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Chapter One

Hannah had never been so scared in her life, but running wasn’t an option. If she didn’t go through with her part of the marriage bargain, Mr. McMurtry might not go through with his. Her husband had left her alone in their room at the Palmer House Hotel to ready herself for bed. It had taken less than no time to strip out of her gray wool dress and put on the white flannel nightgown that was all she’d brought with her. She paced the outlines of the elegant canopied bed without ever going near it.

The room was luxurious enough to remind Hannah of the life she and her sisters and brothers had lost three years ago, when their parents were killed in the Great Chicago Fire. The six Wentworth children had ended up in the Chicago Institute for Orphaned Children, at the mercy of the cruel headmistress, Miss Iris Birch.

Hannah caught herself staring longingly at the fire escape through the fourth-floor window. The view blurred as tears of anger—terrible anger—and regret—enormous regret—filled her eyes.

Hannah felt trapped. Trapped by a moment of generosity she rued with her entire being. Why, oh why, had she listened to her tormented sister Josie’s plea?

Two months ago, their eldest sister Miranda had left the orphanage in the middle of the night with ten-year-old Nick and four-year-old Harry to become a mail-order bride in faraway Texas. Hannah, her twin sister Hetty, and Josie had been left behind to await news of whether Miranda’s new husband might have room for all of them.

They’d waited … and waited … and waited for a letter from Miranda. Weeks had turned into months with no news that she’d even arrived safely. No news that she was now a wife. No news about whether there might be a place for the three who’d been left behind.

Hannah and Hetty had been prepared to wait until they turned eighteen in December and were forced to leave the orphanage, if it took that long, for Miranda to send word to come. Josie had not.

Hannah tried to remember exactly what tactic her youngest sister had employed to convince her to answer that advertisement in the Chicago Daily Herald seeking a bride willing to travel west to the Wyoming Territory.

“We should wait for Miranda to contact us,” Hannah remembered arguing.

“That’s easy for you to say,” Josie had replied. “You only have eight more months of beatings from Miss Birch to endure. I’ll be stuck here for two endless years. You know she’s been meaner than ever since Miranda stole away with Nick and Harry. I can’t stand two more years here. I can’t stand two more days!”

Hannah had taken one look at the desperation in Josie’s blue eyes, owlish behind wire-rimmed spectacles, and agreed to marry a man sight unseen.

At least she’d had the foresight to get a commitment from Mr. McMurtry that he would bring her two sisters along on the journey, which entailed three arduous months traveling by Conestoga wagon along the Oregon Trail. The trip could have been made in sixteen hours by rail, but as a child in Ireland, Mr. McMurtry had been on a train that derailed, killing the rest of his family. He refused to travel on another train.

They would all probably die of cholera or drown crossing a river or be scalped by Indians or trampled by a herd of buffalo long before they got to Cheyenne, where Mr. McMurtry planned to open a dry goods store.

Even if they made it all the way to Wyoming, she and Hetty and Josie were headed away from Miranda and Nick and Harry, with little chance of ever seeing them again. Agreeing to marry a total stranger headed into the wilderness was seeming more harebrained by the moment.

What on earth had possessed her to do something so very … unselfish?

Hannah was used to thinking of herself first. That had never been a problem when she was the spoiled and pampered daughter of wealthy parents. It had even served her well at the orphanage, where food and blankets were scarce. Before Miranda had left to become a mail-order bride, Hannah had been perfectly willing to let her eldest sister consider the needs of everyone else before her own.

Now Hannah was the eldest, at least, of the three who’d been left behind. Now it was her turn to sacrifice. Although marrying a perfect stranger seemed a pretty big leap from giving up food or blankets.

She was lucky the groom hadn’t turned out to be seventy-two and bald. In fact, he was only middle-aged. Was thirty-six middle-aged? To a girl of seventeen, it seemed ancient.

Her brand-new husband had a thick Irish brogue and an entire head of the curliest red hair she’d ever see on man or woman. His nose was a once-broken beak, but it gave character to an otherwise plain face. His eyes twinkled, like two dark blue stars caught in a spiderweb of wrinkles caused by years of smiling broadly—or too many hours spent working in the sun. Oh, yes, she felt very lucky.

And very, very sad.

Her tall, rail-thin groom was not the man of her dreams. He wasn’t even close.

Hannah was trying to decide how difficult it would be to open the window and retreat down the fire escape when she heard a firm—but quiet—knock at the door.

She scurried away from the window as though her presence there might reveal her desperate hope of avoiding the wedding night before her. There was no escape. She was DOOMED. She’d been well and truly caught in the trap Josie’s agonized eyes had set for her.

Her husband had arrived to make her his wife.

Hannah’s heart was jumping like a speckle-legged frog in a dry lake. Even knowing who must be at the door, she called out, “Who is it?” Her voice was hoarse and breathy. Fear had constricted her throat. She cleared it and said, “Who’s there?”

“It’s Mr. McMurtry,” a quiet—but firm—Irish voice replied. “May I come in?”

Hannah realized her husband expected to find her in bed. She stared at the gold brocade spread that still covered the sheets. She needed to pull it back and get into bed. But she couldn’t do it. She couldn’t!

To hell with being unselfish. She hated what she was being forced to do. She should have let Hetty do it. After all, Hetty was only two minutes younger! Hannah should have insisted they wait until Miranda contacted them. She should have told Josie No! in no uncertain terms. She should have run when she had the chance.

But she was married now, like it or not. And her husband was at the door.

Hannah curled her hands into angry fists and fought the tears that blurred her eyes and burned her nose. She hoped the coming journey was as dangerous as it was touted to be. Maybe her husband would die and leave her a widow and—

She brought herself up short and looked guiltily toward the door, behind which stood the man she was wishing dead. Wishing for freedom was one thing. Wishing another person dead to earn that freedom was something else entirely. That wasn’t how she’d been raised by her parents. Hannah was ashamed of having harbored such an unworthy thought.

