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​Prologue
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Ellensburg, Washington – 1882

Brilliant red maple leaves whirled at Leah’s booted feet as she stood atop a grassy hill searching for her best friend. After spotting him, she left the cooling shade of the giant maple tree and stepped into the bright sun.

In the near distance, the broad shoulders of her friend Michael dominated her view as he looked beyond into a creek they often visited. Leah strode toward him, admiring his proud stance and his powerful thighs as he skipped rocks across the water. Approaching closer, the whipping frenzy of his deep brown hair caught her eye as it stirred in rebellious abandonment along the expansion of his shoulders. She’d been envious of his healthy, thick hair, oftentimes comparing it to her own long and lifeless tresses. Observing him, she missed seeing the stray tree branch in her path as it cracked beneath her next step. 

Michael turned to see who was there. “Why did you follow me?” he asked with narrowed eyes. He sounded perturbed.

Leah stopped several feet away from him. Her heart skipped a beat, for she had never experienced a stern tone from him. At sixteen years of age, in her naivety, she took personally any harsh feelings shown by others. “I, I was concerned for your welfare, Michael.”

“Yeah?” The tone of his voice softened. “Well, you’re the only one.” He shifted back toward the creek to continue skipping rocks.

Leah came up beside him, offering comfort. “You’re eighteen now, Michael. You’re free to make your own choices. Free to go where you please.” 

He stopped skipping rocks and faced her. 

“Your father would help you get started,” she added even as her chest tightened. 

“I’m not ready to leave, Leah.” His hands went to his hips as he briefly stared at the ground and then met her gaze. “I’m not ready to leave you.” His eyes stayed on hers as if he were gauging her reaction.

He cares about me, enough to miss me. Tears threatened to form in her eyes. They’d known each other four years, growing up together during the awkward stages of becoming a young man and young woman. In that time, they’re neighboring ranches proved to harmonize their families, ideally combining them into one big family. Michael and Leah, being the eldest of their siblings, were also the closest. “I don’t want you to leave, Michael, but—” She couldn’t continue or she would break down and cry. Why couldn’t their last moments together be happy ones?  

Michael reached for her, making it harder to contain her emotions. When the palm of his hand gently cupped her cheek, her eyes closed and she treasured the warmth of his fingers. “Don’t cry. It won’t be forever. I don’t want to leave, but I have to. I have to help my family set up a new ranch. I’ll be back, I promise,” he emphatically expressed.

She opened her eyes to find Michael’s azure gaze, intense and burning through her like liquid heat. His gaze lingered and exposed blatant desire. Both were mesmerized as if seeing each other for the first time. “I promise,” he whispered as his head bent forward and his mouth came closer to hers.

Butterflies fluttered in her belly. This would be her first kiss by a young man. And not just any young man but her boyhood friend, who had always teased and taunted her in the past. Her best friend. Her pulse quickened when she could no longer see his mouth, but she could feel the heat of his breath upon her lips. 

The aroma of sweet maple syrup drifted beneath her nose, reminding her of the pancakes they’d had for breakfast. When his eyes closed, her mouth went dry and her body started to tremble as she closed her own eyes. Firm warm lips pressed hard against her mouth. She kissed him back as best she could. Pleasant. That’s how she would describe their kiss. Pleasant and alluring as unusual but delightful sparks rushed straight to her belly. She swayed into his body until the tip of his tongue tried to slip inside her mouth. She pulled back at the sensation. 

Michael urged her to continue. “Leah,” he breathed heavily. “Let me.”

Her eyes flared at the unfamiliar huskiness in his voice. She hesitated as puffs of his breath hovered above her mouth.

“Let me. Please,” he urged.

He wants this to happen. He wants to kiss me. Hadn’t she secretly thought about this moment? When he would notice her and want to be with her? Unlike him, she had no experience with kissing, much less anything related to it. Nevertheless, he was her champion, and if she couldn’t trust him, who else could she count on to show her about these kinds of things. She steadied her eyes on his and, without a word, gave him permission to proceed. His mouth claimed hers again and this time she opened for him. Any apprehension she’d had dissipated and she experienced comforting pleasure as his tongue swept silken strokes along her own. They kissed, searching, reaching, and finding a rhythm of their own.

“Leah,” Michael groaned as he backed away. His chest moved faster as he stared at her mouth. 

