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   Chapter One
 
    
 
   Just west of Toledo, Ohio
 
   July 1864
 
    
 
   Amanda Larson bent over the stream and gathered a handful of water.  After she washed her face, she washed the back of her neck the best she could.  She knew being on the wagon train heading for Nebraska was going to be tough, but she’d underestimated just how much.  The endless days of walking by the wagons beneath the heat of the sun…knowing they had to reach Omaha before the weather turned cold…living off the same staple items or hoping the men would bring back some fresh meat…
 
   But if she’d known it was going to be this difficult, would it have made any difference?  She stared at her reflection in the water.  Was she a bad person for agreeing to marry Richard?  Should she have said no when he asked?
 
   “Amanda Larson, you are a mystery.”
 
   Amanda turned as Laura Rufus knelt beside her, her light blonde hair a stark contrast to Amanda’s dark strands.  Wiping the sweat from her brow, Amanda said, “I’m just getting some water to drink.” Then, to demonstrate, she gathered more water in her hands and drank it.
 
   Laura shook her head.  “That’s not what I’m talking about, and you know it.  You’re so quiet.  You keep to yourself.  No one really knows you.”
 
   On some days, she could tolerate Laura.  On others, all she wanted to do was tell the young woman to mind her own business.  At least Richard’s parents left her alone.  It helped that Richard had five younger siblings his parents had to look after.  But Laura…  Well, she was an only child and—worse—she wasn’t married yet, so she had nothing better to do than follow Amanda around.
 
   Amanda gathered the two canteens from the grass and began filling them up.
 
   “You and Richard don’t act like newlyweds,” Laura continued.  “You act more like a brother and sister.”
 
   Biting her tongue, Amanda willed the water to fill the canteens quicker.  Why couldn’t they have found a larger stream?  Then she wouldn’t be stuck in this one spot to get her and Richard more water.
 
   “Whatever the reason, I bet there’s a good story behind it,” Laura said with a chuckle in her voice.  “Why don’t we play a game?  I’ll guess what your secret is, and you can give me a nod if I’m right.”
 
   Finally, the canteens were full.  Amanda sealed them and stood up.  “It’s almost time to walk again.  I suggest you fill up your canteen.” 
 
   Then she hurried back to the wagon Richard was driving, glad it was two ahead of the one Laura’s family owned.  She lowered her gaze as she passed others on her way to Richard.  When she reached him, she waited until he finished taking care of the oxen before giving him his canteen.
 
   “Thanks,” he said as he set it under his bench.  “Do you want to keep walking or take a break and sit for awhile?” 
 
   “Walk.”
 
   “Are you sure?”
 
   She slid the strap of the canteen over her head so it hung at her left hip.  “Yes.  I’d rather walk than sit.”
 
   For a moment, she thought he was going to say something, but then he offered a hesitant smile and got up into the seat.  She released her breath and started walking, making sure she had enough distance between herself and the others so she could be alone with her thoughts.  Not that she had deep ones.  She never let her mind go there.  She kept them on pleasant things.  The way the sun cast her shadow along the grass, the different flowers she passed by, and the sound of the animals that accompanied the group.  Mere distractions.  Things to think about to pass the time.
 
   With a glance over her shoulder, she was assured Laura was too far behind her to catch up to her.  Of all the people who threatened her peace, it was Laura Rufus.  Just what was it about her that made Laura keep talking to her?  There were other women in the group.  Was it because they were both twenty?  Or did Laura enjoy watching her squirm?
 
   Joe Otto, their leader who rode his horse as he passed by, called out it was time to go, and soon the whole party was moving forward, the mix of oxen, mules, and horses going at a steady pace.  She pulled the bonnet from her pocket and tied it around her head.  If she didn’t, she’d be regretting it that evening.  She’d already gotten enough of a sunburn the other day.
 
   Gathering her skirt, she marched forward.  From up ahead, Joe looked back at her.  Their eyes met for a moment, and her steps slowed, her heart stopping in her throat.  She glanced at Richard, but he was too focused on the oxen he was guiding to notice.
 
   Lowering her gaze, she avoided further eye contact with Joe.  If she’d known he had taken a job to help lead and protect the wagon train, she never would have agreed to come.  So far, he hadn’t approached her, and she could only pray he’d leave her alone for the entire trip.  But they still had two months to go, and a lot could happen in that time.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “We’ll stop here for the night,” Joe called out to the group.
 
   As tired as Amanda was, she wished they could have kept going for another half hour.  But he was right.  They should stop for the evening.  The day had been a long one, and this one seemed especially difficult given the lack of wind as the sun beat down on them.  She came to a stop and opened her canteen.  There was no more water in it.  With a sigh, she put the lid back on and studied her surroundings.
 
   In New York City, she got used to buildings and lots of people.  But out here, it seemed like a desolate wilderness.  There was the occasional town along the way, but for the most part, it was open land as far as the eye could see.  She couldn’t decide if she liked it or not.  Omaha was bound to be much different from what she was used to.
 
   “You want to eat with my family tonight?”
 
   She gasped and turned, unaware Richard had come up behind her.
 
   He smiled, his blue eyes twinkling.  “I didn’t mean to scare you.”
 
   Relaxing, she returned his smile.  “I don’t know where my mind is.”
 
   “It’s been a long day.” He glanced back at their wagon.  “I need to get the animals settled before supper.” He turned his gaze back to her.  “Ma asked us if we wanted to eat with them tonight.  I told her I’d ask you.  I wasn’t sure if you felt up to preparing something or not.” He took his hat off and wiped the sweat from his brow.  His hair, which was a light shade of blond, appeared darker in the orange and pink hues of the evening sky.  Hat still in hand, he continued, “I don’t want to make you uncomfortable.  I can bring something back for you if you’d rather not talk to anyone.  I know Laura was pestering you earlier today.”
 
   She met Richard’s eyes again, and she smiled.  “I’ll be happy to join your family for supper this evening.”
 
   After everything he’d done for her, it was the least she could do.  And as he’d pointed out, Laura had been unusually annoying that day by coming up to her during the break at the stream.  Amanda scanned the area where people were getting settled for the evening.  Good.  Laura was preoccupied with her mother.
 
   “We’ll go to my family’s wagon in a little bit,” Richard told her, directing her attention back to him.
 
   She nodded then found a private area where she could relieve her bladder.  Of all the conveniences she missed in New York, this was the one she missed most.  Outhouses might have stunk, but they offered a better sense of privacy than a group of bushes did.  She had to keep worrying someone would happen to find her like this.  
 
   But was it any worse than the condition Richard found her in?  And had it not been for him, who knew what would have happened to her?
 
   Don’t think about it, she admonished herself.
 
   She left the bushes and returned to her wagon.  Richard had already unhitched the oxen for the night and was letting them rest with the other animals.  “Do you need any help?” she asked as she pulled the strap holding her canteen over her head.
 
   “No, I’m done.” He held his hand toward the canteen.  “I’ll put that in the wagon and fill it up tomorrow.”
 
   Saying thanks, she handed it to him.  As he jumped up into the wagon, a movement not too far away caught her attention.  The last thing she wanted to do was look over and see what it was.  Or rather, who it was.  She had an unsettling feeling someone was watching her.  And if she guessed right, it was Joe.  Forcing her hands into her pockets, she kept her eyes on Richard who was setting the canteen next to the bedroll that served as a bed.
 
   Relieved when he returned, she relaxed.  But only slightly.  Joe was still watching her.  She told herself not to think about it.  He was a part of her past.  Richard was her future.
 
   Richard smiled and took her by the arm, gently leading her away from the wagon and, more importantly, away from Joe.  She stepped closer to Richard, taking comfort in his silent strength.
 
   “Ma said my brothers caught a couple rabbits earlier today,” Richard said.  “She’s going to cook them then put them in stew with the carrots and potatoes they saved from the last town we were in.”
 
   “Your ma’s a good cook,” she replied.
 
   “You are, too.”
 
   She wanted to argue with him but didn’t.  He seemed to see only the best in her.  She wasn’t sure what to make of it.  How was she supposed to tell him she wasn’t as perfect as he made her out to be?  Would he find out soon enough?  And at that time, would he realize he made a mistake?
 
   She forced the questions aside.  It’d been a long day.  Tomorrow would be just as long.  And quite frankly, she was tired.  All she wanted to do was eat and go to sleep.  The sooner she slept, the sooner she could wake up and walk again.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Richard glanced at Amanda, who sat with his mother and sisters, as he ate his stew.  She’d always been quiet when they were in school.  Being born the same year, they’d grown up together, often playing the same games together.  But the day came when he started thinking of her as more than a friend.  She’d always been lovely, but she got to be much more so as she got older.
 
   “I heard we’ll reach a town soon,” Richard’s father told him.
 
   Reluctant to glance away from Amanda, Richard let his gaze linger on her.  She was sitting with the women.  In this case, the women were his mother, his seventeen-year-old sister Sally and ten-year-old Jenny.  Well, Jenny wasn’t a woman.  Not yet.  But she would be soon enough.
 
   Richard should have asked if he could sit with her instead of choosing to sit with his father and brothers.
 
   His father patted him on the shoulder, surprising him.  “Come,” his father said.  “Let’s take a walk.”
 
   With a nod, Richard finished the rest of his stew then set the bowl down.  His father picked up two pails, one for him and one for Richard.
 
   “We’ll be right back,” his father called out to his mother.
 
   “Thank you for getting water,” his mother replied.
 
   Amanda glanced over at Richard, and his heart skipped a beat, just like it always did when she chose to direct her attention to him.  She probably had no idea how beautiful she was with her long dark hair and her deep brown eyes.  Then there was the rest of her…  His face warm, he broke eye contact.  Yes, he was married to her.  They’d made vows to be together, always and forever.  But in so many ways, it was as if they were back in school.
 
   “Ready?” his father asked him.
 
   Richard nodded, wanting to see if Amanda was still watching him.  But he couldn’t.  Because if she was, it’d be awkward.  At least for him.  Instead, he headed to the stream with his father.  The sun was quickly setting, and soon it would be time to go to sleep.  Then they would wake up at dawn and do it all over again.  One thing was for sure, he was looking forward to getting to Omaha.  He’d be able to sleep until six or seven.
 
   “Joe said you’re keeping watch with him again tonight,” his father told him.
 
   Richard shrugged.  “He asked, and I saw no reason to say no.”
 
   “Being that you’re still newly married, I would have thought you’d save some nights for your bride,” his father replied.  “I can help Joe watch over the animals and make sure we’re safe.”
 
   Richard let out a long sigh, making sure his father didn’t hear it.  If he had any idea this walk to the stream was going to include this particular discussion, he would have gone alone with both pails.
 
   “I don’t mind,” Richard said.  “Besides, I’ve done it enough now where I know exactly what to do.  It’s not a problem.” When his father didn’t look convinced, he added, “Really, it’s not.”
 
   They reached the stream, something he was relieved about since it gave him an excuse to avoid looking at his father as he filled his pail.
 
   “You should let others do their part to help Joe,” his pa said.
 
   Why couldn’t his father leave the matter alone?  He and Amanda didn’t have that kind of marriage.  At least not yet.  He hoped they would in the future, but it was going to take time, especially after all she’d been through.
 
   Once he finished filling his pail, he straightened up and realized his father was watching him.  “Joe already asked me to help him keep watch tonight.  I’m not going to say no at this point.”
 
   “You don’t have to feel guilty for saying no, Richard.”
 
   “I don’t.  I like helping Joe keep watch.  It’s peaceful to watch a new day span the horizon.”
 
   Without waiting for his father to reply, Richard headed for his parents’ wagon, glad to end the conversation.
 
    
 
   


  
 

 
 
   Chapter Two
 
    
 
   When Richard reached his mother, he set the pail down.  Amanda was sitting next to her, wiping the dishes clean.  A stray hair wound its way around her neck.  Often, when he saw her hair do that, he imagined what it’d be like to brush it away and kiss her where her hair had been.
 
   Of course, he wouldn’t mind kissing her on the mouth either.  She had the most adorable rosy lips that complemented her cheeks.  No wonder he’d been drawn to her when he turned twelve.  Despite the circumstances that brought them together, he was glad she was going to share the rest of her life with him.
 
   “Thanks for the water, Richard,” his mother said and took the pail.
 
   “You’re welcome, Ma,” he replied, still watching Amanda as she finished with the dishes.
 
   His mother patted him on the shoulder then told his younger five siblings to get ready for bed.  Most days, they were so tired from the long day they didn’t argue, but on this particular evening, Tom and Joel complained they were just about to catch a snake.
 
   “Enough of that, you two,” she told them.  “There will be no sneaking snakes into someone’s blanket like you did last time.”
 
   “No one’s going to put a snake in someone’s blanket,” Tom replied.
 
   “Don’t lie to me.  You told me that two weeks ago, and poor Jenny got the fright of her life.”
 
   “She was fine,” Tom argued.
 
   Richard went over to his fifteen-year-old brother and nudged him in the shoulder.  “Stop giving Ma a hard time.  Get ready for bed.” He turned to Joel who was chasing something in the grass.  “You too,” he called out, using a tone in his voice that usually got Joel to stop what he was doing.
 
   In this case, both Tom and Joel obeyed, despite their grumbling as they trudged to wash up at the stream.
 
   “Thank you, Richard,” his mother said.
 
   He returned her smile then went over to Amanda.  Kneeling beside her, he asked, “Is there anything I can help you with?”
 
   She looked up at him, her dark eyes meeting his.  “This is the last one.”
 
   With a nod, he collected the other dishes and put them in the bin his mother had resting out beside the wagon.  When he returned to Amanda, he helped her to her feet.  “Are you ready to go?”
 
   When she indicated she was, he led her to their wagon, passing two others along the way.  He caught sight of his father but decided to pretend he needed to check the buttons on his boots to avoid eye contact with him.  Up to now, his father hadn’t mentioned anything about Richard’s relationship with Amanda.  And now that he had, Richard just felt awkward around him.
 
   When he was out of earshot, Richard stood back up.  “You’ve had a long night.  I’ll get your bed set up tonight.”
 
   “I’ll do it, Richard.  You’ve done too much for me already.”
 
   “I don’t mind.”
 
   “But I do.  I want to get my own bed ready.” They reached their wagon, and she turned to him.  “I don’t deserve any of the things you’ve done for me.  I can’t stop feeling like I’ve used you to get out of New York.”
 
   “You didn’t use me.  I asked you to marry me.”
 
   “Because you were saving me.” She glanced at the ground, the stray curl once again finding its way around her neck.  “I’m so sorry, Richard.  I wish things could have been different for you.”
 
   “I don’t.” She shook her head, and he lifted her chin so she’d look at him.  “I know ours is a marriage of convenience.  No one else has to know that.  It’s our secret.” When the familiar expression of guilt crossed her face, he added, “Some secrets are worth protecting.  Amanda, it wasn’t your fault.”
 
   “I know, but I hate the fact your future changed because of it.” She let out a long sigh, and it dawned on him just how tired she was.  She’d been carrying the weight of the past around with her for a long time, and though she had trusted him with the truth, she hadn’t been willing to let him help carry it with her.
 
   “My future changed for the better.” He wrapped her in his arms and rested his chin on the top of her head.  “You’re not alone anymore, Amanda.  I’m with you every step of the way, for better or worse.”
 
   “I don’t deserve you.”
 
   Her voice was so soft he almost didn’t hear her.  “Don’t talk like that.  I want you here with me.”
 
   After a long moment passed between them, she pulled away from him and cleared her throat.  “Will you be keeping watch with Joe again tonight?”
 
   “I thought I’d relieve the other men of the duty,” he said, just as he did every night.  Then, as was his custom, he added, “Would you like to sleep with my family?”
 
   “Not tonight.  I want to see if I can get through a night by myself.  I’ll get your bedroll for you.”
 
   He nodded and waited for her to do so.  It was their routine ever since they left New York.  He hadn’t expected it to be any different, really.  She hadn’t married him because she loved him.  She married him because he offered her protection when she’d needed it most.  But that didn’t mean he had to give up his feelings for her.  He loved her, and there was nothing that was ever going to change it.
 
   When she returned to him, she smiled as she handed him the bedroll.  “You’re a good man, Richard.”
 
   Before he could answer, she turned and headed back to the wagon.  The scene had played out so much, he was used to it.  For some reason, she couldn’t accept the fact that she deserved to be happy.  She was trapped under a dark cloud, and no matter what he said or did, she couldn’t seem to break free from it.
 
   He kept hoping as the miles separated them from New York, things would get easier for her.  But they were halfway to Omaha, and she was still in the condition he’d found her that night when he’d heard her crying in the alley, wrapped up in a single, tattered blanket, looking as if she’d given up on life and was ready to die.
 
   He swallowed the lump in his throat and walked to the spot Joe selected to keep watch for the night.  Joe had already set up his bedroll and taken care of his horse.
 
   At the moment, his hat was resting on the ground next to his gun and holster.  He was drinking some coffee.  Glancing over at him, he lowered his tin cup.  “I’ll take over first watch, unless you’re not ready to sleep.”
 
   “No, I can go to sleep,” Richard replied as he rolled his bed out.  “I prefer to watch in the early morning.  I’m surprised you’re not more tired in the evening.  You lead us through the day.”
 
   He shrugged and put his cup down.  “I like the night.  It’s calming.  I especially like to look up at the stars.”
 
   “I don’t know.  Nothing beats a sunrise.”
 
   Joe chuckled.  “We’re complete opposites.”
 
   “I suppose that’s what makes us a good team.”
 
   “Probably.”
 
   Richard settled in his bedroll and put his hands behind his head.  He didn’t mind the night.  The stars were nice.  But the stars couldn’t rival the colors at dawn.
 
   Joe glanced over at him.  “What do you do?”
 
   Richard turned his gaze to Joe.  “Pardon?”
 
   “For a living.  It just occurred to me we’ve spent almost every night keeping watch for the others, but we don’t know anything about each other.”
 
   “That’s probably because I go to sleep as soon as I lay down.”
 
   “Could be.  But since you’re not asleep yet, mind telling me what you do for a living?”
 
   “I build houses.”
 
   “You do?  I know I’m not an expert on houses or anything, but wouldn’t you have better business back in New York?”
 
   “I hear the population in Omaha is booming.  All those people will need houses.”
 
   “Sure, if we’re talking sod.  There’s not a lot of trees out there.”
 
   “You can also build houses with brick.”
 
   “Maybe, but it seems like it’ll be a challenge to get the supplies you need.”
 
   “President Lincoln signed the Pacific Railroad Act.  There’ll be a railroad in Omaha soon.”
 
   “I hate to break this to you, but Lincoln signed an executive order for the terminal of this railroad to be in Council Bluffs.”
 
   “That’s not far from Omaha.”
 
   “It is if you’re relying on supplies to arrive on a certain day and the horses are bringing them in late, especially in bad weather.  I’ve worked on the rails for a couple years, and you’d be surprised what bad weather can do.”
 
   Richard turned his attention back to the stars, not wanting Joe to see the things he’d just pointed out had been doubts he’d had to battle from time to time.  There was no easy way for lumber to get to Omaha.  At least not yet.  And they were still a few years away from reliable transportation reaching there.  It was why they had to take the wagons.  That, and it allowed his family to take all their belongings with them.
 
   “If it was me,” Joe began, “I would have stayed in New York.  But we all have to choose our own path.” He took another drink then put the cup back down.  “Have a good sleep.”
 
   Richard nodded but didn’t answer.  He couldn’t decide if he liked Joe or not.  Up to now, this was the most they’d ever said to each other at one time, and if Richard had known Joe would find fault with him for going to Omaha, he would have kept his mouth shut.  But to be fair, Joe made some valid points, though he didn’t have all the facts.  He didn’t realize this was something Amanda needed, and she needed this more than Richard needed to build houses.  Sometimes love meant giving up what was important for the sake of the other person.  If he had to do something other than build houses, he would.
 
   After a long moment of taking in their surroundings, Richard was assured everything was calm enough for him to close his eyes.  Chances of anyone invading them were slim.  These trails had come a long way.  In time, Omaha would catch up with New York and have the conveniences he’d left behind.  It was just a matter of being patient.  And Richard happened to be patient.
 
   


  
 

 
 
   Chapter Three
 
    
 
   “How does Jesse Palmer put up with it?” Laura asked.
 