No one had forced her to marry Mr. McMurtry. She’d volunteered to do it. She had to GROW UP. She had to put away childish hopes and dreams. This was her life, like it or not.

Hannah stared at the bed. She tried to imagine herself in Mr. McMurtry’s arms. She tried to imagine kissing his thin lips. She tried to imagine coupling with him. She couldn’t. She just couldn’t!

She groaned like a dying animal.

“Are you all right in there?”

Once again, Josie’s agonized gaze appeared in her mind’s eye. Hannah choked back a sob of resignation, then yanked down the covers and scrambled into bed, bracing her back against the headboard before pulling the covers up to her chin.

“Come in,” she croaked.

“Mrs. McMurtry? Are you there?”

Hannah cleared her throat and said, “You can come in, Mr. McMurtry.”

The door slowly opened. Mr. McMurtry stepped inside and closed the door behind him, but he didn’t move farther into the room.

Too late, Hannah realized she’d left the lamp lit, and that Mr. McMurtry would have to remove his wide-brimmed hat, string tie, chambray shirt, jeans, belt, socks, and hobnail boots—and perhaps even his unmentionables—with her watching. Unless she took the coward’s way out and ducked her head beneath the covers … or he had the foresight to put out the lamp.

Her new husband swallowed so hard his Adam’s apple bobbed, and said, “I had a cup of coffee downstairs.”

“Coffee will keep you awake.” Again, too late, Hannah realized there was a good reason why Mr. McMurtry might not want to go right to sleep.

Neither of them said anything for an awkward moment.

Then he said. “I’d better …”

Hannah watched as Mr. McMurtry blushed. His throat turned rosy, and then the blood filled his face, turning a hundred freckles into red blots on his cheeks.

He stammered, “I’ve dreamed about this … My whole life I … You are so beautiful.”

Hannah found herself staring back into her husband’s very blue eyes with astonishment. She’d known she was pretty, but this was the first time a grown man had remarked on the beauty of her blond curls and wide-spaced, sky-blue eyes, her full lips and peaches-and-cream complexion. It was surprisingly gratifying to hear such words from her husband.

Despite Mr. McMurtry’s speech, he remained backed up to the door.

Why, he’s scared, too! Hannah realized.

Her fear returned and multiplied. The situation was already mortifying in the extreme, but if he was inexperienced, who was going to tell her what to do?

“I’m really tired,” she blurted. Hannah dropped the sheet and put her hands to her cheeks as they flamed with embarrassment. “I don’t believe I said that.”

He chuckled.

She glanced sharply in his direction. “Are you laughing at me?”

“No, Mrs. McMurtry,” he said. “I was laughing at myself.”

She narrowed her eyes suspiciously.

He continued, “I’ve just married the most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen, and I’m standing rooted to the floor a half a room away from her.” His smile turned lopsided as he admitted, “You see, I’ve never undressed a woman before … or undressed before a woman.”

Hannah swallowed hard and whispered, “Never? Not even a …” She couldn’t say the word prostitute or soiled dove or even lady of the night. Ladies did not speak of such things.

He shook his head. “I’m Catholic. Fornication is a sin.”

“Oh.” Hannah couldn’t breathe. It felt like all the air had been sucked from the room. He was thirty-six, and he’d never been with a woman? This was going to be a disaster.


Chapter Two

“Shall I turn down the lamp?” Hannah asked.

“No!”

She froze with her hand halfway to the lamp and turned toward Mr. McMurtry, her eyes wide.

He shook his head and smiled. “I didn’t mean to sound sharp.” He hesitated, met her gaze with serious blue eyes, and said, “I want to see you.”

It wasn’t often that Hannah found herself speechless, but she had no idea how to reply to a comment like that. He wanted to see her? Naked? “Are you sure?” she replied in a small voice.

He chuckled again and for the first time since he’d come into the room, he took a step toward the bed. “I’ve never been more sure about anything in my life.”

Hannah felt her heartbeat ratchet up. She sat even farther upright and once again pulled the covers to her chin. She’d been intimidated by the prospect of allowing Mr. McMurtry the rights of a husband. The thought of baring herself before this stranger sent a shiver—really more of a shudder—down her spine.

She watched with disbelief as Mr. McMurtry pulled his black string tie loose and tugged it free of his white collar, then yanked the collar free of his shirt at the back of his neck. He tossed collar and tie onto a nearby upholstered wing chair, then let his black suit coat slide down his arms. He folded it in half lengthwise and laid it carefully across the top of the chair.

He gave a little sigh as he released the top button of his striped cotton shirt, and she realized it must have been a little tight. He pulled the shirt free of his trousers, unbuttoned a few more buttons, then reached around to the back of his neck and pulled the whole thing forward over his head, leaving his unruly red curls even more wayward than before.

He was still wearing a long john shirt, but he looked positively skinny without the striped shirt and suit coat. He paused with the striped shirt in hand, and said, “You look like my sister did every time she saw a snarling dog on the road.”

“What?”

“Brigit was afraid of dogs. She always expected them to bite.” He shot her a crooked smile and said, “I promise not to bite, Mrs. McMurtry.”

Hannah wanted to believe he was harmless, but when the half-naked stranger took another step toward the bed, she heard herself whimper with fear.

He held up a hand and said in a soothing voice, “I’m not going to hurt you.” He grimaced and added, “At least, not any more than is necessary.”

Hannah swallowed noisily. “I know.”

“You know?” He frowned. “What do you know?”

He looked so formidable, Hannah regretted opening her mouth to say anything. “I mean, I know you won’t hurt me any more than you must.”

