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  ~~To Janet. Who knows where Bird would have landed without her.~~




  Chapter 1




  Jacob Eversby stood in the entry of his father’s office. The smell of fresh plaster nauseated him and he thought of the confrontation ahead. “Please tell Father I need to see him immediately.” Jacob announced as the secretary behind the oak desk stared over her papers.




  “Jacob, your father is in a meeting and does not wish to be disturbed. Perhaps if you...”




  “He will see me now!” Jacob demanded, pounding his fist on the desk.




  “Such an impatient boy.” The secretary took a deep breath. “I’m sorry, Jacob, there’s nothing I can do. If you would like to wait, you may. The newest Gazette is fresh off the presses and I’ve placed copies on the table.” A spindly finger directed Jacob to the corner.




  Jacob looked to the corner and took a step forward.




  In haughty accomplishment, the secretary reached back and patted the bun at the base of her neck, as if to say he was predictably more easily distracted than his father.




  Jacob grinned politely as he interpreted Miss Lewis’ expression. He knew she thought he gave up easily. He took another step toward the table and watched as she bent her head to resume her typing ignoring him. Disregarding the animated expression instantly crossing the older woman’s face, Jacob turned and tackled the three long strides to reach the door to his father’s office, turned the knob, and barged in. “Father! We must talk now.”




  Herbert Eversby looked from his desk with a frown. “Jacob,” he began calmly, though his scowl said otherwise, “I’m in the middle of something. We’ll meet another time.”




  “This will not wait, Father!”




  “We’ve already been over this and concluded! Further discussion isn’t necessary,” Herbert replied as he adjusted his tie and cuff links. He shuffled the stack of papers in front of him. “If you don’t mind, I must get back to work.” He pointed his son back to the lobby.




  “I do mind. Emily and I are going to Oklahoma whether you agree or not.” Jacob’s words were adamant. “I have to make my own life. I have to do something besides take what I’m given. I have to do this for myself and my family, for my very sanity.”




  Herbert placed his pen in the inkwell and left it. He looked at his son. “Jacob, I understand the feelings of restlessness you’re feeling, as well the fact you need to be a man. I love you, you know that. I just don’t want you to make the same mistakes I did at your age. You’re only twenty-two. I’m not quite sure you’re thinking clearly. You have a wonderful life here. You have a lovely home, plenty of money, and a steady job. I’ve worked my entire life to build this for you and you want to leave? How could you give up everything I’ve done for you on a whim?”




  “A whim? Is that what you think? You think Emily and I want to go to Oklahoma on a whim? We have thought about this. This is something we both want.” The muscles in his arms tensed as he spoke and his teeth grit together. How could his father think he hadn’t thought this through?




  “Hogwash!” Herbert’s voice echoed against the walls with hostility. “If your mother and I wouldn’t have allowed you to wed that commoner, you would not be thinking this way at all. Emily’s frivolity started this. She should be happy to have married so well, instead she wants to drag you off to the wilderness!”




  Jacob had no idea his father thought of Emily as a commoner. He knew his parents could afford all the luxuries of life and were considered the upper crust of Boston society, but he had no idea they were snobs. He grew up in luxury but was taught not to shame those who were less fortunate. His father’s words shocked him. “Emily? What does class have to do with anything? I love her. If that was the way you felt, you should have said something before the wedding.”




  “If we would have voiced our opinion, would you have stopped seeing her?” Herbert questioned.




  Unfettered denial pressed across Jacob’s anger darkened cheek.




  “I didn’t think so.” Herbert pushed up the sleeve of his black tailored suit and looked at the hands on his gold watch. “Nearly nine o’clock. We must go and check our presses. The customers are waiting for the afternoon edition!”




  Eversby stood, walked around the large desk, and examined Jacob. “Jacob, you’re a smart boy, maybe too smart. And headstrong, you get that from your mother. Going to Oklahoma is an audacious task. It’s preposterous. It’s high time you dropped this foolishness. End this discussion and accompany me to the presses.”




  “No, Father. I’m a man with a wife and family on the way and I want my son to be born in Oklahoma. There are wonderful things happening there! Land is wide open and opportunities abound. You’re a newsman. Don’t you read what you print? Can’t you hear what people are saying? I want my son, my children, to grow up where everyone isn’t stacked on top of each other like bees in a hive. Oklahoma is a place where horses run wild and people are free to make anything they want of themselves. I intend to carve out this path, even if you don’t like it.” Jacob’s face grew red with annoyance.




