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Chapter 1

 


Boston, Massachusetts

September, 1850

 


In the dining room of
her family’s mansion on Beacon Hill, Lucy Parker Schneider bowed
her head for grace. She had much to be grateful for. In fact, she
couldn’t remember a time when she’d been happier than at this very
moment. What could be more gratifying than being a new bride,
having dinner with her family on a Sunday afternoon, her handsome
husband by her side?

“Bless us, oh Lord, and these your gifts which
we are about to receive from your bounty. Through Christ our Lord,
Amen. Pass the potatoes.” From the head of the dinner table, Elihu
Parker gazed fondly at his older daughter. “You’re looking well. It
appears marriage suits you.”

Lucy cast a loving glance at Jacob, her tall,
golden-haired husband who sat beside her. “Marriage suits me well
enough, Father.”

A suppressed snicker came from across the table
where Sarah, Lucy’s younger sister, sat. The knowing glance she
sent Lucy spoke volumes. Only Sarah knew of the turmoil in Lucy’s
heart the day her easy-going, widowed father announced he planned
to marry Pernelia Robinson, iron-minded leader of the Lady’s
Benevolent Society as well as the Women’s Christian Temperance
Union. Since her mother’s death eight years before, Lucy had run
the household and done a good job of it, too. Shocked and dismayed,
Lucy couldn’t believe her beloved father would marry a woman like
Pernelia, who hid a ruthless desire to get her own way behind an
angelic smile, coupled with a barbed tongue wrapped in velvet. Lucy
had always assumed her father also saw through Pernelia’s false
facade of sweetness. Obviously, he hadn’t.

“Don’t you worry.” Pernelia batted her
eyelashes. “You’ll always have a place here. In fact, you and I
shall run the household together in perfect harmony, won’t we,
dear?”

Sick inside, Lucy managed a nod but clearly saw
her future. Pernelia and her iron hand would soon be running the
household while she, already twenty-six years old, would become
that most lowly of creatures—the worthless daughter who never found
a husband. Though only eighteen, her sister, Sarah, thought the
same.

As predicted, after Pernelia became Mrs. Elihu
Parker, she swept through the house like a little Napoleon,
crushing every obstacle in her path. Sarah soon became betrothed,
mercifully to a man she loved. In a state of quiet desperation,
Lucy wondered how she could possibly live her life under the same
roof as her overbearing stepmother. Then a miracle happened. At
Sarah’s wedding, she met recently widowed Jacob Schneider. How
handsome he was, and a rich farmer besides! She instantly fell in
love with him. He’d been courting his dowdy Cousin Winifred, but
when Lucy revived her long-unused flirting skills, he didn’t have a
chance.

Three months later, she became his bride.

So now, on this lovely September Sunday at her
father’s mansion, Lucy counted her blessings. She had escaped
Pernelia. She could hold her head high, the wife of a prosperous
farmer, stepmother to his adorable five-year-old son, and mistress
of a home of her own—a beautiful old farmhouse so close to Boston
she could visit her family whenever she pleased.

Wrapped in a warm glow of happiness, Lucy fondly
looked around the table at the two younger brothers she’d help
raise, Sarah and her new husband Daniel, her dear father, and her
stepson Noah, whom she already thought of as her own. Even
pudgy-faced Pernelia didn’t look so bad on a beautiful day like
this.

While they ate, the talk centered on the recent
news about the California gold rush. Lucy was surprised at the
fervor with which the three men at the table had taken over the
conversation.

“I’d go in a minute,” Daniel declared. “Why, I
hear there are gold nuggets lying in the streets just waiting for
you to come along and pick them up.”

Sarah sat up straight and glared at her young
husband. “Daniel Williams! How can you even think such a thing? I
would never leave Boston to traipse off to the middle of
nowhere.”

“Many are going.” Lucy’s father spoke in his
usual quiet, authoritative way. “You’d be surprised at the number
of farm sales my bank has handled. They use the money to buy oxen
and a wagon. Then off they go to the land of gold.”

“They’re fools.” Jacob Schneider’s square jaw
tensed visibly. “You’d never catch me selling everything I owned to
go on a wild goose chase for gold.”

“My view exactly,” Father replied. “Just look at
your neighbor, John Potts. He’s pulling up stakes, selling his farm
lock, stock, and barrel, and leaving for California in one of those
flimsy covered wagons, family and all. Such folly!”

Jacob nodded in somber agreement. “He doesn’t
care that the risks are huge, what with Indians, drownings,
starvation, and God knows what. From what I hear, some of them
suffer so many hardships they turn around and come back. Though I
must say, Abner thinks differently.”

Lucy felt a ripple of apprehension at Jacob’s
mention of his older brother. She slanted a worried glance at her
husband. “Just what does Abner think?”

Jacob flashed a reassuring smile. “He’s talked
some about going to California. Just talk, though. You know my
brother.”

Indeed, she did know Jacob’s brother, an
intensely religious man who, as far as she knew, had never cracked
a smile in his entire life. Unfortunately for her, he and Jacob
jointly owned their farm, so Lucy was forced to deal daily with
Abner and his shy wife, Martha, who lived on the plot of land next
to their own. “Tell me he’s not serious.”

Jacob smiled in that reassuring way he had. “Of
course Abner’s not serious. We have no intention of joining the
fools headed to California.”

No need to worry. Lucy felt relieved. Not
that she had even considered the possibility Jacob might want to
go, but she was glad to hear that he positively did not.

And yet ...

When she’d married Jacob, she had put him on a
pedestal. Soon after, she realized her perfect husband had one
little fault: he deferred to his older brother in all matters. What
if ...? Oh, no! Such a thought was ridiculous. Jacob had just
confirmed that he never wanted to go to California, so she had
absolutely nothing to worry about.