   As much as Amanda didn’t want to look in the direction Laura motioned to, she couldn’t help but notice his mother-in-law who was yelling at him for not milking the cow sooner.
 
   Daylight was still breaking over the horizon and most of the people had already eaten breakfast.  The wagons would head out soon, and they’d continue the long day’s journey.  One would think Mrs. Shaw would have better things to do than to pick on poor Jesse, but she was hovering over him while he pulled the udders to get milk into the bucket.
 
   “You should have done this as soon as you got up,” she told him.  “If you had, we could have had fresh milk.  Now all we’ll have is butter.”
 
   “That’s enough, Ma,” Jesse’s pregnant wife, Elsie, said, pulling her mother away from Jesse.  “I had a difficult night, and he was rubbing my back to help me.  It’s not his fault he overslept.”
 
   “Yes, it is,” Mrs. Shaw replied, her voice rising, arousing the attention of a couple more people who had, up to now, been oblivious to the brewing argument.  “He should have waited until your baby was born before dragging you all the way out to the middle of nowhere.”
 
   “Stop it,” Elsie hissed.  “He asked if I would come, and I said yes.  The choice was just as much mine as it was his.” She rubbed her large belly.  “You should be glad he agreed to take you along with all the trouble you give him.”
 
   Elsie glanced at Amanda and Laura, and Amanda’s face warmed as she and Laura quickly looked away.  Amanda hurried back to her own wagon, and Laura followed.
 
   “I would hate to have a mother-in-law like Mrs. Shaw,” Laura said.  “The woman does nothing but complain.”
 
   “Then be glad you’re not Jesse,” Amanda replied, hoping that would be the end of it.
 
   But Laura kept talking.  “Elsie isn’t any happier with her than he is.  I don’t know how I’d handle it if Mrs. Shaw was my ma.  I sometimes wonder if Mrs. Shaw loved her husband at all, or if he even loved her.  I don’t think I could love a woman like that.  She would get on my nerves.”
 
   Amanda sighed and turned to face her when she realized Laura wasn’t going to go away.  “Just be glad you have parents who love you and take care of you,” she told Laura.  “Whatever is going on with the Palmers is none of our business.”
 
   “It’s hard not to notice things when you’re traveling in such close company.”
 
   Amanda frowned.  Did that mean Laura picked up on some things about her that Amanda didn’t want her to know?  No.  That was silly.  Amanda and Richard had been careful to keep everything a secret.  There was no way Laura could know the truth.  She relaxed.  There was nothing to worry about.
 
   “I have to get back to Richard,” Amanda finally said then walked away before Laura could stop her.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   The next couple of days were just as tedious and long as the others had been, but Amanda didn’t mind.  It helped numb the pain.  Every mile that separated her from New York was one more mile to a new life, something she’d desperately needed.  If only there was no reminder of that life, then she’d have no worries at all.
 
   But there were some things a person could never escape, no matter how far they ran.  If it weren’t for Richard, she didn’t know what she would have done.  He was the only thing holding her together so she wouldn’t fall apart, and she was grateful for him and the deep friendship they shared.
 
   These thoughts wove through her mind whenever she let them.  As much as she tried not to think of New York at all, the memories did slip in from time to time.  The long days on the trail made it easy for a mind to wander.
 
   But one of the days, she got a much needed reprieve.  Dark clouds gathered in the sky, and by two, it was apparent they weren’t going to be able to go any further for the rest of the day.
 
   “Everyone set up camp,” Joe called out to the group.  “Form a circle with the wagons, and make sure all the animals are inside it.  The winds have started picking up, so be sure to secure everything as well as you can.” His gaze settled on her, though he directed the rest of his words to everyone.  “If you need any help, let me know.”
 
   Amanda forced her gaze off of him and went over to Richard.  “What can I do?” she asked him.
 
   “Since we’re in for a storm, we’ll need to be inside the wagon,” he told her as he unhitched an ox.  “Would you mind if we brought a couple of my brothers or sisters into ours since we have more room than my parents do?”
 
   She shook her head.  “No, I don’t mind.  I’ll ask them to join us.”
 
   She left him, making sure not to look over at Joe as she passed him.  When she made it to the Larsons’ wagon, Sally was yelling at her younger brothers to stop goofing around.
 
   “We have to get ready for a storm,” she told them as Joel threw a clump of dirt at Tom’s head.  “We don’t have time for this.”
 
   “Tom started it,” seven-year-old Joel replied.
 
   “I did not!” Tom shoved Joel.
 
   Sally groaned.  “Tom, you’re fifteen.  Why can’t you act like it?”
 
   “He’s always picking on me,” Tom replied.
 
   She groaned.  “So what?  Be the older brother and ignore it.  He only bothers you because he knows it works.”
 
   “I have an idea,” Amanda spoke up, getting their attention.  “Why don’t Richard and I take Joel?  We could also fit Dave and Jenny in our wagon.”
 
   “Thank you,” Sally said, “especially for taking Joel.  I’ll tell David and Jenny to go to your wagon.”
 
   Amanda nodded and gestured for Joel to go with her.  She thought he might protest, but he didn’t.  Instead, he turned to Tom and said, “Finally, I don’t have to be around you and your stench.”
 
   “I don’t stink!” Tom yelled.
 
   “You do, too.  Why do you think Ma keeps telling you to walk away from the wagon?” Joel retorted.
 
   “Come on,” Amanda said.  “The storm will be here soon, and we need to help Richard get ready.”
 
   Joel stuck his tongue out at Tom then ran off before Tom could go after him.
 
   “Little brothers are the worst,” Tom muttered.
 
   Amanda secretly envied the Larsons.  Yes, Richard’s family was large, and at times, the brother and sisters argued, but overall, they were happy.
 
   She waited for Jenny and Dave to come over to her before she headed back for Richard’s wagon.  The two made guesses on how bad the storm would get, and in the next minute, they ran on ahead.  It was her fault, she knew, that she wasn’t really a part of Richard’s family.  Yes, she’d married into it, but she hadn’t given herself completely over to them.
 
   So much was holding her back.  As much as she wanted to let go of the past and embrace the new life Richard had given her, she couldn’t seem to do it, not when she was about to disappoint them.
 
   By the time she made it to the wagon, Jenny and Dave had caught up to Joel.  They helped Richard finish getting things secure before the storm hit.  The process went smoothly, all things considered with the wind.  And soon, Richard had found a spot for his sister and brothers in the wagon to sit.
 
   After they were settled in, he held his hand out to her.  “I’ll help you in.  It’s not easy getting in there with all the things you got to get on top of, and it’s likely to be uncomfortable with all those lumps we’ll be sitting on.  I suspect it’ll be a lot like sitting on a camel.”
 
   Amanda chuckled at his joke.  She’d forgotten how much he used to make her laugh.  He would spend many lunch hours telling her funny stories, usually things he’d seen or read about that day.  
 
   A gust of wind blew up and swirled around them, and she had to brush aside the strands of her hair that came out of her bun.  The storm was coming quickly.  They didn’t have any more time to waste.  She took his hand and let him help her into the wagon.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Lightning flickered across the sky, followed by a loud boom of thunder.  Amanda scooted closer to Richard, and he put his arm around her shoulders in an effort to calm her fears.  It was nice to offer her some protection, even if he was limited in the fact that there wasn’t much he could do in a crowded wagon.
 
   “I hope Tom’s not crying like a girl,” Joel said.  “He’ll only embarrass himself.”
 
   “Why do you care what Tom does?” Jenny asked.
 
   “I’m his brother.  I’m supposed to care,” he replied, his eyes wide as if he couldn’t believe she even had to ask the question.
 
   “No one believes you, Joel,” Dave said.  “You’re hoping he’s crying, but he isn’t.  He’s fifteen, not a baby like you.”
 
   Richard couldn’t believe what he was hearing from his twelve-year-old brother.  “Since when did you get mean?” he asked Dave who had, up to now, made it a point to be nice to everyone.
 
   “I’m tired of Joel,” Dave said.  “All he ever does is nitpick on every little thing Tom does.”
 
   “Tom makes it so easy,” Joel replied.
 
   “You do, too.” Dave scowled at him.  “I saw you scratching your behind yesterday, and I could have said something but I didn’t.”
 
   “Pa says if you have an itch, scratch it.”
 
   “Not in front of everyone.  It’s disgusting.  Not to mention all the belching and farting you do.  Tom should be making fun of you, but he doesn’t because he’s too much of a gentleman.”
 
   Ten-year-old Jenny gagged.  “He’s right, Joel.  It is disgusting.  No one wants to smell what you ate or guess what you’re saying while you burp.”
 
   “That’s enough,” Richard told them.  “I don’t want to hear this any more than Amanda does.”
 
   Sometimes it was embarrassing to have his younger siblings around.  He could only imagine how repulsed Amanda was.  He’d like to say it was the long journey West making them talk about things like belching and farting, but the sad truth was, this happened all the time.  It was why he was glad to move into his own apartment.
 
   “None of you are any fun,” Joel said.
 
   “We are fun,” Dave argued.  “We just don’t think your way of having fun is good for the rest of us.”
 
   “I like it better when you don’t talk.”
 
   “Dave has a right to speak,” Jenny said.
 
   “Not if he says something I don’t like,” Joel replied.
 
   “Would it help if I belched it instead?” Dave asked.
 
   Jenny groaned and put her hands over her ears.  “I hope I never have boys.”
 
   “Enough already,” Richard interrupted before Joel could further annoy her.  For a seven-year-old, Joel was sure persistent.  “If you can’t behave, you can go outside and stand in the rain.”
 
   “Ma wouldn’t like that,” Joel said.
 
   “Well, it’s my wagon, my rules.” Richard stared at Joel, willing the runt to test him, but Joel only rolled his eyes and quieted down.  Good.  Maybe now they could have some peace and quiet, or at least as much as they could with the thunder booming around them.  He looked over at Amanda and whispered, “I’m sorry you had to listen to all that.”
 
   “I don’t mind it,” she said.  “In fact, it’s funny.”
 
   “Don’t encourage them,” he warned, a hint of humor in his voice.
 
   She giggled, and as she did, he became aware of her breasts, which jiggled just a bit.  His first inclination was to ignore the sensation, but then he realized they were married and there was nothing wrong with enjoying it.  At some point, he would get to see them.  That time wasn’t now, however.  Not with everything she’d been through in New York.
 
   “It’s nice to hear you laugh,” he told her.  She didn’t laugh enough, but maybe, in time, that would change.
 
   “Tom isn’t being gross because Becky’s on the trail with us,” Joel blurted out.
 
   “Why do you care so much about what Tom does?” Dave asked.
 
   “I’m a good little brother, that’s why.”
 
   Dave rolled his eyes, and Jenny told Dave, “Maybe if we ignore the rodent, it’ll go away.”
 
   Joel gasped.  “I’m telling Ma you called me a rat.”
 
   “Go ahead, you tattletale,” Jenny dared.
 
   Richard’s head was beginning to ache.  The only thing that made the whole thing worth it was the fact that Amanda was chuckling again.  He could put up with his brothers and sister’s ridiculous argument if it amused Amanda.  Otherwise, he really would have tossed them all out.
 
   He decided to ignore them as they kept going on and on about what annoyed them most about each other.  Instead, he focused on the fact that he was able to hold Amanda.
 
    
 
   


  
 

 
 
   Chapter Four
 
    
 
   It was a week later when Joe called out for everyone to stop.  Confused, Amanda glanced up at the noon sky.  Not a cloud was in sight.  There was a nice wind blowing, one that actually cooled her off for a change so she hadn’t spent the bulk of her walk wiping sweat from her face and neck.
 
   “Set up camp,” Joe ordered as he rode past her, not even looking in her direction.
 
   She shivered.  Something was wrong.  If he wasn’t bothering to look at her, something bad had happened.
 
   Laura came up to Amanda.  “Do you think we’re going to be attacked by Indians?”
 
   Amanda shook her head.  “No.  This path is safe.  Whatever it is, it’s something else.”
 
   She glanced at Richard and saw he was fine.  Then, turning 
 
   her gaze to the Larson family, she noted they seemed to be doing alright, too.  Not far from them, Laura’s family looked as equally fine.
 
   Her attention went back to Joe who rode up to Jesse Palmer’s wagon.  Amanda and Laura were too far away to hear him as he talked to Jesse.  Jesse was shaking his head, his expression bordering on panic, while he gestured to something.
 
   Amanda took a few steps to the left so she could see around Joe’s horse where Elsie was holding her pregnant belly.  Next to her was her mother who had her arm around her shoulders.  Amanda turned toward Laura and almost bumped into her.  Goodness but Laura was quiet.  No one ever heard her come up behind them.
 
   “What’s going on?” Laura asked.
 
   “When is Elsie supposed to give birth?”
 
   Laura shrugged.  “I don’t think she’s due for two months.  We’re supposed to be in Omaha by the time she’s ready.  Why?  Do you think she’s going to have the baby now?”
 
   Amanda watched as Elsie grimaced in pain, gripping her belly harder.  “I’m afraid so.”
 
   And this couldn’t be good.  She didn’t know the first thing about babies or giving birth, but having a baby early in the middle of nowhere seemed like a dangerous prospect.
 
   She left Laura and ran over to Mrs. Larson whose wagon was one of the first in line.  If anyone knew about childbearing, it would be her.  The woman had six of them, after all.  When she reached the wagon, Mrs. Larson was helping the others set up their things for the evening.
 
   “Mrs. Larson,” Amanda began, waiting until she finished laying out the cookware to continue, “if a woman has a baby two months before its due, will something bad happen?”
 
   “Why?  Is Elsie Palmer in pain?” Mrs. Larson asked.
 
   “I think so, but I haven’t gone over to see for sure.”
 
   Mrs. Larson went over to her husband.  “I think Elsie Palmer is ready to give birth.”
 
   “Who’s Elsie Palmer?” Mr. Larson asked.
 
   “I already told you.  She’s the woman who’s expecting a child.”
 
   “Oh, her.  Didn’t you also say she’s not due until we arrive in Omaha?”
 
   “Babies don’t go by our schedules,” she said.  “I’m going to see if she needs help.  Sally will be here to make supper if I don’t come back.”
 
   “Alright.”
 
   As Mrs. Larson turned back to her, Amanda asked, “Is there anything you want me to do?” 
 
   “It might not be a bad idea to gather a pail or two of water, if you don’t mind.”
 
   “No, I don’t mind.”
 
   Since Mrs. Larson headed for the Palmer’s wagon, Amanda went over to her and Richard’s.  Richard was in the process of unhitching the wagon.
 
   “Your ma thinks Elsie Palmer is having her baby,” she told him.  “I suppose we’ll be here for a couple days.”
 
   “It depends,” he replied.  “Some babies come right away and others take a full day.  I remember Jenny being quick and Joel taking his time.” With a wry grin, he added, “And it suits them if you think about it.  Jenny is in a hurry to do everything, and Joel needs someone to prod him along.”
 
   She chuckled at his joke.  “When we were in school, I remember you mentioning how you grew impatient with Joel and ended up dressing him so he’d be on time for church.”
 
   “I used to have to be the one to get him ready.  Moving out of our apartment was one of the best things that ever happened to me.”
 
   She chuckled again but couldn’t think of a suitable reply.  After an awkward moment, she asked, “Do you wish you’d stayed in New York?”
 
   “No,” he softly told her.  “It was best we left.”
 
   It was best she left.  That’s what he should have said, but he hadn’t because he was too nice to do so.  If it hadn’t been for her, he would have stayed behind.  Both of them knew it.  But neither ever said it, and she wasn’t sure if they ever would.  Perhaps it was better that way.
 
   Clearing her throat, she made eye contact with him.  “Your ma asked if I’d get some pails of water for the Palmers, in case they need it.  Would you mind going into the wagon and getting them for me?”
 
   “Of course not.”
 
   As he hopped up into the wagon, she couldn’t help but feel she’d wronged him in letting him take her out of New York.  He’d been happy there.  He’d just been hired by the owner of a good company.  He’d had a promising future.  And yet, he gave it all up to get her out of a bad situation.
 
   She took a deep breath to force down the nagging guilt that always threatened to come to the surface whenever she thought about how he’d given up everything for her.  She didn’t deserve him.  He’d be much better off married to someone else.
 
   “Amanda?”
 
   Unaware she’d let her thoughts drift off, she turned her attention back to him.  “What?”
 
   “Here are the pails.” He held them out to her.
 
   “Thank you, Richard.”
 
   She smiled and took them from him before she headed for the nearby stream.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   By sunset, Amanda knew something was terribly wrong with Elsie Palmer.  From where she sat, she could see the Palmer wagon.  The men had set up a small canopy made up of blankets, and inside the canopy, Mrs. Larson was helping Elsie’s mother tend to Elsie.  No one could see what was happening, but they knew something was wrong.
 
   A somber mood hovered over the camp.  Amanda was used to being in such a state.  She might have left New York, but it was still with her, lingering in the corners of her mind.  And if she wasn’t careful, it had a way of sneaking up into her consciousness.  She’d managed for the most part to keep the past safely at bay, just below the surface of her carefully controlled exterior.
 
   But despite her best efforts, she knew others wondered why she wasn’t more like Laura who laughed and talked as if she’d never experienced anything bad in her entire life.  And for all Amanda knew, she hadn’t.  At least, not up until now.
 
   The sound of footsteps alerted her to the fact that someone was approaching her.  Stiffening, she looked away from the Palmer wagon and relaxed when she saw Richard.  She hadn’t seen Joe for a while, and since Richard had left to clean up in the nearby stream, she thought Joe might take this opportunity to talk to her.  Thankfully, this hadn’t been the case.  Though, one of these days, she suspected he would.
 
   She cleared her throat.  “Do you feel refreshed?” she asked Richard.
 
   “As much as one can while traveling,” he said.  “Do you want me to set up your bed for the night?”
 
   She looked up at the sky and saw this was usually the time of night when he did that for her.  She rose to her feet, taking a moment to ease the kinks out of her back.  Then she turned to face him, noting the way the setting sun cast a soft glow over him, emphasizing just how blue his eyes were.  Funny how she’d known him since they were children and hadn’t noticed that before.
 
   “So, would you like me to make your bed?” he asked.
 
   “Oh, yes.  Sorry, my mind was on something else.  I should get ready for bed.  It’s bound to be a long day tomorrow.”
 
   And probably a long night, judging from the way Elsie screamed from time to time.  Amanda didn’t know if she ever wanted to have children from the way the woman was screaming.  How did Mrs. Larson manage to have six of them?
 
   “Are you feeling alright?” Richard asked.
 
   Surprised she was looking back at the Palmers’ wagon without realizing it, she forced her gaze on Richard.  “I’m fine.”
 
   “You worried about Elsie Palmer?”
 
   She hesitated to respond.  She didn’t want to burden him with any more than she already had. 
 
   “Women have been giving birth since the beginning of time,” he said.  “I’m sure she’ll be fine.” 
 
   Swallowing the lump in her throat, she forced a nod of agreement.  “I’ll be back soon.” She started to leave but then turned back and called out, “Thank you for setting up the bed.” Then, forcing a smile, she added, “Again.”
 
   She could tell he was worried about her, but he didn’t stop her.  He simply let her go, which was so much like him.  Never once did he ever impose himself on others.  He just waited for them to come around and tell him what they were thinking.  And that was what made it so easy to avoid telling him anything about Joe.
 
   As Amanda went past Laura and her family’s wagon, she couldn’t help but notice Laura wasn’t saying anything.  In fact, she was tearing off a couple of small pieces of the bread in her hands, but she didn’t eat any of them.  Amanda couldn’t recall any time during this journey when Laura hadn’t been talking.  She didn’t even get up and follow Amanda, as had become her habit.
 
   Amanda’s steps slowed as she passed the Palmers’ wagon.  Elsie wasn’t screaming so much now, which allowed her to hear Mrs. Larson and Elsie’s mother who were talking quietly outside the canopy.  Both women looked exhausted, and there was no denying the frightened tones in their voices.
 
   Amanda thought about going over and asking them if she could do anything to help, but Joe quickly approached, bringing with him an older man who’d told Mr. Larson some stories about delivering foals.  But the man had only assisted birthing horses, not people.  She didn’t know how much more he could do for Elsie than the women.  If they wanted his help, then things were getting worse for poor Elsie and the baby.
 
