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  Dedication




  To the hardy pioneers who opened the Dakota Territory and helped make it the great place it is to live in today.




  Author's Note




  In 1860 the United States Congress passed the Homestead Act. It declared that any U.S. citizen, or any alien intending to become a citizen, could have 160 acres of western lands absolutely free (except for a registration fee) provided he would make certain improvements and live on the tract for a specified number of years. The Act offered thousands of individuals and families an opportunity for what they saw as a better life. The first homestead in Dakota Territory that lay within present-day North Dakota was registered in 1868.




  Chapter 1




  March 1865 – Philadelphia




  “Mama, what is it? What’s wrong?” Melissa Whitaker cried as she burst into the parlor and ran to kneel before her weeping mother.




  “Oh, Lissa, what are we going to do?”




  Sobs shook her mother Elizabeth’s frail body as tears slid over her cheeks and darkened spots on her blue homespun blouse. Cook stood beside her mistress, patting her shoulder ineffectually. Her eyes wide with fright, she looked to Lissa in an unspoken appeal to do something—anything—to calm her mother.




  “Mama? Please, tell me what’s happened,” Lissa said firmly, taking her mother’s hand.




  “Tell her. You gotta tell her that her papa’s workshop’s on fire!” Cook cried out when the older woman failed to respond.




  Lissa jumped to her feet and grabbed Cook’s thick arm. “Papa’s business? On fire?”




  “Yes, Miss Lissa. The man what come here tell us he fears all is lost,” Cook elaborated in a rush. She fanned her own face with the bottom of her apron stretched taut between her hands.




  “Mama, I’m going down there. There must be something I can do.”




  “Wally was driving the delivery wagon today, Miss Lissa,” Cook told her over her mother’s objections to her leaving. “But we ain’t heard a word about him.”




  Lissa’s mother sobbed more loudly.




  “Don’t worry, Mama. I’m sure to see him,” she promised as she pulled on her blue bonnet and tied it snugly to control her long raven-colored curls.




  “Don’t you fret none about your mama,” Cook called out. “I stay here ’til you gets home.”




  “Thank you.” Her navy wool cape wrapped around her shoulders, Lissa pulled on her matching gloves and walked out the door. Folding her cape double over her chest against the cold, she raced down the road toward her father’s furniture workshop. The flames and smoke lit the darkening late afternoon sky as she lifted the front of her skirts and ran as fast as she could, mindless of the stones jabbing her feet through the soft leather soles of her shoes.




  Near to the fire, the heat and smell from the acrid smoke stung her eyes, but she could see the fire was well beyond stopping. The crackling roar thundered in her ears. The warehouse next door to the furniture shop was engulfed in flames too. Her papa’s livery behind them with its straw must have been quick to go. Its walls had already collapsed and burned into a pile of glowing embers. Lissa hoped the horses were safe with her brother Wally. The pair of grays had been faithful workers for many years.




  Men, women, and children fled up the hill in their flight from the fire. They carried all they could away from the flames that threatened their homes and businesses.




  “Good thing the wind is dying down,” she heard one man say. “Maybe it won’t take the whole town now.”




  “I surely do hope so, ’cause my Jake is down there manning a bucket,” a woman replied.




  But judging by the sparks that rose high in the air and danced in every direction above the flames, Lissa could not agree. She hurried closer, making her way against the tide of refugees.




  A tall bearded man in a knit cap directed a bucket brigade that snaked up from the river. The men were all in their shirtsleeves despite the winter-like March day. Their bodies were blackened with soot and streaked with sweat from their exertion as they wet down nearby shops and row houses. Lissa strained to see her father and her brother among them but could not.




  A man passed, pulling a handcart piled high with furniture and possessions wrapped in bed sheets. A woman walked beside him, her arms full of dishes and a candlestick she must have grabbed off a table as they ran out. Cutting across the flow of people to the corner, she caught sight of her brother driving the delivery wagon up the road from the fire. People clutching their belongings filled the open-top wagon, while others hurried along behind. Wally, his feet braced against the front of the wagon, struggled to control the panicking horses.




  “Lissa, I’ll be right back for more,” he shouted as the horses passed her.




  Not bothering to reply over the roar of the fire, Lissa ran to help a mother who was carrying a small child on her hip and a large bag over her opposite shoulder.




  “My Harry. I can’t find my Harry. Please, mistress, find my little Harry. I thought he was next to me and now he’s gone. And I can’t go back with the babe.”




  Lissa looked at the tide of humanity flowing past them. “I’ll find him,” she vowed as she ran toward the fire.




  Calling out the child’s name, she had not yet spotted him when Wally and the now empty wagon pulled up beside her. Their father ran to meet him, and Lissa mumbled a prayer of thanks that he wasn’t hurt.




  “We can’t stop until everyone is out!” He seized the lead gray’s bridle to turn the team.




  “I came to help,” Lissa shouted.




  “Get soaked down first,” Wally ordered before her father could object. In a short detour to a horse trough, she dipped her hat and used it to pour water over her cape. She shivered in the cold shower.




  Once the horses were turned, Wally set the wagon brake and jumped down to hold them. As Lissa approached the wagon to help load goods, the tall man she had seen directing the bucket brigade ran over and helped load people. His muscles rolled under his homespun shirt as he lifted them onto the wagon bed. As he looked around, his gaze met hers, and in two long strides he stood before her. Without a word, he placed his hands on her waist, lifted her into the air, and turned toward the wagon.




  She pounded on his hard upper arms. “No, stop! Put me down. I’m here to help, not to escape the flames.” She didn’t recognize him, but with ash and soot smudged over his face and beard, and his hair covered with a knit cap, it was hard to tell who he was.




