin agreed.  She’d convinced Tabitha and Theodore to duplicate their efforts with the log cabin to build a chicken pen.  They’d let the birds out in a limited capacity during the day and put them in the cages every night, so they could keep an eye on them.  It was a hassle to capture them each time, but there were varmints around that were determined to eat this easy prey.  King and Queenie were on full alert to this, and Erin had set several snares.  They’d caught one racoon, but several traps had been sprung and caught nothing.  She’d had to hit the raccoon over the head with a shovel to kill it as it growled and spit at the dogs when they confronted it.

“As long as we don’t have to delve into our seed, I say we keep going and finish,” Molly decided.

Slowly, log by log, the walls rose.  The walls were getting too high to simply lift the logs in place, and they had to use skids and the horses to lift the heavy logs up higher.  Erin was determined to get the walls at least six feet high, more if possible.  Then, she had to figure out how to strongly attach the supports and the cross beams, so everything wouldn’t all come crashing down on them.  They covered the top with closely-knit wood, but that wouldn’t be enough to shed rain and they placed sod on top of it for that.  Erin was doubtful this would keep out the rain completely, but she hadn’t had a chance to make shingles.  Shingles would be one of her winter projects, and she’d already put aside several logs for that purpose.  For now, those logs were great for sitting around the fire.

Building their cabin took weeks, and Erin was grateful Molly was there beside her the entire time and not holding her to the promise she had made to get supplies in a week.  

The children helped chink the logs, enjoying preparing the mud, straw, and clay combination they mixed up to place between the logs and getting filthy in the process.  Erin and Molly made it fun and didn’t mind how dirty the children got since they had the nice, clean stream to wash up in.

“I’ve got this in,” Erin told Molly as she applied some of their preparation where the two logs came together, using a stick to push it in and showing the children what she wanted done.  Molly pushed and prodded the mixture between the logs using her own stick.  Erin knew all the children wanted to be on the outside playing with the mud, but they needed someone inside to keep it from falling through and to keep it neat.  There was only bare ground inside the cabin now, but someday, they would have a floor.

When they were done, the cabin had one long room with a fireplace in the middle.  The children had enjoyed searching along the stream for the rocks and clay they needed to put the fireplace together.  Erin had built it slowly, using fire to harden the mixture.  The clay took on a darker patina, but she didn’t have time to let it dry in the winds that came through.  There had been too much rain, and she worried about running out of time to build them a snug home before those rains turned to snow.  Slowly, she built it up, using the planks to keep it straight, waiting until it hardened enough to pull them out and fire the area, hardening it permanently as she built it up higher and higher.  Finally, it was a full three feet above the cabin and she felt it was done.  She built a little roof from slabs of rock she found, slanting it to keep out the rain and leaving it open on either side, so the smoke could escape.

Erin also built a loft across the inside of the cabin, leaving it open on either side of the fireplace.  She built a ladder to get up into the loft, and the children were like monkeys as they climbed up and she handed them things to store there and make it comfortable.  She shaped some wood to make bedsteads, using rope to stretch across the box square and make beds.  Using the mattresses they had kept in the wagon as they traveled, they now had three beds.  Tabitha, as the oldest, had her own bed, but Theo and Tommy shared one, and Theresa and Timmy shared the other.

“I don’t want you jumping on these beds,” Molly warned them.  “Your pa put a lot of effort into making them.”  She’d heard Erin curse the idea of having sideboards and headboards for them, much less stringing the ropes.

“Your ma made those straw ticks, so don’t you be ruining her hard work,” Erin warned as well.  She’d gone out in one of the fields and used her scythe to cut down a lot of the hay that they’d stuffed the bed with.  Once a blanket was placed on top of the straw tick and another on top of that, the beds were cozy warm.  They’d spread sheets on top of the straw tick’s blanket to also prevent them from getting poked, and Molly was making pillows from all the feathers she had collected.

“Here ... is ... one ... more,” Erin said as she shoved another trunk up the ladder with her shoulder.  Molly pulled it back from the edge.  They’d emptied the trunks, so they knew what they had left.  They would refill them later, but meantime, the children hadn’t seen many of the things they’d stored in these trunks and were curious.

“Oh, look, clothes!” Tabitha exclaimed gleefully.

“Those were mine when I was younger,” Molly told her, cutting off Erin and sending her a warning look when she had almost blurted out the same comment.

Erin, caught unawares, was grateful for the interruption.  Fortunately, they had her brothers’ clothing from right up until they had died, and both Theo and Tommy had plenty to grow into.  Even Erin couldn’t wear some of it because her brothers had been bigger men than she.  Poor Timmy, by the time the clothes would get to him, they’d have nothing left or would have had to make them over many times.  Both Theo and Tommy were hard on their clothes, and Molly was already doing repairs all the time.