   Joe’s gaze met Amanda’s briefly.  Under any other circumstance, Amanda would have looked away, but there was a worried look in his eyes that only added to the impending sense of doom that’d been bothering her over the past couple hours.
 
   She watched as Joe lifted one of the blankets from the canopy and called Jesse’s name.  A moment later, Jesse came out, his face pale and eyes red from crying.
 
   Amanda forced her gaze off of them.  She had no right to watch what was happening.  They didn’t need onlookers who couldn’t do anything to help.  And she couldn’t help.  There was nothing she could for any of them.  Except perhaps pray.  But when was the last time God bothered listening to anything she had to say?
 
   Perhaps, though, there was something she could offer in a prayer, something even God might answer.  After she found a place where she could be alone, she sat and folded her hands together.  To say it was awkward was an understatement.  She hadn’t done anything like this since she was a little girl when her grandmother insisted on it.
 
   But she figured there was nothing to lose by trying.  Bowing her head as she’d been taught, she closed her eyes.  After a few seconds of trying to figure out what to say, she whispered, “Please take me instead of Elsie Palmer or the baby.”
 
   She thought of what else she might add, but her mind came up blank.  It was to be expected, she supposed.  After not praying since childhood, she couldn’t exactly have a lengthy discussion with God or anything.  She’d be surprised if He even remembered she existed.  But maybe He knew Elsie and would answer her prayer for Elsie’s sake.  If He had to oversee the death of someone on this trail, it might as well be her.
 
   Releasing her breath, she opened her eyes and glanced up at the sky, which was lit up with some stars now.  She turned her gaze to the west.  Omaha was that way.  She hoped Elsie and her baby would live to see it.
 
    
 
   


  
 

 
 
   Chapter Five
 
    
 
   Amanda woke up in silence and thought, for just a moment, yesterday been a horrible dream.  Then she heard the cry of a baby.  Her eyes flew open, and she bolted into a sitting position.
 
   It hadn’t been a dream.  Elsie had been giving birth, and she’d been struggling with it, too.  But the baby…  Amanda heard a baby crying.  The baby made it.
 
   She pushed aside the top of the bedroll and got up from the ground.  After sleeping in an alley for a couple weeks, she didn’t mind the uneven ground covered in grass and rocks.  She actually preferred it because she didn’t have to deal with the stench of trash.
 
   The baby cried again, and her mind returned to the present.  She went toward the Palmer wagon, her steps slow.  She didn’t want to intrude on the poor people who’d been through a harrowing night, but her stomach was still tensing up into knots.  Was everything alright?  Was Elsie holding her child?
 
   She made it halfway there when Laura ran over to her, tears running down her cheeks.  Amanda noticed the blood on her dress and stopped.  This wasn’t going to be good.  Why?  Why couldn’t God let everyone be fine?  They were good, honest people.
 
   “Elsie died,” she told Amanda before Amanda could open her mouth.  “I couldn’t sleep, so I went over to help and…and…” She wiped her eyes with the back of her freshly washed hands then sniffed.  “I don’t understand.  Elsie seemed to be doing better just before the baby was born.  I thought the worst was over.  I thought she was going to make it.”
 
   Amanda glanced over at the wagon and saw Joe talking in low, soothing tones to Jesse whose face was buried in his hands.  From inside the canopy, the baby continued to cry, and since Amanda didn’t see Elsie’s mother, it was easy to deduce that she was with the baby.
 
   “Elsie was alive when he was born,” Laura continued, her words barely penetrating through Amanda’s shock.  “I caught him as he came out and gave him to her.  But she turned pale, and then she wasn’t breathing anymore.  I had to grab him before he fell out of her arms.  I only saw a death once, but that was when I helped a friend’s pa deliver a calf and its mother died.  It was nothing like this.” She wiped her tears again.  “I don’t understand.  I thought she was going to make it.  Why would she have to go through all of that suffering just to die?”
 
   “I don’t know,” Amanda whispered.
 
   “She was a good woman.  She would have loved that little boy.  If it’d happened to someone who was horrible, it’d make more sense.  Why did it have to happen to her?”
 
   “I don’t know, Laura,” Amanda said, this time in a louder voice.
 
   “I prayed for her all through the night.  Jesse was praying, her ma was praying, even Joe was praying.” She gestured to the entire camp.  “Everyone was praying.  Why didn’t God spare her?”
 
   “Stop it,” Amanda snapped.  “You can ask the questions all you want, but you won’t get any answers.  Life is hard and it’s cruel.  It gives you just enough but takes the rest away.  It’s how things are.  Everything has been perfect for you up to this point.  You’ve never had anything bad happen.  Well, this is real life.  It’s not always pretty.  The sooner you accept that, the better.”
 
   Laura’s lower lip trembled before she ran off to her family’s wagon, and Amanda immediately regretted the fact that she’d been so hard on her.  Laura hadn’t seen any ugliness in this world.  She had no idea how bad things could get—how dark and lonely things could be.  And now she was getting a glimpse of it.
 
   It was a shame.  It would have been better if Laura never had to experience anything bad.  But Amanda couldn’t shield someone from it.  Sooner or later, bad things happened, and there was no getting away from it.  Maybe it was just as well that Laura dealt with this now.  It’d prepare her for more heartache in the future, for more heartache was undoubtedly going to happen.
 
   Shoulders slumped, Amanda went to a tree that allowed her some privacy from the rest of the group.  She pulled her legs up to her chest and placed her forehead on her knees.  Taking deep breaths, she tried to push past the surge of heaviness that threatened to overwhelm her.  She’d given into it once before.  And it led her to the alley between two apartment buildings where she’d hid, collecting a used blanket and some old newspapers around her to keep warm through the chilly nights.
 
   Her first thought hadn’t been she’d die that way, forsaken and alone in an alley.  But as the days passed one into another, she slowly gave up.  She recalled that last night in the alley.
 
   She’d gone without food long enough where she no longer felt hungry.  The scraps left in the trash had been barely enough to sustain her, and really, all they did was prolong the inevitable.  She was a ruined woman.  There was no future for her.  No one would dare take her in, and Joe hadn’t been at the apartment when she’d needed him.  All she could do was hide and wait.
 
   There was one night she honestly thought she was going to die.  She’d fallen asleep, believing she’d never wake up again.  But she did.  And when she woke up, she was no longer in the alley.  Tears welled up in her eyes as she recalled waking up…
 
    
 
   Amanda slowly gained consciousness.  The first thing she was aware of was her disappointment.  She thought it was finally over, but it wasn’t.  She was still alive, and because of that, she still had to deal with the pain.
 
   Releasing a long breath, she focused in on her surroundings, fully expecting the familiar chill of the early morning on her face or the sound of a rat scampering somewhere nearby.  Instead, she was warm.  In fact, she couldn’t remember the last time she’d been more comfortable.  Someone had tucked a blanket around her and, if she guessed right, put her in a soft bed.  Her head rested on a feather pillow.  Her boots had been removed, though her clothes were still on.
 
   Part of her wanted to go back to sleep, but another part of her had to find out where she was and who was with her.  She forced her eyes open.  The room was dim.  The only source of light came from a kerosene lamp a few feet away.  It took her a moment to focus in on the small table holding the lamp.  Next to it was a full glass of water.  Beyond the table was a small window, and through the thin curtains, she saw it was night.
 
   Where was she?  And, more importantly, who brought her here?
 
   She closed her eyes again to give herself time to wake up.  The silence should have probably alarmed her, but she found it soothing.  After all the creepy noises in the alley, it was nice not to worry about something—or someone—finding her.  Better yet, nothing crawled over her.
 
   With a shiver, she opened her eyes again.  This time, her gaze went lower from the window, and she saw someone sitting in a chair in the shadows.  She stiffened for a moment but then realized it was Richard Larson and relaxed.
 
   “What happened to you?” Richard asked, his voice soft in the still room.
 
   She hadn’t seen him in over a year, and the first thing he said to her had to be the hardest thing to answer.  She closed her eyes, thinking he might assume she hadn’t heard him, that she had fallen back asleep.
 
   But she heard footsteps and couldn’t help but open her eyes again.  Richard was kneeling in front of her.  He seemed to be intent on studying her, and usually such concentration would make her squirm, but she sensed something in his expression that hovered between concern and tenderness.
 
   He reached out, as if to touch her, then changed his mind.  After a moment, he said, “We grew up together.  You know me.  You knew you could trust me.  It wasn’t like I was a stranger.  I just found you in an alley, wrapped up in garbage to keep you warm.” He glanced up at the ceiling and shook his head.  “I don’t understand.  I’ve been going over our entire lives in my mind, and I can’t think of a single time when I ever made you think you couldn’t come to me if you needed help.” When his gaze returned to hers, there were tears in his eyes.  “I’d never let you live like that.  Why didn’t you ask for help?”
 
   She didn’t know what to tell him.  A lot had happened since she last saw him.  And even now, she didn’t want to think about it.  It was why she’d hoped she’d never wake up.  Then the nightmare would be over.
 
   “Won’t you tell me something?” he asked.
 
   She wanted to tell him to take her back to the alley, that she wasn’t worth saving.  But by the expression on his face she knew that would hurt him more than anything else she could say.  Richard Larson had no idea just how dark people could get.  He was all light and laughter.  He’d always been that way since they were children.  But darkness could block out light, and pain made people stop laughing.  Even the small apartment he’d taken her to had shadows that crept up on the light around it.
 
   “I can’t tell you,” she whispered.
 
   She’d hurt him.  She could see it in his eyes.  Just one sentence, and she’d managed to strike him without trying.  She pulled the blanket over her head so she wouldn’t have to keep looking at him.  It was better to pretend he wasn’t there.
 
   He stayed there, by the bed, for the longest time.  She was beginning to think he was going to stay there all night, kneeling in front of her, watching her.  She held her breath and waited, her heartbeat picking up in dread.  Was he going to insist she tell him?
 
   Finally, he rose to his feet and walked away.  Relieved, she released her breath, unaware her lungs had begun to hurt from holding it for so long.  She didn’t know where he went, nor did she bother to check.  It was much better to stay hidden under the blanket and keep silent.  The less he knew, the better.  One thing she always liked about him was his light, and she’d never do anything to take it away.
 
    
 
   Amanda pulled herself out of the memory and thought back to Elsie.
 
   “I don’t understand,” she whispered in prayer.  “Why didn’t You take me instead?  I have no reason to be here.”
 
   Footsteps approached from behind, and she glanced up in time to see Richard.  She wiped the tears away as he sat next to her.  “Did you hear about Elsie?”
 
   “I did,” he replied.  “Joe said we’ll spend the day here and give her a funeral.  Then we’ll head out tomorrow morning.”
 
   “It’s not right she should be buried out here where she’ll be left behind.”
 
   “We can’t take her with us.  Not with the weight of all the furnishings and supplies.”
 
   She considered his words and decided he was right.  They were doing good just to take the things they needed on their journey.  A corpse would only make things more difficult.  “I suppose it doesn’t matter.  It’s not like anyone can bring her back.”
 
   “Joe warned us some people might die while on the trail.  It’s a risk making the journey.”
 
   “I know, but it shouldn’t have been her.  She was always nice to people, doing whatever she could to help out.  She had a purpose.  People needed her.  People loved her.”
 
   He rubbed her back and whispered, “I know what you’re thinking, and I’m asking you to stop.  You have a reason to be here.”
 
   He didn’t know.  He couldn’t know.  He hadn’t even considered the possibility.  She didn’t want to either, but she’d missed the third month of her flow the other day.  She had blamed the last two months on the strain she’d been under, but she could only explain it away for so long.  Just like Laura, she had to come face to face with the unpleasant reality called life.
 
   She put her face in her hands and swallowed her tears.  “You shouldn’t have married me.  You should have left me in the alley to die.”
 
   “Don’t say that.”
 
   “It would have been best for you.”
 
   “No, it wouldn’t.” 
 
   The tenderness in his tone shouldn’t have made her break into a fresh wave of tears, but there was always something in the way he was gentle with her that broke through her defenses.  It was why she couldn’t say no when he asked her to leave New York with him.  
 
   It was why she even agreed to marry him, though to this day, she couldn’t imagine why he was so insistent on it.  She could have joined him and his family without marrying him.  Maybe if she hadn’t been weak, she would have had the strength to say no.  But after everything that had happened, she could hardly even think straight.
 
   He pulled her into his arms, but she pushed him away.  “Stop it,” she said, forcing in a bitter edge to her voice, hoping it would give her the courage to tell him the truth.  
 
   He had to know.  He had to know what he’d gotten himself into by marrying her, and more than that, he had to know she was willing to free him from the responsibilities he’d signed up for. 
 
   Ignoring the hurt look in his eyes, she said, “I’m expecting.” More tears came to her eyes, and as much as she tried to brush them aside with the back of her hand, they just kept on coming.  “I can’t do this to you, Richard.  I can’t have people thinking we were doing something we shouldn’t have been.  It’s not fair to you.  When we get Omaha, we’ll annul this marriage, and I’ll leave.  You can tell your parents I left because I couldn’t handle living out West, or you can tell them I left with another man.”
 
   “Amanda, I’m not going to leave you.”
 
   “Didn’t you hear me?  I’m with child.”
 
   “I heard you just fine, but that doesn’t change anything.  I’m staying with you.” He took her hands in his and urged her to rest by his side.  “Whatever happens, we’ll get through it together.”
 
   “We can’t.  We haven’t been married long enough for people to think this child was conceived in wedlock.  This isn’t something you can hide.”
 
   “We’ll tell them it’s mine, and I’ll say the moment just got away from us and I took your innocence.”
 
   “But that isn’t the truth.”
 
   “It doesn’t have to be, and what’s more, it doesn’t matter.  All that matters is that this child will have parents who’ll take care of him.” He squeezed her hands and bowed his head to hers.  “It’s not your fault, Amanda.  No woman asks to be raped, no matter what others say.”
 
   “I still don’t want anyone to know.”
 
   “I know, and I won’t tell anyone.  I won’t break my promise.”
 
   “It’s not right for me to ask you to do this, Richard.”
 
   “You’re not asking.  I want to.”
 
   This time when he wrapped his arms around her, she didn’t resist.  She leaned into him, taking comfort in his silent strength.  He had a way of soothing her, of making her believe things just might work out.  But the illusion was always broken as soon as he stopped holding her. 
 
   


  
 

 
 
   Chapter Six
 
    
 
   “Life is but a vapor,” Joe spoke during the funeral.  “We’re here for a brief moment before we’re taken home.  But despite our short time on this Earth, our life has meaning.  Elsie was a daughter, a wife, and a mother.  Though her time was brief, she was greatly loved.”
 
   The group was quiet as Joe continued to speak.  From time to time, the baby let out a cooing sound, unaware of the solemn situation that had brought him into the world.  Jesse had wanted to hold him, but Elsie’s mother had been adamant she do it, saying he didn’t know how to properly hold a baby.  Jesse, probably too exhausted and overcome with sorrow, chose not to argue.  Instead, he stood next to his mother-in-law, trying to hide his tears but not succeeding.
 
   Amanda couldn’t help but notice Laura, who wasn’t too far from him, softly crying into her handkerchief.  A stab of guilt over the way she’d talked to Laura ate at her.  Laura hadn’t deserved the harsh words.  It wasn’t until they’d gathered around the grave that Amanda realized she’d lashed out at her because of envy.
 
   She wanted the kind of life Laura had, the kind of life where the worst thing that happened to her was the tear in her dress that exposed her petticoats.  Laura had been horrified when it’d happened shortly after her family had joined their group.  How Amanda wished that would’ve been her biggest fear.
 
   But now she did have her biggest fear.  She was carrying Mr. Price’s baby.  As much as she didn’t want to admit it, she couldn’t keep lying to herself.  Worse, she couldn’t hide it from Richard’s parents once they reached Omaha.  She might be able to make it the rest of the two months they had on this trek, but after that, she’d start showing.  They were bound to be disappointed.  She could manage it well enough on her end, but it wasn’t right to ask him to bear the weight of their disapproval.
 
   Maybe she should tell them what happened.  Then they’d understand it wasn’t Richard’s fault.  Even as she considered the option, her stomach twisted into a painful knot.  All it did was bring back that horrible day when Mr. Price caught her alone in her sister’s apartment.  She squeezed her eyes shut, willing the memory of his grimy hands off of her.  Then he’d shoved up her dress and then…and then…
 
   She didn’t realize she had fallen against Richard until he lifted her up into his arms.
 
   “Poor thing,” Amanda overheard a woman murmur as Richard carried her away.  “She’s probably never been to a funeral before.”
 
   That showed how little that woman knew.  Amanda had lost both parents before she was eighteen.  She’d had to live with her sister and brother-in-law after that.  If her brother-in-law hadn’t brought in that awful Mr. Price to stay for a couple weeks, she wouldn’t be in this predicament right now.
 
   No, she must not think about it.  Thinking about it wouldn’t change anything.
 
   Richard set her down by their wagon.  “I’ll get you some water.”
 
   “I’m not thirsty,” she replied as he turned to get the canteen.
 
   “You have to be,” he said.  “It’s hot, and I know how many layers of clothes a woman wears.  I’ve had to bring in the wash many times when Ma hung clothes up on the line.  They’re even worse when wet.  I tell you, one time I fell and the whole stack landed on top of me.  I thought I’d never get out from under that heavy load.”
 
   Despite the situation, she found herself chuckling at his joke.  “You always know what to say to make me feel better.”
 
   With a grin, he retrieved the canteen and sat beside her.  “Good.  I like it when you laugh.”
 
   She took the canteen but didn’t take a drink.  Instead, she asked, “Why are so good to me?  We hadn’t spoken much to each other since we were done with school.”
 
    He shrugged, his gaze going to the grass.  “I didn’t know where you went after your parents died.  I went to the apartment they lived in, but the landlord didn’t know where you’d gone.  I looked for you.  I asked around.  No one we knew in school could tell me where you went.”
 
   “You looked for me?” she whispered, surprised he’d made the effort.
 
   He nodded then gave out a light chuckle.  “I know this is going to sound strange considering I never said anything in school, but I wanted to court you for the longest time.”
 
   “You did?”
 
   “I almost asked several times, but each time, I lost my nerve.  That was why I searched for you.  I realized the worst you could say was no, but if I didn’t ask, I’d never even have a chance.”
 
   She stared at him, not knowing what to say.  She’d thought he’d only thought of her as a friend.  “I-I had no idea.”
 
   “That’s because I never told you.” He cleared his throat then added, “I thought you should know.  Marrying you wasn’t something I had to do.  It’s something I wanted to do.”
 
   She swallowed the lump in her throat as she considered the ramifications of what he’d just told her.  As much as she wanted to excuse his words, to believe he’d only said it to relieve her of guilt for trapping him into marriage with a child he didn’t ask for, she couldn’t.  They’d grown up in the same school since they were children.  She knew when he was lying, and he definitely wasn’t lying.  
 
   He’d never once said anything about love when he offered to marry her.  She’d assumed he did that to save her because she had nowhere to go.  Her brother-in-law had blamed her for seducing Mr. Price and had thrown her out.  Her sister, being the victim of her brother-in-law’s violence hadn’t had the strength to stop him.  And Joe had been working on a railroad in another state, so she hadn’t been able to go to him.  She released her breath.  Richard had saved her life.  Had he not come along when he did, she would have died in that alley.
 
   She brushed more tears from her eyes.  Never once had she entertained any romantic notions for Richard.  Who knew if she might have had he made his feelings known sooner?  But she supposed it didn’t matter.  There was nothing anyone could do about the past.  God knew all the times she’d replayed that day with Mr. Price in her mind did nothing to change the outcome.  Often, she’d thought of everything she should have done differently.  If only she’d left the apartment as soon as she realized they were alone.  If only she’d screamed for help as soon as he came toward her instead of thinking she could talk him out of it…
 
   “Amanda?”
 
   Richard’s gentle voice pulled her out of the past.  Blinking, she turned her gaze to him.
 
   Removing the handkerchief from his pocket, he brushed her tears away.  “Please have something to drink.  You didn’t drink or eat much this morning, and it’s the hottest part of the day.”
 
   Since he worried over her, she obeyed, taking a longer drink than she needed.  When she was finished, he seemed satisfied, and to her surprise, that made her happy.  For some reason, he needed her to drink the water more than she did.
 