  He paused, holding her in the air as if she weighed nothing, and then lowered her to the ground. For the few moments their gazes locked, Lissa noticed his blue eyes. A strange new fire licked at her belly. She’d never seen eyes so pale a blue before. A small smile curled the edges of his full lips, and then he turned away to help others in need.




  A small voice crying, “Mama!” jerked Lissa’s attention from the strong man’s back to the reality of what she was doing there.




  “Harry! Harry, is that you?” She wove her way through the crowd toward the child’s cries. “Harry? Are you Harry?”




  The tearful child nodded. “I can’t find my mama.”




  “I know where your mama is. She’s up the hill with the baby and asked me to find you. Come on. I’ll take you to her.”




  The child’s face brightened a little and he allowed Lissa to pick him up.




  “Look out! Run for it!” several people nearby shouted at once.




  Lissa wrapped her wet cape around the child as she ran. Behind them, the burning two-story wall of a seedy inn fell onto the road at the edge of the fire. Flaming shards shot like arrows in every direction. The bucket brigade changed direction to wet them down. Water hissed and steam rose with the smoke and heat.




  “You found him. Harry, oh, my Harry,” the child’s mother exclaimed as she dropped her bag and clutched the boy, kissing him over and over.




  “You can manage from here?” Lissa asked.




  “Yes, and thank you. Bless you.” She grabbed her bag and made sure Harry was in front of her as she continued up the hill to safety. Lissa dashed back where they were still evacuating the able-bodied and the injured.




  * * * *




  As Lars Oleson loaded the furniture wagon one more time, the abused muscles in his back and shoulders cramped painfully. After his ship from Norway had landed in Philadelphia, all he’d wanted to do was buy tools from Charles Whitaker’s shop and head west to find his brother in the Dakota Territory. But he could not turn his back when the fire had erupted in his presence. He stashed his heavy wool coat and his saddlebags containing all he owned under the driver’s bench of the furniture delivery wagon and asked the boy driving it to keep an eye on them. Now, as the first hint of dawn lightened the sky, his lungs burned from the smoke he had breathed, and everything he touched was marked with blood from his injured hands. The minute the wagon pulled away, the tall slender girl who had been laboring all night with the rest of them tugged on his arm. “Let me see your hands,” she ordered.




  He uncurled his aching fingers with his palms up and she gasped. His large hands were bloody masses of torn flesh. Very painful masses, he realized, now that he thought about them. Watching her, he was startled to see tears welling in her eyes. The thought she would weep for him softened something deep inside him. She looked up to meet his gaze, and he wanted to hide his pain. “I must get back to work,” he insisted more gruffly than he intended.




  She grabbed his wrist and pulled him aside with surprising strength. “Not until I tend to your hands.”




  He smiled at her determination. He wondered who she was and why her parents—or husband, he added as he re-adjusted his estimate of her age—had allowed her to stay in this dangerous area so near the fire. She had lost the frothy bonnet she had been wearing when he first saw her. Her long dark hair lay wet against her back, confined in a torn length of ribbon, probably torn from the hat.




  Her cape and dress were filthy, and he had seen her flip up her skirt to rip a ruffle from her petticoat for bandages more than once. He had to admire her for all she had done, and despite smears of ash and grime, he thought her beautiful.




  She had only a bucket of brackish water from the river with which to wash his hands. He sucked in a quick breath between his teeth as she poured water over them and gently wiped away the blood. He tried to concentrate on how soft her hand felt holding his, rather than on the pain. Providing him a brief glance of a shapely but muddy ankle, she ripped the last ruffle from her petticoat. Tearing it in two pieces, she carefully wrapped the linen strips around his hands before tying each off at his wrists.




  She held his hands cradled in hers as if they were precious to her. “You’ll want to clean these better and put on salve as soon as you can.”




  “Thank you,” he said softly. He lifted his hands from hers. “I stop when no more need my help.”




  Lars heard Charles Whitaker shout for help and turned to go back to work. Moments later he looked back to see the girl helping a woman whose bundle had ripped open, but he did not see her again that night. As the firefighters’ energy waned, the fire was finally contained with the aid of a freezing rain.




  Lars retrieved his goods from the wagon and headed up the hill to his horse. He would have been in dire circumstances if he had not found an innkeeper grateful for his rescuing a brother and his family from the fire. Welcoming him to stay there, the innkeeper’s wife had cleaned and bandaged his swollen hands. But by the following night he had a deep cough from the smoke, a cough that would not be silenced. He slept day and night, awakening only when the innkeeper or his wife brought him food or a change of dressing for his hands.




  Days turned into a week and then two as Lars healed. With each passing day, his impatience grew. His thoughts calmed only when they wandered to the ebony-haired beauty in the sky-blue dress that matched her bright eyes. He wished he had learned her name, not that it would have mattered. He would be leaving town the moment he could handle reins and would never meet the angel of mercy again.




  But then, why should he want to? Next summer his uncle would be sending two girls all the way from Norway for him and his brother to wed and live in their new homesteads in the Dakota Territory.




  * * * *




  Three days after the fire, Lissa was the last to arrive for a family meeting in the parlor. Entering the room silently, she saw that her father stood by the large stone fireplace. He was leaning on the thick pine mantle and staring into the flames. The early spring sunlight shone in the window, and yet the room felt cold and damp.




  Lissa’s mother sat in the first seat in a semi-circle of straight back chairs set facing the fire. Her health had deteriorated even more, and she spent most of her time in bed since the fire. The pristine white apron covering her gray dress made her face look even paler than usual. Lissa suspected from her red eyes and damp cheeks that her mother knew what Pa was about to tell them and that she didn’t like it.