“It’s too bad we don’t have time to plant these,” Molly sighed wistfully as they went through the seeds they had brought.

“I don’t know if all of these will grow here,” Erin answered, handing her some more to pack away in the cool, dark trunk once again.

“We’d better get the orchard planted.  I’m sorry so many trees died on the way out here.”

“I planned for that, but yes, we lost a lot,” Erin admitted.  Many were still being watered, their roots alive and well.  She was anxious to get planting.  There were a million things she wanted to do but they simply didn’t have the time.  

“We’d better plan that trip to town.  What was it you called it?  Sweetwater?” 

“Yep, make out your lists, and after we get all this put away, we’ll go into town.”  She was secretly hoping that the mail she had arranged for from the town they stopped in, which would someday be called Pendleton, would make it to Sweetwater along with their money.

“Me too?  Me too?” the children all asked.

“Everyone is going to town,” Erin agreed as she handed Molly some more seeds to put away.  She glanced at the dogs, who were looking up at her through the doorway she had cut in the cabin wall.  “Well, maybe not everyone,” she admitted, and the two Belgian Tervurens looked crestfallen.  They understood as much as Tommy, maybe even as much as nine-year-old Theo.  But they were needed here on the farm.  They had to guard the land and the animals while the family was away.  Although both Tabitha and Theo were old enough to watch their younger siblings, Erin and Molly didn’t want to leave them in this new, remote place without adult supervision too long.

While they got the last of their things out of the tent and into the cabin, Erin took some of the boards she had brought from the farm back in Ohio and made a doorway and a door.  She used nails to put the planks around the ends of the logs to square it off, measuring once, then measuring again.  “Measure twice and cut once,” she explained to the children, who helped whenever they could.  She’d given them all saws to cut the wood they gathered into manageable pieces, and the woodpiles were growing nicely.  She complimented them all on their work.  They would work with enthusiasm for a while, and then, she’d let them go play.  She didn’t want them to resent the work, but there was a lot for them to help with.

Using leather for hinges, Erin was pleased when the door fit snuggly, replacing the quilt they had used in the interim.  The cabin was a lot darker with the door closed, so she cut a window in what would be the living space.  For now, a set of shutters would have to do for their one window.  She wanted another across the way, but they were dangerously low on supplies and Molly wanted to go to town.  She used two planks to make them a table to sit at and eat dinner.  Logs were used to make seats for them to sit on.

One last thing she did was make a bed for herself and Molly on the other side of the fireplace from the big room.  It was below where they had put their supplies.  They had done this deliberately, not wanting the children above them in the loft.  They had proper mattresses, but Molly also put a straw tick and feather pillows on it after Erin strung the ropes across.  It was springy, super soft, and warm when she put their favorite blankets on it.

“That looks nice ... like home,” Molly said when she saw the overall effect.  Their clothes chest was at the foot of the bed and there was a small table next to the bed.  The floor was bare ground for now, but they’d cut extra trees and in time, they would have a clean, solid floor.  “Let’s go to town.”
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While hitching up the horses to the wagon, they noticed having just one set looked odd.  Since they didn’t know how heavy all the supplies they needed would be, they hitched up both teams.  They left the oxen with the cattle, and King and Queenie were left to guard the homestead.  Looking back over the wagon, the children found the box looked bare without all their worldly goods.  The farm was taking on a lived-in look with the little cabin standing to one side and the grasses all worn down around it.  The cabin was well above the flood line of the creek but near enough they could get the free-flowing, clean water.  

“I want to dig a well and use that pump,” Erin murmured, annoyed that she hadn’t done more in the weeks it had taken them to build the cabin.  The chicken coop looked good.  The children had worked hard, but they hadn’t seen her out there fixing their errors every night by lantern light.

The ducks and geese walked freely around the farmyard now, protected by the two fierce-looking Tervurens that guarded their yard.  The chickens were behind their walls in the chicken coop, and Erin had ideas on how to expand that, so they could peck and bathe in the dirt.  The cattle and extra horses could be seen on the hillside beyond where Erin wanted to build a barn.  The horses were hobbled to keep them from running off.  The sheep were on a hill across the stream, eating to their hearts’ content.  Erin wanted to plow up this area for her first field but was letting them crop the long grasses.  They wouldn’t be able to eat it all because there weren’t enough of them, but she had let the ram in among them, and he’d covered their small flock.  She knew she’d have early lambs but wasn’t worried about that right now.