 


Two weeks later, Jacob’s neighbors, John and
Bessie Potts, were about to leave. They’d sold their farm and most
of their possessions and bought mules and a wagon. They planned to
travel to Independence, Missouri, one of the popular jumping-off
places to the West, where supplies would be bought and the wagon
train formed. In mid-April, when the mud on the roads began to
harden, they would begin the arduous trek west. Lucy hated to see
them go. Neither Jacob nor his brother cared much for John Potts,
whom they considered too loud and boisterous, and not nearly pious
enough. However, she’d made good friends with Bessie, a likeable,
down-to-earth woman, originally from the little town of Possum
Creek, Tennessee. Bessie was afraid to embark on such a dangerous
journey.

“They say it’ll take six to eight months to get
to California,” she wailed one day while visiting Lucy. “Me with
six children and expecting the seventh, and there’ll be nothing but
a covered wagon to call home.” Her small frame shuddered with
dread. “‘Twill be a miracle if we get there alive.”

Lucy asked the one question that deeply puzzled
her. “Why does your husband want to give up his farm and go west?
Is it just the gold?”

“It’s mostly the gold strike. John is crazy to
go. He thinks he’s going to get rich just picking up gold nuggets
off the ground. Also, the farm’s been losing money these past few
years. Lots of farms are losing money.”

“I had no idea.”

“Ain’t you heard? The country’s been in a major
depression. Farms all over are going broke.”

Of course she knew about the depression, but
Jacob hadn’t said a word about any of the local farmers being in
trouble, nor had Abner. Actually, Jacob didn’t tell her much of
anything. But surely he would have told her if their farm was
losing money. She searched for something optimistic to say.
“Perhaps you could think of your trip as an adventure, something to
write about and tell your grandchildren.”

Tears glistened in Bessie’s eyes. “If I ever
have any grandchildren. If we ain’t all scalped by the Indians,
drowned in a river, or bit by snakes.”

“Haven’t you told John how you feel?”

“My whole life is being ripped apart, but do you
think he would listen? I’m only his wife, after all. I must do as
he says.” Bessie’s shoulders slumped in despair. “That’s the way of
it. Our husbands rule. We wives are like oxen, waiting for a whip
to be cracked over our heads.” She gave Lucy a meaningful stare.
“If you ain’t found that out yet, you soon will.”

Lucy inwardly cringed. Bessie’s unfortunate
description of marriage certainly didn’t apply to her and Jacob.
Even so, a feeling of uneasiness crept over her. True, Jacob didn’t
beat or whip her; yet lately he’d grown more domineering. So far,
she’d been compliant with his wishes, eager to please. What if she
defied him? Why did she fear his reaction if she did? Well, there
was no use thinking about it now, and besides, Bessie’s problems
loomed large compared to her own.

Lucy searched for words of comfort but could
find nothing appropriate. What she really wanted to tell Bessie was
how appalled she was that any man would lead his family into such
danger. Saying such a thing to Bessie at this late date wouldn’t do
one bit of good.

 


The day before the Potts and three other
families were to leave for California, the entire farm community
held a farewell potluck dinner in their honor at the local church.
Everyone in the neighborhood was invited, from the prosperous
merchants and farmers to the servants and rough-and-tumble laborers
who worked in the fields.

When Lucy, Jacob, and Noah arrived, she found
Abner and Martha already there. What a gloomy pair they are.
Lucy climbed from the carriage and lifted Noah down. Abner and
Jacob were alike in some respects. Both presented imposing figures,
with their massive shoulders and impressive height. The resemblance
ended there. In contrast to Jacob’s blond hair and rather bland
features, Abner Schneider had the look of a Biblical prophet with
his long, dark beard, blazing brown eyes, and all-black attire. He
commanded instant attention, especially when he quoted
gloom-and-doom scripture from the Bible, something he did with
annoying frequency. His wife, a timid little mouse who agreed with
everything her husband said, lived in his shadow. She kept herself
as unobtrusive as possible in plain black dresses, her dark,
lifeless hair pulled into an untidy bun. Her skin was sallow, and
her big eyes always held a hint of fear. Lucy felt nothing but pity
for her, especially when she saw Abner treated her more like a
servant than a wife. Even worse, Lucy had twice detected a
discoloration around Martha’s eye. She never asked what caused
it—surely Martha would lie—but she wondered what other marks and
bruises might be hidden beneath the high necklines and long sleeves
of Martha’s dowdy gowns.

“Mother, may I go play?” Noah asked.

“Of course you can. Run along.” The first time
she met the friendly little boy with the bright gray eyes and blond
curls, he instantly stole her heart. Now he called her “Mother,”
which pleased her to no end.

As Noah ran off, Martha looked after him. “Such
a dear little boy, and so very bright, too.”

“Indeed he is.” Lucy heard the longing in
Martha’s voice and felt her usual surge of sympathy for the
childless woman. Countless times Lucy had heard Abner lament the
lack of a son, implying Martha was to blame. Apparently Martha
thought so, too. That she remained childless after nearly ten years
of marriage must be a constant heartache.

Abner greeted his brother, throwing the barest
of nods toward Lucy. He pointed to a group of men standing in the
churchyard, engaged in lively conversation with a beardless man in
fringed buckskins and a soft, broad-brimmed hat, his face bronzed
by wind and sun. “I see Clint Palance is here.”

Lucy hadn’t heard the name. “Who is Clint
Palance?”

“His name is well-known in the West.” Abner
spoke with admiration. “He’s been a trapper, trader, and Indian
scout. I hear he fought the Cayuse in Oregon in forty-eight. Now he
and a fellow named Charlie Dawes are partners. They own a trading
company. Lately they’ve been guiding wagon trains to California.
Safely, I might add.”

“So, what’s he doing here?”

“Business in Boston, something to do with his
trading company. Now, from what I hear, he and Charlie Dawes will
lead the Potts’ wagon train to California. Come, let’s hear what he
has to say.” He started forward, Martha at his side; then he
stopped to address her: “Go in and help with the food.”

“Yes, Abner.”

