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    January 1899


    Near the Willamette River


    Wilsonville, Oregon


    Whenever the wind blew hard and the rain came down sideways, lashing the windowpane, Florence Harms heard her dancing song. As the wind increased, so did the song. It sang of distant mountain peaks and torturous trails winding through giant boulders. It sang of sweat and blood, and always it climbed upwards, trembling from the heights, beckoning, calling; its strange haunting melody set her feet to dancing.


    A part of her wanted to whirl, stamp, and lift her arms to embrace the music, to move in unison to the raging wind and the flutter of the flame within the lantern bathing the cabin’s empty room in its soft glow. But the other part was fearful, her hand still clinging to the cane as her body slowly became more mobile, putting aside forever, or so she hoped, the illness that took her ability to walk and run freely, her energy to do her daily tasks.


    The good doctor told her she had taken a turn for the better and she could expect to return to her full energy and freedom of movement. But it would take time. Will had returned from the icy north, and soon, even before winter ended, she would become his wife.


    “Except I always wanted roses on my wedding day,” she whispered into the silent room of the newly constructed log cabin that Will and the men from Frog Pond Church had banded together to raise.


    The day after Christmas they felled the young firs in the grove along the back field and cut them into lengths the horses dragged to the site she and Will had chosen at the edge of the garden. It had only taken another few days to raise the walls and put up the roof, using shakes cut from an old-growth fir tree felled several years earlier. All they needed now was the order of glass windows to arrive by steamboat.


    But would it arrive? Whenever it rained steadily, she remembered 1894, the year of the flood. Since then, from her home on the West Hills of Portland, she had always kept a close watch on the river whenever the rains refused to let up. Would there be flooding along the waterfront come morning? And what about the boats and barges? Would they be swept out to the mighty Columbia River and on into the ocean?


    Florence pushed her thoughts away from the year when First Street had flooded and tried to recapture her song. She was in a safe place now, high above the creek that raced through the canyon during high water. No longer would she live in a tent; she’d be safe with Will in the cabin he was building for her.


    Instead, there was a loud knock. She whirled around to face the door. Who would be out on a rain-drenched afternoon fast turning into darkness? Tilly? Her Aunt Amelia?


    The front door blew open as she leaned forward on her cane and rose to her feet. “Will!” She gasped then smiled at the tall, broad-shouldered man with the worried frown. He stood on the threshold, water dripping off the brim of his hat and streaking his coat. She held out both hands, and he ran to her while her heart danced and twirled and spun inside her.


    “Oh, Will,” she whispered. She longed to reach up and caress his cheek with her fingertips, but he held her hands tight. She caught her breath. His tender smile put lights into his blue eyes, and the rough hands tightening over hers trembled. Will, how dear you are.


    As the coldness of his hands penetrated hers, she stepped back. “Goodness, you’re freezing to death!” She looked down. Mud spattered his trousers, and his boots attested to the heavy rain and thick garden mud stirred up by the horse’s hooves and the men’s boots.


    “I can’t believe you did this. Nobody knew where you were, not Tilly and not your aunt.” His voice softened. “Besides, I—I wanted to be the first to show you our new home.”


    “I’m sorry,” she said. “I just didn’t think.” Heat rose into her face. “I guess deep inside I’m still the little girl who wants to know what’s wrapped inside the pretty packages. I just couldn’t wait.”


    A sudden chill ran down her arms and she pressed closer into his arms, felt them tighten around her. “I can’t believe you’re really here. It’s like I’m asleep and dreaming and I’m afraid to wake up.”


    “And if you are, I promise, I won’t be gone.”


    “But what if—if you’re not there?”


    “But I will be there. And if I have to leave—for any reason

    —I’ll let you know.”


    He bent his head and kissed her tenderly, deeply without holding back. “We’re going to be married,” he murmured as he trailed his fingertips along her cheekbone. “I know what it’s like to want and have to wait.”


    “But what if I can’t be the wife you need?” she whispered. “I’m tired of weariness and wanting to cry, sometimes without any real reason.”


    “But Dr. Rutler says not to worry.” He gently released her and guided her toward the workbench someone had shoved beneath the window ledge.


    “But I do worry,” she protested, as she sank onto the bench. “Not so much for me, but for you. Are you sure we shouldn’t wait until spring returns? Perhaps by then the warmer weather will ease the pain and swelling in my joints.”