“We’ll get there,” Molly assured her, taking her hand and giving it a squeeze of support.  Erin smiled at her and leaned in for a quick kiss.

“Oooh,” cooed Theresa and Tommy, proving they had been watching.  That brought their parents to the attention of the others.

“Do you have to do that?” Tabitha asked, sounding indignant.

Molly turned back, laughing.  “Someday, you will understand that when you love someone like I love your pa, you want to do things to show your affection for them.”  She tried to use everyday situations as a learning opportunity with the children.  As they had all the way across the country, every mistake, every chance they got, they taught the children.

Sweetwater was smaller than any town they had ever come across.  Erin was able to get credit for the bear teeth, claws, and pelt.  She had no need of those things, nor did she want the reminder of her encounter with the bear, but anything that helped to pay for the supplies was welcome.

“You say you’re a smithy too?” the storekeeper asked when she inquired about mail that hadn’t come.  Molly had also mentioned they needed some iron to finish the stove that Erin was planning on putting together.  They’d brought most of the iron plates but used some on the way and now needed more.

“Aye, a little.  I make what I need,” Erin admitted.  She hadn’t had time to set things up the way she wanted; there just hadn’t been time to do everything that needed doing.

“I’d be willing to do a little trade with you on some of your supplies.  All my horses need shoeing, and there’s no one about who is a smith.  We get by, but it isn’t the same,” he admitted.

Erin and he discussed what he needed and how much the work was worth.  In the end, they had the supplies they needed, some that would last for many months, and they were towing four of the man’s eight horses back to the farm for Erin to work on.  She’d get them shod, trim their hooves, and return them.  Then, she would take the other four horses and do the same.  She’d bring the wagon on that trip and get some more supplies to last them the winter.

“Don’t forget the new McGuffy Reader,” Erin reminded Molly as she counted her supplies and checked her lists again.

“Oh, Pa, do we have to?” Theo complained upon hearing that directive.

“You don’t want to grow up to be an ignoramus, do ya?” Erin asked in return.

“What’s an ignor ... amus?” the boy asked, frowning.

“See, if you kept up with your lessons, you’d know that,” she finished, turning away before she laughed.  Even she hadn’t learned that word until she was an adult.  She saw the pleased look on Molly’s face as she added the reader to their order along with a second slate.  The first one had been broken on the trip out and they’d been making do.

“We don’t need chalk.  There’s a deposit out by the woods,” Erin whispered when Molly went to add that to their order.

They filled the box of the wagon with their initial supplies, the man’s sons bringing out the heavy sacks of flour, sugar, and other supplies, some they had long ago run out of.  They didn’t need salt, still using the supply they had laid in when they came upon a salt outcropping on their journey.

“I’ll have these back to you in a few days,” Erin promised as she tied the four horses to the back of her wagon.

“I’ll see you then,” Mr. Laydin, the storekeeper, agreed.  He had liked the Herriots, a nice, fine family.  When he had mentioned credit, Mrs. Herriot had refused immediately.  

“We have no crops yet, and I don’t want to be beholden to anyone,” she told her husband firmly.

The children had been respectful, not asking for anything, but wide-eyed as they surveyed the limited selection in the little store.

“Trees, eh?  I bet I can order some more from Oregon City, but they wouldn’t be here until spring,” Laydin told Herriot as he told of the saplings he had brought out from Ohio.

“I’ll get back to you on that.  I want to see how the surviving trees fare over the winter.”

Although she was taking home a fully loaded wagon, Erin still worried.  She worried over the prices they had paid and how long their money would last until she got in a crop.  They had to feed this brood over the winter and make it all last.  As she glanced back at the children, each eating a piece of store-bought candy that Molly had allowed them, she vowed to work harder and do more for all of them.  Glancing at Molly, who had looked back too, Erin could tell she felt the same way.

“It feels weird to be in our own room in our own cabin,” Molly commented that night as she lay there.  She had made several similar comments as they adjusted to living indoors again.

“I’ll get the window up as soon as I can,” Erin promised.

“What window?” Molly asked, confused.  They hadn’t bought glass in town.  It was then; she remembered that last trunk they hadn’t gone through yet.  That was where the glass from that church was stored.  “The colored glass?”

Erin nodded, laughing at Molly for having forgotten.  She stopped laughing as she heard a noise and lifted her head to listen.

“It’s probably one of the cats.”

“I’d rather the children didn’t bring them into the cabin,” Erin told her.

“How do we stop them?  They are used to having them around all the time.”

“Those are barn cats, and the sooner they understand that, the better.”

“We’d better build that barn,” Molly stated, still amused.

Erin chuckled.  That was another thing they needed to do, but first, she had to shoe those horses.