Leah touched her lips with the tips of her fingers. Why did he stop? “Michael, I liked your kiss,” she said innocently enough, grasping for his hand in an attempt to prolong their intimate moment.

Michael tightened the hold he had on her hand and pulled her behind him as he trailed along the bank of the creek.

“Where are we going?” she asked, hardly able to keep up with his longer strides. He was in a hurry and she almost lost her footing several times while he led her to their destination. 

The solid green carpet of grass ended as they descended through softened black dirt. The ground grew pliable beneath her boots, making them sink into the pebble-sized rocks in their path. Moistened earth drifted into her nostrils as she and Michael edged closer to the water. A short distance away, they rounded a corner and came to an opening in the dirt and rock with a grassy ground cover above. The same cave she had seen him go to before.

It was then that he answered her as he pointed to the opening. “In here, for privacy.” 

She followed him into the cave, ducking her head as they entered. Light was sparse and the temperature dropped a good ten degrees, but it was private enough to be alone. Not like when they went fishing or climbing, but just the two of them secluded from everyone else. The comprehension of this moment made her limbs quiver and her senses acute. He would finally fulfill her curiosity about being intimate. 

Michael swung around and guided her to sit on a sizable flat rock. He kneeled before her, taking her hands in his, and fixed his gaze on their entwined fingers. Her body shivered as he caressed her hands. He appeared to be in deep contemplation. 

She focused on his mouth, remembering their kiss. It had been a pleasant surprise, and the longer they clung to each other, the stronger that desire filled her body until she wasn’t sure she would stop at just kissing. The possibility of never seeing Michael again drove her to pursue more of his kisses. Maybe more than that. Why was he hesitating?  

He frowned as his eyes lifted to hers. They no longer expressed desire but regret. “I can’t do this,” he told her.

Leah’s breath hitched. She swallowed hard as she stared at him in disbelief. 

“This can’t happen between us,” he said. He searched her eyes and kept stroking her hands as he told her this, leaving her confused and disheartened. 

Why did he change his mind? Her naivety perhaps? An ache developed in the back of her throat. He didn't want to be with her in that way after all. Her kiss must not have been satisfactory. A knot formed in her belly and every muscle in her body went rigid with the horrifying realization that a friend is what she was and would always be to him. 

Instead of feeling honored to be his friend, she experienced a stab of pain in her heart. Wounds opened as the awful memories of the recent past emerged. There were several, heart-wrenching memories of when she had observed Michael and different neighbor girls trailing off to be alone, to this very cave. They must have pleased him in ways that she couldn’t. In ways, she didn’t know how. She bowed her head, pulled her hands out of his, and tried to rise on weakened legs.

As she attempted to sprint out of the cave, Michael stopped her with his words. “Leah, please. I don’t want us to part on bad terms,” he pleaded and grasped one of her hands, tugging on it so she wouldn’t leave. 

She didn’t want to turn around, she would fall apart.

He tugged harder and she twisted toward him.

She could barely contain the tears that threatened to expose her pain, but her dignity demanded that she remain dry eyed in front of him. In a surprisingly calm manner, she asked, “Why did you kiss me?” 

His chin rested briefly on his chest before his eyes found hers. “It shouldn’t have happened,” he said.

Her heart shattered into a thousand pieces. A crow flew overhead, cawing in the silence of the moment, breaking her concentrated and disbelieving stare. “Um,” she blinked rapidly and was at a loss for words. He’d just verified what she feared. Their kiss had been a mistake, at least for him. She tried to smile to ease the tension between them. Even after he had caused her pain, she wouldn’t upset him. She didn’t want to have bad feelings between them when he left and risk losing their friendship, since it was all she could have with him. “I, I understand.” 

His head straightened. “Do you?” 

It was agonizing, but she forced herself to smile. “Yes. It was a foolish thing to do.” Her voice fragmented at the same time she tried to pretend indifference.

“Considering the circumstances, yes, it was,” he agreed.

She only nodded, unable to speak for she remained in shock.

“You don’t hate me?” 

She shook her head in response, all the while resenting the fact that he kept her there to struggle in humiliation. 

“Good.”

A mixture of understanding and torment lay between their exchanged glances before Michael tightened his grip on her hand and led her out of the cave. They held hands in silence as they walked toward their homes. When they reached the last sloping hill, they split, taking separate paths.
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​Chapter One
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Sitka, Alaska – April 25, 1890

“Johanna, your brother is here,” Fannie Quigley called from the front doorway. “Come in and get out of the cold.” She waved Michael Keenan forward.