Watching her sister-in-law meekly walk away made
Lucy’s temper flare. How dare Abner treat his wife that way! Lucy
had never heard her make more than the most inoffensive of remarks
and certainly had never once heard her stand up to her husband.

Abner turned to her. “Why don’t you go in with
Martha? This is men’s talk, not suitable for women.”

Lucy smiled back at him. “Perhaps not, but I’ll
be the judge of that. I’d like to hear what this Indian scout has
to say.” Good try, Abner. Her brother-in-law’s constant
attempts to domineer were highly annoying, but so far she’d managed
to conceal her disgust, not only with him but with her husband, who
stood by in spineless silence and let his brother make the
decisions.

Lucy drew closer to hear what Clint Palance had
to say. Something about him immediately captured her attention.
Perhaps it was the knife with the very long blade dangling in a
buckskin sheath from his belt. Or perhaps it was the lean, sinewy,
slightly dangerous look about him. He wasn’t especially tall, yet
somehow he gave the impression of power as he stood, stance casual,
yet with an air of complete self-confidence. He wore his black hair
long and very straight, almost touching his broad shoulders.
Drawing even closer, she saw his eyes were a deep shade of brown,
wide-set, shrewd, and assessing. She also saw a scar, jagged and
ugly, at least five inches in length, that ran from the middle of
his left cheek to the bottom of his firm chin.

What an intriguing man. Suddenly his gaze
shifted. He seemed to be staring directly at her, and in a cool,
impertinent way. Her first panicked thought was he knew exactly
what she was thinking! Her good sense quickly returned. She told
herself to stop being foolish. Of course, he couldn’t read her
thoughts. Even so, she felt strangely compelled to show him she
wasn’t available. Fully gazing at the trapper, she stepped closer
to her husband and made a show of tucking her arm through his.
Almost immediately Clint Palance looked away, but not before she
thought she spied the beginning of a smile tip the corners of his
mouth.

Several men, including Abner, crowded around
Palance, eagerly asking questions. To her surprise, Jacob left her
side to join them. She drew closer, too, and heard one of the men
ask, “So tell us, Mister Palance, which is the easiest trail to
California?”

“There is no easiest.”

The trapper’s reply brought a clamor of
questions.

“What’s the safest way to go?”

“What’s the best month to leave?”

“Will there be any gold left when we get to
California?”

“Gentlemen!” Clint Palance raised a hand, and
the voices stilled. “There is no easiest and there is no safest.
April’s the best time to go, soon as winter’s gone. As for the gold
you’re seeking ...”

The crowd pressed closer. A large, unkempt man
with a straggly red beard asked, “Ain’t there plenty of gold for
everybody?”

Palance firmly shook his head. “Not with
thousands already at the gold fields and thousands more on the
way.”

The man stepped forward. “That’s not the way I
heard it! I heard there’s gold all over the ground, just a’lyin’
there waiting for a man to come pick it up.”

“That may have been true at the beginning, but
not anymore.”

“That’s bull!”

“That’s the truth.” Palance’s voice was so soft
he might have been discussing the price of wheat.

The large man sneered. “You’re a liar! Everyone
knows they’re paving the streets with gold in California. What’s
your angle? You aiming for us to stay home so you can keep it all
for yourself?”

The crowd instantly stilled. Bessie, frowning
with concern, moved next to Lucy. “There’s going to be trouble,”
she whispered. “Just look at the size of that knife dangling from
Mister Palance’s belt.”

“I see it.”

“He would use it, too. I just know he
would.”

The crowd seemed to hold its collective breath,
all eyes, including Lucy’s, fastened on Palance, waiting for his
response.

The trapper stood with an easy smile, hands by
his sides, making no threatening moves toward the knife. He
regarded the hostile man much as he would a bug, deciding whether
or not to squash it. “I’ll wager a horn of Monongahela whiskey you
won’t find gold on the ground in California.” His smile widened.
“Now you have a choice. You can accept my bet or you can choose to
call me a liar again. Which will it be, sir?”

In the taut silence that followed, Lucy watched
as the red-bearded man twice opened his mouth to speak then thought
better of it. No wonder. Clint Palance had retained his quiet,
conversational voice; his smile seemed genuine, yet the ominous set
of his chin and the hard glint deep in his eyes suggested only a
fool would tangle with him.

Apparently, Red Beard thought the same. With a
face-saving shrug, as if he weren’t the least concerned, he backed
a step away. “I don’t want no trouble.” He spun around. Amidst an
audible murmur of relief from the crowd, he walked away.

Bessie’s gaze followed him. “Mercy me, did you
see that? I think Mister Palance is a little ... a little ...”

“Frightening?” Lucy said.

Bessie nodded emphatically. “Yes, that’s exactly
right, a little frightening, and certainly not a man I would invite
into my parlor.” She paused for a thoughtful moment. “On the other
hand, there’s something about him … you must admit he’s devilish
handsome.” Bessie gazed at Clint Palance with admiring eyes. “Don’t
you think so?”

“He’s all right.” Lucy wasn’t sure why she
concealed her true feelings when actually she found him most
intriguing, as well as handsome. “How do you suppose he got that
scar on his cheek?”

“They say ’t’was a grizzly bear. Imagine!”

No, she couldn’t imagine. All she knew was that
in her entire sheltered, tranquil life, she’d never witnessed such
a scene. She felt greatly relieved it had ended peaceably. As the
questions resumed, she wanted nothing more than to get away from
this disturbing man in buckskins. She moved in close, to where
Jacob stood, and tugged on his sleeve. “Let’s go inside.”

Abner, who stood next to him, shook his head. “I
think we should hear this.”

“So do I,” Jacob replied.

Lucy concealed her chagrin. Why, again, did her
husband show this sudden interest in California? Something
cautioned her not to ask; then she silently laughed at her
foolishness. Jacob was a prosperous farmer, thoroughly content with
his life. Never in a million years would he uproot them to join the
foolhardy stampede to the West.