  “You don’t know what you’re saying. I have made this life for you! It’s a perfectly good life and you want for nothing.” Herbert Eversby’s hands clenched at his sides and his words were heated crisp.




  Jacob breathed deep as the steel gray disgust glared from his father’s eyes. “Father,” he began more calmly, “I know you’ve given me every indulgence. I know you’ve worked hard to build this newspaper from nothing. I know you and mother labored to make this wonderful life. Now it’s time for me to make my own life. I need to prove to myself that I can do something on my own. I need to do this, don’t you see? I need to do this so when my children are old, I can tell them I built my life from nothing like their grandfather did. I need my wife to know I can do things most men would not!”




  * * * *




  The old man recognized the sheer resolve in his son’s stare. History always repeated itself and it was the very same situation so many years ago when Herbert himself was a young man. He realized there would be no stopping Jacob. Herbert unrolled the crinkled piece of newsprint he unknowingly crunched in his fist and then folded it into a tidy square. As circulation returned to his hand, Herbert Eversby realized he had no choice. His only son was a man and indeed, he needed to be liberated, as a man would be. Herbert’s next words came from his lips in peaceful secession. “When do you plan to leave?”




  Chapter 2




  Joseph and Frances stood on the bow of the passenger vessel and stared with amazement.




  “I can’t believe how enormous it looks from here. She didn’t look nearly this tall from the postcard your brother sent!”




  There she stood. It was true. No longer just an image on a creased piece of mail, the gilded folds of her robe and the torch in her hand welcomed the couple to America. Tall and silent, she stretched above the bow of the freightliner into the cloudless blue sky.




  "Frances, you are in America now. You must speak the language of our new country,” Joseph chastised his wife in broken English he had not yet quite mastered. He watched his wife frown back at him stubbornly and then smile. She was a strong young woman; she would learn the language of their adopted home quickly enough, and she would do it out of stubbornness. Of that, Joseph was sure.




  He looked over Frances’ scarf-covered head to the horizon. She was right! The statue of Liberty did look impressive as its massive structure reflected across the relatively calm waters of the harbor below Liberty Island. The sunset slowly melted behind the tall buildings that lined the shores of America and Joseph felt, at that exact fleeting second, he had found true freedom. No more threats of war. No more hunger. No more pestilence or overcrowded streets. Once they reached the great state of Oklahoma, Joseph knew he could fulfill his lifelong dream. He could live in peace with his neighbors. He would be free to do what he wanted; when he wanted; as he wanted. He would be free to believe in what he wished—as he wished. The confines of the overpopulated, famished city were far behind them. Never again would Joseph have to pretend he was happy with a government he hated. He was a free man now, and the feeling of freedom was glorious! Joseph could taste the liberty almost as easily as he tasted the salty water that splashed from the hull of the large boat into the air. Fresh, clean, salty freedom! Sparkling, cool, glittery freedom splashing against his face.




  Joseph looked at his wife. Tears streaked down her lovely fine features as she gazed up at him. She was far too young to be separated from her family for the rest of her life. Joseph was sorry for that. When he asked her about moving to America, she seemed thrilled with the idea. Joseph supposed her spirited sense of adventure got the best of her. Now he wondered if her tears were those of happiness for their newfound freedom, or cries of sadness for the loss of her family thousands of miles away.




  She and Joseph decided to come to America; purchased their boarding passes; and shortly thereafter, discovered Frances was pregnant. They’d talked about staying in Prague until the baby came but their tickets were nonrefundable. Because the tickets cost all of Joseph’s life savings, if they didn’t use them now, the one chance to migrate to America would be lost forever. Frances discounted Joseph’s concerns and refused to discuss selling their tickets to someone else. They argued intensely. It was not until the doctors in Prague told Joseph that Frances would be able to travel to America safely, that Joseph finally conceded. Still, he couldn’t help wondering whether Frances was sorry her parents would never see her firstborn child.




  He smiled at her and his strong hands cupped her shoulders. “Are you all right?”