  Wally sat in the third seat, leaving the center one empty for Lissa. He was rubbing a small wooden top on his sleeve. He had a knack for carving tops perfectly balanced so they seemed to spin forever. He decorated each with intricate carvings and was very proud of his work, but Papa wasn’t. Many of the tops had been carved during the time Wally was supposed to have been learning the furniture-making business, not the toy-making trade, and the sight of a top or any of the other toys in Wally’s handmade collection angered him. Suddenly, the top caught on the cuff of Wally’s shirt and flipped out of his hand. It bounced on the chair between his legs, but Wally caught it before it fell to the floor. He looked up, grinning at his save.




  “Put that toy away,” their pa snapped, unnecessarily loud. “You are fourteen and too old to play with such things. It’s time you acted more like a man.”




  Lissa hurried toward her chair. She kept her head down to avoid contact with him.




  “About time you got here, Lissa,” her father snapped. “Where have you been?”




  “Sorry, Papa. I was in my room sewing my trousseau while I had the daylight. Cook just now told me you wanted me.”




  “Well, you won’t need to be sewing for a wedding now.”




  She jerked her head up, but he’d already looked back into the fire. “But, Papa, if I’m to be married this fall—”




  “Enough of that talk,” Charles said with his hand up to stop her. “I don’t want to hear another word about that lazybones Jeffrey or any marriage.”




  Lissa rebounded against the ladder-back of her chair as if his hand and not his hurtful words had struck her. She looked at her mother, who refused to meet her gaze.




  Her father cleared his throat and tapped his pipe against his palm to empty it into the fire. “Now then. Let’s get on with it. I’ve brought you all together to tell you of my plan.”




  Expecting to hear her father’s plans to rebuild the workshop, Lissa brightened.




  “Before I begin, you must know that I will always bear the burden of guilt for the destruction of other peoples’ businesses and homes in the fire.”




  “There’s no way you could have known the workshop would burn,” Lissa told him as she adjusted the patchwork quilt that lay over her mother’s legs for added warmth. The damp chill always compounded whatever ailed her belly.




  “You saw all those people fleeing up the hill like ants rushing from a torched mound. But Wally, and Lissa, you too, I was quite proud of you both. You have my thanks for your help.”




  “No one blames you for the accident,” Wally offered.




  “Some do because the dolt who started the fire worked for me,” his papa said hoarsely.




  “And he died for his carelessness,” Wally replied. His father nodded.




  Taking a deep breath, Lissa asked softly, “When will you start at rebuilding?”




  “I can’t rebuild,” he replied forcefully. “A man my age shouldn’t be starting over from the same beginning point a second time.” He ran his hand through his graying hair. “If I had only been more attentive.”




  “Charles, you must stop blaming yourself,” his wife managed to say.




  “I should have known to say more when I told the new boy to sweep the floor clean of the wood shavings and sawdust.” He shook his head. “The boy tossed the whole lot on the fire at once.”




  Lissa’s mother’s shoulders slumped forward as she crossed her arms protectively over her stomach. “You couldn’t have known he would do that.”




  “No. The door had just opened before that and a tall man had entered the shop. I talked with him and forgot all about warning the boy to burn a little at a time.”




  “You couldn’t very well ignore a customer,” Lissa told him.




  He shook his head. “But he wasn’t a customer at all.”




  “What did he want then? Did you know him, Papa?”




  “No, I’d never seen him before. But I will never forget what he told me. You see, he gave me the idea for what we are going to do.” He stared into the fire and remembered.




  * * * *




  “What can I do for you?” Charles had said with a friendly smile for the tall man who had just entered his workshop.




  “My name is Lars Oleson. I come from Norway.” He pulled his knit cap from his head and stuffed it into his heavy wool coat pocket. He set his saddlebags on the floor by the door.




  “Well, traveler, what can I do for you?”




  “Tools,” he replied. “My brother in Dakota Territory. I promise bring tools. And some nails, if they not too dear.”




  Oleson appeared to be like every other settler he’d heard of heading west. They all sought something more than they already had in the East or back in their homeland. Now that the War Between the States was winding down, Charles had read in the Daily Evening Bulletin that more and more families were leaving to find their future out west. Years before, the government had even built the National Road west from Cumberland to near the Mississippi River in Illinois to accommodate the travelers and all the teamsters moving freight west. The paper had said that despite war damage to the road, it was busier than ever.




  “Philadelphia is a big place,” Oleson continued with a friendly grin. “Where I get good strong tools at a fair price for building new house?”




  Any potential furniture sale evaporated. Nonetheless, Charles spent the next few minutes explaining exactly where Oleson could buy the tools.




  “Where’d you say you’re heading?” one of the men in the shop asked out of curiosity.




  “Dakota Territory. Much snow like in Norway. My older brother, Ingor, he go last spring, but I not go until now.”




  “That’s a fer piece,” the other joiner said. “I heard tell it’s so cold up there that your breath freezes before you can catch it.” The men laughed at his jest. “What do you want to go all that way for?”




  “Good land is free for the taking,” Oleson insisted. “Ingor says soil in Red River Valley is so rich it’s black as coal.”




  “And them red Indians out there would slit your throat for a plug of tobacco or a bottle of whiskey.”




  Oleson shrugged. “But land good. A man can make a good life for a family. I stake out a farm. Then my uncle send a wife from Norway to marry me next year. She be happy with the farm and with me.” He winked at the men who laughed again.