Michael smiled at Mrs. Quigley as he stepped inside. The warmth from the fireplace, along with the spicy aroma of cinnamon and apples, made it cozy. Mrs. Quigley liked her apple cider. She offered him a cup of it every day that he stopped by, which happened to be five days a week.

“Thank you.” Michael accepted the cider but remained standing. Mrs. Quigley was great with children, he trusted her, but if you weren’t in a hurry, she could talk your ear off. She was older, a widow, and he imagined that after a long day with only kids to talk to she probably longed for the company of an adult. Nevertheless, Johanna was fond of her and that is what mattered most. Speaking of his sister, why was she taking so long? 

“We made cookies today. She’s very proud of her creations, you know.” Mrs. Quigley gave him a smile and called out to Johanna again. “Johanna, hurry up, love.”

A co-logger had recommended Mrs. Quigley, as his own daughter was a student of hers. She taught basic schooling as well as cared for the children. Mainly, her students were the children of working fathers when mothers were absent or, in Michael’s case, a big brother needing care for his little sister. Michael tried his best to have good examples of people in Johanna’s life. He imagined that he might not be the greatest parent figure for Johanna, but then he’d only had a few years to adjust to his new role.

“I’m almost ready, Michael,” Johanna told him as she wrapped a second scarf around her neck. 

Michael finished the last of his cider, and Mrs. Quigley didn’t hesitate to collect his cup to offer him some more. “More cider, Mr. Keenan?”

“No, thank you. It was enough to warm me up.” 

Mrs. Quigley nodded and carried the cup to the kitchen. He patiently waited for Johanna to say her goodbyes to the other students, admiring her way with them. She could be frank, but she was always friendly and cordial. Michael shook his head, smiling, as he listened to her give another girl advice. 

His eyes traveled over the dark brown curls of hair that bobbed as she moved her body with enthusiasm. She was worth all the trial and error and learning of it all. All it took was to picture her face at three years old, staring at him from the porch swing of his parents’ home. He’d never forget the lost and frightened expression in her blue eyes when he’d picked her up. It reminded him of his purpose and helped him to embrace the challenges ahead. It was hard to believe that same little girl had turned seven last month.

Johanna grabbed Michael’s hand and they had started to leave when Mrs. Quigley came rushing out of the kitchen. “Here, dearest, don’t forget this,” she reminded Johanna as she handed her a cloth package.

“Oh, my surprise!” Johanna exclaimed.

“Yes, your surprise.” Mrs. Quigley chuckled.

Michael’s brow rose in response to their secretive, smiling faces. “You two are something else.” His knees bent as he lifted his sister into his arms. “The steps are slippery. I’m going to carry you.” He spoke with a soft voice as he turned toward the door.

Mrs. Quigley stopped him to verify their schedule. “That’s six instead of seven tomorrow, Mr. Keenan?”

“Yes, if that’s all right with you.” He shifted toward her before going out the door. She was spry for a woman in her fifties. She may only reach the height of just over five feet, but she stood tall and appeared intimating to the children. She had a friendly face with rosy cheeks, brown eyes that sparkled, and a perfectly rolled bun of mostly silver hair crowning the top of her head.

“That’s just fine. I’ll be sure to have some breakfast for her.”

“Thank you,” he said and stepped outside, heading for their wagon.

All bundled up and settled on the bench seat of the wagon, they were heading down the familiar muddied pathway to their cabin when Johanna asked about the time change. “Why do I have to go early tomorrow?”

“Because tomorrow I’m starting a big job and I need the extra time to be better prepared,” he explained.

“But that means I have to get up earlier,” she whined.

“Yes, that’s what it means.”

She gave him a look he had learned to ignore. “I don’t want to get up early,” she said with a pouty lip.

“You don’t have a choice.” 

“I could stay home.” 

Michael chuckled at the suggestion. “Maybe in a few years when you’re older.” 

“What if I get sick?”

Boy, she was clever. “If you’re just a little sick, then you will still go to Mrs. Quigley’s. If you’re extremely sick, I’ll stay home with you.”

“You can’t stay home, Michael, you make money to take care of us.”

“That’s right, but your welfare is more important.”

“What’s welfare?” Johanna asked.

“Welfare means your health or how you’re doing.” When he didn’t hear a response, he focused his gaze on her and saw that she was pondering.

“Michael, if you got married, could I stay home then?”