  “I’m fine, Joseph. I can’t believe that we are actually here. I’m a little nervous. There are so many people. Can America be so big to hold so many?”




  “As big as the sky, my love,” Joseph replied, “I’m going to find the captain and ask him how long before we land. There is a merchant near the flagstaff, would you like anything?”




  “I am a little hungry, Joseph. Can we afford something to eat?” Frances questioned. Though Frances was quite apt in dealing with money, it was Joseph’s job to handle financial matters.




  “Of course we can! Soon, we will be living better than ever. It’s a free land, Frances! I can get you just about anything your heart craves.”




  “I would settle for an apple.” Frances smiled at Joseph.




  Joseph felt a difference in himself these days. In Prague, he had looked and felt like an old man most of the time. He was unhappy there, probably always had been. Here, on the verge of freedom, his eyes were bright and full of hope and dreams. He felt nearly animated as he walked toward the captain’s quarters, and much younger than his twenty-seven years. When Frances’ father arranged for her marriage to Joseph, Joseph wondered why he’d picked such an old man for his daughter. Obviously, the father had lost his mind. Now Joseph didn’t feel old at all. In fact, he acted more Frances’ age and Joseph was convinced his wife’s father was a wise man after all. Frances’ father hadn’t picked her suitor because of age; he’d picked her husband based on common interests, personalities, and the fact that Joseph would take Frances to the freedom of America. A freedom her father knew she deserved.




  Joseph reached a vendor and turned to listen to the man standing next to him. He couldn’t understand the language. German perhaps? No, Germans were blonde, but not that blonde! Swede? Maybe Swede. In any case, the man was directing his young son to the statue on the island and probably saying much the same thing everyone else on board was saying. The father was filling the boy with new hope and the excitement of a better life, just as Joseph had done with Frances. Even as crowded as the boat was, as Joseph stood, he wondered if Frances, standing out of his sight, was feeling isolated and scared. Such a giant move for her. To marry at the age of sixteen and uproot to an entirely different country so far from home was petrifying. With a baby on the way, the move seemed much scarier. Now that he allowed himself to examine it more closely, it seemed like an idiotic idea. He wondered if Frances stood, alone in the sea of foreigners, and rocked back and forth with the boat on the water as he did in line at the vendor. He was relieved when he finished his purchase and returned to her side.




  “Here!” he began as he noticed the strange look of concern on her brow and handed her a long, bright yellow object. “It’s called a banana. It’s fruit. The man who sold it to me said it is very good and Americans love them. I thought we should try them.”




  “Ba-na-na?” Frances pronounced. The strange word rolled off her tongue.




  “Yes. I couldn’t really understand him, but I think the man said to bite into it,” Joseph replied and handed her the fruit. After he talked to the first officer, he’d stopped at the vending cart and picked up the sweet smelling fruit for one American penny each. He walked back to where he’d left Frances and noticed the forlorn look on her face. He would have to remember not to leave her alone for too long until she accustomed herself to being so far from home. Perhaps, when they got back on their feet, he would send for her parents. Instead of bringing up the idea, he motioned for her to eat. It would do no good to get her hopes up about her family until they won their land in the race in Oklahoma. After they settled and built a fine house, they could discuss the matter.




  Frances looked speculatively at her husband. He knew she’d never seen a piece of fruit the color of the bright sun and she wouldn’t know what to do with it. So it didn’t surprise him when she waited until she saw him take the first bite.




  Joseph did. He held the banana in his right hand and examined it. “Bite it,” the vendor motioned. Joseph took a bite. It was tough. The skin was rubbery and chewy. The center had an interesting, sweet flavor, yet the skin was so tremendously bitter. He tried not to make a face. He wanted Frances to taste it and he knew, if he made a disagreeable face, she wouldn’t. Besides, Americans loved bananas. At least that’s what the vendor said.




  Frances took a bite, too. “Joseph, this is terrible! The skin is so bitter.” She ran to the edge of the boat and spit it out over the side.




  Joseph spit the banana into his hand. “You’re right. It is terrible. It must be an acquired taste.”




  The loud echo of the ship’s bells distracted them from their wasted food. A man in an official uniform announced to everyone it was time to get their papers in order and, if the head of the household hadn’t signed his entire family up on the log already, he should before departing.