  “Dakota Territory, huh?” Charles tucked his thumbs in his vest and tried to imagine what it would be like to be free from his encumbrances so he could move west. He also wondered why he had not found such a responsible and hard-working man to marry his daughter. Lissa’s tastes seemed to be for boys who were more interested in how much money there would be in her dowry than in how to work to earn a living.




  “You thinking of all the folks who would be needing furniture out there?” one of the men asked Charles, bringing him back from his reverie.




  He laughed, but the idea of starting a new life in the Dakota Territory intrigued him. He should have tamped it down with the visions of his ill wife, his daughter, who had reached marriage age with no prospects he approved of, and his young son, who would rather whittle toys than learn the furniture-making trade. He sighed, knowing they would object to the idea of selling the workshop, packing up, and heading west to Dakota Territory.




  “Well, I leave you to your work,” Oleson said. “Thank you for the advice. Maybe someday I can help you.” He shook Charles’s hand and pulled his saddlebags strap onto his shoulder and opened the door. The men followed him outside to get out of the way of the boy finishing his sweeping.




  Charles wished him good luck as did the others, but before Oleson could respond, an explosion boomed behind them. The men were thrown to the ground. Rising, they saw that the explosive force of too much sawdust hitting the fire had ripped off the iron-stove door and split open the chimney pipe. Bright sparks showered down on the wooden floor like Chinese fireworks. They could barely see the boy lying motionless on the floor through the flames.




  While one man ran to sound the alarm and get help, the other men had only minutes to drag out the hapless boy’s body and save as many tools and pieces of equipment as they could manage before the building was totally engulfed in flames.




  By then they knew there would be no stopping the fire.




  Chapter 2




  Lissa handed her papa the glass of water that he had requested after telling them about meeting Lars Oleson. She returned to her seat by her mother, who always got sicker when she was upset and today she was very upset.




  Her papa set the empty glass on the mantle. “Now then, I’ve gathered you all here because I’ve made a decision that will change our lives for the better.” He absently drew on the empty pipe from his pocket and made a face of displeasure at the taste. He cleared his throat and continued. “I made my living in the lost workshop and so did poor Matthew. He’s been an able apprentice for several years now, and I’m confident he will be able to rebuild and carry on without me.” He rubbed his hands together. “So, as you see, my responsibilities here in Philadelphia are ended.”




  “Matthew is to carry on without you?” Lissa asked. “But why, Papa?”




  “I’m taking the unfortunate accident at the shop and turning it into the possibility for an adventure.” He smiled broadly, looking like a pleased father who has just given his children exactly what they wanted for Christmas.




  “An adventure?” Wally laughed. “But Papa, you’ve never sought out an adventure.”




  “Right, my boy. You have always sought out enough adventure for all of us. Now, with nothing more than the tools saved from the fire, plus the wagon and horses, I see a chance to begin again in a better place. We begin our preparations today.”




  “Preparations for what, Papa?” Lissa asked.




  “Strengthening our wagon for starters. We’ll want to add solid, higher sides to it, and a stronger box. Wally, you’ll be helping me with that. Lissa, you will help your mother decide what clothing and food we need to bring. And pack the pots and tin plates you will need to cook over an outdoor fire in a separate box so we can get at them for each meal.”




  “Outdoor fire? Are we going to build a summer kitchen?” Lissa was excited at the prospect of keeping the house cooler in the summers.




  Her father gave no sign he’d even heard her question. “You’ll each be very limited in what you can take with you. Cook will not be coming, but we can manage without her.” He looked at Lissa. “I don’t know how much your ill mother can do, so you will cook and do all that needs to be done with her direction.”




  “But Cook—”




  Charles interrupted her. “The delivery wagon is not overly large. As soon as we get to Lancaster County, we’ll purchase a Conestoga wagon with a tall bonnet over the top and plenty of room inside. That’s where they are made and hopefully it’ll cost less to buy there. For the foreseeable future, the Conestoga will be our home.”




  “Why live in a wagon?” Lissa cried, her panic evident in her raised voice. “This is our home.”




  Lissa’s mother gave in to her tears again. Lissa put her arm around her shoulders and murmured comforting words, but they had no effect.




  “This is not our home for much longer,” her papa declared. “I’ve already arranged to sell the house as I did the workshop land. I told them we would leave as soon as the wagon was reinforced and packed. Now then, you need only take serviceable clothes. No need for fancy dresses.”




  Lissa’s heart raced. She felt her world slipping out from under her. Tears stung her eyes. “Papa, what do you mean? I need my green taffeta for the party to announce my engagement.”




  “Engagement? Bah!” Lissa gasped at the venom in her father’s voice. “You’ll forget him soon enough.”




  “Forget him?” Her mouth was suddenly dry and her heart pounded in her ears. “We’re to be married this fall.”




  Her pa shook his head. “No, not anymore. I sent for him yesterday and informed him of my plan. He said he has no interest in going with us, and I told him leaving you here alone is out of the question. The boy is not much older than you are and hardly capable of providing for you. Besides, I need you to help your mother. You know she’s not well.”




  “But Papa…”




  “Don’t worry, my dear,” her father answered with at least an attempt at softening his voice. “There are plenty of men where we’re going, and they would be lucky to get a wife as lovely and hard working as you. I’ll find you a good husband.” He smiled down at her, looking proud for having solved her problem.




  Lissa jumped to her feet and shouted at her father for the first time in her life. “I don’t want you to pick my husband. I want to choose the man I’m to marry.” Seeing the shocked and dangerous look on her father’s face, she promptly sat down again and burst into tears.




