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Before I started writing this third book in the Finding Home Series, I wasn't sure whether to title it after Missouri or Texas because both states (and two romances) are equally divided in the storyline. I chose the name Missouri Challenge for a couple of reasons: first, it's the state that Tim Wells and Daisy Smithson's adventure begins in, and second...well, I think I'll let the story reveal that.

Originally, this was meant to be only Daisy and Tim's romance, but in Rescue on the Rio: Lilah, I introduced Trent Garrett, the brother of Rush Garrett, and he became such a tortured hero, I just had to find the perfect woman for him. I had a little help when Pearl, the housekeeper of Big G Ranch, whispered in my ear that the heroine for Trent's story was right in his own back yard, so to speak. And after listening to Arizona Cayson's yearning for Trent, I couldn't agree more.

But, back to Daisy and Tim, they were both eight years old when they met and became friends. However, the night before Timmy (his childhood name) left for Oregon, Daisy dreamed they would marry one day. After she made the mistake of telling him, he couldn't get away fast enough.

I suppose another reason for naming this book Missouri Challenge is because it was so challenging to write. Of course, it could just as easily have been titled Texas Challenge.

Enjoy the Challenge,

Verna Clay
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Prologue
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May, 1883

Tim Wells bent to kiss Maddie, his fifteen year old sister goodbye, and then patted the head of his ten year old brother, Beau. Next, he hugged his mother tightly and planted a kiss on her cheek. "Don't cry, Ma."

"These are tears of happiness, Tim. In my heart, I know this is a journey you must make."

Tim shook the hand of his stepfather, Cooper Jerome, who pulled him into a tight hug. "We're going to miss you, son."

Having never been away from his family for more than a week or two, Tim was excited, yet sad, to leave. However, before he settled down and started his own family—something he'd been considering over the past year—he needed to return to Missouri and the home he'd known before his father died.

The Oregon Trail had brought him to his new home in Oregon City, but the past was calling. He didn't understand the constant tug on his heart, but he knew if he ignored the call, he would always regret it.

Mounting his horse, he said to no one in particular, "I hope to return before Jake's back from visiting his family in Texas." Jake was Cooper's son from a previous marriage and one of Tim's best friends. His other best friend was Sam Hankerson, a boy he'd befriended while traveling to Oregon in 1866.

His stepfather nodded and Tim could see that he was struggling against strong emotions as he placed his arm around Tim's mother and pulled her against his side.

His ma sniffed and swiped her tears. "You be careful, son."

When his brother and sister also started wiping their eyes, he decided he'd best leave before they were all bawling like babies.

"I love ya'll. Be back soon." He turned his gelding toward the road and urged him into a trot.
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​​​PART ONE: THE OLD HOMESTEAD
1:  Alcove Spring
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After two months of riding the same trail he had traversed seventeen years earlier with his mother and Cooper Jerome, who would later become his beloved step-father, Tim halted Amigo, the horse his parents had given him when he was eighteen and graduated from the small school in Oregon City. His friend, Sam Hankerson, as smart as a whip, had graduated with him at the age of fifteen and gone on to higher education in Portland. Sam had returned three years later to teach school in Oregon City. By the time his friend was twenty, he was married to Polly, a sweet girl who had lost her parents on the Oregon Trail and been taken in by the Prudence Pittance Orphanage. Sam and Polly were expecting their first child and would be parents by the time Tim returned home. That knowledge boggled Tim's mind.

He resettled his hat against the sun. At one time, he had harbored a secret crush on Polly, but she'd always had eyes for Sam. Since the age of sixteen, there had been a few other girls that caught his attention, but none that made him want to settle down, except maybe Janie Iverson. But that was something he would think about when he returned to Oregon.

Now, gazing around the trail, it was as if he had traveled backward in time. In this modern era, traveling from the eastern states to Oregon was accomplished by rail, and portions of the original trail had been laid with tracks, but other parts, like here, seemed not to have changed even after all these years.

He nudged Amigo forward. He was anxious to reach Alcove Spring and see if he could find the names that Cooper had etched into stone amongst the hundreds already there. An hour later he paused beside a wooden sign painted with faded lettering—ALCOVE SPRING—and smiled. He turned Amigo in the direction of the arrow.

Before he saw the spring, the sound of bubbling water made him feel like a kid again and put a lump in his throat. His mother often said he was like his father, deeply caring and affected by things that other men never gave a passing thought to. He supposed she was right. All of his life he had been an observer. He loved animals and plants and trees and mountains and the mists during early morning. He had even penned a few poems that he kept hidden. 