The frown was still on his face, so she continued, “I’ve only known you for a day, Mr. McMurtry, but you’ve been more than fair in your treatment of me and my sisters. I trust you not to hurt me.”

“Any more than is necessary,” he added.

Hannah lowered her gaze to her knees, which were knocking under the covers. She knew more than she should about what was to come. One of the girls at the orphanage had enjoyed marital relations with a man to whom she was definitely not married, and she’d shared that experience with Hannah and Hetty.

Hannah knew the first time would hurt, perhaps more than a little. She wasn’t sure whether to trust that things would be better the second time, and perhaps even pleasurable by the third, as her friend had promised. Would Mr. McMurtry want to do it three times tonight?

Hannah managed not to flinch when Mr. McMurtry sat down on the bed beside her. He reached out a hand to brush a stray curl from her cheek. She’d confined her blond hair in a braid that ran halfway down her back. She bit her lip to keep from protesting when he tugged the covers from her hands and let them fall to her lap. She stared into his somber blue eyes as he pulled the heavy braid forward over her shoulder, so it rested on the front of her nightgown.

She kept herself very still as he released the frayed ribbon on the end of the braid and unraveled it. His focus shifted to her blond curls as his fingers sifted through them. She shivered involuntarily, which caused him to look up and meet her gaze.

There was something about his half-lidded eyes that held her spellbound. He met her gaze with an intensity—and a depth of feeling—she’d never experienced. It left her breathless. She began to pant as if she’d run a race, even though she hadn’t moved an inch.

Neither had he.

He slowly leaned toward her, and Hannah realized he was going to kiss her. She held herself very still, but the closer he got, the more difficult it was to breathe. She put a flat hand against his chest to stop him, to give her a chance to catch her breath, but he moved inexorably closer, forcing her to cede him the space.

She could feel the heat of his body through his long john shirt. She could see the beat of his heart in the pulse at his throat and the dark auburn whiskers that were already sprouting on his cheeks and chin. He was so close she went almost cross-eyed trying to look at him, so she closed her eyes. And waited. It was her first kiss. Ever. And she wanted it to be perfect.

Her heart pounded in her ears, and she felt her cheeks flushing with heat. She wanted to like Mr. McMurtry’s kiss, but his lips were dry and cracked, and he pressed them against her own hard enough to mash her lips against her teeth.

Hannah felt suffocated and shoved hard with both hands against his chest, turning her head to break free. “Stop! Don’t!”

He jerked back as though she’d slapped him. Which she had, with words. She stared at him aghast. He was her husband. It was his right to do with her as he willed. He held her life in his hands. The safety of her sisters—their escape from the despicable Miss Birch—depended on her pleasing him tonight.

Hannah blinked back the tears that brimmed in her eyes and tried to smile. “Could you … Would it be possible … to go more slowly, Mr. McMurtry? More gently?”

He looked disappointed. And frustrated. And worst of all, embarrassed.

Hannah felt bad about chastising her inexperienced husband. She should be glad he was a morally upright man. They would be learning together. That is, if they could get through this first night.

When her husband started to rise, Hannah put her fingertips on his wrist to stop him. She took his hand in hers and lifted it to her cheek, pressing it softly against her warm flesh. His hand was rough and callused and hard. He was no gentleman, nothing like the sort of man she would have married if the Great Fire had never happened. Her father would never even have allowed her to speak to such a coarse, lowborn person.

But that life was gone, and she had to make the best of the one she had now. She forced herself to continue, leaning toward her new husband, afraid that, at any moment, he might reject her advances.

He sat still as a post, waiting to see what she would do.

Hannah pouted her lips out, as she’d practiced in front of the mirror with Hetty, when they’d imagined someday kissing the handsome prince who would arrive to carry them away to his castle. When her mouth finally touched Mr. McMurtry’s, she pushed her lips against his tenderly, softly. She felt his lips give under the pressure of hers, felt the surrender as his mouth conformed to her own … and something totally unexpected. A surge of desire.

Hannah backed away suddenly and stared with awe into dark blue eyes covered by eyelids lowered in a way that told her he wanted her, too. They were both breathing erratically.

She realized something else. She felt like prey, pursued by something savage that was capable of devouring her. She resisted the urge to flee, controlling her panic as she had many times at the orphanage, while waiting for Miss Birch to give her three hard strokes of the rod. Three only. That was the limit. Anything could be endured if one only freed one’s mind from what was happening.

This, too, would pass.

She lifted her gaze to the dark blue eyes staring intently back into her own. Instead of easing, the strange feelings inside got worse. Her breasts felt swollen, her throat felt raw and tight, and her womb contracted. Her body seemed not to be her own, out of her control, headed on a course toward something frightening and unknown.

Hannah didn’t resist when Mr. McMurtry reached for the bow holding her nightgown together at her neck and pulled it free. He eased the fabric off her shoulders, but before it fell all the way down, she caught it and held it in a knot against her breasts.

She could do this. She had to do this.

“I want to see you.”

His voice was so low and guttural she almost didn’t recognize it. The fierce, feral sound of it sent goose bumps of fear skittering along her arms. She swallowed hard, trying to clear the thickness in her throat so she could speak. She wanted to say, All right.

Nothing came out.

She loosened her grip on the front of the gown, leaving it in a crumpled ball at the top of her breasts. And held her breath. And waited.

At last, he shoved it down, pinning her arms against her sides, making her a prisoner, and revealing to his avid gaze her soft breasts, including the nipples that had turned to hard buds against her will.

He froze and stared. “You’re perfect,” he grated out.

Hannah was staring down, so she saw his hands cup her breasts—too hard, too tight—and lift them. Saw his head lower and felt his lips, unutterably soft and gentle, kiss first one breast and then the other.

Her body stirred and hummed and begged her to do something. She tugged her hands free of the sleeves that were pinning them and threaded her fingers into his hair, surprised to find the curls so soft. When he lifted his head to look into her eyes, her hands were still caught there.