  Wally stared at the two sobbing women, a deep frown on his face. “Where are we going, Pa? Once we get the wagon shored up, I mean.”




  Their father’s face brightened with a broad smile at his son’s interest. His chest puffed out, and he rested his fists on his hips. “Why, Dakota, boy. We’re going west to the Dakota Territory. There’s land to be had, and a man and his family can have plenty of room to move around. We can get a fresh start with the business out there. The war in the south will be over soon, and by leaving now we’ll get a head start on families who will go west then. Once we’re there we can build a workshop and start making furniture in no time.”




  “When do we leave?” Wally asked, his grin broadening.




  “We must leave Philadelphia as soon as we can in order to get to Dakota well before the snow next winter. I’d hate to have to live in the wagon there.”




  “We can’t live in a wagon in winter,” Lissa cried out. “We’ll freeze to death.”




  “That’s why we must hurry. I’ve already sent the letter ordering a new wagon in Conestoga. Now let’s get packing. Remember, we can take only what we can fit in the delivery wagon. Then when we get the bigger wagon, we’ll have more room inside than most folks because we don’t need to take everything we own. When we get there, I can make all the furniture we need.” With confidence that his announcement would make everyone happy, a satisfied smile spread across his face.




  “Charles, do you really think the delivery wagon will hold all we need?” his wife asked in a trembling voice.




  “I’ll be happy to give up the stiff-collared shirts you make me wear to church,” Wally volunteered before his father could answer. “I won’t need those out west.”




  A new look of determination tightened their mother’s red face. “Charles, tell him that’s not true. We are not going to leave all remnants of civilization behind.” Some of the stiffening went out of her voice as she added, “We owe it to our children to be sure they know how to conduct themselves as a lady and a gentleman. And we must be mindful to protect Lissa’s reputation.”




  “Now, Elizabeth. They know how to behave, and there’s not much call for stiff collars when you’re working your land.” Both women objected this time. “All right. One trunk. That’s all you should need for your fancy clothes. The Dakota Territory is wide open to folks like us who want to homestead. We’ll get us a piece of prime farmland to grow what we need to live on and make furniture to sell. We’ll have a grand life. You’ll see.”




  “But you’re not a farmer, Pa,” Lissa insisted. “We won’t know how to farm.”




  “We know how to tend our vegetable garden. We’ve done that for years. A farm is just a big garden. We own two sturdy horses now, and we’ll be getting two more to help pull the new bigger wagon. They can be taught to pull a plow next spring.”




  Wide-eyed and still grinning, Wally jumped up from the edge of his chair. “Will we see buffalo, Pa?”




  “Hundreds of them, my boy. Why, I hear the grassland looks black with them running thick.” Wally raised an arm in the air and cheered. “A nice buffalo blanket will keep you warm as toast next winter, Elizabeth,” Charles added as an afterthought. He smiled. “Once we have the Conestoga, you’ll see I was right to reject the idea of traveling west by train. Though it is faster, the price is too costly and we couldn’t take nearly as much.” He patted his wife on her shoulder. “Now let’s get packing. No sense wasting the time left in this day.”




  Wally jumped up and ran from the room with a hoot of joy. Lissa rose to leave without any of the enthusiasm her brother had shown.




  “There is one more thing, Lissa, now that your brother has gone,” her pa added. “Your mother and I have discussed it, and she feels you are old enough and responsible enough to help guard our family…ah, welfare.” Lissa frowned. “As you know, I had just delivered a large order of furniture before the fire, and what with the payment for the land from Matthew and then this house, ah, I have considerable cash money that we will be taking with us. As there are no banks in the Dakota Territory as yet, we must guard our own wealth.”




  “But how can I help?”




  Her father’s cheeks reddened a bit. “You tell her, Elizabeth. I shouldn’t have to talk about such things.” He turned to the fire.




  Lissa’s mother looked at Lissa and straightened, wiping her eyes on her apron. “What your father is trying to say is that you and I, in addition to himself, will be carrying most of our money hidden on our persons.” She glanced up at Charles, who kept his gaze fixed on the flames. “Your father has asked us to sew rows of coins into our...our corsets. Carrying the money in such a way will insure its safety.”




  “But the corset is too stiff already,” Lissa whined.




  Her father whirled around to face them. “Then a few rows of coins sewed into it won’t make much difference,” he said with a finality that told the women the conversation was over.




  “You can help me sew them in tomorrow,” her mama said with a pat on her arm.




  “Yes, Mama,” she said obediently as she rose to go back to her room.




  Just how much more horrible could this trip get? Lissa wondered. She longed to meet the man who had given her father the wild idea of moving west to Dakota Territory. He had ruined her life and stolen her marriage to Jeffrey. If their paths ever crossed, she would give him a tongue-lashing he would not soon forget.




  Strangely though, after having learned that Jeffrey had abandoned her, she found it surprisingly easy to assign him to her past. Maybe she had never loved him. She had thought him cute and their stolen kiss had been exciting. She sighed and tried to resign herself to her father’s wishes and began to put away her sewing. Traveling west would mean a great deal of work for everyone, but there was definitely something exciting about the prospect of seeing places she had never seen before. She bit down on her lower lip. The unknown could be quite frightening as well.




  Without Cook’s help on the trail, Lissa would be the one to take over her responsibilities. She was used to taking care of her mama because she had been ill for months. And Wally could be a help too, even though he was only fourteen, nearly five years younger than she. And Lissa was not afraid of hard work; she was used to it. Hard work would fill many lonely hours on the trail.




  And given no other choice, what else could she do but try to make the best of it?