He chuckled some more. “Johanna, why are you suddenly intent on finding a way to stay home?” When she didn’t answer, he pressed her. “Johanna?” He’d gained her attention, but her eyebrows furrowed and she bit into her lower lip. “Did something happen that you want to tell me about?” 

She shook her head.

“Are you sure?” She’s not acting like herself. 

“Yes.”

“Then why do you want to stay home?”

The skin of her forehead smoothed and she let out an audible breath before she frowned. “There’s a new boy who bothers me,” she told him.

“In what way?”

“He stared at me all day and said my cookies tasted good,” she revealed. Immediately, her hand covered her mouth and a muffled “oops” came out.

“Why would that bother you?”

“It just does,” she answered in frustration and then cried out as she stared at the bundled up cloth on her lap. “Now see what you made me do.” 

“What did I make you do?” She had him confused by her behavior.

“I gave away my surprise,” she said using a defeated tone.

Michael briefly gave his attention to the tall pines on his left and tried his best not to laugh aloud because she was so serious all of a sudden.

“Here.” She dumped the bundle onto his lap. “I made you a gingerbread cookie.” She opened the cloth to show him and the cookie fell apart. “His head is broke!” 

Michael could hardly contain his laughter but he managed for her sake. He considered her precious face and consoled her, “He’ll still taste good.”

“I hope so, I worked hard on him.”

He took a piece of the cookie and put it his mouth. “Mm, not bad.” 

“Thank you.” Her lips pinched together. Then she asked him a question that caught him completely off guard. “Michael, do you stare at girls?”

He went to swallow the cookie and it caught in his throat. He coughed. “Not usually. Why?” 

“Just wondering,” she said. 

–   –   –
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Twenty minutes later they passed by the Davis cabin, which had been empty for some years. They spotted activity, and they both studied the motions of a man and a woman engaged in marking off the property line adjacent to their property. Michael slowed his horse to watch them pull on a measuring tape, straighten it tight, and carefully lay it on the ground. Next, the woman pushed a wooden stake into the ground and then took calculated steps toward the man waiting at the other end. The man stepped away from his theodolite and started to write, but he must have dropped his writing tool, because the woman immediately bent down to pick up something. As she straightened, he recognized her.

Michael did a double take as a flush of adrenaline tingled through his body. His breath caught in his throat and his heart started to pound—hard. Apparently, the man with her had recognized him too, because before he knew it, the man began walking toward him with a huge grin on his face. Without thinking about it, Michael gave the reins a firm pull to stop the wagon. The man came closer, but Michael couldn’t tear his focus away from the woman, who hadn’t moved.

“You’re staring,” Johanna informed him.

“What?” Michael asked in a distracted tone.

“At the lady,” she pointed out.

The old man’s booming voice claimed Michael’s attention.

“I don’t believe it! Michael Keenan, out here in Alaska. How are you, son?” Patrick Davis held his hand out for a shake.

Michael reached across Johanna to grasp his hand. “Mr. Davis, you’re looking well. What’s brought you to Alaska?”

“A number of things, namely getting this property of mine up to survey. If Uncle Henry had it done, I can’t find any records of it. So what brought you to Alaska?” 

“Uncle Henry,” Michael told him with a chuckle.

“Ah yes, I do remember you being fascinated about Alaska whenever I talked about it.”

“That’s right. I came here for a visit and decided to stay.”

“Is that your cabin there?” Patrick pointed to the west. “I wondered if I’d know the person who lived there.”

“Yep. Built it myself.”

“Impressive,” Patrick said and then inquired about Michael’s father. “How’s John doing?”  

“I saw him a few years ago. He has a full crew on the ranch and he’s making money. He’s become a traveling businessman, though, so he isn’t home very much.”

“And your mother?”

“She’s doing well. My aunt Emily stays with her from time to time. They do embroidery or something like that together.”

“Good, I’m glad to hear that. Say, where did you folks end up moving to anyway?”

“Mount Vernon.”

“Quite a ways from Ellensburg, but still in Washington. You heard the news we’re a state now, didn’t you?”

“Yep.” Michael knew Washington had only been a state for a little over six months now, having been granted statehood on November 11 the previous year. Before that, it was simply Washington Territory.

“What about your brother and sister? How are they?” 

The question gave Michael a start, and he hoped Johanna wouldn’t say anything, but his hopes were soon dashed.