She held his head close, wishing him to be gentle. Wishing him to be kind. Wishing him to be the prince that he was not.

He leaned forward and kissed her lips again. He was gentle at first, but that didn’t last long. His hands tightened painfully on her breasts as his mouth pressed harder against hers, crushing her lips painfully against her teeth.

She couldn’t catch her breath. She couldn’t breathe. She felt as though she were going to suffocate. She tried to draw breath, but everything was happening too fast.

He grabbed her hips and pulled her down in the bed so she was lying flat, then shoved up the bottom of her nightgown.

“Wait!” she cried.

She pushed against him, but he grabbed both her hands in one of his. His hold was gentle, but inexorable. Suddenly, she was fighting him, as a drowning swimmer fights the water that threatens to swallow her, scratching and clawing.

“Easy, girl,” he soothed. “This is what happens between a man and a woman.”

Hannah felt reassured by his voice and fought her panic. But it was a losing battle. She didn’t want to be here. She didn’t want to be doing this. She reminded herself, He is my husband. I am his wife.

She took a deep breath and let it out, forcing herself to lie still as Mr. McMurtry unbuttoned the front of his trousers and forced her legs wide with his knees. She could feel him hard and unforgiving against her innocent flesh.

She bucked once to be free, but he answered with that same “Easy, girl,” and added, “It will all be over soon,” then lifted her bottom with his free hand and impaled her.

Hannah felt as though she’d been stabbed with a human knife. The pain was excruciating.

He pumped into her. Once. Twice. Three times. Then he groaned like a dying animal and sagged onto her with his full weight before sliding onto the bed beside her.

Was he done? Was it over?

Hannah sobbed once, but it was grief she felt, not physical pain. She was truly married now. There was no going back.

“I’m sorry.” The apology was muffled, since Mr. McMurtry’s mouth was mashed against her throat. He levered himself up onto his arms and stared down at her.

She saw the regret in his eyes and wondered at it. He had what he’d wanted. Why was he sorry?

He pushed himself away from her and slid the awful, limp pink thing that looked not at all like the knife she’d felt impale her, back into his trousers. “I wish I’d been able to make it hurt less, but …”

But he’d had no experience with women. Hannah’s heart went out to this plain man who had kept himself chaste for marriage. In that moment of understanding, she forgave her husband for the physical pain he’d caused. Nevertheless, she instinctively recoiled when he reached across her to turn out the lamp.

Hannah saw another look of remorse cross his face before it was lost in the darkness. He was a kind man. He hadn’t meant to hurt her. She felt the urge to offer her new husband comfort, but she was afraid it might make him want to do it again. Instead, she held herself perfectly still.

“Get some sleep, Mrs. McMurtry,” he said. “We have a long day ahead of us tomorrow.”

Hannah let out a silent breath of relief. It was not a wedding night to warm a young bride’s heart, but at least it was over and done. She took a deep breath, then exhaled long and slow, letting go of all the fear she’d felt of the unknown. Now she knew what to expect. She hoped her friend was right. She hoped it wouldn’t hurt as much the next time, and that someday it might even be pleasurable.

But as far as she was concerned, she wouldn’t be sorry if they never did it again.


Chapter Three

Hannah was pregnant. She’d missed the courses that should have come two weeks after her wedding night, but several days had passed before she’d realized that fact. Even though her period had come as regular as clockwork since she was fourteen, Hannah had thought the excitement of starting on such a fabulous journey might have caused the lapse. Four weeks later, when the bleeding didn’t start for the second month in a row, she was no longer able to deny the truth.

Now, here she was two months pregnant, and she still hadn’t told her husband or her sisters about the baby. Hannah didn’t know why she was waiting. Or maybe she did. Announcing she was pregnant meant acknowledging to herself that sober, hardworking, and considerate—as well as placid, wooden, and untalkative—Mr. McMurtry would be her partner for the rest of her life.

At the beginning of the journey, Hannah had sidestepped Mr. McMurtry as much as possible, hoping to avoid her wifely duties. It wasn’t until they’d been on the trail for almost a month that she’d realized he was also avoiding her! It seemed he was shy around women, and her, in particular. That might have been endearing, except whenever she tried holding a conversation with him, he answered in as few words as possible, never sharing his thoughts or feelings.

Hannah had tried harder, choosing subjects she thought might interest her husband, with no success. She’d tried making Mr. McMurtry angry, but he refused to be drawn. She’d even tried—she cringed at the memory—flirting with him. That had caused him to visibly blush and sent him stumbling away from the campfire.

She’d given up. Marriage, she was discovering, was more about two people sharing the work than much of anything else. Maybe it would have been different if she and Mr. McMurtry were sleeping together in the same bed. But they weren’t.

It wasn’t a case of her husband not desiring her. Hannah saw the yearning, almost wistful look in her husband’s dark blue eyes in the firelight before he took his bedroll and went to sleep by himself, while she joined her two sisters on a pallet laid out under their Conestoga wagon.

It seemed Mr. McMurtry was too fastidious to couple with her unless they had complete privacy, and he wouldn’t take the risk of leaving the safe circle of wagons with her at night to get it. Hannah knew this hiatus was only a reprieve, not a release from her dreaded wifely duty. However, she had some hope her pregnancy might delay their next coupling until after the child was delivered, instead of resuming in another month, when they reached Cheyenne.

Hannah set down the long wooden spoon she’d been using to stir the venison stew she was cooking over the evening campfire, stood upright, and placed her hands gently against her still-flat abdomen. She was amazed by how much love she felt for her unborn child. And disheartened by her lack of similar strong feelings for her husband.

How did one fall in love? Hannah wondered. Could it be done on purpose? What did “being in love” feel like? Considering who she’d married, she might never experience that emotion toward her husband. Was liking enough? She already liked Mr. McMurtry, but she felt lonely imagining a future with a man incapable of holding a conversation.