    Will shook his head. “I have waited too long already. It’s like I told you back then, in sickness or in health, I want you to be my wife. I still do, now perhaps more than ever. You are beautiful to me, just the way you are.”


    He took her hands in his and raised them to his lips. Gently, like the touch of butterfly wings, he kissed her swollen knuckles and then her wrist. “I love you, Florence. You are God’s gift to me.”


    Afterward, he knelt beside her, resting his elbows on the window ledge, his chin cupped in his hands. “Have you been to the spring lately? It’s one of the places I love most here, the cedars overshadowing it with their branches, the water dripping over mossy rocks into the deep pool surrounded by maidenhair fern.”


    His blue eyes darkened as he looked toward a place she had not seen in a long time. “I saw deer and coon tracks, even squirrels, and other wild creatures go there to drink. It’s the perfect place. The creek below, and overhead more trees, giant maples and firs so tall they look like they’re trying to touch the sky.”


    Florence smiled. “Don’t forget the dipper tied to the branch. It’s the first thing I saw when I pushed back the vine maple branches at the end of the path. It was like entering a safe place waiting just for me and gave me the feeling of coming home. And I was, but I didn’t know it then.” She sighed. “I wish I could go back there, but it’s not possible. At least not now.”


    “But I could go with you, even carry you if you needed

    me to.’’


    “But the rain,” she protested. “Why, the mud on the paths would send us end over teakettle. Let’s leave the water fetching to the young ones for a while. We’ll take our turns later.”


    “I’m glad Tilly’s here, especially this winter. She’s a great girl. So is Hal’s nephew, the redhead who’s sweet on her. They make a cute couple.”


    “Yes, they do. I wouldn’t be too surprised if they wed this summer. But we’d better get back to the tent. No sense worrying the family.”


    She paused as a worried frown creased his forehead. “It’s who we are now, Will. Aunt Amelia, you and me, Tilly and her little sister. For better or worse, it’s the way it is. We’re a family.”


    “But, it doesn’t mean . . .”


    “No, it doesn’t mean they’ll be staying with us after we’re married. Besides, Aunt Amelia has her own resources. And, yes, the girls do have their little place on the other side of the settlement. But they’re all alone. Their father, even their aunt and the boyfriend she ran off with are still in the Klondike, at least as far as they know. They’ve had no word. Right now they need us—and we need them.”


    “But where will they . . .”


    “Where will they sleep? They’ll be in the tent. We’ll be in the cabin.” Her gaze wandered out the window. She could see the dark brown soil of the garden, the firs beyond, the road curving out of sight into the canyon below where birds sang in the spring and wild creatures lived and roamed.


    “This window with the bench is my best spot,” Florence confided. “I hope we sit here often, together, looking out the window, watching for spring, perhaps even put up a fence to keep the deer out of the yard. We can plant hollyhocks and heartsease when the soil warms.”


    Will got to his feet and again took her into his arms. “And your mother’s rose.” He gestured toward the open window. “Tomorrow I’ll dig it up from beside the tent and plant it where we can see it from here. Of all the gifts we’ll receive on our wedding day, the gift we’ll treasure most will be your mother’s rose.”


    “That and Mother’s pearls.” She laughed. “Just think I’ll be able to wear them on my wedding day!”


    Will smiled. “You haven’t taken them off since I’ve arrived home from the Klondike at Christmastime, have you?”


    “No,” she whispered, as she slowly and awkwardly struggled with the top button of her coat.


    “Here, I’ll help you!” Will exclaimed. His hand came over hers, and he undid the button beneath her chin. Florence’s hand slid beneath the collar, then around her throat.


    “Will,” she gasped, her voice hoarse with fear. Her stomach dipped downwards. “The pearls, I’m not wearing Mother’s heirloom pearls. They’re gone! I had them on this morning, I know I did. I saw them in the mirror when I put up my hair.”


    For a moment, her hands covered her face. “I can’t believe I lost them,” she wailed. “Almost more than anything, I want to wear them on my wedding day. And now, look what I’ve done! They could be anywhere, here, on the path, even in the tent.”


    Will reassured her. “We’ll find them, Florence. They can’t be far, they can’t be. We’ll look everywhere, spread the word. Aunt Amelia, Tilly, Faye; one of us is bound to find them.”