She set up her small anvil on one of the stumps, lifting it with the help of a horse and a set of pullies on logs.  It was simply too heavy for her to lift by herself, which was why it had only been taken out of the wagon once on the entire trip from Ohio.  She’d made shoes that time too.  Now, she worked with the strange horses, earning their trust and only having to tie one, so it would be off balance if it tried to kick her.  The other horses were more sedate, and she managed to not only tighten the shoes they were wearing, but also remade a couple of them and trimmed their overgrown hooves.  “Hooves are like fingernails, and they keep growing,” she explained to the children, who were avidly watching.  She’d built a forge with the extra stones they gathered for the fireplace.  The hot fire was made even hotter by the pipe she used to fan it.  She’d made the clay pipe by slathering a straight branch with a thick layer of clay and burning it in the fire.  The resulting pipe was very useful, and she was going to try that on several things, including the pump they had dismantled back in Ohio.  Right now, she had to finish shoeing the storekeeper’s horses and get them back to him.

Erin drove the wagon alone.  Molly and the children stayed home while she went to town to return the first horses and bring back the others.  Showing the shopkeeper her work, she was pleased with how grateful he was for the fine job.  Erin was even more pleased to find that her check had arrived.  She arranged for the storekeeper to cash it and credit their account for supplies they would be needing.  She also pocketed some ready cash.  

“If you need the work, I can send others your way,” he promised.

“I can use the work, and I’m willing to trade if they don’t have ready cash.”  

Erin would soon regret that offer as it took away from all the work she had waiting to get the farm ready for winter.  Still, it provided them with more supplies and stock, and they got to know some of their neighbors.  Although she only had a small forge, she worked harder and faster to get the work done, so she could get back to her own chores.  She and Molly were cutting more trees to build their barn, but traded some work with another farmer, who couldn’t afford to shoe his horses.  She reshaped his worn-down shoes and used some of her own iron to make more.  In exchange, he helped her cut down the trees, talking disparagingly of women doing men’s work.  Erin wanted to toss him off the farm, but knew she couldn’t.  Instead, she got the better of him in the bargain, and he helped her start building the barn for her stock.

By the time the snow flew, she had a barn, a small shed for her sheep, a shed around her forge and anvil to keep out the worst winds, and a split-rail pigpen, which their pigs were not fond of after having enjoyed their previous freedom.  Next, she turned her eye to digging that well and pumping the water inside the cabin.  The table and stumps were pulled away from where she was digging.

“Stay away from the hole your pa is digging,” Molly warned Timmy, who was fascinated by the process.  The others were interested too, but Molly kept them busy hauling the dirt away in buckets she filled according to their sizes.  

“Damn rocks,” Erin swore when the children weren’t around and she was cleaning up a bucket they had filled and hauled from the creek.  “Making it harder to dig down,” she explained.

“Maybe I should ...” Molly offered, knowing she hadn’t done much.

“I got it,” Erin dismissed.  She felt the need to do this alone for some reason, and she’d already dug down nearly twelve feet in the dirt on one side of the cabin.

“What makes you think you’ll find water?” Molly asked, practical as ever.

“That would really be a lot of work for nothing, wouldn’t it?” Erin asked in return.  “If we don’t, I guess we’ll just expand it and have a cellar,” she promised with a smile.  She wasn’t going to let the fact that she hadn’t seen clay or any sign of water dissuade her ... not yet.  She’d built the cabin above the flood plain of the creek, on the highest level she could see it reached.  She knew nothing about digging a well, except to just keep digging.  She hoped she’d see some sign of water soon.  The rocks and sand gave her hope. 

It was at the eighteen-foot level that things began to get damp.  The moisture lined the walls and made the weight of the buckets coming up heavier.  Molly was having a harder time working the windlass they had installed to pull the buckets up, causing more to spill out when pulling the buckets over the edge.  It also allowed the often-exhausted Erin to come up in some level of comfort since she could no longer climb up the rope on her own at the end of a digging shift.

“You’re going to kill yourself digging that well,” Molly told her.  “We should have dug closer to the stream.”

“I don’t want our water tainted by the animals, and by having the pump inside our cabin, no one else can get at it,” she answered, not mentioning that the thought of Indians had crossed her mind.  The Indians out west weren’t as tame as those back east, and even those eastern Indians had caused troubles in her parents’ and grandparents’ time.

Molly was pulling up the latest bucket of muck when she heard a distinct thump from the bottom of the well.  Looking down, she saw Erin slumped against the side of the well.  Dumping the bucket on the floor to divide between the children’s buckets, she called, “are you okay down there?”

Erin didn’t answer.