 


 



Chapter 2

 


The potluck was over,
thank God. Outside the church, Clint Palance stood alone and
impatient in the weak, early spring sunshine. He was staying at the
Potts farm and was anxious to return. He had much to do before the
wagons bearing the Potts family and their possessions left for
Independence, along with the three other families who had joined
the trek west. They would pick up others along the way.

As he waited, a slender woman with thick
brownish-red hair piled atop her head burst through the church door
and started down the steps. Ah, Mrs. Schneider. When he first laid
eyes on her, only hours ago in the churchyard, he felt a tug of
excitement. Now here it came again. Funny. These days, rare was the
woman who stirred his interest. During his years as a trapper, when
he spent months in his isolated mountain cabin, he set his mind not
to think about women. Had himself convinced he didn’t need a woman
in his life and never would. Now, back in civilization, he hadn’t
changed. Sure, from time to time he dallied with the occasional
woman, but not the kind you married. Never would he be the kind of
man who married, had a passel of kids, and settled into a life of
boredom and, as far as he was concerned, entrapment. Still ...

Something about Mrs. Jacob Schneider caught his
eye. Among the farm women here today, she stood out like a rose
among thorns. Slender figure ... bright blue, wide-set eyes ...
full red lips ... small, straight nose with its perky tilt. He
could hardly keep his eyes off her.

A while ago he’d been amused when she clutched
her husband’s arm, sending out that silly “I’m not available”
signal. Like he couldn’t have figured that out. Too bad she was
married. Wait. Why should he care? Leading the Potts’ party safely
to California was all he cared about. He wouldn’t allow any female,
married or single, to clutter up his mind.

She reached the bottom of the steps. “Mister
Palance.” She gave a polite nod. Nose in the air, she was about to
sail right by.

Oh, no, she wouldn’t. “Mrs. Jacob Schneider!”
His voice rang out extra loud.

She stopped and turned her head. “You know my
name?”

“I made it my business to know your name.”

“Oh.”

Good. He could tell she was caught off guard and
stuck for an answer. “I’ve been talking to your husband.” She
turned to face him—one hell of a beautiful woman.

“You talked to Jacob?” She raised an eyebrow. “I
do hope you weren’t trying to persuade him to join John Potts and
head for California.”

“Why is that?”

“Because ...”

He could easily see her struggle to remain
polite and keep her mouth shut, but temptation triumphed.

“I think it’s insane. All these people leaving
the only life they’ve ever known to take off on a wild goose chase
for gold.”

“It’s not entirely the gold. Many plan to settle
the land, make new lives for themselves.”

“New lives?” Her large blue eyes snapped with
displeasure. “How can they leave family and friends behind? Go all
that way, in all that danger, and for what? What will they find in
the West they don’t already have right here?”

Clint shrugged. “It’s not for everyone.”

“It most assuredly is not, sir. Mister Schneider
and I are quite content where we are. In fact, I doubt I shall ever
set foot outside of Suffolk County.”

He cut off the sharp words that sprung to his
lips. Long ago he’d learned there were times it was best to keep
his mouth shut.

She tipped her head. “Are you originally from
the East?”

“Kentucky.”

“A beautiful state, I hear. If you don’t mind my
asking, why do you make that fearsome journey west time after time?
Why can’t you stay in Kentucky where it’s civilized?”

He could hardly keep from laughing at this prim
young matron with her narrow, wrong-headed view of life. Maybe she
came from a wealthy background, but he sure hadn’t. He’d had a
hellish childhood back in Kentucky, all because of a father who
thought he needed a beating every day.

“Why don’t I stay in your beautiful civilized
East?” He repeated the question to gain time while his mind raced
west in a lightning journey, soaring over the open plains with
their astonishing sightings of tens of thousands of galloping
buffalo; over pristine lakes, streams, and forests never seen or
touched by a white man; over the mighty snowcapped peaks of the
great mountain ranges, to the edge of the continent where he’d
stood and watched in fascination the giant waves of the Pacific
crash against the rocky shore.

How could he describe the beauty of a land she’d
never seen?

There was no way to describe it, no way she
would understand unless she saw for herself.

He shrugged matter-of-factly. “I go west to
catch the sunset.”

“I don’t understand.”

“That’s the best explanation I can give you.
West to catch the sunset. If you’re wondering, I have yet to catch
it. I probably never will.”

* * *

He was smiling at her. For the next few moments,
Lucy found herself speechless, gazing like an idiot into Clint
Palance’s deep brown eyes. His answer had caught her unprepared.
She hadn’t thought a man who wore buckskins, carried a huge knife,
bore the mark of a grizzly upon his cheek, and doubtless had no
idea of sophisticated culture, could possibly say something so
imaginative. Still, even if he had, he was not of her world and
never would be. “Well, Mister Palance, it seems you know your goal
in life.”

“Seems I do.”

“I know mine, and that’s to stay right where I
am and not go traipsing across the country after a foolish
dream.”

“Well said, Mrs. Schneider. I wouldn’t dream of
attempting to change your mind.” With a smile and slight bow he
touched the brim of his hat and backed away. “Good day.”

Disturbed by their conversation, Lucy watched
Clint Palance walk away. She wasn’t sure why she was disturbed,
except she found him unlike any man she’d ever known. At least he
spoke well and knew his manners—which was unexpected—yet she sensed
the raw, ruthless power that lurked directly underneath all that
politeness. The man with the red beard had sensed it, too, and
skulked away, tail between his legs.

Jacob appeared. “You ready?”

Oh, yes, she was ready and very much wanted to
get back to her home, garden, and lovely quiet life.

 


On the buggy ride home, Lucy felt a gush of
affection for her husband. She snuggled close, tucking her arm
beneath his. “We have much to be thankful for.”

Jacob held the reins in his hand. “Indeed.” He
gave a solemn nod, his eyes focused on the road.