    He took her arm, and they walked slowly through the front room and into the smaller back room, pushing aside building debris and sawdust that lay across the board floor. It felt like it took forever. He reached for her hand, then with the lantern in the other, he guided her out the door, the faint fluttering flame their only light to push back the shadows.


    There was no pearl necklace shining through the brown leaves moldering on the path, no tangled necklace caught in the underbrush grabbing at their clothing.


    Tilly met them at the doorway leading into the tent. She took one look at Florence’s face. “Are you all right?” She turned toward Will, noted the consternation written by the twisting movement of his lips, the worry in his blue eyes. “What happened?” she asked. “Where have you been?”



    “Just over to the cabin,” Florence explained. “I—I shouldn’t have gone alone, but I did. Will found me there. And then I discovered the pearl necklace wasn’t around my neck. She reached for her handkerchief and wiped away tears threatening to run down her cheeks. “We looked everywhere—the cabin, the trail, even held the lantern high to see if a stray branch might have grasped it up as it fell off my neck. But we saw nothing, it was getting too dark.”


    Aunt Amelia came up behind Florence and put her arm around her. “Did you have it this morning when you wakened? It might very well be here in the tent. If you want me to, I can help you look through your things.”


    “And if it isn’t here, we can check the path again when daylight comes,” Florence replied. “Oh, Aunt Amelia, I’m so sorry. You kept Mother’s pearls when she gave them to you for safe keeping before the train wreck that claimed her life. I—I only had the necklace a little while, and already I’ve lost it twice—once on the river when the steamboat we were on collided with another. I’ll never forget how awful I felt when the trunk with the pearls was swept overboard and disappeared beneath the water.” Her lips trembled. “Now I’ve lost them again.”


    “Now, now, dear. No more tears. What is lost doesn’t necessarily stay lost. And you know praying makes a big lot of difference, girl. Like you said, them pearls have been lost before, and not so long ago either.”


    [image: deco.jpeg]


    


    As the rains increased and the waters of the river rose, the steamboats stopped plying up and down the Willamette. Will, anxious to find work after his return from the gold rush, found a temporary job in the feed store on Main Street, close to Hal’s Mercantile. He even found a nearby boarding house, which was, as he put it, “a shade above sharing the horse and goat’s accommodations.”


    The school remained open, and Tilly spent most days accompanying Faye on horseback, thereby increasing Aunt Amelia's and Florence’s workloads. Tilly continued to bring a supply of water and wood into the tent to meet each day’s need before she and Faye left. Nor did she forget to search for the missing necklace. She even donned Florence’s cape and went out several times into the rain at daylight to search the path; then she searched the newly raised log cabin.


    Although the couple had originally planned to have a simple ceremony in the tent, their plans changed when Mrs. Moad offered them the use of their home less than a mile away. “John is willing to fetch the four of you in our covered wagon—the same wagon John’s great-grandmother came in to Oregon, actually to the same property where our house was built. His father finished the bedroom downstairs—there you can dress. It will be perfect. I can play the organ in our front room while the reverend comes in, then Will of course, then you in your white dress. What do you think?”


    “I think it would be wonderful,” Florence whispered. “But I still don’t know when we’ll be ready.”


    “Once these rains stop and the boats start running, you’re going to be a beautiful couple,” she said, and she was right. On the first Saturday in February, instead of the first Saturday in January as they had originally planned, the family was ready to depart for their neighbor’s home.


    A watery sun peeked out through the clouds and streamed over the tent as John drove his team into the clearing in front of the cabin. First Aunt Amelia, Florence using her cane, and Tilly came down the path.


    “Now where did the child disappear to?” Aunt Amelia fretted. “She was here a minute ago, and now she’s gone.” She snapped her fingers. “Gone, just like that.”


    “She’s coming,” John said, “don’t you worry none, she’s on her way.”


    Even as he spoke, Faye exploded from the bushes at the clearing’s edge, running as fast as she could toward them. “I found them! I found them!” she screamed. “Blue had them all the time.”


    “Why, child!” Aunt Amelia exclaimed as she held out her hand. But it was into Florence’s open palm Faye laid the missing pearl necklace.


    “I knew they’d come home,” the child cried. “But why did the cat take them? I prayed and prayed. But why did God wait so long? I’d really like to know.”


    Tears blurred Florence’s eyes as she held the creamy luster of the pearls against her pale wrist. The touch of the jewels brought her thoughts backward into the past. She reached down and pulled Faye close. “Oh, honey,” she exclaimed. “I don’t know why or all the answers, but I know some of them.”