   She handed the canteen back to him.  “Don’t forget to get some water yourself,” she whispered.
 
   He smiled and took a good, long swallow.  When he was done, he twisted the cap back on and glanced over his shoulder.  Curious, she followed suit and saw Joe was leading the group in a prayer.
 
   Richard turned his gaze back to her, once again drawing her in with those tender blue eyes.  “You have people who care about you.  Remember those times when our families used to come together for potlucks and other social activities when we were younger?”
 
   The days when her parents were still alive and she felt safe.  She nodded.
 
   “My family thinks of you as one of their own,” he continued.  “When I told them we eloped, they were happy.”
 
   She touched a blade of grass and wound it around her finger, almost afraid to ask but needing to know.  “I know you didn’t tell them the real reason we got married, but I’ve been wondering, what did you say?”
 
   “I told them I’d loved you since we were in school, and I had the fortune of running into you by accident.  They knew I’d been looking for you, so they accepted it.”
 
   So he’d told them the truth, in a roundabout way.  “Did they wonder why you left New York?”
 
   “I just told them since your parents weren’t alive, you saw no reason why we shouldn’t join them and go to Omaha.  To be honest, they were glad.  I might be grown up, but my mother tends to still think of me as a little boy.”
 
   She smiled when she caught the roll of his eyes.  “Your mother’s a good woman.”
 
   “She is.  And she thinks of you as her daughter.  I know no one can take the place of your mother, but I wanted you to know she’s glad to have you in our family.”
 
   It took her a moment to understand why he mentioned it, and when she did, she couldn’t help but blink back a few more tears.  He wanted to make her feel better, to let her know she was as important to him and his family as Elsie had been to hers.  But she didn’t have the heart to tell him once his mother found out about the baby, she wouldn’t be likely to think so well of her.  He was being very kind to her, and she would honor that by keeping her thoughts to herself.
 
   “Richard?”
 
   She and Richard looked over in time to see Mr. Larson approaching.
 
   “Yes, Pa?” Richard asked.
 
   “A couple of the men are going to do some hunting.  We could use another man, if you don’t mind,” his pa replied.
 
   Richard glanced at Amanda, and she indicated he should go.  He’d spent too much time with her as it was.  
 
   “Sure.  I’ll be right there,” Richard told him.
 
   His pa tipped his hat in a greeting to Amanda before he left.
 
   She expected Richard to stand up right away, but instead, he placed his hand on her shoulder.  “Promise me you’ll take care of yourself?”
 
   “I will.” She had to.  Now that she knew how much he cared for her, she couldn’t disappoint him by not doing as he wished.
 
   He squeezed her shoulder, said thanks, and went to retrieve his gun.
 
   She watched him, wondering what she’d ever said or done to deserve such devotion.  Surely, just because she’d laughed at his jokes when they were younger and listened to his stories, it didn’t mean she’d earned his love.  But he loved her.  Really and truly loved her.  And all this time, she’d only thought of him as a friend.
 
   As Richard went over to his pa and two other men who were ready to hunt, she caught sight of Joe.  How long had Joe been watching her?  She broke eye contact with Joe, her face growing warm.  She’d like to believe Joe would keep his distance, but she had a nagging suspicion it was only a matter of time before he closed in on her.  And God only knew what would happen then.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   That evening as the sun was near to setting, Amanda saw Laura who was by herself under a tree, staring at her hands in her lap.  She went over to her and waited until Laura looked up at her before speaking.  “Mind if I sit?”
 
   Laura shook her head and gestured for her to sit next to her.
 
   Amanda settled next to her, glad Laura had been gracious enough to give her permission.  Pushing aside a few fallen strands of her dark hair, Amanda considered her words.  Up to now, she hadn’t exactly been the easiest person Laura could deal with, but that was going to change starting now.
 
   Releasing her breath, Amanda began, “I’m sorry.  I shouldn’t have been so harsh with you earlier.  I…  Well, the truth is, I haven’t been very nice to you since we met.  I’ve been struggling with some things, and I’ve let my own difficulties get in the way of being the kind of person I should be.”
 
   “What happened?”
 
   “It’s too painful to talk about.”
 
   “But your husband knows, doesn’t he?”
 
   “Yes, but he’s the only one, and I prefer to keep it that way.”
 
   Laura nodded and unfolded her hands, choosing to smooth her skirt out in front of her.  “I understand.  You don’t need to worry.  I won’t ask you anything about it anymore.”
 
   Relieved Laura hadn’t pressed her for more information, she relaxed.  “Thank you.”
 
   “Now it all makes sense.” When Amanda’s eyebrows furrowed, she explained, “You keep to yourself a lot.  I thought it was because you were shy.  That’s why I kept coming over to talk to you.” She smiled.  “I felt bad you were all by yourself.  I had no idea you wanted it that way.”
 
   “I thought it was because we’re close in age.”
 
   “You look like you’re eighteen.”
 
   “I turned twenty a couple months ago.”
 
   “I’ve been twenty for half a year, so we’re closer than I thought.” Laura wiped a tear from her cheek.  “Elsie was only twenty-one.  I thought she was twenty-five.  Would you have believed she was that young?”
 
   Amanda shook her head.  “No.  Like you I thought she was in her mid-twenties.  I wonder if her overbearing mother made her older than she really was.”
 
   After a moment, Laura said, “I asked her one time why she brought her mother along since her mother kept complaining about leaving New York.  Elsie said no one else wanted to take care of her, and Jesse was willing to put up with her for her sake.”
 
   Amanda grimaced.  Now Jesse would be stuck with her.  “Poor Jesse.” 
 
   Maybe some people had it worse than she did.  Even if she had to deal with the ramifications of what Mr. Price did to her, at least she had Richard.  Who did Jesse have to help him through his problems?
 
   “I think what makes everything worse is the fact that Jesse loved Elsie so much,” Laura said.  “I see how Mr. Carmichael is with his wife, and there’s no love in that marriage.  They put up with each other because they made their vows.  Sometimes I wonder why they even married in the first place.  Did they once love each other but that love grew cold over the years?  Or maybe they didn’t love each other to begin with and married because they had to.  It’s surprising how much of a difference there is when people love each other.  And there’s no doubt Jesse loved Elsie, just like Richard loves you,” Laura commented as she picked up a small flower and sniffed it.
 
   Amanda scanned the land for Richard and found him quite a distance out with a couple other men.  How was it possible Laura could tell Richard loved her, but she’d remained oblivious to it this whole time?  Did anyone else know?
 
   “I can also tell Mr. Otto loves you,” Laura added in a whisper.
 
   Amanda turned her gaze back to the other woman.  There was no way she could know about Joe’s past with her.  Neither she nor Joe spoke anything about it.  At least, she’d assumed Joe had kept quiet on the matter.  Why would he want anyone to know they’d shared a romantic past?  It wouldn’t change anything.  She was still married to Richard.
 
   Laura rose to her feet and swiped bits of grass from her skirt.  “I should see if my mother needs help.” Without waiting for Amanda’s reply, she headed to her family’s wagon, still holding the flower in her hand.
 
   Amanda swallowed the lump in her throat.  She hoped Laura was just unusually perceptive, that no one else could tell so much about her and the others in the camp.  After a long moment, she stood up and headed for her and Richard’s wagon.  She could feel the weight of Joe’s gaze on her.  It seemed no matter where she went, she was aware of him.
 
   And now that she knew how Richard felt about her, it made things worse.  Up to now, she’d assumed theirs was only a marriage born of necessity.  This new information changed everything, but she wasn’t exactly sure how.
 
    
 
   


  
 

 
 
   Chapter Seven
 
    
 
   Richard pulled the trigger, and this time he hit his mark.  The buck fell to the ground.
 
   “Good shot, son,” his pa said from next to him.
 
   With a grin, Richard said, “I guess it’s not so hard to hunt once you get the hang of it.”
 
   “Out in Omaha, we’ll probably need to do some hunting, even if they have a butcher,” his pa replied.  “At any rate, it doesn’t hurt to have the skill in case you ever need it.”
 
   “I’m glad I won’t have to do this all the time.  Amanda and I will be living in town.  You might want to go into farming, but I don’t.”
 
   “I know, but it never hurts to acquire a new skill.”
 
   “I didn’t mean it that way.  I’m glad I’m learning how to do this.  I just hope I’ll never need to use it.”
 
   “Omaha is a growing town.  They’ll need someone to build houses and businesses.”
 
   Richard nodded.  That’s what he kept telling himself.  Even without a railroad station there to conveniently bring in supplies, there had to be other ways to make it work.  Maybe they used brick.
 
   “You know,” his pa continued, “even if you don’t go into building houses, you could always fix things wrong with a house.”
 
   “That’s true.” Why hadn’t he thought of that before?
 
   “All I’m saying is there’s more than one way to look at a situation.  I know you’re uncertain about what the future will bring, but if you’re willing to be flexible and try new things, like hunting, you’ll be surprised what opportunities will come along.”
 
   Richard chuckled.  “I didn’t realize I was going to get a lecture when I came out here with you and the others.” He gestured to the two other men who were too far from them to hear them.
 
   “I might have brought you out here to have a talk,” his pa admitted, “but you did get us a buck.”
 
   “No one is more surprised than I am.”
 
   “Don’t underestimate yourself.” He tapped the handle of his rifle a few times and glanced at him.
 
   Picking on his pa’s hesitation, Richard prompted, “What?”
 
   “You’re a newlywed.  I might be an old man—”
 
   “You’re not old.” Then with a smirk, he added, “Not for another year anyway.”
 
   Shooting him an amused smile, his pa said, “I know you’re twenty now, but it doesn’t seem like it was that long ago when I married your ma.  I wanted to spend every spare minute I had with her.  We’ve already discussed this, and I know you said you don’t mind helping Joe with the nighttime watch…”
 
   “But?”
 
   “But it’s not right for you to do so many of the lookouts.  There are other men here who can do it.  Understandably, Jesse’s out.  He’s got too much grief, but there’s no reason why the rest of the men can’t take your spot and give you time to spend with Amanda.”
 
   His face warmed as he caught his pa’s meaning.  He couldn’t blame his father for wondering why he wasn’t making it a point to spend more evenings with Amanda.  If he was in his pa’s shoes, he’d be wondering the same thing.  No one but him knew what happened to Amanda, and since she didn’t want anyone else to know, he wasn’t going to say anything.  So his pa was going to have to have questions that went unanswered.
 
   To his pa’s credit, he never pressed Richard for more information.  If he suspected there was more to the story than Richard had told him when he announced his marriage to Amanda, he kept quiet on the matter, and Richard appreciated that.  It made things easier.  And since his father was willing to let Richard and Amanda have their privacy, Richard decided the least he could do was agree to spend fewer nights on the lookout.
 
   “You’re right,” Richard finally said.  “I just didn’t want to burden anyone else with the job.”
 
   “It’s not a burden, son.  The rest of us have as much invested in this trip as you do.  Tonight, I’ll help Joe with the watch.”
 
   Richard nodded, and his pa turned his attention back to hunting.
 
   Maybe it was for the best if he spent the night with Amanda.  She seemed to think the world would be better off if she wasn’t in it.  He could only hope by letting her know how much she meant to him, she would want to live.  The Amanda he used to know was still somewhere inside her.  It’d just been buried by the horrible things that had happened.  His gut tightened every time he thought back to the night he’d found her in the alley.
 
   The wind had swept the hat off his head, and before he could retrieve it, a stray dog had snatched it up.  He chased the dog down the alley, but he forgot all about his hat when he heard someone crying softly under a tattered blanket and other garbage.  Never in a million years did he expect to find Amanda under there, shivering, unnaturally pale, and covered in dirt.
 
   He pushed the memory away.  He didn’t like to think of her that way.  That wasn’t who she was.  She was the person he’d grown up with, and he liked to think of that part of her past.  She might have forgotten it, but he hadn’t.  And, more importantly, he wouldn’t.
 
   One memory he liked to go back to more than the others was the day his family had joined hers for a picnic.  They were sixteen at the time, and he had been thinking of ways he might ask if he could court her.  He’d never forget how lovely she’d looked that day with the yellow ribbon pulling her dark hair back.  That ribbon matched her dress, which had been trimmed in white lace.
 
   He remembered the dress as well as he did because she had worried it wouldn’t turn out right.  But it had.  In fact, it’d turned out more than alright.  It was perfect, and he’d have to be blind not to appreciate the way it showed off her curves.
 
   For the moment, he allowed himself the luxury of going back to that day in his mind.
 
    
 
   They went to the park, and as she helped the women set up the food, he couldn’t decide what he should do.  The conversation her father and his father were having about the factory didn’t interest him.  He had no plans to work in the factory.  He’d worked some hours there after school, but he already knew he didn’t want to be stuck there for the rest of his life.
 
   Amanda’s only sister was twenty-three and living with her husband, so she wasn’t there.  That only left his brothers and sisters.  His brothers, except for three-year-old Joel who stayed with his ma, were playing with a ball, but he felt like he was too old to play the game with them.
 
   So he lingered under a tree, wondering if he could help the women out.  It wasn’t that he wanted to help set up the food, but he wouldn’t mind being near Amanda.  If anything it’d give him a chance to talk to her.  He glanced at Tom and Dave who were kicking a ball around.
 
   He glanced back at the women.  His and Amanda’s mothers were at one blanket with Jenny and Joel, and Amanda and thirteen-year-old Sally were at the other one.  From what he could see, Amanda and Sally could use some help.
 
   Decision made, he walked over to Amanda who was trying to smooth out the blanket that kept curling up whenever the wind blew on it.  He picked up a rock and set it on the corner of the blanket.
 
   “Thanks,” Amanda told him.
 
   “I’m happy to help,” he replied, aware of the heat rising in his cheeks from the way she smiled at him.  He’d like to think she gave him that smile because he meant a little more to her than any other boy at school, but he suspected that was wishful thinking.  “I’ll get more rocks to put on the other corners of the blanket,” he said as he hurried to gather them.
 
   Once he was done anchoring the blanket, he set out the plates and utensils while Amanda and Sally took care of the fried chicken, ham sandwiches, dainty cakes, corn on the cob, and strawberries.
 
   “I didn’t know you knew how to set a table,” Sally told Richard, her eyebrows raised, challenging him to respond.
 
   He waved her comment off, hoping she wouldn’t press the issue.  Tom, yes, he expected grief from him, but Sally had more sense than their younger brother.
 
   “We’ll have to have you help out more often at home now that I know you can do it,” Sally added with a sweet smile that hid her subtle teasing.
 
   Sally was always a smart one, quick to catch on, so it didn’t surprise him she picked up on his interest in Amanda.  As long as she kept things subtle, he could deal with it.  When Amanda wasn’t looking, he shot his sister a look that silently asked her to not let anyone else know he had an interest in Amanda.
 
   To his relief, she winked at him then told Amanda, “I better help Ma.  Joel is ready to get into the pie.”
 
   Curious, Richard glanced over and saw Joel was, in fact, reaching for the pie and licking his lips.  Sally stopped him just in time, a fact which wasn’t lost on their mother who cried out with relief.
 
   Amanda chuckled.  “Sometimes I think it would be nice to have a younger brother or sister, but then I decide I’m better off with things as they are.”
 
   He laughed.  “I don’t know.  It’s not so bad if you can get them to do what you want.”
 
   “Come now.  I know you, and you don’t take advantage of them.”
 
   “I could if I wanted to.  I’m the oldest, so they think I know everything.  I hope you won’t tell them they’re wrong.”
 
   “Your secret is safe with me.” As she put out a cloth napkin between each plate, she added, “If it was me, I’d take advantage of it.  Instead of having to wash dishes, I’d convince my younger sister to do it.  Or I could probably get out of cleaning up the apartment.”
 
   “I think your ma might catch on and stop you if you did.”
 
   “Knowing her, she probably would spoil all the fun.”
 
   “Besides, you don’t have it in you any more than I do.  You’re too nice.”
 
   “It is fun to dream about, though.” She finished setting out the napkins and turned to face him.  “Tell me, Richard.  How do you and your family manage in that three-bedroom apartment?”
 
   “It’s not easy,” he admitted.  “There’s no such thing as privacy.  Everywhere I turn, I’m bumping into someone.  The boys sleep in one room, the girls in another, and my parents in another.  Pa’s getting tired of it.  He’s been looking at getting a bigger place, but we can’t afford it, even with me working after school.” In case she got the wrong idea that he was going to stay with his parents indefinitely, he added, “I’ll be out of the apartment soon.  As long as my ma doesn’t have any more babies, there will be more room for everyone.”
 
   “Yes, but your brothers and sisters are only going to get bigger.  Even with you gone, it’ll be crowded.”
 
   “Then the oldest will have to shove the younger ones aside.  I feel sorry for Joel.  Being so little, he doesn’t have a chance unless he learns how to outwit his older brothers and sisters.”
 
   “Well, if Sally hadn’t caught him, he would have gotten the pie all to himself,” she said.  “I think he’s got a good start.”
 
   He grinned.  “Yep, he does.”
 
   After a moment of silence passed between them, she said, “I have a confession to make.”
 
   “What’s that?”
 
   “Well, usually I don’t care for picnics when our families do this.  There’s usually a breeze that makes it hard to keep things where they should be, and bugs are a nuisance.  But there’s one thing that makes it worthwhile.”
 
   Noting the hesitant tone in her voice, he encouraged, “What is it?”
 
   “The fact that you’re here.  You know me.  I’m not much of a girly girl.  I don’t fit in very well at school because all the other girls want to do is talk about their hair, their clothes, or boys.  I’d rather spend my time doing arithmetic or figuring out how investments work.”
 
   “Well, for someone who doesn’t care much for the things girls like, you sure dress up a lot like one.”
 
   She smiled at the teasing tone in his voice.  “My mother insists I look as pretty as possible whenever I go out.” With a shrug, she added, “I don’t mind the dresses, really.  I just don’t like to spend all my time making them or worrying about how I style my hair.”
 
   “You don’t need to worry about any of that.  You look good without even trying.”
 
   “That is why I’ve kept you as a friend since we started school.  You tell me things I want to hear.”
 
   He laughed.  “I only tell you the truth.  Just be who you are.  Don’t change who you are to please someone else.  Those who deserve to be your friends will understand.”
 
   “Thank you, Richard.  Of all the people we know, you don’t try to make me into someone I’m not.  It’s why I feel like I can talk to you about anything.”
 
   “There’s nothing you can tell me that will make me think any less of you.”
 
    
 
   He should have asked if he could court her right then and there, but he’d lost his nerve.  He’d figured he had enough time to ask, but the longer he’d waited, the harder it was.  Then her parents died, and she stopped going to school.  His parents weren’t close to her sister or brother-in-law, and from the sound of it, the brother-in-law let his wife have very little contact with her parents.
 
   The last time he saw Amanda’s sister and brother-in-law was at the funeral.  Richard’s parents had asked that they keep in touch, especially because Amanda was going to be living with them.  Though Amanda’s brother-in-law promised they would, he soon moved without telling them where he was taking his wife and Amanda.
 
   Never once did Richard think the missive wouldn’t come.  Amanda never spoke much about her sister and brother-in-law.  It seemed to be one of those things she didn’t want to think about, and considering what happened to her with Mr. Price, he couldn’t blame her.
 
   Gunfire rang through the air, breaking him out of his thoughts.  His pa let out a frustrated sigh.  “Either you’re a better shot, or my gun isn’t as good as yours,” he said with smile.  “Let’s get that buck of yours to the group while it’s still fresh.”
 
   Nodding, Richard stood up and headed for the buck with his father.
 
    
 
   


  
 

 
 
   Chapter Eight
 
    
 
   Richard set out his bedroll next to Amanda’s.  Earlier in the day, he thought it’d be easy enough to sleep next to her.  There had been some nights he’d done so in the past, though more often than not, he had helped Joe with the watch.  But tonight seemed different.
 
   He released an uncertain breath.  He never should have told her he loved her.  It’d been a mistake.  Now it would change everything.  He knew the thought had never occurred to her, and that had made it easy when he asked her to marry him.
 
   Given everything that had happened to her, he hadn’t risked her saying no, not when she had no other option.  He’d doubted she would have married him otherwise.  He’d always been a friend, someone steadfast and loyal.  But he’d never been more than that.   It’d been easy enough to keep up the charade.
 