  “The captain said there will be a short medical examination on the island. Nothing to worry about. It’s just for minor medical problems. If we’re separated, we will have to meet in front of the building. My brother is supposed to meet us on the mainland,” Joseph said. He didn’t want Frances to feel ill at ease with anything.




  “I’m fine, Joseph. Don’t worry so much. As long as we are together, I can handle anything,” Frances assured her husband.




  “I know. You are strong and that’s one reason I love you.”




  “Just don’t make me eat any more of those awful bananas or you will find out just how strong I am!” Frances laughed.




  Joseph smiled. She would blend fine into the American culture, he was sure of it.




  Chapter 3




  Jacob examined the wagon. “Good, solid wood, Em! This wagon ought to travel better than most. It was generous of Father to purchase it for us.”




  “I was surprised Herbert did it, knowing how he feels about this,” Emily Eversby replied. Herbert was against the uprooting ever since Jacob brought up the idea. Until about a week ago, Jacob and Emily were set to move to Oklahoma without his blessing.




  “Did you check with your doctor this morning?”




  “Yes. He was upset we would be traveling this close to the baby’s delivery, but I assured him there would be a doctor with us. He was still not very convinced. He said even for a healthy woman, the trip is vigorous. I guaranteed I would not overextend myself.”




  “Good. My father went to great lengths to hire a doctor for the wagon train. Apparently, it was difficult to find one willing to forgo his practice here and start anew in Oklahoma.”




  “Oh, Jacob! I’m sure everything will be just fine. The baby isn’t due until after July. The free land race is in April. That’s well over two months’ difference. We should have plenty of time to settle our claim before the baby comes. I don’t know why your parents are so worried. My family isn’t,” she whispered as she boarded the high wagon with Jacob’s help.




  Emily caught the look Jacob gave her before he traveled to the back of the wagon. She was aware, as well as he was, why his parents were against the trip. They didn’t want Jacob to travel so far away and they didn’t want their grandchild born without comforts. Had it been in Herbert Eversby’s power, she and Jacob would not be making the trip at all. It was only until Jacob firmly declared they were going, that his father seceded, and only under Herbert’s insistence they travel with the very best, that Jacob’s mother agreed. That was why the finest Conestoga wagon available was purchased, then loaded with premium stock animals and enough provisions to travel all the way to California if they chose. They had more than ample supplies to travel to Oklahoma and plenty extra for trading along the way for things they didn’t already have. Emily had no concern about traveling to their new home, and their baby would be born with every convenience. The senior Eversby made sure of it. He even went so far as to use his newspaper contacts to persuade his political allies and the land office in Oklahoma to assure Jacob would ‘win’ a plot of land in the Oklahoma Free Land Race. Not until Herbert ‘took care’ of these things did he transfer his blessings. While Emily pondered, she heard the conversation between the father and son.




  “You will telegraph us with news along the way, Jacob,” Herbert commanded. “As a journalist, we will print your weekly plight in the newspaper. You must give a good account of the race in April. I want a detailed, firsthand version for our readers.”




  As Jacob checked the heavy, metal fastener that secured the tailgate of the wagon, he answered, “I understand. I will keep a stringent record of the others around us and their joys and struggles as well. I believe this will be profitable for all of us. You will get your story and I’ll forge a life. After we’re well settled, we will return for holidays. I’m delighted you have agreed to give me your blessings on this.” He walked back to the front of the wagon where his mother stood.




  “You must not do anything to jeopardize the health of my grandchild. Do you understand that?” Marion Eversby said formally with a scowl.




  “Yes, Mrs. Eversby. It was good of you to arrange for a doctor to travel in our party. I am grateful.” Emily sent a pasted-on smile to her mother-in-law. Why would Jacob’s mother think she would do anything to threaten the safety of her baby? Not that it mattered. In a few minutes, Jacob’s parents would be far behind and she would not have to worry about pleasing them anymore. The miles between Boston and Oklahoma appealed to Emily more as the minutes passed and she forced herself to endure harsh stares and hinted words of inadequacy from Jacob’s mother. Emily bit back her own words of misgiving as she watched Jacob climb to his seat and take the reins. “Jacob will telegraph as soon as we get to the first fort.”