    She looked up and her dark brown eyes met John’s gaze. “When Will first asked me to be his wife, I said no. I loved him but couldn’t marry him unless we had a house with a wide porch and white pillars. In my mind, I saw a house much like yours and Martha’s, John.” Her hand reached up and covered her mouth to hide the sudden quiver of her lips.


    She took a deep breath and continued. “All my life my parents and us kids lived in one shack after another. When they were both killed in a train accident, I went to live with my older brother, Richard, and his wife, Opal, in Portland’s West Hills. Even while I grieved the loss of my parents, the beauty around me, the gardens, my bedroom, even their parlor so filled with lovely things nourished my spirit.”


    For a moment, she covered her face with her hands even as Aunt Amelia put her arms around her. “Florence, it’s over now. Let it go.”


    Florence lifted her tear-stained face to her family. “It’s just what I am doing. You see, I loved Will, but I was afraid when he told me I’d have to live in a tent until he could build us a log cabin on the farm he’d just bought. I—I sent him away. I know now I would have regretted it forever if Aunt Amelia hadn’t urged me to follow my heart and go after him.”


    Her gaze clung to Aunt Amelia’s, and they both smiled. “You came with me when I followed Will to this clearing in the woods. But he was gone; he loved me so much he followed the gold rush into the icy north so he could strike it rich and build me the house of my dreams.”


    She turned and looked back at the tent she was leaving. “I haven’t yet learned all I have to learn here, but one thing I do know: people are more important than things. There’s even a verse in my Bible I’m learning from. I found it at Christmastime when Tilly and I opened the leather chest holding mother’s pearls. There in the bottom of the leather chest was a secret drawer, and inside were little notes she’d written.


    “When we didn’t find the pearl necklace, I took out one of the notes and read a verse where she’d written the notation: ‘my life verse.’ I took the verse for my own, even memorized it when I was worrying over the pearl necklace, the cabin windows not arriving, and our wedding having to be postponed.”


    Aunt Amelia could keep silent no longer, “Well for pity’s sake, child,” she exclaimed, “what was it?”


    John interrupted. “We need to get going.”


    “You mean Mother’s life verse?” Florence asked.


    “Yes,” everyone chorused.


    Florence lifted her chin, her voice came through clear and strong. “From Colossians, chapter three, verses one and two. ‘If ye then be risen with Christ, seek those things which are above, where Christ sitteth on the right hand of God. Set your affection on things above, not on things on the earth.’ ”


    “It’s what I want my marriage to be.” She turned and looked at each person standing with her. “You are my witnesses,” she said. “You have my permission to tell me if I’m not living according to those precepts.”


    Faye grabbed Florence’s hand. She smiled. “I think I understand a little bit better now.”


    When Aunt Amelia, Faye, and Tilly climbed into the back of the wagon, John carefully helped Florence into the front seat. His “we’re off” echoed across the fields.


    The horses lunged, the wagon lurched. Aunt Amelia, sitting on the bench John had nailed into place on the wagon floor for their comfort, leaned forward and gently touched the hood of the cape covering Florence’s shining dark hair.


    “May God bless you and the good man God has chosen to be your husband,” she said softly. “And you will be blessed.”


    

  


  
    Chapter 2
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    B lessed. I and the man I’m about to wed have been blessed.


    The words Aunt Amelia had spoken warmed Florence’s innermost being, even as the wagon tilted downhill and around the curve and they entered the canyon she had grown to love. Memories stirred by the lofty old-growth firs shadowing the grassy flats by the creek reminded her of the summer mornings she had struggled to master the scythe so Callie, their pet mare, and the goat who shared the clearing could have hay come winter. Just thinking about it made her shiver with weariness. With Tilly helping to transport Faye to and from school, it had taken both her and Aunt Amelia to load the wheelbarrow with the dried grass and push it up the hill and into the animal shed at the edge of the clearing.


    As the horses’ hooves clattered across the bridge over the water where she and Tilly had washed their clothes, she spotted a battered kettle that had sprung a leak and lay half-

    submerged beside the rising stream. The gray sodden ashes in the fire pit surrounded by bricks marked the spot where they heated the water for washing.


    Yes, she and her man felt blessed. This was their land, their home, and now they had a newly built cabin all ready for them. Chills of anticipation raced through her, then fear as the team started up the muddy, rutted road on the other side of the canyon as it rose before them.