He rounded some bushes and came within sight of the spring. Words to one of his poems sprang to mind.

Days dawn

Rivers flow

Time continues evermore

Life is but a dawning and a flowing

Awaiting another sojourner when I cease

Tim smiled at his lapse into sentimentality, but his expression stayed contemplative as he realized the truth of his poem. He watched water cascade off a high ledge into the same basin he remembered from his youth.

Someday my life will cease. What legacy will I leave or will I even be remembered?

He dismounted and circled the basin, reading names and dates that went back as far as the 1840s. He scanned the rocks and after a few minutes found the etchings he was looking for. Aloud he read, "Tim Wells, Hallie Wells, Cooper Jerome."

Closing his eyes, he could still hear his mother's words. "Just think, all these people have paved the Westward Trails for us. And now, we're paving the way for those after us."

Although Tim felt things deeply, rarely was he moved to tears, but now, remembering that glorious day, he felt close to crying. Walking over to their names, he smoothed his hand across the letters. Afterward, he knelt and splashed his face. The water was just as cold as he remembered.

Because he wasn't ready to leave, he sat cross-legged at the water's edge and closed his eyes, thinking of his birth father, Thomas Henry Wells. The tears that had not fallen, now did so. He had loved his kind and generous father. When word of his pa's death in a tornado had reached his ma and him, part of Tim had died that day, and for a long time he had blamed God for allowing his father to travel to St. Louis on the same day as a tornado. The trip had been for the purpose of purchasing tickets for the steamer that would take them from St. Louis to Westport Landing a month later.

Since his father's death, however, Tim had reconciled himself to the fact that perhaps his pa's heroic deed of shielding a little girl from flying debris and saving her life had been for a higher purpose. One life given so another can live.

Deep in memories, he absorbed the sounds of water, wind, birds, and remembered good times with his father. Finally, he was ready to leave and finish his journey. His next significant stop would be the home he had lived in with his pa—a home with precious memories that called to him year after year. What would he find there?
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​​​2:  Daisy
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At the back of the house, Daisy Smithson hung the laundry she'd just washed, and swiped sweat from her brow. The day was warm and humid, and she berated herself for not starting her chores earlier. Although she disliked washing clothes, she enjoyed hanging them out. She loved feeling the sun and wind on her face and refused to wear a bonnet while pinning clothes on the line.

She reached to hang one of June's diapers and smiled. Her mother's petticoats had been perfect for cutting into squares for that purpose. Glancing at the wooden box under the overhang of the cabin with her two month old daughter wrapped and sleeping inside, her smile widened. Never had she imagined the love she would feel for her tiny bundle. Throughout the dark days of her pregnancy and her shunning by society, she had often felt such despair she'd wished her life would end. Of course, she hadn't known then that June would ease the loneliness of her life and give her a reason to live.

Since the death of her mother three years previous to a stroke, and then her father's death a few months later when his buckboard toppled in the rain and crushed him beneath it, Daisy had not only been left with the running of their small farm, but become the victim of heart wrenching sorrow. As an only child, her father and mother had doted on her with such love she had always felt safe. After their deaths, lonely nights and backbreaking work had taken its toll in physical and mental exhaustion, exacting its greatest damage in emotional upheaval and despair.

Although the townspeople had helped whenever possible with her harvest that first year, and she'd even shown a profit, they had encouraged her to marry, insisting that a woman alone could not run a farm. Something in Daisy had resisted their advice and when men started calling, wanting to court her, she'd felt repulsed by most of them. The vast majority were widowers seeking a mother for their children; a woman to run their households; and a body to warm their beds. Daisy had shunned all their efforts and been chastised by the same townspeople who had once banded together to help her only a year earlier. Eventually, their assistance with planting and harvesting had ceased and she was left to her own devices. She had even become the topic of a sermon by the pastor. Of course, he had not spoken her name, but everyone knew that the rebellious woman disdaining the kindness offered by eligible men of the community to lift her heavy burden was none other than Daisy Smithson.

After that humiliation, Daisy had refused to return to church and had become an outcast from "good" society, as one upstanding woman loudly proclaimed inside the general store while it was packed with customers.

The final undoing of her reputation and severing of contact by that "good" society had been her pregnancy. As an unmarried woman, she was now the pariah of the community.

Daisy placed a clothespin on the last of her laundry, gazed lovingly at June, and sighed. I can't bring our crop in alone, baby girl. We might have to travel to the next county to hire hands at harvest time. She would have to sell her mother's wedding ring to raise funds to pay for help.