  As Jacob steered the team away toward the west side of Boston to meet with the other wagons in the train, Emily thought she overheard Herbert Eversby comment to his wife followed by Mrs. Eversby’s reply. “I’m betting that he turns around and heads back just after the first fort.”




  “I do hope you are right, my dear. I feel our son is making a grave mistake.”




  Chapter 4




  “Joseph, it isn’t much, but with a little luck and help from God, you can make it to Oklahoma before April,” Adolph Kubat said to his brother. If he were a bit younger, and had nerve as Joseph did, Adolph would probably be traveling west as well. However, Adolph was already old. He had long since resigned the adventurous spirit. He liked his life the way it was, he didn't want to start over again. When he left Prague, nearly two years ago, he’d made it to New York and that was as far as his heart desired. “If you’d like to stay here instead of traveling west, you can make a good living like I have. You and Frances could have a good life,” Adolph offered.




  “Thank you, Adolph, but Frances and I have made up our minds. We will go to Oklahoma and try to win a claim. We want to live somewhere where we have room to move and our children can have space to run. If, for some reason, we don’t get a piece of land, I may have to come back and take you up on that offer, though.”




  “My prayers are with you, brother. God willing, you will get your land. If you don’t, you are welcome back, and after you win your section, I will come for a visit to celebrate.” Adolph heartily patted Joseph on the back. He didn’t have the energy or the desire to start life somewhere else, but he was quite content to help his brother do so.




  The two men painstakingly hitched the mismatched pair of Morgans to the wooden craft and climbed aboard. They guided the wagon down the muddy, mercantile-lined road. People bustled in and out of stores and down the wooden sidewalks, their packages in tow. A woman bartered for fresh eggs at the open-air corner market. Two children fought over who would get the first lick of a twisted, red and yellow, sugary lollypop. Joseph smiled as he looked into the sunlight that streamed through the leaves of the budding trees. “It will be a good time to travel. The man at the tavern down the street from your apartment said this is the best time. Late February and early March can be tricky, and in order to get to Oklahoma by April, we will have to leave soon. I was thinking about two or three days.”




  “We will have to get busy then, no?” Adolph said as he steered the wagon in front of the building where he lived. “The ladies will want to get more supplies. You don’t have a lot of room for things in this wagon, but there are trading posts all along the way. You can get what you need from them. You can buy what you can’t trade for. How much money do you have left?”




  Joseph got down and took the reins from his brother. He hitched the team to the hitching post and patted the closest horse. “I have a little more than one hundred dollars. I also have enough supplies to get us halfway to Oklahoma. Frances and I will make due, like always. I think we will be just fine. There is a group of people traveling tonight toward St. Louis, and I have talked to their trail master. He said we could travel with them, but we are not quite ready to leave and I don’t want to pay his fee. He has been gracious enough to give me his directions. We will follow the same path and be only a couple days behind them. I feel safe in at least knowing that.”




  “We will have you ready to go by then. You have a little more than two months before the race. I think that should give you just enough time if you have good weather.” Adolph, concerned with more delicate matters, hated to bring up his next question, but did so anyway. “Frances is pregnant, Joseph.” He was a little embarrassed about talking of female matters.




  “Yes,” Joseph acknowledged.




  “Do you know anything about delivering babies?”




  Joseph smiled a big smile and his eyes twinkled in the sun. “I put it in there. I suppose if I had to, I could help get it out.”




  Adolph laughed at his brother's humor. It was good he had such a positive disposition. He would need it for his grueling adventure.




  * * * *




  Frances looked out the window overlooking the street and saw her husband and Adolph talking over the backs of the horses. “They are back with a fine-looking team and a wagon,” she exclaimed optimistically to her sister-in-law. “I think we will be able to leave when Joseph planned.”




  “We will have to wake up early and begin packing supplies then,” Helen Kubat replied. “I purchased some fresh fruit and vegetables to take. That should last you about a week or two. By then, you should reach Fort Archer and you can trade for more. See! These bananas arrived at the market just this morning.”




  Frances saw Helen’s excited expression. She remembered the horrible tasting fruit. “Helen, I hate bananas! Joseph bought us each one on the boat and they taste terrible. How can Americans eat them? The skin is so bitter. I had to spit mine out!”