    John leaned forward and shouted encouragement to the horses. “You can do it, girls. Dig in those hooves! Keep climbing!”


    The horses obeyed as they strained forward pulling the ancient Conestoga wagon up the sodden road. They stopped where the road leveled out and John hopped down. Florence smiled as she noticed his left hand pulling something from his pocket, then offering what was in his palm to first one horse, then the other.


    “Like Will,” she murmured, “he has a way with horses.” She turned and smiled at Tilly and Faye. “And you girls have it, too. I’ve seen you with Callie and—”


    “Eliza,” Tilly said. “She’s a beautiful horse, always ready to take Faye back and forth to school when we needed her last fall.” She lowered her voice to a whisper. “John spoils his horses, keeps cut up carrots in his pockets. The horses love them.”


    The most difficult part of their journey was over once they reached Grahams Ferry Road and turned south toward the Moads’ house about a mile away at the intersection where the curvy road crossed Grahams Ferry.


    Her eager gaze searched the roadside for signs of spring. She spotted a clump of Indian plum shrubs sporting fresh green leaves, a tall willow leaning close to the road showing off tiny velvetlike buds at the ends of its branches. And the ferns—some of their fronds broken by winter winds and falling debris—waved softly in February’s damp, cool air.


    “Soon there’ll be mayflowers and trilliums,” she observed.


    John nodded. “And Johnny-jump-ups. It’s a bit early for those yellow violets yet, but they’ll come when it warms a bit. We only have to wait.”


    They started down the hill, which led into the canyon where the creek curved through woodlands with a delightful mix of fir and cedar trees mixed with deciduous alders, maples, and smaller shrubs marching toward the river. “Water’s pretty high under the bridge, but the road is good,” John said. “Several of the boys living past your place loaded up a bunch of river rock and graveled the hills so the ruts won’t get any deeper. It helps a lot.”


    Florence took a deep breath inward as the team neared the creek. As she leaned over to view the stream, she noted the water came up almost even with the bottom of the bridge.


    “Now, don’t you worry,” John reassured her. “It’s not quite there yet, nor is it going to be. Why, it’s in the same place now as it was when I came over earlier. It would take a cloudburst before we’d be in trouble.”


    Florence smiled. “I can just imagine me in my white dress trying to cross the creek at flood stage. I’m glad you and Mrs. Moad were able to bring it to your house early on.”


    Faye’s head popped up behind her shoulder. “What about me?” she cried. “I’m lots shorter than you.”


    “Don’t be silly,” Tilly exclaimed. “Why, the good doctor himself would put you on his shoulders and wade across to the other side. You’d be the driest one in our party, and Florence would be the one having the most trouble with her full skirt and white puffed sleeves filling up with muddy creek water.”


    “Oh, no,” Florence lamented. “I should have worn the ivory silk blouse with the pink roses after all. But Aunt Amelia insisted—”


    “For you to wear a white dress to go with your beautiful dark hair,” Faye crowed. “And it worked! It’s beautiful!”


    Sudden tears stung Florence’s eyes. She squeezed them shut, then blinked several times. “Just like Aunt Amelia said it would be,” she half-whispered, “only it’s so much, much more.”


    And suddenly she was remembering. Aunt Amelia had suggested a soft white cotton material for the wedding dress but she’d balked. “I want something I can wear later,” she’d protested. “I really can’t imagine wearing a white dress for everyday in the cabin or the garden either.”


    But Aunt Amelia had managed to convince her that a simple white dress with puffed sleeves and scooped neck could be dyed any color she wanted and wouldn’t show the dirt either. In the end, Aunt Amelia purchased the material at Hal’s Mercantile. It took all three of them to do up the seams by candlelight through the long winter evenings. In spite of her stiff fingers, Florence had done the best she could on the seams where her stitches wouldn’t show, leaving the delicate work on the puffed sleeves, buttons, and buttonholes for Aunt Amelia and Tilly to do.


    Faye’s sudden shout brought Florence into the present. Their Conestoga wagon was turning into the driveway of the white house with two pillars. The horses slowed, then stopped in front of the wide porch.


    “I’ll help you up those steps,” John said as he hopped down and onto the gravel. “But first we’ll get our riders in the back out.”


    He held his arms out wide, but shook his head when little Faye appeared. “Stand back,” he instructed. “Your Aunt Amelia comes first.”