“Good,” Johanna replied with a smile, happy to be part of the discussion.

Michael knew Patrick had meant his older siblings, since he wouldn’t know about Johanna’s background. He took control of the conversation. “Yes, good. Matthew is the foreman of my father’s ranch, and Ella is attending school.”

“What about yourself? How long have you lived here?” As soon as Patrick asked the question, Leah came up behind her father.

Michael tightened his grip on the reins, which in turn stiffened his shoulders. He hadn’t been prepared to see Leah. Not in the near future and especially not in Alaska. She’d grown into a stunning beauty though. She had shimmering chestnut waves of hair tucked beneath an angler’s cap, and her eyes, those alluring eyes that had always reminded him of the clear blue waters of the bay, fastened on him and returned his examination. When she glanced toward Johanna, his predicament worsened. He had a lot of explaining to do. He cleared his throat. “About four years.” Michael finally answered as he pulled his gaze from Leah back to her father.

“And what is this pretty young lass’s name?” Patrick asked.

Michael smiled. “This is Johanna.”

“Hello.” Johanna held out her hand for a shake like Patrick had done earlier.

Patrick chuckled and shook her small hand. “Hello, Johanna, it’s nice to meet you.”

“Who’s the pretty lady?” Johanna asked as she pointed to Leah.

Leah stepped forward and introduced herself. “Hello, Johanna, I’m Leah.”

“Hello.” Johanna immediately pulled out a gingerbread cookie. “Would you like a cookie? This one’s a girl. I made her myself.”

Leah took the cookie from the little girl and bit into it. “This is delicious. You’re quite the baker.” 

Michael cleared his throat again, interrupting the awkward moment. He needed a few minutes alone to recover from seeing Leah. He knew she would have questions about Johanna, and for that he would need to be better prepared. “How about coming to our place for refreshments?”

Patrick accepted while Leah went mute. “That would be nice. We’ll be there in about five minutes.” 

Michael nodded and then flicked the reins to get the horse moving. He was disappointed that Leah acted reserved, but what did he expect? Eight years had gone by and he never sent word to her. Her interest in him at this point was probably just a childhood memory. 

–   –   –
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As the wagon rolled away, Leah placed her hand over her stomach and pleaded with her father, “Dad, I’m not feeling well. Let’s make it another time.”

Patrick gave his daughter an honest assessment. “Leah, you’re fine, just shaken up, that’s all.” He put his arm around her shoulders. “You haven’t seen him in a long time, it’s to be expected.”

She grimaced as the muscles in her stomach tensed. “I don’t know if I can face him.”

“You can start by giving him a smile,” her father suggested.

She had been overcome with disbelief when she’d caught sight of Michael Keenan in the distance. The ability to breathe had shortly vanished as her gaze lingered on him and she couldn’t move. She couldn’t speak, much less smile. So much for never seeing him again, she had thought, as old feelings started to flood her mind. Apparently, she wasn’t over him, even as hard as she had tried to be. 

With shaky fingers, she reached up and pushed strands of her hair beneath her cap. It hadn’t gone without notice that he’d become a man; a man with a family. 

“He could have a perfectly legitimate reason for being gone so long,” Patrick commented.

“Johanna is probably part of it,” Leah mumbled. Seeing that he had a child the age equal to the length of time he’d been gone caused a painful tightness in her throat. What a fool she’d been. He hadn’t wasted any time finding a new love interest. Johanna was evidence of that.

Patrick nodded. “I’m sure she is.” He gave her a hug. “People fall into unexpected circumstances all the time.” 

Leah increased her grip while hugging her father. He should know about unexpected circumstances. Three months after Michael’s family had moved away, her mother had left. One day she’d ridden toward town and never returned. She’d abandoned her family, leaving them devastated. For several months, her father had searched for her mother, asking anyone and everyone if they’d seen her, but no one had, at least not around the neighboring towns. 

Eventually, her father had focused on raising his three children and had adjusted to the fact that he’d have to do it alone. Through all the turmoil of the past, he made sure to be patient and helpful with his children. He disciplined them when necessary but also had an innate ability to keep things calm. Just like now, when he served to calm her. 

Was she being too hard on Michael? Her father’s wise words were a reminder of how grateful she was to have a father like him in her life. With an absent mother, and siblings who had moved away to pursue their own lives, she and her father had been together exclusively for the last two years.

Patrick released her from his hold and gave her a smile. “Give him a chance. You used to be best friends.”