Hannah sighed. That was bad enough, but it was impossible to feel close to someone she was still calling Mr. McMurtry after two months of marriage. Would there ever be a day when he would call her anything except Mrs. McMurtry? Or a day when they would call each other something more familiar, like dear or darling or sweetheart? It was heartbreaking to realize that the only time she’d heard her husband’s first name spoken aloud was during the wedding ceremony. Roland.

Hannah mouthed the name but didn’t say it aloud. She stood alone at the campfire, but someone from the circle of wagons might walk past and hear her. She glanced around and saw everyone going about their business, unhitching mules or oxen, making repairs on their wagons, or tending their evening fires.

No one seemed to notice the roiling tension she felt inside as she cooked supper for her husband and sisters. She felt too many things at once, all of them mixed up together. The excitement of having a child of her own to love. The despair of knowing she would likely never see Miranda or Nick or Harry again. The sadness of lost dreams of love. And the growing acceptance of what must be.

She mouthed, Roland and Hannah.

Hannah wanted Mr. McMurtry to say her first name. To whisper it in her ear. To speak it with devotion. She wanted the intimacy it implied. But it was hard to imagine her plain, practical husband ever doing something so tender. So romantic.

Mr. McMurtry might not be the man of her dreams, but for her child’s sake, she had to see the good in him and make the best of her marriage. And there was a great deal of good in Roland McMurtry. He never spoke harshly to her. He shaved every day and bathed when he could. He never blasphemed, even to his stubborn oxen. And he was tolerant of her sisters, who caused him endless trouble with the wagon master.

It was time to put her girlhood dreams away. There was no handsome, dashing Prince Charming in her future, only solemn, honest, hardworking Mr. McMurtry.

She felt tears well in her eyes and brushed them angrily away. Would she ever stop dreaming and hoping and wishing for something she could never have?

Hannah had spent the entire day as she walked beside Mr. McMurtry’s wagon in the choking dust and pounding heat from the sun, pondering her life. That is, when she could hear herself think over the jangle of the traces and the rattle of pails tied beneath the wagon and the crack of the whip and the lowing of footsore oxen.

She rubbed the same hand she’d smoothed over her flat belly against the ache in the small of her back. The work on a wagon train never ended. There was always something that needed to be done—above and beyond walking on blistered feet every endless mile of the way. Luckily, she hadn’t experienced any sickness from her pregnancy, but she was more and more exhausted at the end of every day.

It was Hannah’s job to grease the axles, to milk the cow that was tied behind the wagon, to feed a ration of corn to the four oxen that pulled the wagon, to fill pails of water whenever they crossed a creek or a stream or a river and dump them in the enormous barrel tied to the side of the wagon, to cook morning and evening with the other wives on the wagon train, and to wash dishes and silverware and pots and pans and pack everything away afterward.

Last, but not at all least, it was her job to keep Josie, and especially Hetty, out of trouble. Both girls were making Hannah’s life difficult, but in different ways.

Josie’s only job was to fill a sling under the wagon with sticks and dried cow patties she collected along the trail, so they would have enough fuel for the evening fire. Instead, she spent every day walking along with her face stuck in a book. More than once they’d needed to share the fire of another family, because they didn’t have enough wood or cow chips for their own.

Still, it was hard to be angry with Josie. Her youngest sister had made friends with a former teacher, Thomas Stanfield, and his sixteen-year-old son, Micah, who’d brought two big boxes of books on the trip West. Josie was trying to get through as many of their precious tomes as she could read before they parted ways at Cheyenne, since the Stanfields were headed all the way to Oregon.

Josie seemed oblivious to the fact that Micah was romantically interested in her. Hannah knew her sister was in love with Micah’s books, rather than the tall, good-looking boy who spent every day at her side with stars in his eyes.

Hetty was another matter altogether. Hetty’s love life was creating havoc, and she was not the least bit repentant about it.

Hannah glanced sideways from the evening cook fire and saw her twin flirting with Joe Barnett, while the man Hetty had been favoring for most of the trip, Clive Hamm, scowled at them.

Hannah could hardly blame her sister for wanting to be admired by not one, but two attractive men. After all, Hetty was the prettiest unmarried woman on the train.

But Hannah saw what Hetty did not. Though both suitors were young, they weren’t boys. And here in the West, arguments between men were settled not with words, but with fists … and guns.

Last week, the two men had engaged in a bout of fisticuffs that the wagon master, Captain Hattigan, had broken up. The captain had warned Mr. McMurtry, “Control your ward, or you will no longer be welcome to travel with the train!”

After everything Hannah had seen during their two months on the trail, that threat was terrifying. The wilderness was vast, and dangerous beyond belief. She’d watched people die from stupid accidents, from drowning, from disease, from the simple act of birthing a child. Every time she’d watched families grieve, it had reminded her of the family she’d lost and left her with a terrible ache in her chest.

Hannah couldn’t imagine what it would be like for their lone wagon to travel without the support of the others. What if an axle broke? Who would help Mr. McMurtry repair it? What if one of their oxen died? How would they travel on with only three? What if Josie didn’t gather enough fuel for an evening fire and they were forced to do without one? What if they ran out of water?

Hannah had endless nightmares about what might happen. Yesterday, she’d finally shared them with her twin, hoping it would make a difference in her behavior.

“Captain Hattigan would never make us leave the train,” Hetty had said, laughing at her fears.

“Please, Hetty. I’m begging you. Don’t flirt with both men.”

“I know what I’m doing,” Hetty said defiantly. “Clive has hinted that he’s going to propose, but he wants to wait until the end of the journey. I don’t. I’m just flirting with Mr. Barnett to make Clive declare himself.”