    As Faye backed up into the wagon, Florence heard her voice proclaim, “Aunt Amelia, you’re the queen! And he’s waiting! You get to go first!”


    With Faye on one side and Tilly on the other, the wide-eyed queen stepped into John’s arms. Only instead of letting her down, he carried her up the stairs and onto the porch. Tilly and Faye ran after her and taking her hands escorted her the rest of the way to the door.


    “And now it’s your turn, Miss Harms,” he said as he came back to the wagon where he swept Florence into his arms and carried her up the steps. He set her onto the porch and held out his arm.


    Florence took it gratefully as they walked slowly across the boards. He opened the door, and with Martha on her other side, they escorted her into the bedroom where her wedding dress hung displaying its white glory.


    “My dress! Why, it’s beautiful,” Florence whispered as she sank into the soft chair. “What did you do to make it so perfect?”


    “Just a bit of starching and pressing is all,” Martha said, “nothing more. It’s a lovely creation.”


    “All the credit goes to Aunt Amelia and the girls. Without them—”


    “John went to get your cane, and your aunt and the girls will be here in a bit,” she said. “I’ll bring tea for all of you. Your family won’t mind sitting on the edge of the bed, will they?”


    “We do it at home all the time,” Florence reassured her. She looked at the quilt spread over the top of the bed. “Why, it’s a signature quilt, isn’t it? My sister-in-law has one from the time of the Civil War, and it’s beautiful—just like yours. Did someone in your family make it?”


    Martha nodded. “Actually, it was a gift from my mother on my wedding day twenty years ago. I usually keep it on the wall in our bedroom, but I wanted you to see it. You see, this quilt was created to honor my great-grandmother and great-grandfather’s wedding. Although the signatures on it will be unknown to you, I thought you might like reading the Scriptures about marriage those people wrote on the blocks. I hope you enjoy it and the tea. Having you here is my pleasure.”


    And she was gone.


    When she reappeared, she carried a tray with a teapot decorated with tiny blue flowers and matching teacups. Florence’s family followed. First, Faye clutching a honey jar, then Tilly with a pitcher of cream. Aunt Amelia came last, carefully balancing a small covered tray with shortbread and grape jelly.


    Florence exclaimed her thanks as they placed the tea fixings on the table close to her chair. “You will join us, won’t you, Mrs. Moad?”


    But Martha shook her head. “This is your time,” she said. “When you’re finished, your family will help you dress.”


    It happened just the way she said. After they drank the fragrant tea and examined the handmade quilt, Tilly and Faye carried the tea things into the kitchen while Aunt Amelia helped Florence slip the freshly starched wedding dress over her head. She buttoned the tiny buttons adorning the front and adjusted the pearls Faye had placed in Florence’s hand in the morning. “I’m so glad Faye found your mother’s pearls. Your dress may not be the white silk and satin she envisioned, but they’re perfect with the scooped neck. It would mean a lot to her to know you chose white for your dress. It was her dream.”


    “Even if it is cotton?”


    “Even if it’s cotton. It fits the neighborhood and the farm; it fits you and your dark hair and eyes. You positively glow.”


    A soft flush bathed Florence’s cheeks as she bent to peer into the mirror. As she picked up the brush to put her hair in place, she glanced down at the hem of the dress. Her eyes widened. “There—there’s a rose pinned to the hem, and it’s pink!” she cried. Words failed her, and she clutched at the back of the chair where she had been sitting.


    Aunt Amelia grabbed both of her hands in hers to steady her. “Oh, Aunt Amelia. I think I’m going to cry.”


    “Not on your wedding day, my dear.” She stepped back and smiled at her niece. “If you do, I’ll think you don’t like my surprise.”


    “But I do,” Florence exclaimed. “More than anything, I wanted a rose on my wedding day. A pink rose and—did you crochet it yourself, and when did you ever find the time?”


    A sly smile spread across Aunt Amelia’s face. “ ’Twasn’t easy, but I found time. You didn’t know I could walk and crochet at the same time, did you?”


    Florence, her face warm and tender, put both arms around her aunt. “How can I thank you, Aunt Amelia? Talk about a surprise. All those walks. Why, I thought you were working on staying strong and healthy. You surpassed yourself on this one, my dear, and I love you.”


    She heard a knock on the door and turned, a frown furrowing her brow.


    “You have a visitor,” Tilly explained through the closed door. “Are you decent?”