Leah nodded in response. That’s right, they were once considered friends. Why did she insist on thinking that there would be more between them? How could there have been? He has a family, he’s moved on. For her father she would be pleasant to her old best friend. They would only be here for a week or so. In that time, it may be possible to resolve old feelings. It certainly could help her to move on with her life.  

They picked up their equipment, placed it in the wagon, and then left for Michael’s cabin. On the short ride to the west, Leah recalled their younger days when Michael would talk about visiting Alaska. After hearing stories from her father, Michael made it his mission to come north, but she had never guessed that he would actually live here. 

Her gaze drifted to follow along the vast mountain ranges. Some lined the deep blue ocean and were snow-capped, and the contrast was mesmerizing, but to live here would be a challenge. The weather was similar to Ellensburg, but wild animals were much more prevalent, and bugs were plentiful in the middle of summer. Being on an island, you were much more isolated and only accessible by ship.

Glancing ahead, she caught a glimpse of the man who had caused her distress in their youth. Obviously, he’d managed living out here and had given the impression that he liked it. Her head tilted. He’d aged, but only naturally. His body had broadened and he was still handsome. Yes, handsome, but she wouldn’t admit that out loud. She hadn’t in the past, and she didn’t see any reason to let it be known now. This was only a visit to Alaska. They were here to update the survey of their property. 

She sighed as she gave him another sidelong glance. He wore his hair shoulder length, like in his youth, the only difference being the addition of facial hair; it was a flattering feature for a man who lived in the wilderness. She straightened and examined his form. He was a man, no longer a boy. A man she hadn’t seen nor heard from for eight long years.

“He’s got quite the setup,” her father commented.

Leah slid her gaze to the right of Michael and the little girl and saw a log cabin, possibly twice the size of their empty one, surrounded by tall spruce trees. Near the cabin was a large barn and next to that a corral. Moisture thickened the air as they made a hard left that brought them closer to the bay. A delicate mist dampened her cheeks while the smell of seawater grew stronger. She breathed in the salty mist while admiring the calm body of water. She had always been amazed by the ocean, whether the water barely had a ripple in it and was smooth as glass or had high tides and steep waves that would repeatedly come crashing down. 

Preoccupied by the smooth flowing water of Sitka Sound, she missed tightening her grip on the edge of the bench seat as the wagon swerved wide and to the right. Her lips pinched together as she barely secured a better grasp on the seat. Her father had never been graceful at operating a horse and wagon. He’d been excellent at riding horses—steering them from a wagon, not so much. They closed in on their destination, and the aroma of pine needles became greater as they blanketed the ground before them.  

After a hundred feet or so, the wagon came to a jerky stop. Leah rolled her eyes as she started to step down from the wagon. One would think that, after years of driving a wagon, her father would have mastered the art of breaking, easing into it instead of jolting the wagon to a halt. 

As she mentally chastised her father, a masculine hand appeared to help her off the wagon. It wasn’t her father’s hand, as she had expected. Slowly, her gaze traveled along a wrist cuffed in red and black plaid and then farther up along the stretch of an arm reaching to broad shoulders. As a plaid collar came into view, she saw the ends of silky dark hair lying in slight waves on the collar’s edge. The next color she saw was azure.

Michael gave her a friendly smile, but Leah’s shaken equilibrium continued to unravel as his gaze stayed on her. She fixed her eyes on his hand again and tried to appear normal as he grabbed her hand and guided her off the wagon. “Thank you,” she said quietly and made eye contact with him so she wouldn’t appear rude. Her expression must have revealed her inner thoughts, because he no longer smiled and let go of her hand as if a hot stove had burned his hand. She watched him stride away toward the cabin.  

She was sixteen all over again. Her heart raced and her knees knocked together as she stood, torn between the tingling warmth lingering from the brief grasp of his hand and disappointment in the way she reacted to him. As if sensing her dilemma, her father nudged her forward. She progressed toward the cabin, but couldn’t help thinking about Michael having a family now. It consumed her as she stared at the cabin door, waiting for a woman to come rushing out of the cabin to embrace her husband and daughter. 

“Do you like hot cocoa, Leah?” Johanna asked, falling into step with her.

Leah gasped. The little girl had come out of nowhere. “Yes! I love hot cocoa.”  

“Good!” Johanna smiled and then raced ahead to catch up to Michael. She almost tripped on the wooden porch steps as she lunged forward to tug on his shirtsleeve. “Can we make some?” 