“It’s only a matter of weeks before we reach Cheyenne,” Hannah argued. “That’s not so long to wait. And since when do you call Mr. Hamm Clive?”

Hetty flipped her blond curls back over her shoulder, grinned, and said, “I don’t call him that—to his face. He’s still Mr. Hamm. But Joe—”

“Joe?” Hannah interrupted, appalled at such familiarity.

“Mr. Barnett told me I could call him Joe.” Hetty smiled, revealing the dimples in her cheeks. Hannah knew her own dimples hadn’t seen the light of day since before she was married.

“Do you like Mr. Barnett better than Mr. Hamm?” Hannah asked.

“Of course not! I’m only using Joe to make Clive realize I won’t wait forever.”

“Hetty, you’re playing with fire,” Hannah warned. “Mr. Hamm won’t stand still for another man poaching game he thinks is his.”

Hetty’s eyes narrowed and her nostrils flared. “So now I’m a bird in the hand, is that it? Clive doesn’t own me. No man owns me. Yet.”

“No man will want to own you if you keep flirting so outrageously,” Hannah snapped.

“We’ll see about that!” Hetty had flounced away, chin uptilted, a disaster waiting to happen.

Hannah stirred the pot of stew again and watched with disgust and disappointment as Hetty smiled up at Joe Barnett. She saw her sister take a surreptitious glance in Clive Hamm’s direction, then reach out and briefly touch Mr. Barnett’s sleeve.

At that moment, Josie plopped down on a stone near the fire, tilting an open book toward the flames in an effort to see the words in the meager light.

“You’ll ruin your eyes reading in the dark,” Hannah said.

“I was almost done when the sun began to set,” Josie replied, pushing her spectacles up toward the bridge of her nose. “I hoped there would be enough light from the fire to finish. But there isn’t,” she said as she snapped the book closed.

“What are you reading?” Hannah asked.

“It’s a good one. Pride and Prejudice. About a family of girls in England. About falling in love. About failing at love. About the foibles of love.”

It sounded like something Hannah might like, but before she could say so, she heard Clive Hamm shout, “Get away from her!”

Hannah took one look at Hetty, standing with her mouth open and her eyes wide with fright, dropped the spoon she was using to stir the stew, picked up her skirts, and ran.

“I told you to keep your distance,” Clive snarled at Joe.

“Please, Mr. Hamm—” Hetty said, her hands raised in supplication.

Hetty’s paramour shoved her aside.

Hannah heard her sister cry out as her shoulder landed hard against the large back wheel of Joe Barnett’s wagon.

“Clive, please don’t!” Hetty babbled. “I love you!”

Mr. Hamm didn’t hear her. Or didn’t care. He was totally focused on his rival. “I told you what would happen if you went near her again.”

“You don’t own her,” Joe Barnett shot back.

“Get the captain!” Hannah shouted as she passed Mr. McMurtry. He looked startled, but he took off in the direction of the captain’s wagon.

Hannah reached her sister in time to grab her arm and keep her from flinging herself between the two men, who were faced off against each other.

“I have to stop them,” Hetty cried as she yanked at Hannah’s grasp on her arm, trying to break free.

Hannah tightened her hold and said, “There’s nothing you can do now, Hetty. It’s too late.”

“He’ll be killed!”

“If he is, you’ll have no one to blame but yourself,” Hannah snapped back.

“Please,” Hetty begged. “Let me go!”

Hannah only held on tighter. She felt a sinking sensation. This was not going to end well. She wasn’t thinking of the two men. They deserved whatever they got from each other. She’d sent for the captain, because she hoped to avoid bloodshed. But Hannah knew, as sure as God made little green apples, that even if neither man was injured, Mr. and Mrs. McMurtry and the Wentworth girls would not be moving on with the wagon train.

“Oh, Hetty, you fool!” she said bitterly.

“I didn’t mean for this to happen,” Hetty retorted.

Hannah was riveted as Clive closed the distance between himself and Joe Barnett. “Shh,” she hissed at Hetty. She didn’t want to distract either of the men.

“We’re going to settle this once and for all,” Clive said through bared teeth. He pulled a knife from the sheath at his waist and menacingly sliced it through the air.

Joe pulled a gun.

Clive turned the knife in his hand and threw it hard and fast just as Joe pulled the trigger.

The gunshot reverberated in the night air.

The knife landed with a sickening thunk!

Neither man made a sound, and for a moment Hannah thought both of them had missed their marks. But then Joe put a hand to his chest, where the knife was buried to the hilt. And Clive put a hand to his chest, where a dark stain was blossoming on his muslin shirt. The two men exchanged looks of disbelief. And their legs stopped holding them upright.

There was nothing dramatic about it. Clive’s knees crumpled, and he fell forward onto his face. Joe dropped to his knees and fell onto his side, the Colt .45 still gripped in his hand.

Hannah was so shocked, she loosened her hold on Hetty. Her twin ripped free and raced toward the fallen men.

“Clive!” Hetty cried. “Clive!” She dropped to her knees beside the man she’d professed to love and reached down to lift his head into her lap.

Hannah could see Clive’s lips moving and watched as her sister leaned close to hear what he was saying. Tears filled Hetty’s eyes and began streaming down her cheeks. She sobbed once as she pressed her cheek against Clive’s.

Captain Hattigan was tight-lipped when he finally arrived and surveyed the mayhem. “What happened here?”

“They was fightin’ over her, Captain,” one of the nearby men said, gesturing toward Hetty.

The wagon master turned to Mr. McMurtry and said, “When we leave tomorrow, you won’t be going with us.”

Hannah met her husband’s gaze and saw frustration. And disappointment. And despair.

Those emotions she’d expected. What surprised her was what she saw next.

Understanding. And acceptance. And forgiveness.