A noise from the front of the house alerted her to someone's approach and she ran like a gazelle to lift the box with her baby. Entering the cabin through a back door, she hid June under her bed and rushed to retrieve her rifle. She kept it loaded to discourage unwanted visitors.

Peeking out the curtain of her front window, she watched the approach of a young man on a magnificent steed. Although his face was shadowed and only a smattering of blond hair shown from beneath the wide brim of his hat, something about him seemed familiar. He appeared friendly, but Daisy had no intention of finding out just how friendly. She'd made that mistake once, and although June was the beautiful outcome, she had no inclination to repeat history.
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​​​3:  Renewed Acquaintance
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Tim paused on the packed-dirt clearing around the cabin. He'd seen the curtain move and waited for someone to step outside. He frowned at the shabbiness and neglect around him. If he remembered correctly, Mr. and Mrs. Smithson had been meticulous in their care of the home they'd purchased from his parents. Perhaps ownership had changed. After all, it had been seventeen years since he'd left the area.

Even as he glanced around the poorly cared for grounds, nostalgia made him weak. He remembered his father and mother sitting on the porch in the evenings discussing the day's happenings. The old swing on the white oak remained, its wooden seat almost completely decayed. He looked toward the barn and outbuildings where he'd often run errands because of his pa's inability to walk long distances, having suffered infantile paralysis.

The sound of the front door opening brought him back to the present. A small woman with unruly dark red hair stepped onto the porch. She pointed a shotgun at him.

"Mister, you can just turn your horse around and get off my property. I don't cotton to strangers. In fact, I flat out don't like them. As you can see, I got nothin' here worth stealing, so it's best if you leave. That way, I don't have to shoot you."

Tim remembered Daisy's fiery red hair. "Daisy, is that you?"

The slight lowering of the rifle was the only movement the woman made. She didn't respond, but it was enough for Tim to realize this was, indeed, Daisy.

He said, "It's me, Tim Wells. You knew me as Timmy. Maybe you don't remember me, but my pa and ma sold your family this farm when we were eight years old."

Tim watched Daisy's eyes widened, but she didn't lower the gun any more. Instead, she asked bluntly, "Why are you here?"

Tim made an expansive motion with his hands and she tightened her grip on the rifle. He frowned. "I guess you could say I'm revisiting my past. My ma made a new life for us in Oregon, but I've always known one day I would return to my beginnings in Missouri, if only to say a final farewell." He smiled. "Would you mind pointing that gun another direction?"

* * *
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DAISY FROWNED. TIMMY Wells? That was Timmy Wells standing in her yard?

She lowered the gun a little. "How do I know you're who you say you are? Last time I saw you we were kids on the back of my pa's buckboard."

The man slowly dismounted and Daisy lifted her gun back up. He noticed and quirked an eyebrow. "Do you remember the dream you told me about?"

The gun went slack in Daisy's hands. "Well, I guess you must be Timmy because I never told anyone else that dream and I'm figuring it wasn't somethin' an eight year old boy would want to spout out."

Timmy grinned and made a waving motion around the yard. "Looks like you're having hard times."

Daisy replied with a hint of humor, "Can't imagine why you'd think that?"

Timmy returned his gaze to her face and held her eyes with his own. "Are your ma and pa still living?"

"No. How 'bout your ma?"

"Yes. She married the man that led us to Oregon and I have a brother, sister, and step-brother."

Daisy smiled. She said, "I'm happy to hear that." She paused and the smile left her face. "My ma died a few years back and my pa not long after." With her free hand she made a waving motion encompassing the farm. "I do the best I can."

"You live here alone?" Timmy asked with a hint of censor.

Daisy bristled. "I do. I've been taking care of myself since my parents died. Me and–" She stopped speaking when the high-pitched squall of her baby pierced the air. Although muted by the closed door, the sound got Timmy's immediate attention.

Daisy motioned with her free hand. "I got to tend to my baby. Come on in if you want." She turned and quickly entered the cabin, leaving the door open.

* * *
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TIM WALKED HIS HORSE forward and tethered him to a post. Stepping onto the porch, his boots clunked. He brushed his chaps and duster, removed his hat, and stepped inside his childhood home.

Waves of nostalgia assailed him and in his mind he saw his father and mother sitting in rockers in front of the hearth. He saw himself sitting at their feet and listening to his pa expound on the wonderful lands to the west in Oregon. His father had never made it there, but his descriptions had been amazingly accurate.

Tim glanced from the hearth to Daisy entering the room from the bedroom. She cradled a tiny bundle and her expression of love as she looked at her baby put a lump in his throat.