Michael peered at the young girl. “Watch where you’re going, Johanna.” He didn’t answer her until after he opened the cabin door and guided everyone inside. 

When Leah approached the doorway, she expected a woman to appear, but none did. She gave Michael a hint of a smile to make up for earlier, but he remained neutral as she brushed by him. Overwhelmed by the abrupt scent of an earthy timbered forest, she hadn’t paid attention to how close she’d gotten to Michael, until the sleeve of her blouse rubbed against the shirttails of his Pendleton shirt. She didn’t dare look up into his eyes. He would notice her reaction to touching him. 

Johanna persisted in getting an answer. “Can we have some chocolate?” Her blue eyes were not only pretty but also hard to resist, as Michael confirmed by giving in to her.

“Yes. You know I can’t turn down hot chocolate.”

“Yippee!” Johanna exclaimed, jumping up and down before searching for the cocoa.

Leah briefly scanned the interior of the cabin and was pleased to find there was no evidence of a woman living in the quarters. No frilly curtains, no feminine-designed quilt covering the sofa, no cushions on the kitchen chairs, not even flowers on the kitchen table. That knowledge gave her unexpected relief. But then her gaze flashed to Johanna and a feeling of compassion came over her. Had her mother died? The prominent scent of fresh-cut lumber redirected her attention. And it was no wonder why, as Michael stood next to her. 

“This is a special occasion,” he said.

Did he think of her as special? Even after all this time? She tried to act casual, but when she found him staring at her, her mouth parted but no words came out. 

“Chocolate is reserved for special occasions. It’s one of her favorites, so I make an exception every now and then,” Michael explained.

Feeling a bit deflated, she understood that this was about Johanna. “When my mother would treat us to some chocolate, I would savor it for at least an hour or two. I love chocolate.”

“I remember.”

She tilted her head to the side. He would, wouldn’t he? He was there on several of the occasions when they’d had chocolate. This time she gave him a wide and friendly smile, which had a positive effect because his smile in return reached his eyes. 

He softly chuckled. “I remember you’d rather sip on chocolate than go fishing.”

Leah chuckled and straightened her head. “Oh, that’s right. You were the utmost fisherman.”

“Still am.” He grinned.

They shared an enjoyable moment until the piercing shatter of a cup got their attention.

“Oh no!” Johanna’s worried gaze settled on Michael.

“Stay where you are.” Michael told Johanna. “I don’t want you stepping on that, its sharp.” He strolled to a corner of the kitchen and grabbed the broom and a towel. Patrick was already picking up the big pieces. 

As both men cleaned up the mess, Leah focused on the interaction between Michael and Johanna. The little girl trusted him. She listened to him and didn’t argue. She’d offered to help, but Michael told her it wasn’t necessary this time. He did make a suggestion, with a stern tone to his voice, that next time she should take her time, it wasn’t a race to get the cups on the table. 

Johanna nodded in agreement and then looked at Leah. The little girl’s cheeks were dark pink, and Leah wanted to give her a hug to console her.  

Patrick must have noticed Johanna’s predicament. “It was an accident,” he said. He stood and patted the top of Johanna’s head. 

When the floor was clear, Leah stepped over to the kitchen table and sat on one of the chairs. Michael retrieved another cup and set it on the table as Johanna rushed over to get the pot of hot cocoa from the stove. 

Michael swiftly came up behind her. “I’ll get that. Go sit at the table.”

Johanna sauntered over to the table.

Leah pulled out the chair next to her. “Sit here, Johanna.” 

The little girl smiled happily and, once seated, arranged all the cups for each person as Michael began pouring. 

Leah breathed in the warm chocolaty steam rising from her cup and closed her eyes. 

“Your daughter’s not going to move from this table for at least two hours, Mr. Davis,” Michael told her father.

She opened her eyes and observed Michael’s playful grin from across the table. She started to narrow her eyes, but then relaxed her features. He spoke the truth, she couldn’t counter him. Besides, he sat there handsome as ever, reminding her of their youth when he would smile and tease her. At times, she’d had to turn away from him when she’d felt heat spreading through her cheeks, knowing they’d become red. She hadn’t wanted to give him the satisfaction of finding out how much he’d affected her. Even now, she sipped at her cocoa that was too hot to drink. “Ouch!” Leah’s fingers went to her burned mouth. Was she really willing to torture herself to save face?