   If she hadn’t seemed as if the entire world was crashing in around her earlier that day, he wouldn’t have blurted it out.  All he’d wanted to do was give her a reason to want to live, to let her know she was just as important to him as Elsie had been to Jesse.  He couldn’t deny the unfairness of it all.  Why did Jesse have to lose Elsie?
 
   But what had been fair about Mr. Price taking advantage of Amanda and her brother-in-law forcing her out on the street, claiming she was a loose woman who wasn’t fit to live in his apartment?  So many things were unfair in this life.  So many things didn’t make sense.  Bad things happened all the time.
 
   Maybe that was why it was important to enjoy the good when it came along.  And Amanda was a good thing in his life.  He only hoped, in time, she could say the same about him.
 
   “You aren’t helping me keep watch tonight?” Joe asked.
 
   Richard turned from his bedroll.  “My pa said he was going to help you tonight.  Hasn’t he been by to talk to you?”
 
   “Not yet, but Richard,” Joe paused, “is it a good idea to ask someone who has all those youngsters riding with him to keep watch with me?  He has a lot more responsibilities than you do.”
 
   “If you feel that way, then find someone else to help you tonight.  Mr. Carmichael has no children.  Mr. Benson has two sons who are sixteen and eighteen.  Then there’s Chad Reed who’s twenty-five.  His wife only has the four-year-old.”
 
   After a moment, Joe said, “You and I have a system down.  I don’t have to tell you what to do.”
 
   Richard frowned, sensing he wasn’t telling him the truth, but without knowing him better, he didn’t feel comfortable asking him why he was so insistent he help him keep watch.  Finally, he settled for shaking his head and saying, “I’m sorry, but you’ll have to find someone else tonight.”
 
   “It’s been a long day.  It would make things easier if you’d do it with me.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “I already told you.  You know what to do.”
 
   “It’s not complicated.  All you do is look out for danger.  Anyone can do it.”
 
   Joe wasn’t at all happy about the answer, but after a long sigh, he turned and left.
 
   Richard forced aside his frustration.  Maybe it was the long day everyone had dealt with.  Jesse’s wife had just died, and they buried her body in a place no one would ever return to so they could pay their respects.  Then most of the women were crying.  It was bound to be hard on everyone.  Perhaps Richard was reading too much into Joe’s reluctance to let him off the hook for the night’s watch.
 
   There was probably nothing more to it than being exhausted.  When people were exhausted, they tended to get snippy with others.  It was one of the reasons his ma had insisted everyone get a good night’s sleep.  “A well-rested mind is a happy mind,” his ma often said.
 
   And Richard was just as tired as everyone else.  The only saving grace he had was that it hadn’t been Amanda who died, though he couldn’t help feeling bad for Jesse.  No one should have to lose his wife, especially not when they’d only been married for a year.
 
   He didn’t envy the pain Jesse would have to go through.  Undoubtedly, the path before him would be a rough one, and from what little Richard had heard, that mother-in-law of Jesse’s wouldn’t make it much easier.  Nope.  He didn’t envy Jesse one bit.  He could only hope someone would come along and make things easier for him.
 
   “You took our bedrolls out further from where you usually do.”
 
   He turned to face Amanda.  “I thought since I’ll be with you tonight, we don’t have to stick so close to the wagon.” With a shrug, he added, “I’m used to keeping watch, so if anything gets nearby, it’ll wake me up.”
 
   He’d chosen to take their bedrolls a good distance away from the camp, offering them more privacy than they’d been able to acquire for most of the trip.  One thing he wasn’t going to miss once they got to Omaha was the lack of privacy.  It was often a struggle to even find as much time as they’d had earlier that day to talk without anyone potentially overhearing them.
 
   “Do you mind that the bedrolls are this far out?” he asked.
 
   “No.  I have you here, and I know you won’t let anything bad happen to me.”
 
   Touched, he smiled.  “At least some good came out of all the evenings I helped Joe keep watch.” When she didn’t say anything, he folded back the top of her bedroll.  “Are you ready, or do you need to take care of personal business first?”
 
   “I’m ready.”
 
   He expected her to get into the bedroll, especially since the evening wind had cooled things off considerably after the long, hot day.  “Is something wrong?” he asked.
 
   “No.” She crossed her arms in a protective gesture then shifted from one foot to another.  “You and Joe spend a lot of nights taking turns keeping watch.”
 
   Surprised, he asked, “Did that upset you?”
 
   He had thought after everything she’d gone through, she might feel safer being closer to his mother and sisters than being alone with him.  Sure, he hadn’t ever given her a reason to be afraid of him, but since it’d been a man who’d raped her, he assumed she’d want to be near other women as much as possible.
 
   “No,” she said.  “I know Joe made it hard for you to say no to helping him.”
 
   She did?  Why hadn’t he been aware she’d picked up on that?
 
   She cleared her throat and lowered her voice so he had to strain to hear her.  “I just wondered what you two talk about.”
 
   He knew her inquiry wasn’t funny, but he ended up chuckling anyway.  “I’m not laughing at your question.  I’m laughing because men don’t usually spend their time sitting and talking like women do.”
 
   Her lips turned up into a tentative smile that was a hint of the person she used to be.  “I didn’t think men noticed anything women did.”
 
   “My mother and sisters are the most talkative people I’ve ever met.  I couldn’t wait to move out of the apartment, so I could get some peace and quiet.”
 
   She gasped, but he caught the humor in it.  She sat on her bedroll.  “You can’t tell me you haven’t noticed Tom and Joel.  Those two are always bickering at one another.  They’re worse than women.”
 
   He sat next to her on his bedroll.  “But they’re children.  Children are expected to do that kind of thing.”
 
   “Dave’s quiet.”
 
   “You can’t count Dave.  He’s not normal.”
 
   “But he’s still a child.”
 
   Realizing she was insistent on being right, he decided to relent. “Alright, I suppose men can be just as talkative as women.  But Joe and I don’t talk like you’re thinking.  Our conversations are about the watch.  Sometimes we talk about what’s in Omaha, but we’re not gossiping.”
 
   After a moment, she asked, “Do you consider him to be a friend?”
 
   “No.  He’s someone I help out when I need to.” Surprised she seemed so concerned about his relationship to Joe, he asked, “Is there something bothering you about him?”
 
   “No,” she quickly said.
 
   A little too quickly.  Had he not grown up with her, he would have missed the subtle cue she was hiding something.  He debated whether to press her, but in the end, he decided to let the matter go.  The day had enough problems in itself.  Whatever bothered her about Joe could wait.
 
   “We should get to sleep,” he finally said, his voice gentle as he gestured to the opening of her bedroll.
 
   She slid into her bedroll, and he took off his boots before scooting into his.  It was a far cry from the bed he used to sleep in.  Soon enough, he’d be back in a bed.  He wasn’t sure if it’d be one they would share or not.  With everything happening as fast as it had, there hadn’t been time to think of such things.
 
   Even now, he was so tired it was hard to keep his eyes open, but his mind unwittingly went to how things might—or might not—change when they got to Omaha.  It was easier not to think of such things during the day when there was so much going on.  And, as much as he didn’t want to admit it, helping Joe keep watch also provided a good distraction.  Perhaps if he hadn’t spent so many years pining for her, it’d be easier to put aside such thoughts altogether.
 
   After everything she went through, the last thing she probably wanted was for him to be thinking of what it’d be like to have her in his bed.  Who knew if Mr. Price had ruined that possibility for them?  Richard had never been through anything traumatic like Amanda had.  He’d grown up with parents who loved each other, and as much as it had embarrassed him at the time, they would often hug and kiss, though they were careful not to do so in public.
 
   When he moved to his own place, he was glad he didn’t have to watch them anymore.  But now, as he looked up at the stars, he couldn’t help but hope he and Amanda might eventually enjoy the kind of freedom to exchange hugs and kisses like his parents had.
 
   “Richard?” Amanda whispered.
 
   Turning his attention to her, he asked, “Yes?”
 
   “Are you angry with me?”
 
   Curious she should even think such a thing, he studied her worried expression in the moonlight.  “No.  I just figure whatever is bothering you about Joe, you can tell me when you’re ready.”
 
   She rolled up to his side, settling her head on his shoulder.  “Will you hold me?”
 
   “Of course.” He put his arm around her and pulled her closer to him, noting the way she relaxed against him.  He hadn’t realized she was so tense.
 
   A long moment passed between them before she whispered, “Why are you so good to me?”
 
   After he’d told her he loved her, she had to ask that question?  “I think you know why.” Yes, he’d said it once, but he wasn’t brave enough to say it again, not now anyway.
 
   From there, they fell into a silence that held a hint of discomfort in it.  There was too much unsaid and unknown for them to share the same comfortable silence they had while growing up.  But they had this moment together, and he was grateful for it.  She was with him.  That was what mattered.
 
   They would have to take things one day at a time and face each problem as it came.  In the meantime, he would enjoy each day he had with her.  He closed his eyes and thought of how nice it was to have her in his arms.
 
    
 
   


  
 

 
 
   Chapter Nine
 
    
 
   Amanda lifted the hem of her skirt so she wouldn’t trip as she came back to the wagons after relieving her bladder.  The sunlight was breaking through the darkness, announcing the start of another day.  But this evening, Joe said they would all be in town.  She tried not to get too excited about the prospect of staying at a hotel, but it was hard not to after sleeping on the ground.  She’d sleep in the wagon if it wasn’t full of items they’d need in Omaha.  On nights it rained, she had no choice, and it was just about impossible to sleep on top of the lumpy items.
 
   So a room at a hotel with a bed sounded like heaven.  Then there was the chance she’d get a hot bath.  The quick washing up at a stream or lake with cold water hadn’t done much to make her feel clean, though it was much better than sleeping in an alley.  But still, the idea of soaking in a hot bath then sleeping in a clean bed made her pick up her pace as the others got ready for the day’s trek.
 
   She tried not to eavesdrop while she passed Jesse Palmer’s wagon, but it was hard not to overhear his mother-in-law since the woman insisted on screaming at him.
 
   “You don’t know anything about taking care of a baby,” his mother-in-law snapped at him.
 
   Amanda willed herself not to look over at them, but a movement out of the corner of her eye caught her attention.  Jesse was holding his son who was crying.  He was pacing back and forth, either trying to soothe the infant or because his mother-in-law seemed to be chasing him.
 
   “I can’t learn if I don’t try to take care of him,” he told the irritated woman.  By the looks of it, he didn’t look any happier than she did.  “He’s my son.”
 
   She put her hands on her hips.  “He’s my grandson.” When he shook his head, she added, “How are you going to lead your wagon while holding him?”
 
   His jaw tensed.  “When it’s time for us to go, I’ll let you take care of him.”
 
   “Like you are now?” She gestured to the crying infant.
 
   Before they noticed her, Amanda forced her feet forward.  It’d been a week since Elsie’s funeral.  Wounds were still fresh.  Unfortunately, the baby was stuck in the middle of a battle she had no wish to be a part of.  Her own problems were difficult enough.
 
   She looked back and saw that Jesse’s mother-in-law was still harping at him.  He happened to glance over at her, and Amanda quickly averted her gaze, her face growing hot from having been caught snooping where she had no right to be looking.
 
   She bumped into someone and would have fallen back had someone not grabbed her arm to steady her.  When she turned her attention to the person, she stiffened.  Joe.  After all this time, why was he coming up to her?  And when others could see them?  She scanned the area for Richard and saw him taking care of the oxen that would soon pull their wagon for the day.
 
   “We’re getting into town tonight,” Joe said.
 
   “Yes, I know.”
 
   She started to pass him, but he stepped in front of her.  “This town we’re coming to has a train that can take us far from here.  I know a man who can take over and lead everyone the rest of the way to their destination.  You remember me writing to you about Travis while I was working on the railroad?  That’s the one who lives in the next town.”
 
   “I can’t,” she blurted out.  “I’m married to Richard Larson.”
 
   “You said if I quit working on the rails, you’d marry me, and I did what you asked.”
 
   She shook her head.  “Something happened that changed everything.”
 
   “Did Richard hurt you?”
 
   “No.  He’d never hurt me.  He’s a good person.” She took a deep breath and exhaled, willing the past back where it belonged.  “I’m sorry, Joe.  I didn’t have time to wait for you to return to New York.” Noting Richard glancing in their direction, she quickly added, “Please don’t talk to me again.  There’s no going back and changing anything.”
 
   Heart pounding, she hurried away from him, praying he wouldn’t follow her and press the issue.  It was hard not to look over her shoulder to see if he was on her heels, but she managed to avoid it.  The last thing she wanted was for anyone to detect the truth, that at one time he’d been the object of her schoolgirl’s fancy.
 
   Laura called out her name as she passed the young woman’s wagon, and for once, she was glad for the interruption.  She made a beeline straight for Laura, ignoring the heat of both Richard’s and Joe’s stares.  Both were watching her.  She was sure of it.  But she had a much-needed reprieve in being able to talk to Laura, and she was going to take it.
 
   “What is it?” she asked Laura.
 
   Laura put down a pail of water and brushed back a few wisps of blonde hair the wind blew in her eyes.  “Did you see poor Jesse as you went by his wagon?”
 
   Recalling her embarrassment over being caught eavesdropping, Amanda said, “I don’t think we should be minding his business.  He’s going through enough as it is.”
 
   “But if we don’t pay attention to what’s going on, how can we help him?”
 
   “What can we do to help?”
 
   She shrugged.  “Well, maybe we could help him care for the baby.”
 
   “You think Mrs. Shaw will let you do that?” Amanda asked.  “The woman doesn’t even want him to do it.”
 
   “Maybe it’s because she thinks a man can’t take care of a baby as well as a woman can.”
 
   “And what do either of us know about caring for babies?” Even as Amanda said it, she had to force down the bile in her throat.  She was, after all, going to have one in six months.
 
   “Elsie hadn’t taken care of babies before, but she was going to have to do it.”
 
   “Elsie was going to have her mother’s help.”
 
   “Some women don’t have their mother’s help, but they manage it.  Maybe it’s something women know by instinct.  You can’t deny women have a softer touch with children than men do.”
 
   “I’m not denying that,” Amanda granted.  “But I don’t know if we should be interfering.  What if Jesse and Mrs. Shaw don’t want our help?”
 
   “We won’t know unless we ask.”
 
   Amanda shifted from one foot to another.  Did either one really want someone to come up and let them know everyone in the camp was aware of their difficulties?  If it was her, she would want to be left alone.  She wouldn’t want someone snooping into her business.
 
   “You can ask if you want,” Amanda said.  “If it was me, I wouldn’t want someone coming up to me and asking, so I’m not going to do it.”
 
   “If it was me, I’d want someone to ask.  Sometimes people want help but are too afraid to ask because they don’t want to inconvenience someone.”
 
   Laura had a point, but even so, Amanda said, “I don’t know if Jesse and his mother-in-law want help or not.  All I know is that I like my privacy.”
 
   “It’s hard to keep anything private when you spend all day and night with the same group of people.”
 
   Amanda swallowed.  Was Laura talking about Jesse, or was she talking about Joe?  Did Laura figure out there had been something of a romantic nature between her and Joe in the past?  And worse, was she going to tell Richard?
 
   “I think I’ll offer my help,” Laura decided then headed over to Jesse’s wagon.
 
   Amanda exhaled.  Laura hadn’t been talking about Joe.  Good.  Amanda didn’t want anyone to know she’d almost been engaged to Joe.  It would hurt Richard, and his family would probably think she got pregnant with Joe’s child and used Richard by marrying him.
 
   Her stomach churned.  She couldn’t hide her pregnancy forever.  Sooner or later, his family would know, and they’d think she’d taken advantage of their son either way.  She was trapped.  There was nothing she could do as long as she insisted on keeping what happened with Mr. Price a secret.
 
   But she couldn’t bear for anyone to know.  Richard was the only person who believed her.  That was how Richard was, though.  He saw the best in everything.  He saw the best in her.  She liked who she was when he was with her.  He was the only one who made her feel like everything really could be alright.  As much as she cared for Joe, Richard was the one stable influence in her life.  With Richard, what she saw was what she got, and she’d always liked that about him.
 
   Between the two of them, Richard was the better choice.  Joe wouldn’t have wanted to take on the task of raising someone else’s child.  At the time Richard had suggested marriage, she hadn’t understood why he’d do it, knowing full well she might have conceived.  But after he told her he loved her, she understood.  He wouldn’t have done it for just anyone, as she’d originally thought.  He’d done it for her.
 
   She brushed away a tear.  She couldn’t hurt Richard.  Whatever might have been with Joe was going to be left behind in the long list of many other things that might have been.  What if Mr. Price hadn’t come to the apartment while she was alone?  What if she’d gone with her sister to the grocer instead of staying in the apartment?  What if she’d run out of the apartment as soon as Mr. Price came in?  What if she’d screamed sooner?  What if she’d thought to grab something to defend herself?  What if she’d fought harder?
 
   It had all happened so fast, and at the time, it hadn’t even seemed like it was happening to her. Mr. Price was supposed to be at the newspaper office.  He wasn’t supposed to come to the apartment.  Looking back, she recognized the signs of his interest in her.  The wink.  The longing gaze.  The suggestive smile.  The accidental brush of the hand.  Despite being married, he had a wandering eye, so when he saw her alone, he took advantage of the moment.
 
   Then he’d told her sister and brother-in-law she’d wanted it.  Her brother-in-law had believed him and demanded she leave the apartment, claiming he couldn’t let a loose woman stay in his home.  Her sister had argued with him, but he’d only slapped her, saying it wasn’t her place to speak.
 
   Amanda still couldn’t blame her sister.  There was no way they or their parents knew what kind of man her brother-in-law had really been.  He’d seemed so nice in the beginning.  It wasn’t until after their parents died and Amanda moved in with them that she saw the way he’d hit her if she didn’t do what he’d wanted.
 
   With a heavy sigh, Amanda wiped away more tears.  When she and Richard married in a quiet ceremony, the preacher’s wife had told her the perils of traveling out West.  Little did the woman realize how much easier this trek was than everything she’d been through in New York.
 
   Amanda hesitated to go over to Richard.  He was bound to have questions about why Joe was talking to her.  But she went over anyway.  She had to make sure he wasn’t upset.  On top of everything else, she didn’t think she could handle it if she upset him.
 
   Before she could speak, he said, “Now I know why you were afraid Joe and I might have been talking about you.  Joe’s more interested in you than he should be.”
 
   Her heart stopped.  So Richard did pick up on it.
 
   “Don’t worry.  I know you aren’t encouraging him.” Then, as if he could read her mind, he explained, “You have that worried frown on your face.”
 
   “I’ll never do anything to hurt you,” she said.
 
   “I know.” He gave her a reassuring smile.  “You never have.”
 
   He turned back to the reins on the oxen, signaling an end to the discussion.
 
   Was it that simple?  She stood there for a long moment, watching him as he finished making sure everything was connected right.  How could he be that sure she wouldn’t hurt him?  Granted, it was the last thing she’d purposely do, but how could he really be sure of it?
 
   Certainly, love couldn’t be so blind a person thought only the best of the object of their affection.  Then another thought occurred to her.  Maybe he knew her better than anyone else ever did, or even, ever could.
 
   “Amanda?”
 
   Blinking, she looked down beside her, surprised to see Joel.  “What is it?  Does your mother need help?”
 
   “No.  Can I walk with you today?  All Tom talks about is girls.”
 
   “What’s wrong with that?” Richard asked, glancing over his shoulder at his brother.
 
   “You really have to ask?” Joel replied.
 
   Amanda patted Joel on the shoulder.  “You can walk with me.” With Joel nearby, she didn’t think Joe would dare come over to talk to her again.  So if Joel could benefit from the arrangement, why not do it?  “I don’t mind, Richard.”
 
   “Alright,” Richard told her.  “But if he gets to be a nuisance, let me know and I’ll send him back to Tom.”
 
   Noting Joel’s grimace, she chuckled.  “He won’t be a nuisance.  I always liked him.”
 
   “Better than Tom, right?” Joel asked her.
 
   “I like you both the same,” she replied.
 
   He let out a loud sigh.  “You sound like Ma.”
 
   “That’s the good thing about girls, Joel,” Richard said, taking his handkerchief from his back pocket and wiping his hands on it.  “They can accept boys, faults and all.”
 
   Sensing Richard’s response didn’t please Joel one bit, Amanda said, “Maybe if you’re good, Richard will buy you some candy while we’re in town.”
 