  “The skin? You didn’t eat the skin, did you, Frances?” Helen’s eyes grew wide. “Oh, dear. The skin isn’t the part you eat! You have to peel it off first and eat only the center. Good God, didn’t the person you bought it from tell you?” Helen’s voice rang out with laughter. “There is a lot you will have to learn about America. First, don’t be afraid to ask questions. After all, this isn’t the old country. Things here are different, new and exciting, but not the same, and it’s all right to ask questions. In time, you will learn that.”




  Frances said nothing though a thoughtful shadow crossed her brow. She made a mental note to remember Helen’s advice. In the future, even at the risk of seeming like an ignorant foreigner, Frances would ask many questions.




  Chapter 5




  Jacob guided the four-horse team down the steep slope of the sandy riverbank that edged the Missouri. Dark, fertile earth flattened under the wooden wheels of the heavy wagon leaving deep, carved ruts behind. Metal fixtures clunked against the side of the box noisily as the buckboard rocked back and forth with the uneven grade.




  “Jacob,” Emily began as she gripped the wood of her seat, “is this too steep for our horses? I’d hate to have one turn up lame.”




  “The others made it down to the bank just fine. Our horses are better than theirs. Don’t worry so much.”




  The horses labored to keep the load balanced as Jacob steered. Strong muscles in his upper arms strained to maintain control. Jacob wasn’t an expert horseman, but had quickly learned to manage the beautiful, well-trained team early in the voyage. Now, as they slowly edged their way to the major river, Emily knew Jacob’s knowledge about horsemanship was enough to get them safely across and make it to Oklahoma in plenty of time to get ready for the race.




  The fine features of Emily’s face paled as they reached the bottom of the precipitous bluff and she hoped to disguise her look of worry.




  “Are you all right, Em? You’re warm,” Jacob questioned as he reached for her hand and found her delicate fingers warmer than usual.




  “I'm fine,” she lied as she attempted to make her voice sound more cheerful. Emily didn’t want Jacob to be concerned. She wasn’t feeling fine at all. She felt sick to her stomach and feverish. Even though she sat directly in the early afternoon sun, Emily did not feel its comforting heat. The long layered skirts and heavy petticoats that graced her thin shapely legs were not enough to keep her warm. She’d talked to Doctor Keller earlier in the day and he said lack of rest had to be the cause of her fatigue. Emily assured herself the doctor was a learned, experienced man; thus, his diagnosis must be correct. They’d been traveling hard and fast for over a month now. It felt like they had been traveling for a lifetime without stopping. The weather was cooperating, and as long as it remained that way, the wagon train would not stop. Emily was glad when she heard the trail master tell Jacob that shortly after crossing the Missouri, they would reach the Travis Pass Trading Post and rest for two or three days. Emily decided to trust the doctor’s advice and was confident rest was all she needed. No, she didn’t want Jacob to worry needlessly about her health when they were so near their destination. Only a few more states to cross before reaching Oklahoma. How wonderful it would be to finally arrive. Then she could relax and prepare their home. She could get everything ready for the coming of their baby. The doctor had to be right about the fatigue and after Emily allowed herself to recognize that, she felt a little better.




  “Are you sure? You look terribly pale,” Jacob reiterated.




  “I talked to the doctor this morning, Jacob. He says all I need is rest. When we stop at Travis Pass, I’ll rest for a few days and then I’ll be fine.”




  “Good. When we get there, I’ll discuss it with the other women in the company to see if they’ll do some of your chores. It’s too near your time to wear yourself down.”




  “Thank you, Jacob. That would be a big help.” Emily smiled at her husband. She was a lucky woman to have found Jacob to love and take care of her. She would want for nothing as long as Jacob was by her side. She covered his hand with hers and smiled inwardly as Trail Master Morsly approached on horseback.




  “Jacob,” Hugh Morsly began, “the Missouri is too deep to ford at the usual crossing. We’ll have to chuck the wheels and float. Your team is the strongest and best trained. You go first and the rest of the horses will follow.”




  Jacob nodded but Emily heard him groan under his breath as Hugh rode away. “I don’t know why we can’t ride the ferry. It’s just a few miles downstream and the cost is a mere dollar.”