She had not expected more. In the months since
they had married, she had gradually come to realize that the
attentive man who’d won her hand no longer existed. She hadn’t
expected Jacob would remain an ardent suitor, yet she hadn’t
dreamed he’d grow more taciturn, a man with little humor. Perish
the thought, but more like his brother every day. Even so, as the
months went by, she made every effort to look at his good qualities
and forget the bad.

Although ...

Now and then she remembered what Sarah had said
shortly after her marriage. “You’ll love married life. I cannot
describe what Daniel does to me. It’s just so wonderful.” A blush
crept over Sarah’s cheeks. “You might say I get carried away on the
wings of love, if you know what I mean.”

No, she did not know what Sarah meant. Because
of her sister’s glowing words, Lucy had assumed her wedding night
would open the door to a lifetime of blissful nights where she,
too, would be carried away on the wings of love. Ha! Such was not
the case. Sarah had rhapsodized about “those joyous hours of
passion,” but Lucy found that about one not-so-joyous minute
practically every night would be more like it. After that, Jacob
would quickly roll over and go to sleep, leaving her wondering what
on earth Sarah was talking about.

Still, she loved Jacob. After all, she couldn’t
ask for a better provider. Not only that, his honesty and integrity
gave him great stature in the community. At gatherings, she always
experienced a swell of pride when she stood by her handsome
husband’s side, sharing the looks of admiration and respect cast
his way. Then, too, there was little Noah. She was grateful to
Jacob every day that he trusted her to be the mother to his
adorable little boy.

Of course, Jacob could be more generous. He’d
been the soul of generosity at first but lately had pinched every
penny. All things considered, she was happy with her life and
grateful to Jacob for making it so.

“I feel so sorry for Bessie,” she remarked as
the buggy rolled along.

He slanted a glance. “Why?”

How could he possibly not know? “Bessie doesn’t
want to go to California.”

A frown crossed Jacob’s face. “Why not?”

“How would you feel if you had a perfectly fine
home and six children to raise, nearly seven, and all of a sudden
you’re forced to live in a tiny wagon for months and months with
all sorts of dangers? And end up, if you ever get there, thousands
of miles away from home?”

“It’s her husband’s wish.” Jacob cracked the
whip sharply, as if to convey a message that the subject should be
at an end.

She wouldn’t let it end, not yet. “Would you do
that to me?”

“Do what?” He stared straight ahead in that
maddeningly detached way of his.

“Sell the farm and move west.”

He turned his head and looked down his nose at
her. “We have a good life right here. You know what Abner says.”
With a snap of the reins, he recited in the ponderous voice she was
now so familiar with, “Psalm twenty-three, Verse five: ‘My cup
runneth over.’ ”

Despite her growing annoyance at Jacob’s
increasingly excessive recitation of the scriptures, she felt
better. She hadn’t realized it, but Jacob’s obvious interest in
Clint Palance had caused her unconsciously to worry. Now she felt
at ease. My cup runneth over. Yes, she should remember that
and remind herself every day what a fine, satisfying life she led
as the wife of Jacob Schneider.

 


Days later, Lucy began to suspect she was
harboring a wonderful secret. She waited, not saying a word to
Jacob or anyone. Two weeks went by, weeks she spent in a state of
ecstatic expectation, each day fearing she would find the tell-tale
sign that would prove her wrong. It never appeared, and when one
day she noticed how her breasts were swollen, and how she felt
nauseous in the morning when she arose, she knew for certain a baby
was on the way.

Boy or girl? Which room would be the nursery?
Her mind churned with questions and plans. When should she give
Jacob the exciting news? She could hardly wait. Joyously, she
pictured how happy he’d be, how delighted that he might soon have
another son.

That night she put Noah to bed early and waited
until she and Jacob sat down for supper. She planned on waiting
until the end of the meal, but as soon as she sat down, she could
contain herself no longer. “Jacob, I have news.” Heart pounding,
she fixed her gaze across the table and awaited his answer.

With maddening slowness, Jacob placed a large
scoop of mashed potatoes on his plate, then covered it with gravy.
“What’s your news?”

“I am with child!” She couldn’t prevent the way
her words bubbled or the happy smile that wreathed her face. As it
was, she wanted to run around the table and hug him tight but knew
him well enough to know he wouldn’t approve.

“Are you sure?” His expression hadn’t
changed.

“Very sure.”

“Hmm.” He took a sip of water. He dipped his
fork into the mashed potatoes and took another bite.

What was wrong? Why wasn’t he beside himself
with delight? As she waited, she thought her heart would pound its
way right out of her chest. “Jacob, answer me. What’s wrong? Don’t
you think it’s wonderful?”

Jacob finally laid down his fork. “I suppose now
is as good a time as any to tell you.”

“Tell me what?” Concern flickered through her.
Whatever was coming, it wouldn’t be good.

“Abner and I have sold the farm. We’re going
with the Potts’ wagon train to California.”

 


 



Chapter 3

 


As the full meaning of
Jacob’s words sunk in, Lucy gasped and gripped the edge of the
table. “What did you say?”

“You heard me.”

“You lied to me!”

His voice was cold and exact. “Don’t you dare
call me a liar. Negotiations to sell the farm took time. I wasn’t
going to have you nagging at me. It was best you didn’t know.”

“You have actually sold the farm?” she asked in
a suffocated whisper. Perhaps she hadn’t heard right.

“It’s gone.”

“I cannot believe this.”

Jacob shrugged. “Abner and I made a joint
decision. We have three weeks to move. Actually—” Jacob settled
back comfortably in his chair, looking as if he were discussing the
weather, “we plan on leaving sooner. As you know, the Potts’ party
is undoubtedly well on their way to Independence by now. When they
arrive, they must wait for the end of the inclement weather. That
gives us time to catch up. Although we have no time to lose if we
want to reach them before they leave for California.”

The truth dawned. “This is Abner’s doing, isn’t
it? He was the one who wanted to go, not you.”