  * * * *




  While his family packed, Charles managed to close out his business affairs in Philadelphia. He spent a few days helping Matthew’s crew begin a new workshop after clearing the burned debris. He felt a good deal better about the whole situation and knew the crew could easily finish the rest of the construction in short order.




  The fire had destroyed Charles’s workbenches, but his men and Lars had grabbed many of his tools. They also rescued a small, multiple-drawer cabinet filled with precious nails, knobs, small hinges, and the like. Now at home, they were all useful as Charles constructed sturdy wooden crates to carry all their goods.




  Not knowing if they would be available out west, he acquired extra saw blades, hammers, and carving tools, planning to make the handles when they arrived at their destination. He oiled the tools then wrapped them in rags. After loading the iron stove onto the wagon over the axle, he packed the tools inside for the trip.




  He would allow the family to take only a few pieces of furniture, the finest pieces made of cherry and walnut. Elizabeth insisted they keep the chest of drawers Charles’s father had made for them for a wedding present. “When I saw our things together in that chest of drawers, I felt truly wed,” she said with a shy smile. “I know your father would want one of the children to have it.”




  Charles smiled and held out his hand to her. She placed her slender one in his and rose. He gathered her tenderly into his arms. “You may take Pa’s chest,” he promised after placing a kiss on the top of her head. “But kindly make sure every inch of the drawers is full.”




  One of the first drawers to be filled was the bottom one assigned to Lissa. She carefully packed in all the linens she had spent the past two years stitching for her married life. And as long as the bottom drawer was full of her beautifully embroidered pillowslips and tablecloths, she could have hope.




  Excited about the move, Wally asked questions at every opportunity. “Dakota Territory is big. Where are we going to live?”




  “We’ll know it when we see it,” was all the answer his pa could give, other than to say they were going to follow near to Lewis and Clark’s footsteps.




  “I’m going to be an explorer,” Wally announced to anyone who would listen. As he packed, he stuffed his artfully carved toys into pockets and folds in his clothes. He hoped folks would buy his toys for their children out in Dakota Territory. When he refused to relinquish his shirt for washing, his mother learned he had already packed all the rest of his clothes. She had to convince him to leave clothes out to wear daily and as they traveled.




  Lissa accompanied her mother to the greengrocer’s for the dry food to pack. With no experience living anywhere other than Philadelphia, she wondered how they were going to manage in the wilderness where there would be no city conveniences like stores.




  With each passing day Lissa’s mother looked even paler. Each excursion away from the house exhausted her more. Cook had found employment with another family, but agreed to stay on until they left. Lissa was thankful because she ended up doing most of the kitchen packing with only Cook to help while her mother rested.




  The good china and glassware were buried in barrels of dried peas and beans for safekeeping. Then they would have the vegetables for their first winter in Dakota after they unpacked. Lissa’s father oversaw packing a few panes of glass in a crate of sawdust.




  “I couldn’t bear a house without a glass window,” her mother had said longingly when the matter was first discussed.




  Her papa flinched at the word house but made no further comment. “Glass is very dear for windows and not at all warm, but we’ll manage,” he said simply.




  “And the sawdust will help keep us warm next winter,” Wally suggested. “As long as we burn it in smaller amounts than at the workshop last month!”




  Their father hadn’t laughed at his jest, but Lissa was happy he had not become angry at the comment this time.




  “There is fuel for the fires on the prairie,” their papa explained. “Wood is dear, but they gather buffalo dung once it’s dried. They call them buffalo chips and burn them like wood.”




  Lissa groaned and decided she would rather put on another coat indoors than even consider handling such materials. “But, Papa, if there are too few trees to burn to keep us warm, how can you build a house or make furniture?”




  Her father looked startled for a few moments but then continued taking apart the trestle table. The parts could be stacked in the wagon more easily than a whole table, and putting it back together at journey’s end would be easy. Lissa soon forgot that her question had gone unanswered in the rush of activity.




  While they had the availability of cobblers, they bought warm boots for the coming winter and sturdy walking shoes for everyone.




  “I can’t be seen in those,” Lissa claimed when she saw the boots her pa expected her to wear on the journey. “They look like something Wally would wear.” But deep in her heart, she knew she would end up wearing them rather than ruin her soft leather dress slippers.




  She saw no end to the indignities she would be made to suffer, and all for the sake of... Well, she wasn’t sure what it was all for, because she was certain they were abandoning the best life they could have anywhere. They were leaving all their friends and the home they had lived in since she was a baby.




  And they were depriving her of her only chance to marry a civilized man. The stories friends told her of men out west were just not to be believed. The men were dirty, had no manners, and wore long, unkempt beards, probably like the pale-eyed man helping at the fire. She couldn’t picture herself being courted by such a man and shuddered at the thought of kissing lips buried in the midst of all that hair.




  * * * *




  On April 9th a grin such as they hadn’t seen in months filled Charles’s face. “All of Philadelphia has learned that General Lee had surrendered to General Grant at the Appomattox Courthouse. The war is over. People are celebrating in the streets.”




  “Oh, Charles, the war is truly over,” Elizabeth said, a rare smile on her lips too.




  The family renewed their efforts for the move. As fast as Charles and Wally made square wooden crates, the women filled them. But their hammers were silent on Sunday, April 16th, the day President Lincoln died. What would become of the country now? What if they started their journey and war broke out again? But that night, all their belongings were packed into the delivery wagon that stood beside their house in readiness.




  “We leave at first light,” Charles announced.