  Jacob was not used to going without; Emily learned this during the early stages of their courtship. She was sure he rarely, if ever, was denied anything. She tried to be as gentle as she could with her next suggestion. It would do no good to upset Jacob by being forward and putting her own womanly views of the situation ahead of her husband’s. “Darling, Mr. Morsly is right. We do have the strongest team. Just because we can afford the ferry does not mean the others in our party can. Perhaps Mr. Morsly has heard of your expertise in leadership. I know to chuck the wheels will be a little more work, but it would be easier in the end to help the others get across, and look what it would do for your position. You could telegraph your father from Travis Pass and he could add a bit of excitement to his paper. Think of how wonderful that would make you appear.”




  Emily watched Jacob think the idea over and hoped he realized that being the lead wagon in his train would make him appear even more capable in the newspaper. It would be so much easier for them to take the ferry; however, this was an adventure! Floating across the river would be more audacious than taking the ferry.




  “You’re right, Emily. I’ve decided it’s a good idea to follow Morsly’s suggestion.”




  When Jacob halted his team, he gave the reins to Emily and dismounted from his seat. From her perch on the wooden seat, Emily watched him carefully avoid the watery mud holes close to the riverbank, then go around to the back of the wagon. “My tools are packed in the chest on top of the back wheels. Could you get them for me?”




  Emily nodded and made her way under the large canvas canopy. She lifted the heavy quilt that covered the hand-carved, oak chest and found what she was looking for. She struggled with the heavy metal and wood tool until she was able to hand it to Jacob.




  After taking the tool from his wife, Jacob gingerly assisted her awkward form to the ground. “If you like, you can rest under that line of trees by the shore. I’ll wake you when I’m ready. I suppose I’ll have to help the others.”




  “If I fall asleep, don’t forget me there,” Emily teased.




  “Then I would have to look for a new wife. I hear there’s a widow with three children to the rear of the train. She is much thinner. Perhaps she would appreciate a man of my stature?” His right hand beat against his chest and he smiled in his wife’s direction.




  Emily sent Jacob a sideways, all-knowing glance. “Perhaps she would,” she teased him over her shoulder. Then she looked to the comforting solitude of the trees. It would be good to rest for an hour while Jacob and the others readied their wagons. She nestled near the trees on a flat piece of limestone warmed by the afternoon sun. As she listened to Hugh Morsly shout orders to his crew, she felt a tinge of guilt creep upon her. She should be helping Jacob. But the sun was so warm and the thought of a nap inviting. The budding branches of the trees rustled a peaceful lullaby above. She promptly fell into a light sleep.




  The sun was nearly halfway to the afternoon sky when Jacob woke his wife. “Emily! Emily, it’s time to go.”




  She rose slowly. Her back hurt from the hardness of the rock, and she felt lightheaded. Emily took her husband’s hand and used her inner strength to wordlessly assure Jacob with her grip that she was feeling well. She pulled herself up to the seat of the wagon and braced herself for the trip across the deep water.




  Emily grew up on the shores of the harbor. She was raised almost entirely on the fruits of her father’s fishing harvest. Even with all of her knowledge and experience of water, the roar of the spring-swollen Missouri scared her. She watched as the dark, muddy rapids flowed quickly ahead of them, bending and churning against the confines of the shore, violently picking up debris as it swept by. She knew the damage water could do to an unknowledgeable sailor and was worried about Jacob and the others following. People died in waters much less treacherous.




  Not until their wagon safely reached the other side of the river did Emily feel breath reach deep into her tired lungs. Her fingers relaxed and blood began to flow back into her knuckles as she watched the other teams near the shallows one by one. She looked at Jacob’s smiling face and saw the fervent pride of a job well done brighten his handsome brow. She could almost read his mind from his expression and he was commending himself wholeheartedly.




  Emily turned in her seat, rose, and crouched under the canopy to fetch the tools Jacob would need to realign the wheels. Late afternoon sun made it hot in the wagon. Was it the sun, or the need for more rest that caused her to sweat so profusely? Emily didn’t know, nor did she have time to wonder. As she searched for the tools, she heard the crack of a tree branch as it broke off under the pressure of the river and was swept down the current. The large log viciously collided into the last of the wagons and overturned it. The inhabitants, who Emily thought to be the widow and her three children, screamed as the turmoil threw them and their personal belongings amidst the choppy waves.
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