   Joel looked at Richard, eyebrows raised.
 
   “Only if you’re good,” Richard said.  “Don’t give Amanda any trouble.”
 
   “Oh, he won’t do that,” she replied.  “He’s a gentleman.”
 
   At that, Joel puffed his chest out and smiled.
 
   “See what I mean?” Richard asked Joel.  “Faults and all.”
 
   She couldn’t help smiling at Richard’s joke, and for a moment, she was taken back to their days at school when he would come up to her and make her feel better if she was having a bad day.  In that moment, she forgot everything painful that had ever happened, and the world didn’t seem like such a dark place.  But the moment was a short one.  As soon as she recognized it, it had already fluttered away like a dandelion seed in the wind.
 
   “Come along, Joel,” she said.  “Everyone’s ready to ride out.”
 
   Joel joined her as she started moving forward, and before long, he was rambling on about things that made no difference.  And it was a nice distraction from the pressing matters that were going on in her life.
 
    
 
   


  
 

 
 
   Chapter Ten
 
    
 
   By the time they reached the town bustling with activity, it was half past three, leaving plenty of time to find room and board.  Having been stuck on the trail for so long, Amanda had forgotten how noisy and busy it was in town.  Next to her, Joel was saying something about wanting to learn to ride a horse, but she’d long since tuned out most of what he was saying.  Indeed, it was starting to take effort to keep up with all the things he had on his mind.
 
   But even if she’d wanted to, she was too aware Joe was watching her.  She told herself not to look in his direction.  Doing so would most likely encourage him, but despite her best intentions, she looked anyway.  Sure enough, his gaze met hers.  Sensing the question in his eyes, she shook her head.  No.  She wouldn’t leave with him.  Richard was her husband.  She wasn’t going to do that to him.
 
   “Amanda,” Joel asked, drawing her attention to him, “do you think I could be a cowboy?”
 
   Setting aside her unease, she smiled.  “I think you can be anything you want.  I hear out West, there are plenty of opportunities.  As long as you work hard, you can accomplish anything.”
 
   “I want to be a cowboy.  They ride horses a lot, don’t they?”
 
   “I’m sure they do.”
 
   For all she knew, everyone out West rode a horse.  She couldn’t imagine ever getting on one.  But how many cowboys were there?  Richard had no intention of being one.  Except building houses and businesses, she couldn’t see him doing anything outside. Joe, on the other hand, would probably be happy since he enjoyed so many things outdoors.  
 
   She frowned, not liking the direction her thoughts had taken.  It wasn’t right to compare them.  Each one had his strengths and interests.  They were two different men, after all.  Two very different men.  While Joe sought adventure and risk, Richard had always been predictable and secure.
 
   And what she needed most was predictable and secure.  It might seem like a boring combination to some, but for her, it was an anchor in the storm that was her life.  More than anything, she needed Richard, especially after learning of how deep his feelings ran for her.
 
   She glanced over at Richard who was leading their wagon along the dusty road, not far behind the Carmichaels’ wagon in front of him.  Early on, she’d asked him why he didn’t follow right behind his parents’ wagon, to which he’d said, “If I do that, I’ll never get a reprieve from Tom and Joel arguing.”
 
   At the time, she’d laughed, more amused by the way he’d rolled his eyes than the actual response.  But considering how long the days were on the trail, she would’ve made the same decision had she been him.  It was one thing to share a meal with his family or take shelter in the wagon during a storm.  It was another to deal with it all hours of the day.  She’d never seen two people who argued more than Tom and Joel.  She could only hope they learned to get along when they grew up.
 
   Joe instructed everyone to stop, and her attention went over to him as he pointed out the hotels to stay in for the evening and places to get more supplies or trade animals if they needed to.
 
   Mrs. Larson hurried over to Amanda and Joel.  “Thank you for watching him, Amanda.”
 
   “It was my pleasure,” Amanda said.  “He was good company.”
 
   Mrs. Larson smiled then held out her hand to Joel.  “Come along.  Your father and I need to find a room for the night.”
 
   “Can’t I stay with Amanda and Richard?” Joel asked.
 
   “No,” Mrs. Larson replied.
 
   “But she likes me.” He gestured to Amanda.  “She just said so.”
 
   “I know she did, but she and Richard need time alone.”
 
   Amanda’s face grew warm.  The woman might not be pleased about that idea once she realized Amanda had gotten in the family way before she and Richard got married.
 
   “But I don’t want to hear about that girl Tom likes anymore,” Joel said with a groan.
 
   “I’ll tell Tom to stop,” his mother promised.
 
   This was enough to convince Joel to go with her.  Even as Amanda chuckled, the sting of envy pricked at her.  Joel had no idea how nice it was to have his biggest worry be how much his brother talked about a girl.
 
   Again, she could feel the weight of Joe’s stare.  She didn’t have to guess what he was thinking.  He’d made his thoughts known earlier that day, and all he was doing was biding his time until he could try to talk her into leaving with him.
 
   Ignoring the knot in her stomach, she headed right for Richard.  As long as she was with him, Joe wouldn’t bother her.  She hated the fact that she even had to avoid him, but she didn’t know what else to do.  She wasn’t going to run off with him, no matter how much he might want it.
 
   “How are you feeling?” Richard asked her as he got down from the wagon.
 
   “Hot.  Tired.” But she felt like that every day during their journey.  “Mostly relieved.  It’ll be nice to sleep on a real bed.”
 
   He chuckled.  “You don’t enjoy having rocks and twigs poke you in the back?”
 
   Taking the canteen he offered her, she grinned.  “How do you manage it, Richard?  No matter what happens, you see humor in things.”
 
   He shrugged as he gathered the reins to the oxen.  “I don’t know.  I think it just helps to see what I can be thankful for.”
 
   “You can do this no matter the situation?”
 
   “Yes.  It’s not the situation that makes the difference.  It’s how we respond to it.” After a moment, he lowered his voice and took a step closer to her so no one would overhear them.  “I know what you went through isn’t an easy thing to deal with.  I’ve never had to experience what you did.  But I hope I can help you heal from it.”
 
   Touched by the sincerity of his words, she kissed his cheek.  “I know.  You make me feel safe.  I don’t have to worry when I’m with you.”
 
   “Good.” In his smile was a hint of relief.  
 
   She hadn’t realized he worried over her so much.  Maybe it was to be expected since he’d found her in the alley, having just given up on life, but it still surprised her.
 
   “We’ll meet here first thing in the morning in two days,” Joe called out to the group.  “That gives everyone enough time to rest and buy supplies and food.”
 
    “I’ll find us a room,” Richard told her.
 
   As he left, she fought the urge to run after him.  Joe, no doubt, was paying attention to them, and as everyone headed off to do their own thing, it made it too easy for him to talk to her.  Why he’d waited this long to talk to her when they had already spent a couple months on the trail, she didn’t know, nor did she care to ask.  With a sigh, she closed her eyes in an attempt to steady her nerves.
 
   “Amanda, are you feeling alright?”
 
   Surprised to hear a woman’s voice instead of a man’s, she opened her eyes and faced her mother-in-law.
 
   “I couldn’t help but notice you seem pale,” Mrs. Larson said.  “Why don’t you sit down in the shade while I watch your wagon?”
 
   Under ordinary circumstances, Amanda would have protested, but these weren’t ordinary circumstances.  “Thank you, Mrs. Larson.”
 
   “Anytime.  I’m here to help you with whatever you need.  Don’t be shy about asking.”
 
   Unable to maintain eye contact with the woman, Amanda lowered her gaze, pretending she noticed a fly.  She swatted her skirt for effect then smiled her thanks to Mrs. Larson before she hurried for the hotel she’d seen Richard go in.
 
   She almost made it before Joe stepped in front of the steps leading up to the entrance.  “We need to talk,” he told her.
 
   He made a move to take her by the arm, but she quickly sidestepped him.  “No, we don’t.  We have nothing to talk about.  I’m staying with Richard.”
 
   “Amanda, this isn’t like you.  You look scared and alone.  I can’t believe Richard is good for you.”
 
   “He is.” She could explain everything, but she wasn’t up to it.  Not only didn’t she have the time, but she didn’t feel like going through it all over again.  “What we had is over.  I’m sorry, Joe, but that’s just how it is.”
 
   “I don’t understand.  We had something special.  I quit the railroad to be with you.  Then I return to New York, and you’re not at your sister’s apartment.  Your sister had no idea where you were, and I couldn’t find you.  Then I see you on this trail heading to Omaha with someone you never mentioned the entire time we were courting.”
 
   “We were only courting for six months.  I didn’t mention Richard because I hadn’t seen him in over a year.  We went to school together.”  Why was she even telling him all this?  Richard was bound to come out any moment, and she didn’t want him to see her talking to Joe.  “I’m sorry, Joe.  It just wasn’t meant to be.  We have to go our separate ways.”
 
   “If I thought you loved Richard, I would accept that, but I’ve been watching you two this whole time, and I’m not convinced you love him.  You’re with him because you feel like you have no other choice.  Look, we’ll be here for two days.  If you change your mind, I’ll be waiting outside this hotel every evening past sunset.  We can go to Canada.  We can still have a future together.”
 
   To her relief, he walked away.  Good.  The last thing she wanted was for Richard to catch them talking.  It was bad enough he knew Joe wanted to be with her.  She didn’t need this to complicate things.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   That evening after Richard took a bath, he went to the room.  When he opened the door, he was surprised to see Amanda sitting on the bed, brushing her damp hair.  She was already in her nightshirt.
 
   Closing the door, he said, “I thought you might want to get something to eat in the restaurant downstairs.”
 
   “No, I just want to stay in here tonight.”
 
   “I can get something for you and bring it up,” he offered.  “I can do that while I give the laundress our dirty clothes.”
 
   “I’m not hungry.”
 
   Concerned, he set his dirty clothes on the small table by the door then went over to her.  Sitting on the bed next to her, he studied her.  “Are you feeling alright?”
 
   “I feel fine.  All things considered.” She shrugged.  “I just don’t feel like going out.  I’d rather stay here and rest.”
 
   “Do you want some company?”
 
   “You should get something to eat, Richard.  If it makes you feel better, bring me back some bread.  I don’t have much of an appetite.  I think it’s because of,” she swallowed, “the baby.  Besides, I’m tired of being around people all the time.  It’s hard to get any privacy while on the trail.”
 
   “I know.  At night, you can get away from it, but for the rest of the time, it’s hard to do anything without others knowing about it.” He paused, recalling she’d been alone in her sister’s apartment when she’d been raped.  “I could have my mother take our dirty clothes to the laundress and get us some food.  That way you don’t have to stay here alone.”
 
   She stopped brushing her hair, her eyes meeting his.  “You wouldn’t mind?”
 
   “No, I wouldn’t.”
 
   “I don’t feel right asking you to do anything else for me when you’ve done so much for me already.”
 
   “Amanda,” he took her hand in his and squeezed it, “I want to do everything I can to make things better for you.  It makes me happy.”
 
   “I don’t understand why you didn’t marry after I moved to my sister’s apartment.  Surely, there must have been someone who fancied you.”
 
   “I don’t know if anyone fancied me or not, but it would never have been the same as it was with you.  I know we never courted.  I was too shy to ask.  I tried to on several occasions, but I never worked up the nerve.  I kept wondering what I could possibly offer you someone else couldn’t.  To be honest, I thought for sure you found someone after you left school, especially when I went to look for you but couldn’t find you.”
 
   She didn’t answer right away.  She just stared at the brush in her other hand.  Then she cleared her throat.  “My brother-in-law wasn’t the easiest person to get along with.  He wasn’t like my father.  My father allowed me a lot of freedom I’d taken for granted.  My brother-in-law moved to another section of town, and if I did anything, it had to be without him finding out.” She turned her gaze to him.  “I had to leave my old life behind.”
 
   “You don’t have to explain it to me.  I got the idea of how he was when I talked to him.”
 
   She gasped, dropping her brush.  “You talked to him?”
 
   He retrieved the brush and put it on the bed.  “I had to after I learned what happened to you.  I needed to tell him and Mr. Price what I thought of them.”
 
   Except, he’d lost his temper and had ended up punching both men, but she didn’t need to know that.  She probably didn’t need to know he’d even confronted them.  He’d done what he could to protect her, so she wouldn’t be in any more pain.  Seeing her face pale, he wished he hadn’t blurted out the part about seeing her brother-in-law and Mr. Price.  Not only was she in a delicate condition with the baby, but the rape had occurred such a short time ago.  The wounds were still fresh.
 
   “I’m sorry, Amanda,” he whispered.  “I didn’t do it to make things worse.  I was just angry.  I had to do something.”
 
   She wiped a tear from her eye.  “I could have told you it wouldn’t have done any good.  My brother-in-law sided with Mr. Price, and Mr. Price claimed I seduced him.”
 
   She was right.  That was exactly what had happened, and it was why Richard hit them.  The police weren’t any help either, but he decided not to tell her that part.  It would only make her feel worse, and it was hard enough watching her struggle with the little he’d told her.
 
   “I knew you were telling the truth,” he said, hoping it would help ease things between them.
 
   There was a knock at the door.  As reluctant as he was to interrupt their conversation, he went over to open it.  His mother stood on the other side, Jenny and Joel at her side.  She couldn’t see Amanda from where she stood, which was just as well since Jenny and Joel were with her.  No one needed to see Amanda when she wasn’t fully dressed.
 
   “Are you and Amanda ready to get something to eat?” she asked.  “Your pa and I would like to treat you.”
 
   “Oh, um…” He glanced over his shoulder at where Amanda sat.  She was brushing her hair again, though this time her movements were slower than before.  “Amanda’s tired.  I think I’ll just stay here with her tonight.  Would you mind taking our clothes to the laundress and bringing us something?”
 
   “I’d be happy to.” She leaned forward and whispered, “You’re newlyweds.  I understand.”
 
   Though he was glad no one else heard her, heat still rose up his face.  “Thanks.  I’ll be right back.”
 
   He closed the door, probably only making his mother think he and Amanda were about to do something a lot more fun than discussing how he tracked her brother-in-law and Mr. Price down.  Making quick time, he gathered the clothes and returned to the door.
 
   “Here they are,” he told his mother, handing them to her, still making sure Amanda was blocked from their view.
 
    “Is Amanda really in there?” Joel asked, trying to peer around him.
 
   “Yes,” Richard said, swatting him away.  “She’s resting.  Don’t bother her.”
 
   “I don’t believe you.” Joel looked up at their mother.  “I don’t believe him.”
 
   His mother groaned and put her free arm around his shoulders to lead him away from the door.  “I thought you were too hungry to care about Richard and Amanda.”
 
   “I was until Amanda went missing,” he replied, looking back at Richard as she led him down the hall.  “We need to find her, Ma.  I think he got rid of her.”
 
   “Why do we have to keep Joel?” Jenny asked their mother as she hurried after her.
 
   “Because he’s a part of this family.”
 
   “Not a part I want anyone to know about.”
 
   Richard shut the door and turned to Amanda who was chuckling.
 
   “I like your family,” she told him.  “Especially Tom, Jenny, and Joel.  They’re funny.”
 
   “I suppose they have their moments.” At least they made her laugh.  That, in itself, was worth having them around.  He sat back on the bed.  “Do you feel better?”
 
   She nodded then put the brush on the small table by the bed.  “I get tired easily these days.  On some days, it’s all I can do to keep walking.”
 
   “Why don’t you sit in the wagon?  I have plenty of room next to me.”
 
   She grimaced.  “I’d rather walk.”
 
   “You don’t like bouncing around from side to side?”
 
   “No.” She placed her hand over her stomach.  “And it would make me lose what little food I manage to eat.” After a long moment, she asked, “You mind if I lie down for a while?”
 
   “Of course not.” He got off the bed and helped her get settled into a comfortable position.  “Do you want a blanket?”
 
   “No.  I want to feel the breeze coming in through the window.  It’s nice to be cool for a change.”
 
   “It is.” Even wearing clothes, the breeze felt nice.  He folded the light blanket and set it at the foot of the bed.
 
   “Richard?”
 
   “Yes?”
 
   “Will you hold me?”
 
   She hadn’t invited him to hold her in bed at the other hotels they had stayed at.  He’d made it a point to sleep in the chair to give her the space she’d needed.
 
   “Are you sure?” he asked.
 
   “I feel better when you’re near me,” she replied.
 
   He sensed it took a lot for her to admit that.  She’d never been one to talk about her feelings, much less ask someone for something.  All their years of growing up, she made it a point to take care of herself as much as possible.
 
   He could only imagine how difficult it must have been for her when her brother-in-law threw her out of his apartment.  He often wondered what she did after that.  Surely, she must have sought help afterwards.  She couldn’t have gone to the alley right away.
 
   But instead of asking, he went over to the bed and took her in his arms, as she wished.  And from there, they fell into a comfortable silence until she dozed off.
 
    
 
   


  
 

 
 
   Chapter Eleven
 
    
 
   As she slept, Amanda’s mind unwittingly went back to that day when she tried to find Joe.
 
    
 
   “Joe?  Joe!” Amanda banged on the apartment door.
 
   There was no answer.
 
   Wiping the tears from her eyes, she banged on it again.  “Joe, it’s Amanda.” After a long minute passed, she renewed her banging.  “Joe, please!  Something bad happened, and I need your help.”
 
   “Miss,” a male gruff voice called out.  “Miss!”
 
   Amanda turned from the apartment door, jerking when she realized the man was over six feet tall and was heading straight for her.  She’d been no match for Mr. Price, and he was barely over five and a half feet.  Pressing her back to the door, she clutched her handbag to her chest.  “Please don’t hurt me,” she croaked.
 
   His expression grew soft, and he stopped approaching her.  “I’m sorry.  I didn’t mean to startle you.  You looking for Joe Otto?”
 
   Brushing aside more tears, she nodded.  “He’s a…a…” She couldn’t say they were engaged, not when she had rejected his proposal last month.  “He’s a friend.”
 
   “Well, he’s not here.  He’s working on a railroad north of here.”
 
   She swallowed.  So that meant he went back to the rails.  She couldn’t be surprised.  Not when she had said it wouldn’t work between them.  But had it been wrong for her to want a man who was home every night instead of one who left for months at a time?  She shook the question aside.  What did it matter?  She had much more important things to worry about, the first being a place to stay.  She could think about what Mr. Price did to her later.
 
   “Do you know when Joe will be back?” she asked, her voice sounding weak despite her effort to sound stronger.
 
   “I’m sorry, but I don’t.” 
 
   The man scanned her, and while it wasn’t the same kind of look Mr. Price had given her earlier that day, it still sent a shiver up her spine.  She didn’t know if she could ever trust another man again.  Who knew what they were thinking?  And who knew if she was doing something that would make him think she was “asking” to be in his bed?
 
   She peered around the large man at the empty hallway.  If he tried something, she couldn’t stop him any more than she’d been able to stop Mr. Price.  Struggling to catch her breath, she tightened her hold on the handbag, the only thing she had left after her brother-in-law kicked her out.
 
   “Are you alright?” he asked.  “I can help you if you need a place to stay or food to eat.”
 
   Her eyes grew wide.  What did that mean?  Did he plan to take her back to his apartment and have his way with her?  Was there something he expected in return for his help? “N-no, thank you,” she managed to force out.  “Please let me leave.”
 
   He glanced behind him then turned his attention back to her.  “I wasn’t trying to prevent you from going.  I just wanted to tell you Joe isn’t here.” He paused then asked, “Do you have a place to go?”
 
   “Yes,” she lied.  Right now, she’d be willing to say anything to get out of there without him touching her.  She’d been through enough for one day with Mr. Price.  There was no way she could go through it again.  “Joe is only one person I know.  I have another friend I can go to.”
 
   She didn’t know if he believed her or not, but since he nodded and stepped aside to let her pass, she bolted for the exit, her steps echoing on the stairs, matching the rapid beating of her heart.
 
   It wasn’t until she was outside the apartment building that she could breathe.  The spring air swirled around her, blowing stray strands of her hair over her face.  Ignoring them, she walked down the sidewalk.  It’d be evening soon.  She didn’t want to be outside by herself when it got dark.  She had to find some place to stay.  But where?  She wasn’t familiar with anyone on this side of town.  All of her old friends were too far for her to reach, at least before dark.
 