Hannah’s throat tightened with emotion, and her nose stung with unshed tears. She might never love Mr. McMurtry, but in that moment, Hannah knew she would always be grateful to him.

Marriage was no fairy-tale romance. It was supporting your partner and accepting the bad with the good. Fortunately for her and her wayward sisters, Mr. McMurtry was a very tolerant man. Because, during their very brief marriage, there had been far more bad than good.


Chapter Four

Hannah stopped walking abruptly as Mr. McMurtry bolted off the wagon bench and stumbled to the dusty ground. She took a step toward him and then had to back up as he bent over and vomited.

They’d survived alone on the trail for four weeks and five days. They hadn’t made as good time alone as they had with the wagon train, but at least nothing had gone wrong that Mr. McMurtry couldn’t fix.

It seemed their luck had come to an end.

Mr. McMurtry slowly lifted his head and reached into his back pocket for a red kerchief, which he used to wipe his mouth.

Hannah met his gaze and saw the same despair she’d been feeling ever since he’d gotten sick. “You should rest,” she said.

“We have to keep going.” He turned, lifted a booted foot to climb back onto the wagon bench, then dropped it, gripped his belly and bent as though curling his body around the pain. “Goddamn it to hell!” he muttered.

A feeling of foreboding slithered down Hannah’s spine. For Mr. McMurtry to take the Lord’s name in vain, he must be in agony. “What can I do to help?”

He looked up at the sun, which was at its zenith, then shook his head and said, “We’ll have to stop here for today. I can’t—” He rubbed at his belly with knotted fists, met her gaze, and said, “Oh, God, Hannah.”

Hannah stared at her husband with horrified eyes. Finally, at long last, he’d used her first name. Hannah. But there was nothing soft or sentimental in its utterance. It had sounded like … a death knell.

He brushed past her, running to the back of the wagon, yanking the braces off his shoulders and unbuttoning his pants. Hannah turned her eyes away, but she knew what was happening behind her. To her horror, she heard him vomiting again as well.

Hannah had been watching her husband with worried eyes for the past two days, ever since they’d left the last place they’d stopped, a collection of shanties and tents where folks had given up traveling west and decided to try and farm.

Surviving on the trail alone as long as they had was a miracle, as far as Hannah was concerned. They’d stayed close behind the wagon train for two weeks, but had fallen steadily behind ever since. Hannah had no idea where the other wagons were now.

She watched Josie clamber up onto the wagon bench seat and take up the reins Mr. NcMurtry had dropped.

Josie looked down at her and whispered, “He’s really sick, Hannah. He didn’t even bother to put on the brake.” She pulled on the leather straps he’d dropped until the oxen stopped again.

“Can you set the brake, Josie?” Hannah asked.

“Sure. I’ve seen Mr. McMurtry do it plenty of times.”

“Then do it.” Hannah turned and strode toward the back of the wagon, where Mr. McMurtry was lying on the ground, curled into a tight ball.

Hannah looked around for Hetty, but she was far behind. Her twin had hardly spoken since they’d left the train. Or eaten, for that matter. If Hetty wasn’t careful, she’d get sick, too.

In that moment, Hannah hated her sister. Fervently. If not for Hetty, they wouldn’t be all alone out here in the middle of nowhere.

She reached Mr. McMurtry and crouched down beside him. The wind was blowing more than one foul smell toward her, and she put the back of her hand against her nose to keep from losing the contents of her stomach.

Mr. McMurtry batted lethargically at the hand she reached out to him and said, “Go away.” His skin looked shriveled. His eyes were sunk deep in purple sockets.

Hannah felt unaccountably hurt that he’d rejected her offer of help. She couldn’t count the times Mr. McMurtry had assisted her with some job. Now that their roles were reversed, he was acting like she was some stranger to whom he’d owe a debt. She’d been the best wife she could be, done her share of the work and never shirked. His refusal to allow her to minister to him seemed like a rejection of her as his wife.

She wanted to shout, You’re not perfect, either! But he was sick, and she owed him the respect he’d earned during their marriage. So she swallowed over the wretched lump in her throat and asked, “How are you feeling?”

“How the hell do you think I feel?”

The irritability, and especially the profanity, were frightening because they were additional signs Mr. McMurtry was not himself. Hannah felt a rising panic and shoved it back down.

He tried to get up but grabbed his stomach, groaned, and lay back down. “I need a little time to rest.”

“I’ll wait here with you,” Hannah said as she settled onto a tuft of buffalo grass beside him. She watched as his eyes slowly closed.

She tried to hold the fear at bay, but her body began to tremble. They were out here in the middle of nowhere with no one to turn to for rescue. Maybe if Mr. McMurtry got some sleep his illness would pass. Maybe someone traveling behind would catch up to them and help. She thought of every possible scenario where someone—some stranger—saved the day.

Hannah felt a hand on her shoulder. She lifted her head and saw it belonged to Hetty. How long had they been stopped?

“Come with me,” Hetty said. She reached down and took Hannah’s hands and pulled her to her feet and led her several steps away from the supine man.

“He’s got cholera,” Hetty said in a soft voice.

Hannah shook her head in denial. Cholera could kill in a matter of days. Mr. McMurtry had been sick for at least forty-eight hours. That would mean he didn’t have long to live. “What makes you think it’s cholera?” she demanded.

“There was an outbreak in those shantys we passed,” Hetty said. “I heard some folks talking about it. He must have come in contact with someone who was infected.”

“Then why aren’t the rest of us sick?” Hannah challenged. “We went everywhere he did.”

“He visited those folks camped in tents away from the others. None of us went there with him.”

“He can’t have cholera.” If Mr. McMurtry died, who would yoke and unyoke the oxen? Who would tell them which way to go? Who would protect them from strangers on the trail?

“He’s been in the bushes on and off for two days,” Hetty said. “We need to camp here, Hannah, so he can rest and maybe get better.”