“You might want to stir it some before you take a drink,” Michael suggested as he handed her a spoon. 

This time she did narrow her eyes, which only made him grin some more. “Thanks,” she said while grabbing the spoon.

Patrick chuckled. “It certainly helps.”

Leah put the spoon in her cup and started to stir. She cut her eyes toward her father, who was busy stirring his own cup of cocoa. “You don’t have to agree with him.”

“Why not? It’s the truth,” her father cheerfully stated.

Leah rolled her eyes and concentrated on the clouds of steam flowing out of her cup. For a solid moment the only sound was the simultaneous clinking of spoons.

“I think mine is cool enough to drink now,” Johanna informed Leah.

Leah steadied her gaze on Johanna before stopping the brisk stirring of her spoon. Chocolate splashed over the cup’s edge and onto the table. Heat filled her cheeks. It was too late to hide her reaction; she already had the attention of all present company. Thankfully, they spared her the embarrassment. 

Each one sipped at their cocoa, except for Leah. She waited. Mostly to make sure it was cool enough so she wouldn’t burn her mouth again. When she finally sipped some, the cocoa was still warm but not scorching. Moreover, the taste. . . was divine.
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​Chapter Two
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Leah and her father ended up staying for supper. After feeding and securing the animals for the night, Michael and Johanna prepared leftover beans and sourdough bread for their guests. Their conversation lasted for several hours beyond supper, consisting of the past happier times of their neighboring ranches in Ellensburg, Washington, and then they switched to talking about Alaska. 

“What are you doing for work, Mike?” Patrick asked.

Michael got up from his chair and stoked the burning logs in the fireplace. “I’m a lumberman,” he said over his shoulder.

“Well, there’s certainly not a lack of work for that kind of craft out here,” Patrick commented.

“No, there isn’t.” Michael placed the poker against the stone fireplace and sat in the armchair next to Johanna. “And they have us rotate positions once in a while to get more experience. I go from chopping and sawing tree trunks to log driving. At times I even help out at the sawmill.”

“You being a fisherman, I’m surprised you didn’t opt for that kind of work. I know that’s prevalent out here, too,” Patrick commented.

Soaking in this opportunity to learn about his life during the time they were apart, Leah listened intently as Michael explained about his becoming a logger.  

He shared how it came about—by meeting his good friend James Stehley at a church service one day. Being new to the community, Michael had decided that church would be a good place to start and meet people. James had informed him there were two industries of work available in Sitka: angler or lumberjack. First Michael chose the angler route. He had enjoyed fishing since he was a youngster and he was good at it. James, being a lumberman, steered Michael in the direction of working with trees. The challenge of learning a new trade appealed to Michael and being a lumberjack ended up being more practical. It allowed him to work closer to home, which benefited him in raising a child. Another advantage was that James offered to teach him everything he knew. Michael explained that it wasn’t easy work, but it paid decent and kept him in good physical shape.

Leah silently agreed with the physical-shape part. Broad shoulders and a large chest weren’t easy to ignore. She inconspicuously observed his physically fit assets, until Johanna interrupted the conversation by asking him a question. 

“You didn’t tell them about the games you play every year,” she directed at Michael.

Leah raised her eyes to his face. He made firm eye contact with her and in turn her breathing quickened.

He pulled his gaze away from hers and acknowledged Johanna. “The board games?” 

Johanna’s lips pinched together. “Not those. You know, when you race the other workers chopping wood and climbing poles.”

Michael smiled at the same time he stretched his legs and placed his booted feet on a wooden stool in front of his chair. “Ah, every May the town of Sitka puts on a lumberjack competition. So the loggers compete in wood chopping, pole climbing, log rolling, two-man sawing and axe throwing.”

Johanna, filled with excitement, bounced up and down in her chair. “Tell them who won last year!”

Michael blushed. “I won last year.”

It was the first time Leah witnessed Michael acting modest.

“Are there any prizes?” Patrick asked.

“Uh, yeah. I got a new axe, a big one.” Michael peered at the stool he rested his booted feet on and lifted his right foot. “And this here stool that one of the guys made.”

Patrick nodded while he listened. 

If she could talk her dad into staying a little longer, Leah might get to see Michael in action. “What part of May is the competition?” she asked.

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
“A dramatic and engaging story that offers a surprising plot twist.”
-Kimberlee J Benart for Readers’ Favorite






OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/scene_break.png