  * * * *




  The clouds covered the sun and any warmth it might have given the travelers as they began their journey. Sitting on the driver’s seat beside Charles, Lissa and her mother huddled with one blanket wrapped around their shoulders and another over their legs. Wally rode at the rear of the wagon where they could not see him over the mound of packed furniture, crates, and barrels. Though her father had reinforced the wagon for the heavy load, every new creak deepened the worry lines on his face.




  Lissa was happy to leave at first light when few of their neighbors would see them go. Her friends had been unable to understand why her father wanted to leave the comforts of living in a fine city like Philadelphia and go out west where one would fear for one’s very life. She had not been able to explain it either, but unkind thoughts for the man who had enticed her father to leave, stubbornly stayed with her.




  Now she watched the horses plod along the track on the hard packed turnpike as they headed west across Pennsylvania. It seemed to take forever for each tree to pass by and disappear behind them. “We’ll get there today, won’t we, Papa?” she asked as she lost sight of the last houses of Philadelphia. “To where we’ll get the bigger wagon?”




  Charles laughed. “It won’t be today. There are mountains between us and Conestoga.” He made it sound like it would take forever.




  “I wish we knew someone else going west,” Lissa said. “It will be very lonely.”




  “We’ll meet up with others. Once we get to the National Road, there will be more wagons than we want around us.”




  Lissa looked down to see that her mother dozed lightly, her head against her husband’s shoulder. Lissa pulled up the blanket that had slipped from her mama’s arms. “Will the new wagon be warm enough for Mama?”




  “Warm and dry. It’s a fine wagon, I hear. The canvas bonnet rests on curved ribs and goes so high up you’ll be able to stand up inside. There will be room to carry the water barrel, the toolbox, a spare axle and wheel, and such, mounted on the outside. Then we can make sleeping space on the inside for rainy nights.”




  Rain. Lissa had not thought about what they would do if it rained. She soon learned. They would get wet; that’s what they would do.




  “Shouldn’t we have taken the train? They run all the way to Chicago, Papa. That would be better than riding in a wagon.”




  “And you would not have been able to bring half of what you have back there.” He jerked his thumb toward the wagonload behind him.




  “But the ride would have been more comfortable,” Lissa added.




  Careful not to wake her mother who needed more and more naps lately, Lissa shifted her weight to relieve the pounding on her backside from the wooden bench seat. Her heavy corset jabbed her and the tender skin beneath it was already sore. How would she manage it for the months ahead of them?




  Once their pa suggested later that morning that Lissa and Wally would warm up if they walked instead of staying on the wagon, there had been no escape from exhaustion. Lissa had never walked so much in one day in her life. Her feet quickly felt so cold that she hardly noticed all the sore places that rubbed her new ugly boots. She was glad her long skirt covered them from view, though her skirt got muddy as the miles passed. But she supposed it really did not matter.




  Lissa’s mother had tried to walk alongside her children for a time, but quickly became too weak to continue. The forced ride in the wagon was jolting, and she appeared to suffer all the more for it. She had her arms wrapped protectively around her stomach all the time now. Lissa prevailed upon her pa to slow the wagon’s rate for her mother’s sake. They bounced over just as many holes and rocks, but the slower ride felt less jarring.




  The first day of travel ended with Lissa too tired to eat, much less cook it first. They ate cold biscuits and bacon slices Cook had prepared before she left. None of the family had any trouble sleeping that night—even on the hard damp ground. They had hoped to stay at an inn, but darkness overcame them more quickly than they had expected and with no inn in sight. Then at first light, Charles wanted them all awake and moving.




  “You see? A room at an inn would have been a waste of money,” he insisted.




  Lissa could only hope that considering her mother’s delicate health, they would not keep this pace up for long. She seemed too ill to recover enough strength to begin again.




  The bottoms of their dresses were dirty and in danger of wearing out from the constant rubbing on the dirt and coarse blades of grass and prickly weeds as they walked. Her mother had no trouble persuading Lissa to help take up their hems a few inches the following day.




  Before they started out the following morning, Lissa had quickly washed the mud from their worn skirts and petticoats, and her ma tucked them under the tie-down ropes on the sides of the wagon to dry as they traveled. She felt the heat rise in her cheeks, however, when anyone from a passing wagon saw the display of drying laundry.




  Once they were dry, sewing was not easy while moving, not even a simple double row of straight stitches. However, they kept at it until they each had a shorter skirt and petticoat to wear. Traveling with the shorter skirt and without a double petticoat proved to be chillier but much easier going.




  Lissa wished to remove her tight corset that weighed her down with all the coins they had sewed into it. She could feel the bottom of the stays chafing and digging in at her waist more each day. But her parents were adamant. She was young and healthy and could manage, but she could not understand why her mother continued to wear hers when it obviously pained her so. When the bumps were particularly bad, she saw tears gathering in her mother’s eyes.




  Her father had granted them a later start the third morning as if to reward them. Lissa did not know if it was the few more minutes to get ready or the sun shining after a night of rain that put them all in a better mood. But it was short lived.




  “On the upward slope of these hills, all but your mama must walk to lessen the load,” their pa told them. “We must save the horses. You’re welcome to ride on the way down.”




  Lissa trudged along up the next hill. She concentrated on the beautiful spring day, but doing so slowed her steps, and she fell behind as the wagon lumbered up a long steep hill. Walking at a slower pace, she felt for the first time since leaving their home that she could take a little time to enjoy herself.




  Spring flowers dotted the grass beside the road. Thinking flowers would cheer her mother up, she set about to gather a bouquet. Looking down the road when her hand was filled with fragrant blooms, she was surprised to see neither her family nor the creaking wagon carrying all they owned. All she saw was the road disappearing over the crest of a steep hill. Without realizing how much time had passed, she had lagged dangerously far behind. She was alone and not a little frightened.