    “It’s me,” a deep, male voice responded. “I have something for you.”


    “Richard!” Florence cried. “He’s my brother, Tilly. Oh, Richard, I’m so glad you came!”


    Aunt Amelia stepped back as the man strode through the doorway and took his sister into his arms. After a huge bear hug, he stepped back and from his pocket pulled out a little sack of dried rose petals and placed it in her hand.


    “Opal made it for you, because she hasn’t been feeling well and couldn’t come today. She was sure Will would return from the Klondike, so she harvested the roses from our mother’s rose and dried them. Now you can smell roses when you say your vows to your Will. It’s her gift for you so you might always remember.”


    Florence raised the tiny sack of netting to her nose and smelled deeply of the faint tantalizing smell of a bygone June. When she was alone, she’d slip it into her bosom to remember the fragrance of a promise kept.


    Her Will had come back to her just as he had said he would.
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    Florence stood alone behind the closed bedroom door clutching her cane as she listened to the organ and the voices of the guests as they assembled in the Moads’ great room. Soon the music would change into the triumphant wedding march, then Richard would return and escort her to where the reverend and Will waited.


    She opened the door a crack, and as she did, Mendelssohn’s “Wedding March” poured over her. She pushed open the door at the same time her brother Richard came toward her and reached for her arm. He put her cane against the wall and looked down at her as she stood still, her gaze caught by the lights in Will’s eyes as he looked at her from across the room.


    “You’re lovely,” Richard whispered as they slowly moved toward her man who looked so fine and handsome in the dark suit he’d borrowed from Hal. He stood waiting beside the Reverend Walton from the church. Florence even noticed several folk with their families from his congregation standing in the back, smiling encouragement.


    Hal winked at her, and Irene wiped her eyes. For the first time she saw Clarence, Tilly’s special friend with the bright red hair, standing beside Opal. A tear sparked her own eyes as she felt their love winging toward her. The good doctor, who had taken such good care of their family since they had arrived, quietly joined Aunt Amelia, Tilly, and Faye. As his hand gently touched the top of Faye’s head, Florence felt a tear trickle down her cheek. Mrs. Moad pedaled and played the wedding march with fierce determination, her fingers flying over the keys. The air sounding through the reeds of the organ mingled with the melody, but no one seemed to mind.


    As Richard put her hand into Will’s, the organ stopped and a solemn hush fell over the room. The reverend spoke into the silence. “Inasmuch as we are gathered together in the sight of the Lord . . .”


    For one wild moment, Florence wanted to stop the ceremony. What if I can’t be the wife he needs? What if I fail him horribly—will I become a burden? Will he leave me, find another woman to take my place?


    Even as her thoughts raced, she heard Will’s words as he repeated the words after the reverend. “I, William Nickerson, take thee, Florence Harms, to be my lawfully wedded wife, to have and to hold from this day forward, for better, for worse, for richer, for poorer, in sickness and in health.”


    Florence’s emotions choked her. Will was choosing her just as she was, in sickness or in health. Oh, Will, I love you, I love you. We’ll be together forever, as long as we both shall live.


    And then, quite suddenly, Florence Harms was Florence Nickerson. The people came forward to shake their hands and pass out hugs and kisses, while the sweet odor of hot cider invited the children kitchen-ward where biscuits, roast chickens, baked potatoes, and ham resided on the table. The counter was crowded with huge slabs of squash, loaded with butter, and a holiday assortment of pies, cakes, and cookies.


    Martha and Irene handed out plates and created order as mothers and children filled them to the edges. The men slapped Will on the shoulders and made loud jokes about his new matrimonial state. The food gradually gathered them into the kitchen, leaving the new couple standing alone by the fireplace. Will’s serious face bent low over Florence’s creamy flushed cheeks that resembled the pink rose attached to the lace edging at the hem of her dress.


    His blue eyes spoke of his devotion and commitment while Florence’s heart whispered with unspoken words: Lord, I need You to show me how to love in the forever way the reverend read about in Your Word before Will placed the ring on my finger. Something about love never fails, believes, and hopes and endures hard things. Lord, I’m weak. Make me strong. Give Will and me a love to last forever and ever. Amen.


    Will’s words almost matched her prayer. “An everlasting love,” he whispered. “One to go on into eternity.” His fingers reached down and touched her lips. “I love you, Florence. Together we’ll grow our farm and so much more. Together . . .”
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