“I said it was a joint decision.”

“No, it wasn’t. You always do what your brother
wants. You never stand up for yourself.”

Jacob’s face grew white with anger. “Shut your
mouth. I’ve heard enough.”

Shock yielded to fury. “Why is it I had no say
in the matter?”

He looked surprised. “I am your husband. I make
the decisions, not you.”

“The baby!” She knew she was screeching, but she
didn’t care. “How can I live in a wagon these next few months? Out
in the open, never having a roof over my head? Well, I can’t do it.
It’s impossible; the last thing in the world I ever would have
wanted.”

Jacob nodded, maddeningly calm. “I admit, the
timing is unfortunate. Even if I had known, I wouldn’t have changed
my plans. I know it won’t be easy. In talking to Mister Palance, I
gather women must take on a huge burden on these treks west.
However, I won’t be hiring extra help and will expect you to do
your share, baby or no.”

She felt herself shaking with anger, so
distraught she could hardly speak. “I won’t go.”

“You are my wife. You will go.”

“You’ll have to drag me.”

He returned an expression of pained tolerance.
“Perhaps you’d best reconsider. You can’t stay here. The farm is
sold. You’d be without support of any kind, that is,” his mouth
spread into a thin-lipped smile, “unless you return to your father
and your beloved Pernelia. I know how happy you’d be, living under
her roof again.”

How did he know? She had never revealed her
desperation to escape the clutches of her stepmother. Jacob wasn’t
stupid. Somehow he must have guessed.

“How long have you and Abner been planning
this?”

“Haven’t you noticed the price of apples these
days?”

“You mean the farm’s been losing money?”

“Three years in a row.”

The awful truth dawned on her. “You planned this
before we were even married and never said a word?”

“The Lord spoke to Abner. He told him we must
go.” Jacob cast a pious glance upward toward heaven. “Jeremiah
forty-two, Verse six: ‘Whether it be good, or whether it be evil,
we will obey the voice of the Lord.’ ”

“Well, the Lord never said a word to me!”

Jacob rose from the table. “I suggest you go to
Boston tomorrow. See what your father has to say about a wife who
refuses to obey her husband. Meanwhile, you might want to look up
Genesis three, Verse sixteen, ‘Thy desire shall be to thy husband,
and he shall rule over thee.’ ”

Lucy sprang up from the table, thrusting her
chair back so hard it toppled over. “If you quote one more
scripture to me, I shall ... I shall ...”

“You shall what?”

Words failed her. “Never mind. I shall go see
Father tomorrow.” Even as she spoke, she heartily regretted she
couldn’t fire back with a more adequate response, something
stunningly cutting to bring him down. In the shock of the moment,
she could think of nothing else to say. Without another word, she
fled the room.

 


The next day Lucy sat across from her beloved
father in the old, familiar parlor on Beacon Street. She would
never see him again if she went to California, or her sister or two
younger brothers. “He never even warned me.” Her voice choked.
“Never said a word.”

Elihu Parker leaned back in his chair, looking
old, tired, and very concerned. “Of course, you can move back with
us. The door is always open.” He regarded her with gentle
understanding. “Daughter, do you really want to end your
marriage?”

“He lied to me.”

“He had his reasons, did he not? Mind you, I’m
not making excuses for the man. In fact, right from the start I ...
but no matter. No man is perfect.”

“You don’t like him. You never did.” She stated
it as a fact, not an accusation.

“Jacob is a fine man in many respects. What I
don’t like is he’s too much under his brother’s thumb. That in
itself wouldn’t be so bad if Abner Schneider were a man I admired,
but the problem is, I find him to be far too rigid and
self-righteous.” Father offered a small, sly smile. “I confess,
there are times when I hear him spouting one of his endless quotes
from the scriptures, I would like to take my own Bible and whack
him over the head with it.”

Despite her despair, Lucy managed a laugh, but
her despondence quickly returned. “What shall I do? I cannot go to
California. The very thought—”

“Jacob is your husband.” Her father sat up
straight. His voice grew hard. “You took a vow to obey him, did you
not?”

“Yes, but—”

“You are now with child?”

“Yes.”

“You now want to deny that child its father?”
Her father’s voice softened. “The final decision is yours, but
think carefully. Do you really want to destroy your marriage? Do
you really want to move back home? You’re a strong woman. Time and
again I’ve seen you accept your responsibilities without complaint.
Why can’t you do so now?”

Her own father! What had she been thinking? His
question made her realize she had no defenses, no defenders.
Everyone would say the same thing. Even her own sister, who
understood her better anyone else in the world, would tell her
she’d be a fool to come crawling home, reputation ruined,
subjecting herself once again to the oppressing rule of Pernelia.
I would be a pariah, living in disgrace for the rest of my life,
the fallen woman who did the unthinkable and left her
husband.

At that moment, Lucy realized further complaints
were useless. Whether she liked it or not, her life was not her
own. Her future lay in the hands of her husband. No matter what her
pain and sorrow, she might as well make the best of it. Honor alone
would prevent her from acting the coward, leaving her husband.

Tears filled her eyes, not so much from sorrow
but from pure anger and frustration. “I might as well try to fight
the wind. I have no choice, do I?”

“No, my dear, you don’t.”

“All right, I’ve decided.” Her voice was
bitter-filled. “I shall go to California with my husband, but I
don’t have to like it.”

Elihu Parker gave her an encouraging smile.
“Like it or not, you’re smart and have got plenty of spunk. You’re
going to do fine.”

“If you say so.” Lucy knew she’d need a lot more
than spunk to get her through the months ahead.

 


When Lucy returned to the farm, she announced
her decision to Jacob.

If he was pleased, he showed no sign other than
a brief grunt. “We leave in two weeks. You must decide which items
you wish to bring, but mind you, we’re taking only three wagons, so
space is limited.”

During the next few days, Lucy learned to her
sorrow how right Jacob was. Going through her possessions, time and
again she discovered items she could not possibly do without, only
to learn she must leave them behind.