  “Wait! Wait for me!” she shouted to no avail. She looked around and could see nothing threatening. But what dangers did the woods on each side of the road hold? Her fear turned her hands to ice. She picked up her skirt and petticoat and ran. The layers of ruffled linen tangled around her legs and slowed her down like an anchor. Her stiff corset made her strain for each breath. She loosened her bonnet and let it fall onto her back, but her thick dark hair absorbed even more of the sun’s heat. She felt hotter than before and reluctantly tied the pale-green confection back in place.




  Her pace decreased as she progressed up the hill. She walked beside the road, hoping to avoid the muddy ruts. Without pausing, she shielded her eyes from the bright sun with her hand and stretched her neck, trying to spot the wagon. On the next step her foot slid into an animal hole and twisted, throwing her forward. She shrieked in pain and used her arms to break her fall as she hit the ground hard. Sputtering as she lifted her face from the damp grass, she rose onto her hands and knees and eased her foot from the hole. She gingerly wiggled the foot to test it and winced at the pain that shot up her leg. She felt foolish in the pose, much like a dog that had stepped in a puddle and was shaking water from its hind leg.




  At that moment the earth began to shake beneath her palms, and she froze. She could hear horses riding hard down the pike directly toward her from the east. Terrified because her family was nowhere in sight, she crouched down, hoping she might be overlooked in the tall grass beside the road. But instead of passing by, the horses stopped at her side. Her heart ceased to beat and she forgot how to breathe. She did not dare open her eyes to see her fate. She was certain she was about to be killed. Or worse.




  “I hear your scream. You are hurt?” a strangely familiar deep male voice with a thick accent asked.




  Startled by the unexpected concern in his voice, she shifted to sit on one hip and looked up. An ominous mounted figure loomed over her. Alone, the man sat on the fiercest looking black horse Lissa had ever seen. The only mark to temper his animal’s evil appearance was an unusual white patch oddly situated on the side of his head. She quickly scooted back, but knew she did not stand a chance of escaping. The blood deserted her cheeks.




  “You are hurt?” the man repeated. “Or you lose something that makes you crawl in grass?” A smile broke out on his arrogant face. Or it would have been arrogant, she was certain, if it had not been covered with a long, wind-blown, reddish-blond beard.




  She shook her head but did not speak. She had made little progress away from him in the thick grass. Desperate, she tried to push away faster, digging in the soft earth with her heels, but winced at the pain in her injured ankle. By then her skirt had risen high enough to expose her ugly boots and he noticed. She tipped her knees to the ground and yanked her skirt down to cover them.




  He sat with his arm casually leaning on the pommel and watched her every move. His horse blew and dipped his head to munch on the grass, as did the packhorse she now noticed was tethered to it. With no effort the man swung his leg over the horse’s neck and slid to the ground, never taking his gaze from her.




  His bearded face looked wild enough to scare any gentlewoman like her. She should have felt afraid, but somehow she could not think badly of a man with such sparkling, clear, pale blue eyes as looked down into hers. Why, they almost looked familiar, but her fright at the moment hindered her memory.




  He squatted at her side, his thigh muscles stretching tight the fabric of his denim trousers. He stared at her strangely for a few moments and smiled more broadly as if he somehow had recognized her. When she did nothing but look up in confusion, he politely pulled on his sweat-stained, wide-brimmed hat, settling it even lower over his long blond hair that brushed his broad shoulders.




  “Your ankle. It hurts?” he asked as he absently plucked the blades of grass from her boot peeking out from under her skirt.




  She swallowed against the dryness she felt in her throat, nodded, and wordlessly extended the painful foot. He switched to speaking in a melodious language as he loosened the ties and slipped her boot off. Though she did not understand them, the words sounded soothing and almost mesmerizing. With one hand under her ankle, he used the other to gauge the swelling and rotate her foot. Her breath caught at his touch and it wasn’t from any pain.




  “You not cry out in pain by now, so your ankle not broken. Is fine, I think,” he announced as he pressed upward on her toes. She sucked in air between her clenched teeth at the pain then, and he added, “Well, almost fine, a little hurt.”




  She swallowed and finally gathered up her nerve to speak. “Yes,” she managed. “I...I didn’t break it or anything.”




  “Ya.” He slid the boot back on her foot and laced it comfortably loose.




  “Thank you,” she muttered, swiping her hands together to remove the debris from leaning on them.




  “Here. These are yours?” He handed her the bunch of flowers that had flown from her grip when she fell.




  “Yes, thank you. They were for my mother, but they don’t look so pretty now that I’ve crushed them.”




  He laughed, a warm sound that resonated deep in his broad chest. “Come, child. I help you up.”




  Without waiting even a moment for her response, he rose and leaned down to place his large hands under her armpits. She had no choice but to put her hands on his arms as he lifted her off the ground. He set her on her feet on the road, well away from the animal burrow that had trapped her foot. As he released her, his palms brushed against the sides of her breasts. A sudden rush of heat deep inside her necessitated a deep breath to steady her.




  “Thank you for your assistance, sir, but I’ll have you know I am not a child.” She jerked her hands from his rock-hard arms below the rolled-up sleeves of his plaid shirt where they had rested too long. She rubbed her palms on her skirt to rid them of a lingering ticklish sensation from touching the light hairs on his arms.




  “Ya, I notice that now.” He grinned again for a moment, but as her cheeks heated at his rude announcement, he smoothed his beard and frowned at her. “What I cannot see, is why you here all alone. You live nearby?”
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