   She adjusted the cloak around her shoulders so it wouldn’t blow away in the breeze and continued down the sidewalk.  A few men passed her by, but she kept her gaze down so she wouldn’t make eye contact with them.  She didn’t know if she’d ever look at another man again.  Was it safe?  Did they all assume a smile and a pleasant hello meant she wanted more?  Was there something she did earlier that day that made Mr. Price think she wanted to be with him?
 
   No.  No, she didn’t do anything wrong.  Just because he said it and her brother-in-law believed him, it didn’t make it true.  She’d offered pleasant greetings to other men in the past, and none of them had…had…
 
   She squeezed her eyes shut, willing the memory of Mr. Price’s hands on her body far from her mind.  The hands were easier to block out than the feel of the other part of him as it ripped into her.  Gritting her teeth, she opened her eyes and forced her feet forward, unaware she’d stopped.
 
   Tears blurred her eyes, but she ignored them.  She had to find someplace to stay.  Surely, there had to be something.  There had to be somewhere for a person in her situation.  But after an hour, she didn’t find anywhere, and she had no money to stay in a hotel.  Too late did she think it would have been right to ask for some money when her brother-in-law forbade her to come back to his apartment.  
 
   The wind picked up, making her shiver.  Maybe she’d find a place tomorrow.  Tonight, at least, it was looking as if she’d have to stay outside.  She turned into an alley, the only place she could think of that would protect her from the wind.  She recalled seeing a homeless man sleeping in an alley when she was thirteen.  Never in a million years did she think she’d be stuck in the same situation.  But here she was, seeking shelter between two brick buildings.
 
   When she found a small hole in the corner of a building, she curled up into it and pulled the cloak over her head.  Her nerves were on edge.  She could feel it.  Everything was spinning through her mind, and she was having trouble thinking straight.
 
   Over and over in her mind, she kept thinking of all the things she should have done differently, what she might have done to prevent Mr. Price from raping her.  But it always ended the same.  He ended up doing it anyway, and she was stuck in an alley with nowhere to go.
 
    
 
   “Amanda?  Amanda?”
 
   She stirred from her sleep, welcoming the reprieve from having to relive that day in her mind.  When she was awake, it was easy to keep the memories at bay, but when she slept, they found a way to haunt her.
 
   “Amanda?”
 
   She opened her eyes, her gaze going to Richard’s concerned expression as he stood over her.  For a moment, she thought she was back in his apartment in New York right after he found her in the alley.  But a quick look around the small hotel room, with the sunset streaming in through the open window, reassured her she was no longer in New York.
 
   “My mother brought us something to eat,” Richard said.  “I know you’re not hungry, but would you please have something?”
 
   With a nod, she sat up.  “How long was I asleep?”
 
   “About an hour and a half.” He brought her a tray with bread, butter, and jam on it.  “There’s more over there,” he motioned to the table, “but since you said you just wanted bread, I figured I’d bring this to you.”
 
   She accepted the tray and set it on her lap.  “Thank you, Richard.”
 
   “I’ll save you a piece of the fried chicken and a potato.” He scooted the table over to her and sat on the other side of the table.  “You can put the tray on the table if you wish.”
 
   “I don’t think I’ll manage more than this bread.” As it was, her stomach was already churning in protest.  But she knew it would be best to have something to eat, so she tore off a small piece of bread and dipped it into the jam.  “Remember that day you found me in the alley?”
 
   “I don’t think I’ll ever forget it.”
 
   Noting his solemn tone, she dared a peek at him and saw he was waiting for her to continue.  She cleared her throat then said, “You wanted to know why I didn’t come to you for help.  I, um, thought about it.  I almost went to your parents’ apartment to see if you were there.”
 
   He leaned forward.  “Why didn’t you?”
 
   “I don’t know.” She took a deep breath.  “That’s not true.  I do know.  I was thinking of all the plans you had for building businesses and houses, and I imagined you were successful and maybe even married.  I didn’t want to interfere with your happiness.  You have so much light in you, Richard, and I have so much darkness.  I didn’t want to get in your way.”
 
   “You could never get in my way.  I want you in my life.”
 
   “I know that.  Now.  I didn’t know it then.  I thought you asked me to marry you because of what happened to me.”
 
   “I know you thought that.  It was easier to let you think I wanted to protect you instead of telling you the truth.”
 
   Because he didn’t want to be rejected.  He didn’t have to say it.  She knew.  She fiddled with the piece of bread between her fingers for a moment, trying to come up with the best way to word how she felt.  After weighing her words, she said, “There was someone who courted me.  It was only for a few months, and it was done in secret because my brother-in-law didn’t want me seeing anyone unless he approved of him.”
 
   Catching the questioning expression on Richard’s face, she explained, “My brother-in-law controlled everything and everyone.  My sister couldn’t do anything without his permission.  Anyway, this person asked me to marry him, but I said no.  At the time, I thought it was his job.  He was gone a lot, and I wanted someone who’d be home every night.  But I’ve had a lot of time to think while walking on the trails.  I said no because I knew we weren’t the best match for each other.  I don’t know if I can give you what you want, Richard, but I know you’re the only person I feel safe with.  I wouldn’t have said yes to anyone else’s proposal.”
 
   Figuring she’d said too much, she put the piece of bread in her mouth.  This thing of sharing one’s feelings was harder than it looked.  Richard made it seem so easy when he did it.
 
   “It’s alright, Amanda.  I was never under the illusion you returned my feelings.  You don’t have to feel guilty about it.  It’s enough to know you don’t regret marrying me.” When her gaze met his, he offered a smile and added, “I worry about it from time to time.”
 
   “No, I don’t regret marrying you.  I can’t see myself with anyone else.”
 
   And that was true.  In all her time exchanging letters with Joe and finding moments in the day to talk to him at a restaurant or in a store, she’d never once felt the closeness she had with Richard.  Even if she and Richard never moved beyond friendship, he’d been the best thing in her life.
 
   She gestured to his food.  “You should eat before it gets cold.”
 
   He glanced at his tray and picked up a chicken leg.  “You sure you don’t want some?  Even to taste?”
 
   She shook her head.  “I’ll be doing good to eat the bread.  Eat all of it.  You must be hungry.”
 
   A comfortable silence fell between them as they ate, each lost in their own thoughts.
 
    
 
   


  
 

 
 
   Chapter Twelve
 
    
 
   After their meal, Richard left to take the trays back to his mother.  Though Amanda knew she shouldn’t, she went to the window and peered down, wondering if Joe really was waiting for her.  Sure enough, he was there, in front of the hotel, pacing back and forth, waiting for her.
 
   Why couldn’t he accept her answer?  Why did he have to be so stubborn?  Did it mean nothing to him that she’d already promised herself to Richard?  Did he think so little of the marriage vows?
 
   She had to become Richard’s wife.  It wasn’t enough she’d signed a piece of paper promising herself to him.  She needed to act like a wife would.  Maybe then, Joe would give up and find someone else.
 
   Taking a moment to gather her courage, she counted to five then released her breath.  She shut the window.  No need for anyone to know what was going to happen in this room.  Even if Mr. Price hadn’t been the one screaming, he’d moaned loud enough to let others know what he was doing.
 
   She often wondered if anyone in the apartment building had heard her cries of help but hadn’t bothered to intervene.  Things would have been much better if they had.  Maybe Laura was right.  Maybe it was good to offer help.
 
   Blinking back her tears, Amanda swallowed the lump in her throat.  No.  Tonight wasn’t going to be about Mr. Price.  It wasn’t going to be about all the “what if’s” that so often plagued her.  Tonight was going to be about Richard.  From this moment forward, Amanda would be the kind of wife he deserved.
 
   Her hands shook as she lifted her nightshirt and draped it over the back of the chair.  She hadn’t realized how difficult this was going to be, but it confirmed her suspicions.  The longer she waited to do this, the worse it was going to be.
 
   She steadied her nerves and went to the bed.  She pulled back the thin blanket and slipped into the bed, bringing the sheet up to her neck.  Up to now, Richard had slept in the chair when they stayed at hotels.  She hadn’t asked him to do it.  Since he was her husband, he had the right to be in bed with her, but for her sake, he hadn’t.  It was so much like him to sacrifice his desires for her.  Why hadn’t she realized he’d loved her all these years?  Why did he have to tell her in order for her to figure it out?
 
   The door opened, and she turned her attention to Richard.  He glanced her way.  “Would you like me to light the lamp?”
 
   “No, I don’t need the light on tonight,” she replied, her voice sounding weaker than she’d planned.
 
   “Alright.” He closed the door then bent down to remove his boots.
 
   She licked her dry lips then forced out, “Will you sleep in the bed with me?”
 
   He’d just finished taking off his last boot when she asked the question.  In the remaining sunlight, she caught the uncertain look in his eyes when he glanced her way.  “I don’t think I can do that,” he softly said.  “When we’re out on the trail, it’s easier for me to just hold you.  If I’m in bed with you in this room, with no one around, I don’t think I can…  I mean, I wouldn’t ever force you, but I wouldn’t be able to sleep.” He shifted from one foot to the other and shook his head.  “It’s best I don’t.  Not when I want you too much.  I don’t want to rush you.”
 
   The last part, he said in a whisper, making it almost impossible to hear him.
 
   “You won’t be rushing me,” she told him.  “You love me.  It will be better with you.”
 
   “You don’t have to do this because I told you I love you.”
 
   “I know.  It’s because you love me that I don’t have to.  But I want to.  As you said, we’re alone here.  I don’t think there’ll be a better time.” Then, to show him she was serious, she lifted the blanket.
 
   His gaze traveled the length of her body, and her skin flushed from the spark of desire in his eyes.  It wasn’t the same look Mr. Price had given her.  Richard had a tenderness in his expression that made her heart ache to be with him. 
 
   “I’m doing this because I want to,” she assured him when he didn’t make a move toward her.
 
   Something either in her words or the way she spoke prompted him to remove his clothes.  She averted her gaze, choosing to focus instead on settling onto her back.  She waited until he was in the bed with her to turn her attention back to him.
 
    “Are you sure?” he asked.  “I don’t want to hurt you.”
 
   “You won’t hurt me.” She cupped the side of his face with her hand and brushed the stubble on his cheek.  “You’re not him.”
 
   She didn’t want to say his name, and Richard knew who she was talking about.  It was bad enough she saw Mr. Price’s face when she had nightmares or in a passing moment during the day.  The last thing she wanted to do was say his name, especially in a moment that was going to transition her relationship with Richard from that of friendship into more.  From this moment forward, they would truly be husband and wife.
 
   She brought his face closer to her and kissed him.  She’d never been good at telling anyone what she was feeling.  It was easier to let her actions speak for her, and in this case, she could only hope Richard understood he no longer had to hold back his feelings for her.
 
   Besides, she cared for Richard.  He’d been a steadfast friend ever since she could remember.  Never once had he pushed her beyond what she was ready for.  He’d patiently waited for her.  She knew for a fact not all men did that.  Some took what they wanted then blamed it on the woman when it was over.
 
   Her eyes flew open, and she relaxed.  Richard.  She was with Richard.  She was safe.
 
   He lifted his head, his gaze meeting hers.  She thought she might have to reassure him he had her permission to proceed, but instead of asking, he took her hand and kissed her palm.  The action was so gentle and sweet she had to blink back her tears.  How could she not have realized how much he loved her sooner?
 
   When she could trust her voice to remain steady, she whispered, “I’m glad I’m your wife.”
 
   And she was.  It never would have been the same with Joe.  Yes, it would have been fine.  Joe was a good man.  He would make someone a good husband someday.  But there was something about Richard that made him the better choice for her.  Maybe, deep down, she’d always known it.
 
   Maybe that was why she’d hesitated to accept Joe’s proposal.  At the time, she’d thought it was because he was so busy working that he’d have little time for her.  But now she knew better.  He wasn’t Richard.
 
   Richard smiled, his gaze tender as he made eye contact with her.  “It probably seems silly, but I knew I wanted to marry you since we were children.  I was too afraid to ask if you wanted the same thing.” He chuckled.  “I suppose it doesn’t matter.  We’re married now, and that’s what counts.”
 
   He lowered his head and kissed her before she could reply, probably because he was too embarrassed by his confession, but she’d never laugh at him.
 
   She brought her hand up behind his neck and returned his kiss.  He parted his lips for a moment, and on instinct, she responded in kind.  When his tongue brushed hers, she had a momentary sensation of Mr. Price.  He’d forced his tongue into her mouth to prevent her from screaming anymore.  But he’d been rough.  Everything he’d done had been rough.
 
   She had to remind herself she was with Richard, and unlike Mr. Price, Richard was gentle, not demanding any more than she was willing to give.
 
   Richard must have sensed her involuntary discomfort with the kiss, for he lifted his head and asked, “Did he kiss your neck?”
 
   Though she was curious as to why he asked the question, she shook her head.
 
   This time when he lowered his head, he kissed her neck, and it was then she understood he wanted to do something different, even if it was something small, to help her make the distinction between him making love to her and her experience with Mr. Price.  It was so much like him to do everything he could to try to erase the damage Mr. Price had caused.  It was a futile effort.  She didn’t think she could ever fully heal from it, but it was incredibly sweet he wanted to do this for her.
 
   He spent considerable time kissing her neck, once in a while sprinkling her cheek with light kisses.  The sensation was quite pleasant, and after a while, she found herself completely relaxing.  With Mr. Price, it had been rushed, but with Richard, it was slow.  The contrast was good to notice.  It helped to separate out what Mr. Price had done to her versus what Richard was doing.
 
   When she realized Richard’s hand was resting next to her breast, his fingers barely brushing it, she decided to make a bold move and guided his hand so he could cup it in his palm.
 
   Richard’s mouth left her neck and went to her breast.  Again, his movement was soft, tentative, a silent question on whether it was safe for him to proceed or not.  To reassure him, she squeezed his arm, knowing full well he’d know what she meant.  He seemed to know her much better than anyone else, often reading her mind.  The thought sometimes terrified her because it made her feel vulnerable.  But in this instant, she found it comforting.
 
   His tongue brushed her nipple, causing an involuntary spark to travel straight to her core.  It was so unexpected, she gasped.
 
   Richard stopped and looked up at her.  “Should I stop?”
 
   “N-no.” She swallowed.  “Um, it was nice.”
 
   “Are you sure?”
 
   Hoping to ease his worry, she said, “He didn’t put his mouth there.  It’s a new sensation.”
 
   His furrowed brow relaxed, and he returned his mouth to her breast.  This time, he cupped her breast before he flicked his tongue along her nipple.  Once more, the pleasant spark raced through her, but this time she was careful not to startle him by gasping.  She merely bit her lower lip and let out a contented sigh.  
 
   This wasn’t so bad.  In fact, it was nice, just as him kissing her on the neck had been.  And as he’d spent considerable time on her neck, he didn’t rush the exploration of her breasts, going from one to the other, paying careful attention to both.
 
   She didn’t know if he did this because he wished to ease her into the final part of their lovemaking or because he hadn’t been with a woman before and was taking time to satisfy his curiosity about the female body.  Either way, she supposed it didn’t matter.  He was patient and gentle, non-demanding, considerate.  He was much like he was out of bed as he was in bed.  And that was nice, too.
 
   When he was done exploring her breasts, he brought his hand between her legs, his fingers resting at her entrance.  “You don’t have to do the rest if you don’t want to,” he whispered, his voice a bit raspy.
 
   She looked at his eyes and noted the desire in them.  Mr. Price had had desire in his as well, but his had been a selfish kind.  In Richard’s gaze was a blend of desire and love.  Mr. Price hadn’t cared if she’d wanted it or not, but Richard cared.  He cared very much.  And she had no doubt he’d quit right now, even with the desire flowing through him, if that was what she wanted.
 
   Her heartbeat picked up in apprehension as she brought her hand to his.  The tips of their fingers brushed her opening, and to her surprise, she was wet.  She hadn’t been with Mr. Price.  Maybe this was something that happened when a woman was willing to be with the man.  Richard had taken his time with her, making her experience sparks of pleasure she hadn’t known possible with this act.  Maybe this was how it was supposed to be.  Mr. Price hadn’t touched her there directly.  He had only taken enough time to angle himself into her.  Even now, she could feel the pain of his entry.  
 
   But Richard wasn’t Mr. Price.  And this time, she was the one in control.  Releasing her breath, she pressed one of his fingers into her.  Maybe this would help ease her into the consummation of her marriage.  If she could start with something small and relax enough, maybe it would help her when it came time for his penis to enter her.
 
   His slight intake of breath made her look over at him.  “What?” Maybe knowing someone else had been in her was making it hard for him to do this.  Maybe now that he was close to consummating their marriage, he’d changed his mind.
 
   But instead of telling her what she feared, that she was dirty because of what Mr. Price had done to her, he only kissed her then murmured, “You feel good,” against her ear.
 
   Relaxing, she encouraged him to further explore her.  This wasn’t so bad.  It didn’t hurt.  She wasn’t sure what to make of it, really.  If she wasn’t trying to concentrate so much on Richard, she might have been able to fully take in the experience, but she needed to focus on him, to remember he was the one doing this to her.
 
   Richard brought his mouth back to her neck and resumed kissing her.  Since she couldn’t see his face, she opted to touch his arm, finding the contact reassuring.  She hadn’t noticed how strong he was before.  She supposed building things required enough physical labor where a man couldn’t help but develop muscles.  Thankfully, this was another distinction between him and Mr. Price.  Mr. Price had spent all of his time working at a newspaper.
 
   Taking a deep breath, she returned her attention to the present, and specifically, to what Richard was doing to her.  He’d put another finger into her.  If she guessed right, he was enjoying this, and that was nice.  She wanted him to enjoy it.
 
   He let out a soft moan and pressed his body up against her.  The feel of his arousal on her thigh made her stiffen.  Mr. Price had pressed his up to her in the same way.
 
   “Maybe,” she began, then cleared her throat, “maybe I should be on top.”
 
   He stopped kissing her and rolled over.  He had his arms open to her, inviting her to come to him.  As much as she tried not to, her gaze went to his erection.  She hadn’t seen Mr. Price’s, nor would she have wanted to.  She wasn’t even sure she wanted to see Richard’s.  But it was a part of him, and that part was about to go inside her.  She wondered if it would hurt this time?  Did it hurt when a woman was willing to make love?
 
   Well, she was about to find out.  She’d come this far.  She wasn’t going to stop now.  Steeling her resolve, she got on top of him, careful not to brush any part of her along his shaft.  She willed herself to lower herself on top of him, but she froze.  Could she really do this?
 
   She looked at Richard in the moonlight and saw the compassion in his eyes.  “It shouldn’t be like this for you,” he whispered, reaching up and cupping her face in his hands.  “I hate him for what he did to you.”
 
   She shook her head and swallowed, forcing down the urge to cry.  “I don’t want to think about him.  I want to think about you.”
 
   “I won’t be upset if you stop.  I can wait.”
 
   No.  She needed to do this.  She’d come too far to stop now.  She wasn’t going to let Mr. Price ruin what she and Richard could have.  And maybe next time, it would be easier.  This was something she was just going to have to get through.
 
   Reaching between them, she brushed his erection with her fingertips.  Thankfully, he was willing to let her do this.  If she could put him into her, then it wouldn’t be the same as what Mr. Price had done.  That would be another difference.  It was all the differences that had enabled her to get this far.  She just had to go a little further.
 
   She spread her legs wider and, with more courage than she felt, guided him into her.  In an involuntary action, she gritted her teeth, waiting for the pain she was sure would follow, but to her relief, there was no pain.  Exhaling, she finally settled all the way down on top of him.
 
   He moaned beneath her, and she, once again, turned her attention back to his face.  This time his eyes were closed, and she could tell by his strained expression he was using all of his energy to remain still.
 
   “It’s alright.  You can move,” she assured him, her voice soft.  “You’re not hurting me.”
 
   “I love you so much,” he whispered.
 
   This time a tear made its way down her cheek, but she quickly brushed it away lest he open his eyes and think he was, in fact, hurting her.  “I know.”
 
   And that was what made this moment worth it.  She wanted to be a good wife for him, the kind of wife he deserved.  Keeping her focus on him, she rocked her hips, slow at first, giving herself time to get used to the feel of him inside of her.  He gripped her thighs, but the grip wasn’t painful.  It was firm but gentle, just like everything else he had done up to this point, and she couldn’t help but be touched he was doing it so he could remain still while she controlled the pacing of their lovemaking.
 