She glanced up. "This is June. I named her June because it's my favorite month of the year. The weather's warming and flowers and baby animals are springing up everywhere." She stepped close enough for Tim to see the baby's face.

"She's beautiful, Daisy. How old is she?"

"Two months."

Tim wanted to ask where the baby's father was, but didn't know if the question would come across as offensive.

Daisy glanced up and her eyes conveyed the fact that she understood his hesitance. With a sad expression, she said, "I'm not married. So if you want to leave and have nothing to do with me like the rest of the folks around here, the door's open." She finished the sentence with a hint of hostility.

Tim's stare never wavered. "I'm not like most folks."

Daisy studied him for a second. "Please have a seat, Timmy. I need to feed June and then I'll come back and make us some tea." The baby squalled and Daisy lifted her over her shoulder. "There, there, baby girl. Mama's gonna take care of you." She returned to the bedroom and closed the door.

Tim didn't wait for Daisy to return to make tea. He set about finding the ingredients and pouring hot water already on the stove. When she returned, he had the table set with a teapot and cups. His efficiency had disclosed that she had little in the way of food in her cupboards.

Daisy's eyes widened, and then narrowed. "I don't expect guests to do my job."

"No, ma'am. But anyone can see you need a little help around here."

"I don't want any charity."

It was obvious to Tim that he had rankled Daisy's pride. "I don't think me making tea is considered charity." Before she could respond he pulled a chair out for her and said, "I 'spose June's happy as a bug-in-a-rug now. I don't hear anything."

Talking about the baby seemed to distract Daisy and she reached for the teapot, pouring tea for Tim and then herself. "She usually sleeps all afternoon. About three she wakes up and wants to play 'til evening." Daisy lifted her cup and smiled, once again looking lovely.

Tim sipped his own tea and after a few minutes of general conversation decided a direct approach was needed for him to find out the information he wanted. "Who planted your corn?"

"I did some of it, but then I hired a couple of drifters looking for work."

"You mean you planted crops just after having a baby?"

"Not that it's any of your business, but yes; I did what had to be done."

"What about the townsfolk?"

Daisy snorted. "As far as I'm concerned, those folks can have the hell fire they keep tryin' to send me too jus' 'cause I got a babe and no husband. I want nothin' to do with the lot of 'em."

Tim glanced over Daisy's shoulder, made a decision, looked back at her and held her gaze. "What about June's father?  Is he alive?"

Firelights sparked in her hazel eyes. "Timmy, I don't see as how that's any of your business, but because I know you from way back, I'll answer what you so obviously want to know. Yes, he's alive. He knows about the babe. But he'll never marry me. Besides, it would be a cold day in hell before I'd marry that rat, even if he begged. Let's just say he was a sweet talker, wantin' one thing from me, and after he got it, I was history in his book."

The fire in her eyes burned brighter and Tim almost looked away. Instead, he said, "Please call me Tim, not Timmy, and thanks for confiding in me. That helps me with my decision."

"What decision?"

"I'm going to stay on and help you get this farm back in shape."

Daisy's eye's widened and she swatted aside a wayward strand of hair that had gotten caught in her mouth. "You'll do no such thing. I already told you I don't accept charity and I'm–"

Tim interrupted. "I heard what you said, but I'm doin' this more for the babe than for the stubborn likes of you." 

Daisy jerked back in her chair looking dumbfounded, just what he had intended to happen, and he went for the kill. "You keep working the way you have been and you could end up sick or dead, and then what's to become of your babe. You want her raised by one of those townsfolk you despise? Of course, I know a wonderful orphanage in Oregon that would take her in and love her."

Daisy's mouth gaped and Tim hastily stood. "I'll bunk out in the barn." Before she could respond, he was out the door.
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​​​4:  Fixin' What's Broken



[image: ]




Tim figured that all the talk he'd heard about red-headed gals being stubborn was true. He was a good judge of character and he'd had Daisy pegged from the get-go. She was a proud woman whose pride would either get her sick or dead. He could only imagine the gossip she'd been subjected to that had made her so bitter.

Vividly, he remembered Pastor Pittance's wife, Prudence, from the Oregon Trail. Until the unexpected death of her husband, she'd been a force to be reckoned with. If one didn't fall into her guidebook for morality, she'd make your life miserable. That's what she'd done to his ma.