Her precious books? “There will be little time
for reading,” scoffed Jacob.

Her sketch book and paints? “No room.”

Her lovely clothes? When Jacob discovered she’d
packed her blue satin ball gown, he held it up with scorn. “Do you
plan on being the height of fashion for the Indians? I assure you,
they won’t care how you look.”

Indians. The very thought struck fear
into her heart, as did nearly everything else concerning this
insane journey to California.

 


The night before they left, Lucy lay in bed,
Jacob snoring by her side, and vowed from this day forward her
husband wouldn’t hear one more word of protest or complaint. She
would take good care of him and Noah. She would perform whatever
duties were required and remain resolute and strong, no matter what
hardships befell her.

As for Jacob, she still loved him and would
always feel pride in being the wife of a man who was a natural-born
leader, admired by all—at least all who didn’t know how he toadied
to his brother. With a sad heart, she realized she had lost the
unquestioning trust she’d once had in her husband. It vanished
forever the day she discovered he’d lied. Vanished along with her
dream of raising her child in the security and warmth of this
sturdy Massachusetts farmhouse that she’d already grown to
love.

She would manage, and most important ... Lucy’s
hand rested lovingly over the spot where the tiny spark of life lay
within her. “I vow,” she whispered into the darkness, “no matter
where we are, no matter what happens, I’ll do everything in my
power to keep you safe.”

 


 



Chapter 4

 


Independence, Missouri

April, 1851

 


“We’re here!”

In the lead wagon, seated between Noah and her
husband, Lucy put her arm around her stepson’s shoulders and
pointed toward the town square ahead. “It’s the jumping-off point,
son. Civilization ends right here.”

Despite her deep reluctance and painful goodbyes
to friends and family, Lucy felt a swell of excitement as the
caravan of twenty wagons rolled into town. Independence bustled
with energy. Even from a distance, she could see throngs of people
buying and selling on street corners, crowding in and out of the
town’s many stores and saloons. Never had she seen such a variety
of mankind swarming the sidewalks. Blanketed, painted
Indians—Mexicans in bells and slashed pantaloons—mountain men in
buckskins—river men and roustabouts—negro stevedores—soldiers from
what she later learned was Fort Leavenworth. Covered wagons, parked
at all angles, lined the town’s central square.

Thus far, the journey from home had not been
easy. The rocking motion of the wagon greatly added to the misery
of her early-pregnancy nausea. She yearned to lie down and nap
during the day, but her newfound duties prevented any such luxury.
She was now the cook, not only for herself, Jacob, and Noah, but
also for the two young men Jacob hired to help drive the wagons and
herd their sixty head of cattle.

At the beginning, when Jacob informed her she
must do the cooking, she said, “I have never cooked! I’ve never
even boiled an egg, yet you expect me to cook all the meals for us
and the hired hands? Impossible!”

As usual, Jacob remained stone-faced. “I’m not
made of money. You will do the cooking.”

She was flabbergasted. “Then how is it you’ve
hired two hands to help you with the wagons and the cattle?
Surely—”

“The subject is closed.” Jacob clamped his jaw,
a sure sign he wouldn’t tolerate further argument. She said nothing
more but still harbored resentment over his miserly ways,
especially when she knew he’d hidden a bag of five dollar gold
pieces at the bottom of the flour barrel, far more than enough to
pay the paltry wage for a cook.

At least they found plenty of farmhouses along
the way to Independence where they were able to buy eggs, milk, and
chicken—all the fresh food they needed. That was the easy part. The
hard part for Lucy was learning how to cook over an open fire,
sometimes with a strong wind blowing, sometimes in the rain. With
the help of other women in the party, she managed, and true to her
vow, she never once complained. Only when she was alone did she
permit herself to remember the heart-wrenching scene when she said
her final goodbyes to her father, sister, and two little brothers,
knowing the chances were slim she’d ever see them again.

She had pretty much forgiven Jacob his
deception. Holding a grudge was not in her nature, especially since
it wouldn’t do her any good. Even so, she found Jacob’s
subservience to his brother absolutely galling, now even more
noticeable because of their day-and-night proximity on the trail.
“Please, must we go to Abner’s prayer meeting tonight?” she asked
of Jacob one evening after a particularly grueling day.

“My brother expects us.”

“I’m so awfully tired, and besides, I cannot see
the point in going to a prayer meeting every single night. Am I a
sinner if I miss one now and then?”

Jacob’s instant scowl told her he’d seen no
humor in her question. She might’ve known he’d side with his
brother. So, of course, they attended each of Abner’s nightly
prayer meetings. He was not an ordained minister, but he sounded
like one. Often she nearly fell asleep to the sound of her unctuous
brother-in-law’s fire and brimstone warnings that she could easily
be heading straight to hell.

“Keep a sharp eye out for the Potts’ wagon,”
Jacob told her. They entered Independence’s town square. Jacob sat
tall and straight, with a strong grip on the reins, showing no sign
of emotion. In fact, he seemed to grow more serious by the day.
Even their arrival at the jumping-off point couldn’t raise a smile
or even the slightest sign of excitement. “Watch for Clint Palance
and his partner, too. We must make arrangements for joining their
wagon train.”

Clint Palance. His name had crossed her
mind more than once as their small caravan headed west. She dreaded
the moment she would encounter the trapper again. She could just
picture how his lips would quirk mockingly when he expressed his
surprise.

She could even imagine his words: “Are my eyes
deceiving me? Is this the same Mrs. Jacob Schneider who declared
she’d never set foot outside of Suffolk County?”

She told herself Clint Palance’s opinion didn’t
matter a whit, and from that moment forward, she wouldn’t give him
one more thought. Her advice to herself never worked. No matter how
hard she tried, she couldn’t stop thinking about him. Worse,
despite the embarrassment she’d surely feel when she saw him again,
she was acutely aware of certain wicked, unacceptable thoughts that
lurked somewhere deep in her consciousness. She must get rid
of them. They were thoughts no decent, respectably married woman
would ever entertain.