“Maybe get better?”

Hetty shrugged.

“We’re getting farther behind the wagon train every moment we stand still.”

“I know, Hannah. But we don’t have a choice. Look at him.”

Hannah stared at her husband. His eyes were closed, his breathing shallow, and he lay motionless. She looked for a pulse at his throat but couldn’t see it. Her heart was pounding in her chest as she knelt beside him and pressed her fingertips to the spot where his blood should be pumping strongest. And found a thready pulse.

She looked up at Hetty and said in a shaky voice, “He’s going to get well,” as though the spoken words could make it true.

“Sure he will,” Hetty said.

Hannah could tell her twin didn’t believe what she was saying. Surely not everyone died of cholera. But Hannah had heard stories of enormous death tolls in places struck by cholera.

Josie climbed down from the wagon and joined them. She’d been sulking as well, angered by the loss of that cherished wagonload of books. However, with nothing but the trail to look at, the tarp slung under the wagon was full of grass for tinder, dried wood, and cow dung. “What’s going on?” she asked.

“We’re stopping,” Hannah said. “Until Mr. McMurtry gets better.”

“We’re getting farther behind—”

“There’s no help for it,” Hannah interrupted. “We can’t go on with him as sick as he is.”

“We could put him in the wagon and keep traveling,” Josie said practically.

The suggestion made a great deal of sense to Hannah. And it would move them closer to their destination and help. “All right,” she said, getting to her feet. “Let’s do it.”

“We’re going to have to unload a bunch of stuff and leave it behind to get him in there,” Hetty pointed out.

“What other choice do we have?” Hannah asked.

“We could wait here,” Hetty suggested.

“Until what?” Hannah said.

Until he dies.

Hannah heard the words, even though Hetty didn’t speak them. Instead, Hetty said, “Maybe the last place we stopped has a doctor who could help him.”

Hannah didn’t believe that any more than Hetty probably did.

“We’d be better off finishing the journey,” Josie said. “We can’t be too far from Cheyenne.”

“The problem is, we don’t have any idea exactly how far it is,” Hannah said.

“It can’t be more than a couple of days farther on,” Josie said. “Unless we’re lost.”

“Don’t even think that!” Hannah said. Although she’d thought exactly that herself when they hadn’t reached Cheyenne after four full weeks of travel. Mr. McMurtry had looked worried after their stop at the collection of shantys. She wished now that she’d asked what was wrong.

“Going back to a place we can find sounds safer than going forward to a place we’ve never been,” Hetty said.

“If the last place we left is infected with cholera, I’d rather steer clear of it,” Josie said.

That made sense to Hannah, too.

“I say we keep going,” Josie argued.

“How will we find the trail by ourselves?” Hetty asked.

Josie pointed to shallow ruts the width of wagon wheels that led across the prairie. “We follow those.”

Hetty stuck her hands on her hips. “Who’s going to drive those stubborn oxen?”

“I will,” Josie said. “I’ve been watching Mr. McMurtry snap that bullwhip every step of the way. How hard can it be?”

Hannah looked from one sister’s face to the other’s. They didn’t look nearly as afraid as she felt. There was no sense reminding them of the difficulties that lay ahead. “All right. Let’s get the wagon unloaded. Josie, give the oxen some water, but don’t unyoke them. We’ll have to take a good look before we do that tonight to make sure we can figure out how to yoke them up again tomorrow morning.”

They’d started out with a wagon filled to the two-thousand-pound limit with supplies, everything from hammers and hatchets to snowshoes, from dried fruit and beans to pickles and vinegar, from a butter mold and churn to a coffee grinder. Even after nearly three months of travel, the wagon bed was still packed so full that there was barely space for Hannah and Hetty to stand.

“You’re going to miss having this rocker on your front porch,” Hetty said as she dumped it out the back of the wagon.

Hannah picked up a chair and threw it onto the patchy grass in the center of the wagon tracks they’d been following. The chest under it was too heavy to move by herself. “Help me with this chest, Hetty.”

“Maybe we should unpack it first, so it’s lighter,” Hetty suggested.

Hannah opened the chest and saw a beautiful quilt. “We can cover him with this, once we get him in the wagon.” She threw the quilt aside and found sheets. “We might need these, too. They’re wrapped around something.”

Hannah unwound the sheets and found a beautiful framed mirror.

Hetty took it from her and studied her dirty, sunburned face and windblown blond curls. “I don’t think any man would be attracted to me the way I look now.” Then she tossed the mirror onto the ground, where it splintered into a thousand tiny pieces.

Josie looked up at Hetty and said, “You shouldn’t have done that.”

“Why not?”

“When you break a mirror, you get seven years of bad luck.”

Hetty sneered. “Our luck couldn’t get much worse than it already is.”

“Keep working,” Hannah said. “We’re losing daylight.”

They threw out furniture, mostly, but also got rid of fifty-pound sacks of rice, beans, and flour, which Hannah knew they were going to miss when they reached Cheyenne.

She spread Mr. McMurtry’s sleeping pallet on the space they’d cleared, then put a sheet and quilt nearby. She took out a bowl to use in case he had to vomit and filled another one with water to wipe his fevered forehead. She tore one of the sheets into rags to clean him if he fouled himself while traveling in the wagon.

When Hannah was done, she left the wagon and crossed to where Mr. McMurtry lay. Josie had draped a sheet over a couple of chairs they’d discarded to make shade for him while her sisters worked. “Mr. McMurtry?” Hannah laid a tentative hand on his shoulder, expecting him to knock it away again.

He mumbled something incoherent, but he didn’t move.

“Mr. McMurtry?” she repeated. She dared far enough to put a hand on his forehead. It was burning hot.

He muttered something that made no sense.

“He’s delirious,” Hetty said matter-of-factly.
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