“Erin? Erin? ERIN!” she called, getting progressively louder as the children gathered around.  Looking frantically around, she spied the two oldest children.  “Do you think you can work the windlass?” she asked, concerned.

Both nodded but looked scared.  With that, Molly set the block, so it wouldn’t turn, and she put her foot in the bucket.  “Okay, lower me down.”  Her heart was beating a mile a minute.

Slowly, the two worked together to lower the bucket.  Molly and Erin had built it, so it wasn’t as much muscle work to pull up a bucket, but the weight of the bucket included Molly now, and the going was slow as the two children cranked it.  Molly stepped off when she was right next to Erin.  Turning her wife over, she couldn’t see any reason why she hadn’t answered.  She was still breathing but it was shallow and a little labored.  It was just then; she felt a light-headedness coming over her.  Gas!  There must be gas in the hole.  Erin had mentioned that once.  She took a breath and held it, trying to get the bucket off the end of the rope.  The tie had become very tight and she was forced to exhale.  Taking another breath, she knew she had to hurry.  Spying the ever-present sheath on Erin’s belt, she grabbed the knife it contained and quickly cut the rope, dropping the knife in the bucket.  “Give me a little more,” she called to the anxious children’s faces peering from above her.  The rope pooled around her at the bottom of the gunky hole.  She tied it around Erin’s torso, knotting it firmly.  Then she looked up, wondering how she was going to get them both out of the muddy hole.  She couldn’t have the children pull Erin up alone; they’d never get her to the side.  She could feel herself becoming sleepy and knew she didn’t have time to waste.  Looking again at the thickness of the rope, she wondered if she could still climb a rope as well as she had as a child.  She was one of the few girls back then who had the upper body strength to pull herself up.  Could she do it now?  It had been many years since she tried, and she was a full-grown adult now.  She looked up at the anxious faces again.  If both adults died down here in this hole what would happen to their children?  Adopted or not, they loved these children as their own.  Taking another polluted breath, she took hold of the rope to try and pull herself out of the hole.  Her first attempt had her mentally swearing as the rope burned her hands and she couldn’t pull herself up very far.  Remembering the mountain men’s stories from around the campfires about how they pulled themselves up rock faces, she tried walking up the sides of the well, but the slickness prevented that.  She nearly sobbed in frustration.

“Keep trying, Ma,” Tabitha called, the only one to realize what was going on.

Knowing her children were up there alone, Molly tried again.  This time, she wrapped her feet around the rope too and her legs helped boost her.  Although it was only a few inches, she was able to grab higher up on the rope and pull, at the same time bringing her legs up higher.  Using this inchworm technique, she slowly raised herself up the rope.  She sensed better air midway up and gasped to fill her lungs as she continued to pull her way up.  As she came to the top, her head popped up and out of the hole, and she pulled herself to the side, rolling in the dirt to get away from the hole.  “Can you pull her ... him up?” she shook her head as though to clear it as she corrected herself.  She watched as Tabitha began to turn the windlass, Theo also putting his nine-year-old strength into it.  It was a pitifully slow process.  Molly, worried that her own time in the well had taken precious time away from Erin, slowly got up to help them.  Their combined strength turned the windlass, raising Erin’s unconscious, heavy body attached at the end.  It seemed painfully slow to Molly as she counted the precious seconds Erin continued to breathe those gasses.  

Finally, Erin’s limp body was high enough that Molly could swing it to the side.  Setting the lock on the windlass, she shoved her husband onto the dirt along the side and rolled her over.  Untying the rope, which had tightened painfully around her torso, she ended up cutting this too.  Erin wasn’t breathing well, and Molly began to pinch her nose and push air into her mouth, giving her a kiss to fill her lungs with necessary oxygen.  It took several tries before she saw Erin begin to breathe on her own.  She sat back, exhausted at the ordeal.

“Is Pa going to be all right?” Theo asked, and for the first time in a while, Molly was aware of the children staring at her in concerned alarm.

“I think so.  We shall see.  Help me get him to bed and remove these filthy clothes,” she told them.  Both Theo and Tabitha rushed to help her.  “Stay away from that hole,” she told the other three when they would have taken advantage of the moment to look down into its fascinating depths.  “In fact, go out and play,” she ordered them, and they reluctantly obeyed.

Molly removed Erin’s boots and pants but ordered the children away while she removed her shirt and dressed her in her nightshirt.  With trembling hands, she lovingly washed away the dirt on Erin’s face and neck.  Tucking her into bed, she didn’t know what more she could do for her.  Taking the dirty clothes, she put them outside, so she could wash them later.  She saw the younger children looking at the mud on the clothes in fascination.
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