 


“As I live and breathe, Lucy!” cried a very
pregnant Bessie Potts. “Oh, my stars!” Awkwardly, she climbed down
from her seat on the Potts’ wagon and threw her arms around her
friend. “I can’t believe it! What are you doing here?”

“Abner and Jacob sold the farm,” Lucy replied
when they broke apart. “Jacob decided to go west. We plan on
joining your wagon train.”

“What about Abner?”

“He’s here, too.”

“Oh dear.” Bessie bit her lip. “Sorry, I know
he’s your brother-in-law, but I hate the way he presumes to speak
for God. I declare, half the time he acts like Moses descending
from Mount Sinai, stone tablets in hand.”

Lucy burst into laughter at Bessie’s
description. “I’m afraid you’re right.”

Bessie asked, “Did Martha come?”

“Yes.”

“Well, of course, she did.” They exchanged a
knowing glance but said nothing. Poor Martha, what could they
say?

Bessie and Lucy spent the next few minutes in a
delightful catching up session. “It really wasn’t so bad,” Lucy
referred to their journey from Suffolk County to Independence. No
sense recounting all the misery. “Jacob is so well organized and
efficient, he planned everything down to the last detail. Beside
the cattle, we have three wagons, six oxen, two horses, and six
pack mules—enough for all the household goods we brought. He hired
two young men to help drive the wagons and herd the cattle.”

“A cook?” Bessie asked.

“We left the cook behind.” Lucy put on a
cheerful face. “I do the cooking. In fact, I’ve become quite the
expert at tossing slapjacks.”

A shadow crossed Bessie’s face. “Did you know my
John hasn’t been well? He came down with typhoid. We nearly lost
him. As it is, he’s not the same.”

“He’s getting better?”

“He’s still so weak ... Oh, here’s Hannah.” A
tall, gawky woman strode toward them. Plainly dressed, she wore her
thin, brown hair pulled straight back into an untidy bun. “Lucy
Schneider, meet my sister, Hannah Richards.”

Hannah stuck her hand out. Her work-worn face
lit into a beautiful smile. “I’m mighty pleased to meet you, Mrs.
Schneider.”

“Call me Lucy.” Right away she knew they’d be
friends.

Bessie continued, “By the way, all the women in
the wagon train are invited for high tea this afternoon. Me and
Hannah will be there. Want to come along?”

Lucy could think of no more unlikely place for a
high tea than crude, rough-and-tumble Independence, where most of
the population undoubtedly had never heard of such a thing as a
high tea. She glanced around the square. “Is there a tea room
somewhere?”

Hannah burst into hearty laughter. “Come back at
four o’clock and bring your own cup. Her majesty figures her fine
china is too good for the likes of us.”

“Her majesty?”

Bessie explained. “That would be Mrs. Nathaniel
Beauregard Benton, who’s stuck-up, puts on airs, and figures she’s
God’s gift to society. You should hear her.” She assumed a snooty
southern accent. “At all costs, we must remain refined and
civilized, my dear, even if we are living in a wagon.”

Lucy smiled as Bessie and her sister broke into
laughter at Bessie’s imitation. “I’d love to come.” Despite her
tactful reply, she reflected with regret that she probably wasn’t
going to like Mrs. Nathaniel Beauregard Benton.

After Hannah left, Lucy, bursting to tell her
news, leaned forward and said, “I have a secret to tell you.”

Bessie smiled. “If you’re going to tell me
you’re expecting, don’t bother.”

“How can you tell?” At barely three months, Lucy
was certain nothing showed.

Bessie flicked a glance toward Lucy’s bosom.
“You’re bigger. Besides, it’s written all over you—a certain glow.
Lots of women have it when they get in a family way, at least for
the first, maybe the second month.” Bessie placed a palm on her
swollen belly and sighed. “When you get to the seventh, there ain’t
no more glow.”

Lucy was about to say more when she caught sight
of Clint Palance striding through the square. Today he wore not
buckskins but a long, black rifle coat, khaki pants, a stylish
vest, and a black gambler’s hat with a soft, wide brim. So
handsome! So very ... intriguing. As yet, he hadn’t seen her. She
couldn’t face him. “I must run now, but I’ll be back for that tea
this afternoon.”

“See you then. Ask Martha. She might want to
come, too.”

Not likely. Lucy hastily turned and
started away. She hadn’t gone more than ten steps when she heard
Clint’s booming voice. “Mrs. Schneider? Mrs. Jacob Schneider?”

Damnation. She didn’t want to stop but
had no choice. She smoothed down the starched white apron she wore
over her brown woolen dress, affixed a smile to her face, and
turned. “Why, Mister Palance, what a surprise.”

“Mrs. Schneider? I had no idea I’d see you
here.”

She knew it! Just as she expected, his eye lit
with a mocking gleam. She lifted her chin to a defiant angle.
“Well, obviously I am here.”

His forehead furrowed in feigned puzzlement. “I
can’t imagine what urgent event has led you to set foot outside of
Suffolk County. As I recall—”

“Obviously, my husband changed his mind.” This
was every bit as excruciating as she had anticipated. “If you had
any manners, out of delicacy alone, you wouldn’t bring up the
subject.”

He grinned, revealing white teeth that dazzled
against his bronzed skin. “I’ve never been accused of having good
manners.”

“Obviously.” What was the matter with her? Why
did she feel so uncomfortable? What was it about this blunt man
that set her all atwitter? She already knew he’ surely bring up her
foolish declaration she would never leave Suffolk County, so why
was she not prepared? Why was she now feeling a blush creep over
her cheeks that he was sure to notice? Well, she would see this
through as best she could. She squared her shoulders. “It appears
we shall be joining your wagon train to California.” She was
pleased at the bright, enthusiastic note she’d put in her
voice.
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