However, life has a way of turning the tables, and when Mrs. Pittance's husband died after three months on the trail, she'd confessed to an immoral act in her own life. She'd figured part of her penance was to lead everyone onto the path of righteousness. Her efforts, of course, were not welcomed by those she chose to direct them toward. Later, after a complete change of heart, she'd confided that it came about not only because of the death of her husband, but also because of Tim's mother's kindness to everyone, regardless of their sins.

Tim's musings ceased as he unsaddled Amigo and glanced around the barn. There was an old nag in one stall and a milk cow in another; a few chickens squawked and scurried. That was the extent of Daisy's animals.

She doesn't even have a dog for protection.

He shook his head and mentally ticked off needed chores.

By evening, he'd fed the cow and horse from stores of hay and grain that were perilously low. He'd shooed the chickens back into their pen and repaired the wire permitting their escape, and he'd just finished feeding and brushing his own horse when a noise caused him to glance toward the barn entrance. Backlit by soft evening light, Daisy's hair glowed like coals of fire and her dress shifted in the breeze, clinging to her body. She was curvy in all the right places and Tim supposed her large breasts were due to nursing her babe. He coughed when he realized the direction of his thoughts.

Daisy placed her hands on her hips. "I got beans and cornbread ready for supper and a little preserves to sweeten the cornbread. You best come in and eat since it don't look like you're leavin'." She abruptly turned and stalked back to the house.

Tim watched the sway of her hips and shook his head again to dislodge his thoughts. The last thing he needed was entanglement with a woman. Besides, Janie Iverson, whom he'd gone to school with since the age of twelve, was the sweet gal everyone expected him to marry. They'd always had a hankerin' for each other and he'd been thinking about settling down after this trip. He surely didn't need to be gawking at another woman.

He washed up at the well and then returned to the cabin. The door was slightly ajar and when he paused to knock, Daisy said, "No need to knock. Come in and have a seat."

The scent of hot cornbread filled the cabin. "Smells wonderful."

Daisy motioned to a chair at the table and ladled beans into a bowl, topping it with cornbread. She pointed to a jar. "That's wild blackberry preserves. I made it myself last year. It was my ma's recipe and it's tasty as can be."

She dished her own bowl and sat across from him. There was an awkward silence. Tim wasn't sure if she was going to say a blessing and so he waited. She met his gaze and seemed to read his thoughts. "The Good Lord knows I'm thankful for what I have so I don't have to keep telling him. Go ahead and eat."

Tim nodded and lifted a bite of beans to his mouth, followed by a bite of cornbread. "Daisy, this is delicious. I remember your ma was a great cook. Looks like you learned well."

Pink color suffused her face and she glanced at the table. "Thank you."

Daisy's blush intrigued Tim and he secretly watched her. She had a strong nose, expressive hazel eyes, and a pretty mouth. Her hair was dark red and her complexion tanned by the sun, without freckles.

She caught him looking at her. "Is something wrong? Is my face smudged?"

Now Tim turned red knowing he'd been caught staring. "No, ma'am. I was just thinking that your coloring is unusual for a redhead."

She shrugged. "My ma's hair was orange and she had tons of freckles. I don't know what happened to me. I guess–" The baby fussed and she smiled. "I was wondering when my little sweetie was going to wake up. Excuse me while I go feed her."

Tim nodded and watched her rush from the room. Sudden anger started his blood pumping. What man would father a child and then leave the mother and his babe defenseless?
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​​​5:  Meet the Father
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Daisy cuddled June as she nursed and thought about Tim. She remembered him as being fun, but also studious and kind; nothing had changed. He had a demeanor that radiated calmness and his quick wit was obvious. As much as she hated accepting charity, she knew she desperately needed help. It was time to bridle her pride. Tim was right. If she wouldn't do it for herself, she had to do it for her child.

Shifting June to her other breast, she closed her eyes and willed her heart rate to slow down. June must have felt the rapid beat because she became restless. Breathing deeply didn't help, so Daisy just gave in to the one remembrance she had been pushing aside—the dream.

"It's ridiculous," she whispered to June. "It was just a coincidence that my mother, grandmother, great-grandmother, and so on as they claimed, all dreamed of the men they would one day marry. Ma always said it was a gift, but it seems more like an old wives' tale to me."

Lifting June over her shoulder to burp, Daisy remembered the day her pa had driven Tim and his mother to meet the stagecoach bound for St. Louis. The night before, she had dreamed of her and Timmy being grown up and standing in front of a preacher repeating wedding vows. Although she hadn't seen their faces clearly, she'd known it was them. After the preacher pronounced them husband and wife, Timmy had placed his hands on either side of her face and bent to kiss her. She'd wakened before his lips touched hers.
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