   Once she was comfortable, she rocked her hips faster.  She didn’t notice the pleasant sensation deep in her core at first.  She’d been too preoccupied with watching Richard in an effort to remind herself she was with him instead of Mr. Price.  But suddenly, she did notice it, and more than that, she realized this was something she was supposed to experience during lovemaking.  When it was something the woman wanted, it could be an enjoyable experience.
 
   Beneath her, Richard grew taut and groaned, signaling his release.  With Mr. Price, she’d been relieved when the end came.  The horrible ordeal had finally ended.  It wasn’t the same with Richard.  Well, she was relieved to a point.  She’d made it through the process.  She’d confronted her fears and learned being with Richard wasn’t anything like it’d been with Mr. Price.  But another part of her, a part she hadn’t expected, was sorry they were done.  She wanted to learn how to enjoy being with Richard this way.
 
   After he relaxed, she got off of him, noting the familiar wetness between her thighs.  She’d scrubbed the area between her legs until her skin was raw right after the ordeal with Mr. Price.  No matter how much she’d washed herself, she hadn’t felt clean.  It wasn’t like that with Richard.  This time, she didn’t mind it because it was his seed.
 
   Richard wrapped his arms around her, and she settled into a comfortable position against him, choosing to rest her head on his shoulder.  He kissed the top of her head then rubbed her back in soothing circular motions.
 
   “Thank you,” he whispered.
 
   “For what?”
 
   “For being willing to do this with me after what you went through.”
 
   “It was different with you.  I felt safe.” And loved.  But for some reason, she couldn’t quite voice that thought.
 
   He pulled her closer to him and rested his cheek against the top of her head.  “I’ll never let anything bad happen to you.”
 
   “I know.”
 
   They drifted off into silence, and before long, she fell asleep and had pleasant dreams for a change.
 
    
 
   


  
 

 
 
   Chapter Thirteen
 
    
 
   The next morning, Richard lightly stroked Amanda’s back while she slept.  He should have slept more last night, but with everything that happened, he couldn’t.  Too many thoughts kept cycling through his mind, the most prominent one, of course, being the fact that she’d made love to him.  It’d been a moment he’d anticipated ever since he was sixteen.
 
   As wonderful as it’d been, he couldn’t help but think it should’ve been better.  He didn’t like how she’d held back, but he couldn’t blame her.  It wasn’t her fault.  It was Mr. Price’s fault.  He’d been the one who robbed her of her innocence.  Richard thought leaving New York would make all her demons go away, but he’d been wrong.  It would take time for her to fully heal and be comfortable with him in bed.
 
   He wrapped his arms around her and settled his cheek against the top of her head.  He hated what Mr. Price had done to her, but there was nothing he could do about it.  He’d already confronted him, demanding he make restitution for what he’d done to her.  That had proven useless.
 
   He released a long, slow breath.  Closing his eyes, he once again saw her in the alley.  She had been so pale, and when he called her name, she didn’t respond.  Worse than that, she’d been much too thin.  When he picked her up, she barely weighed anything.  His first thought was to take her to his parents, thinking his mother would know what to do, but something stopped him from doing it.  Instead, he’d taken her home.
 
   He’d put her in his bed and given her soup, thinking it best to start her on something light since she was so thin.  Who knew when she’d last eaten?  She obviously hadn’t bathed in weeks.  He had filled the tub, bought her new clothes, and made her eat.  It took her a week before she finally told him what happened.  Even now, his body tensed as he thought of that conversation.
 
    
 
   “Amanda,” he softly said, setting a blanket around her shoulders, “won’t you please tell me what happened?”
 
   She seemed so small on his couch.  Though she was clean and fed, she still had a ways to go before she was back to the girl he remembered.  Most notable in the changes, though, was the absence of happiness.  Her eyes used to sparkle, and she used to laugh.  Now, it seemed none of his jokes brightened her mood.  There was a heaviness weighing her down.  If only he could take some of the burden from her.  Maybe then, he could break through her shell.
 
   After a moment of silence, he gave her a cup of hot tea and sat beside her.  She didn’t drink from the cup.  Her hair fell over her shoulder, partially blocking his view of her face.  He wanted to tuck her hair back behind her ear, but he didn’t dare touch her.  She didn’t seem ready for it, not with the way she flinched when he got too close.
 
   “Amanda, it’s me.  Richard.  You can trust me.  I won’t do anything to hurt you.”
 
   Staring at the cup in her hands, she finally whispered, “I know.”
 
   “Then why won’t you tell me what’s going on?”
 
   “As soon as I say it, it’ll be real,” she finally answered, her voice breaking.
 
   A tear fell into her tea, alerting him to how painful it was for her to even talk about.  He took the cup from her and set it on the table.  “Amanda, it won’t get any easier if you keep it to yourself.” Taking her hands in his, he urged her to face him.  “Pushing it away won’t change anything.  You’re safe now.”
 
   She swallowed.  “I know.”
 
   Good.  He was glad she did know it.  “Then tell me.  What happened?”
 
   “A friend of my brother-in-law’s…he…” She closed her eyes, probably to force back more tears, but she lost the battle since some slid down her cheeks anyway.
 
   Unable to take it anymore, he brought her into his arms.  She didn’t shy away from him.  He thought she might, given how closed off she was.  Instead, she collapsed against him.  In all the years he’d longed to hold her, never once did he imagine it would be like this.  He’d thought there’d be joy and happiness, not this heavy sorrow.
 
   “Mr. Price forced me to be with him,” she choked out.  “I told him no, but he just kept coming, and before I knew it, he was ripping my clothes off and…and…”
 
   “He raped you,” he finished for her.
 
   She broke into a fresh wave of tears.  Richard didn’t know how much time passed as he held her, doing his best to soothe her.  There was nothing, really, he could do.  Yes, he could hold her, but he couldn’t erase the memory of the incident from her mind, nor could he go back in time and prevent it from happening, two things he most wanted to do.
 
   He could only imagine what she’d been through.  It was something no woman should ever experience.  And he couldn’t understand why a man would want to do that kind of thing.
 
   “You won’t ever go through that again,” he said, tightening his hold on her.  “I promise.”
 
    
 
   That promise led to his proposal, one that she’d accepted because she’d had nowhere else to go.  Thinking it might be best for her, he quit his apprenticeship and got his things ready for their trip out West.  It was a new start, something he thought might be a welcome relief after all she’d been through.
 
   His parents had been happy to learn he’d be joining them on the wagon train, as he’d expected.  Though they hadn’t said anything, he knew they had wished he would come with them, but they’d understood he enjoyed his work.  Fate, however, had other plans, and he had no regrets over leaving.  He could work anywhere, but this was the only way he could have Amanda.
 
   She stirred next to him.  He turned his attention to her, wondering if she was awake yet.  They didn’t get the chance to sleep in late while on the trail.  This morning, however, since they would spend the day in town, they were allowed this luxury.
 
   He glanced up at the window.  The morning light told him it was between six and seven.  Probably closer to seven.
 
   Amanda lifted her head from his shoulder, looking around as if she’d forgotten where she’d fallen asleep.
 
   When her gaze went to him, he smiled and brushed her hair over her shoulder.  “It wasn’t a dream.  You’re really in a bed instead of lying on the hard ground.”
 
   She chuckled at his joke.  “For a moment, I did expect to wake up in the bedroll.”
 
   “That’s to be expected.” He turned to face her.  “I figure we’ll start out in an apartment when we get to Omaha, and I’ll build you the house you want.  I have some experience with this now, so don’t be afraid to make it as big as you want.”
 
   She chuckled again.  “I didn’t mind growing up in an apartment.”
 
   “I did.”
 
   “Well, you had a lot of brothers and sisters.  Up until I was twelve, it was just me and my sister.  Then she got married, and it was just me.”
 
   “But won’t it be nice to have a yard and a garden?  You used to mention wanting that when we were younger.”
 
   “You’re very thoughtful, Richard.  You’ve always been that way.” She leaned up on her elbow and looked down at him.  “I’ll be content with wherever we live.  It’s just nice knowing I’ll be with you.”
 
   He cupped the side of her face with his hand and brushed her cheek with his thumb.  “I bet you have no idea how beautiful you are.  And when you smile, the entire world seems brighter because you’re happy.”
 
   Though she shook her head, a faint smile graced her lips.  “You only see what you want to see.  There’s a lot of darkness in me.”
 
   “I don’t mind the darkness because I know the light inside you can still shine through.  I don’t expect it to be gone overnight.  It’ll take time.” He brushed her cheek again.  “You aren’t in this alone.  You have me, and I’m not going anywhere.”
 
   Her eyes filled with tears, but none fell from her eyes.  Instead, she closed them and leaned forward to kiss him, her lips barely touching his.  After a moment, she kissed him again, this time letting her lips linger on his.  He was surprised when she parted her mouth.  Since she’d shied away from him last night when he’d initiated a more intimate kiss, he hadn’t expected her to do it now.
 
   But then he realized what she was doing.  She was making an effort, struggling to let that light come in and banish away some of the darkness that plagued her.  Following her lead, he parted his lips and waited, deciding it might be best for her to make the move.  After what she went through with Mr. Price, she needed to know she had control over the situation.
 
   A couple seconds passed before her tongue brushed the tip of his, a gesture that seemed more like a question than anything else.  He responded in kind, making sure to keep his action gentle in case he frightened her.  If last evening hadn’t taught him anything else, it had shown him how important it was to approach their intimacy with great care.  Mr. Price had taken away her control.  It was up to him to give it back.
 
   And the next time she brushed her tongue along his, she didn’t seem so timid.    Good.  As long as she felt safe, she’d continue letting him into her heart.
 
   She proceeded to kiss him in earnest, seeming content to explore him.  His mind unwittingly went to the previous evening when she’d lifted her blanket, offering him a generous view of her body, which was far more beautiful than he’d imagined.  On its own accord, his penis lengthened.  
 
   He didn’t know if she’d be willing to make love to him again.  He figured he’d been fortunate enough that she’d allowed him to be with her so intimately already.  He didn’t want to push his luck.  But even as he told his body to practice restraint, he moaned and pulled her closer to him.
 
   He had thought being with her already would have sated his desire for her, but it seemed to have had the opposite effect.  Now he knew what lovemaking was like, and because of that, his pulse raced with the need to do it again.
 
   He didn’t know if she picked up on his growing passion or not.  He was trying not to betray it in case he scared her.  There were moments she had trembled last night, alerting him to the fact that it’d taken significant willpower for her to continue.  Even now, there was a hesitation on her part as she touched his arm.  
 
   But then she got on top of him and took him inside her.  He groaned and closed his eyes.  He didn’t think it possible, but she felt even better this morning than she had last night.  He’d probably never get over the initial pleasure of being wrapped in her warm, moist flesh.  The urge to move was a surprisingly powerful one, so he squeezed her thighs in an effort to stay still.  
 
   The tactic worked this morning, as it had last night.  He managed to stay still while she rocked her hips.  Her movements were slow, which was as wonderful as it was agonizing.  It was strange, this conflict of desires, this need for release while wanting to prolong the journey to the end.  All of it felt good.  And he wanted her to experience it, too.
 
   He opened his eyes and saw she was staring at him, just as she had last night.  It was probably her way of reminding herself she wasn’t with Mr. Price.  Just as he offered her a reassuring smile, she rocked faster, and he was, once again, closing his eyes and moaning.
 
   “It’s alright, Richard,” she whispered.  “You can move.”
 
   “Will it hurt if I do?”
 
   “No.  It’s not painful.  It’s pleasant with you.”
 
   He couldn’t be sure, but he thought a low moan escaped her lips.  The sound was so soft, though, it could have been anything.  All he could do was go by what she said.
 
   He gently rocked his own hips, pressing a little more inside her.  She responded by lifting her hips so he was partially out of her and then bringing herself back down on him.  Gasping, his eyes flew open.  For him, it was exquisitely pleasurable, but did it hurt her?
 
   She lifted her hips again and descended back down, and he was assured it hadn’t hurt her.  Given the look on her face, he realized she had enjoyed it.  Maybe not as much as he was, but she was finding some pleasure from it.  And that being the case, he held her hips and helped her establish a rhythm that would please them both.  Soon, he was thrusting in earnest, his shaft sliding easily almost all the way out of her before plunging back in.
 
   At one point, she even smiled at him and whispered his name.  He cupped her breasts in his hands, murmuring her name in return, relieved she was allowing herself to be vulnerable with him.  It was her gift to him, and he didn’t take it for granted.  He would do everything in his power to always make this something she could enjoy with him.
 
   He glanced up at her face and, unable to hold back anymore, he released his seed.  His body grew taut and he cried out.  In return, she leaned forward and held him as he continued riding out the waves of pleasure that engulfed him.
 
   It wasn’t until he settled back to earth that he realized she was crying.  Startled, he cupped her face in his hands.  “What is it?  What did I do wrong?”
 
   She smiled and shook her head.  “You did nothing wrong.  It felt good.  I didn’t think I could ever enjoy it, but I did.” She sniffed and brushed away her tears.  “Thank you, Richard.  You are always so gentle and patient with me.”
 
   He relaxed.  “You scared me.  I thought I hurt you.”
 
   She kissed him.  “I’m sorry.  I didn’t mean to.”
 
   “I know.  I’m just glad you’re alright.”
 
   “I am when I’m with you.” She settled next to him and snuggled against him.
 
   He wrapped his arms around her and wiped the remaining tears from her face.  At least these tears weren’t borne out of sorrow.  “I love you,” he whispered.
 
   The words were getting easier to say each time he said them.  The first time he’d confessed his feelings, he thought for sure she’d laugh at him.  But she hadn’t.  In fact, having said them seemed to have brought them closer, and that was one thing he wouldn’t change for anything. 
 
   


  
 

 
 
   Chapter Fourteen
 
    
 
   As Amanda and Richard were finishing their late breakfast in the small restaurant, Richard set down his empty coffee cup.  “Do you mind checking out the town?  I notice some differences in the way the houses are built here compared to New York.”
 
   She couldn’t help but smile.  “You really love building things, don’t you?”
 
   “It’s something I’ve always been interested in.  I especially like the way things are designed.  Every builder seems to leave his own mark on what he makes.”
 
   She poked the last of her pancakes with her fork.  “Does he?”
 
   “It’s probably not something everyone notices,” he said as she ate.  “Every builder has his own style.  Unless the person paying him specifies what he wants, the builder is at liberty to be creative.”
 
   “I’ve never noticed how different houses look while I pass by them.  I usually just notice the color and how big they are.”
 
   “Would I bore you by taking you through town to look at them?”
 
   “No.  I’d like to take a look,” she assured him.  Since looking at houses would make him happy, that’s what she wanted to do.  He’d done so much for her.  She didn’t think she could ever fully repay him.  Offering him a smile, she added, “You’ll tell me the differences in the houses, won’t you?”
 
   “I certainly don’t mind doing that, but make sure you tell me if I’m boring you.”
 
   She doubted he would bore her, but since he seemed so worried about it, she nodded.
 
   After they finished their meal, they left the restaurant.  Her gaze swept their surroundings, specifically looking for Joe. It still made her gut tighten to remember he’d been waiting for her last night.  She couldn’t fault him completely for not believing she was in love with Richard.  Up to now, she hadn’t given Richard any indication she cared about him romantically.
 
   Granted, Joe didn’t know the situation that had brought her to marry Richard.  If she were him, she would probably question the marriage, too.  She had, after all, told Joe she would consider marrying him if he quit working on the rails, and he’d done it.  Only, by the time he came to tell her, she was no longer living with her sister and brother-in-law.  She was clear across town, and there was no way he could have known it.  Nor could he have known she’d married Richard.
 
   As Richard led her down the boardwalk, she considered telling Joe the truth, but that made her even more anxious than knowing he was waiting for her to run off with him.  She couldn’t do it.  It was enough she told Richard.  That, in itself, had been the hardest thing she’d ever done.   She didn’t think she could tell anyone else.
 
   “Amanda?” Richard asked, his voice breaking through the dark clouds of her thoughts.
 
   She blinked and turned her attention away from the other people.  “What?”
 
   “Are you sure you feel up to this?  If you’re not feeling well, we can go back to the room.”
 
   “I feel fine.  I was just thinking.” And she’d rather not tell him what she’d been thinking either.  She kept hoping Richard wouldn’t find out about Joe, but if Joe was going to keep pressing the issue, how was that going to be possible?  Forcing the question aside, she took Richard’s hand and smiled at him.  “It’s been a long journey so far.  But I’m glad we’re doing this.  I don’t think I really appreciated you until we left New York.” She squeezed his hand.  “You really are a good man.”
 
   He smiled, and his face grew pink.  “I’m glad we’re together.” He brought her hand to his mouth and kissed it.  “Everything will be alright.  Whatever happens, we’ll get through it.” Slipping his arm around her waist, he led her through the town.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   The next morning, the people in the wagon train assembled in a line along the road in the center of town.  Amanda wasn’t looking forward to having to be around Joe.  She hadn’t left Richard’s side since Joe had asked her to leave with him.  As much as she hoped he would leave the matter alone, she knew he wasn’t happy with her decision.
 
   With a glance at Joe, who was getting his horse ready for the day, she stepped closer to Richard and held his hand.  She didn’t know if the simple action would convince Joe she cared for Richard or not, but it was all she felt safe to do in front of everyone.  And even this much didn’t come easy.  She wasn’t very good at expressing her feelings.  It was why her parents often said they didn’t know if she liked something or not while she was growing up.
 
   “You keep too much to yourself,” her mother had often said.
 
   And she wasn’t the only one who’d noticed.  Laura had mentioned how mysterious Amanda was not too long ago.  Well, not everyone was an open book, nor did they want to be.  Just because she kept her thoughts mostly to herself, it didn’t mean she was incapable of feeling things.  She turned her gaze to Richard, who smiled at her.  He seemed to be the only person who truly understood her and could accept her as she was.
 
   Joe rode by, counting everyone as he went, and while he passed her, she lowered her gaze so she didn’t have to make eye contact with him.  Once he was toward the head of the line, he called out the familiar order to move forward.
 
   To her surprise, Richard kissed her cheek before he went up in the wagon.  She brought her hand to the area that tingled with warmth.
 
   The group started going, so she quickly fell into step.  For most people, it seemed the extra day spent in town refreshed their spirits, for Amanda noticed a newfound energy in the group.  Laura, however, looked unusually tired.
 
   Though it hadn’t been Amanda’s habit to initiate a conversation with her, something compelled her to go over to Laura.  Lifting her skirt, Amanda jumped over a rut in the dusty road and went over to her.
 
   “Are you alright?” Amanda asked.
 
   Laura stopped struggling with the knot on her bonnet and looked over at her.  “I’m fine.  It was just a long night.  I was taking care of Jesse’s baby.”
 
   “Does the baby have a name yet?”
 
   “No.  Jesse and Mrs. Shaw have been arguing about it.  They argue about everything.  They couldn’t even agree on whether to let me watch him last night.  It’s obvious both were too exhausted to do it.  Mrs. Shaw kept falling asleep in the restaurant, and Jesse didn’t look much better.”
 
   “Which one didn’t want you to watch the baby?” Even as Amanda asked the question, she wondered why she was even sticking her nose into something that wasn’t her business.  Maybe it was because she wanted to talk to Laura.  For some strange reason, she had missed their conversations.
 
   “Mrs. Shaw didn’t want me to watch the baby,” Laura replied.  “The only reason I got to was because Joe suggested they would be in better shape to travel if they got a good night’s sleep.”
 
   “How did Joe get involved?”
 
   “Oh, he was outside the hotel when I was talking to Jesse and Mrs. Shaw in the restaurant.  I think Mrs. Shaw’s yelling at Jesse brought him inside.” She shrugged as she returned her attention to the knot in the strings of her bonnet.  “I don’t think Mrs. Shaw knows how loud she is sometimes.”
 
   “Probably not.” It was hard not to listen when she was yelling at poor Jesse.
 
   “It’s worse now that Elsie’s gone.”
 
   It was.  There was no arguing that point.
 
   With a groan, Laura put the bonnet at her side.  “I hate knots.  I’ve never been good at them.”
 
   “I can help,” Amanda offered, holding her hand out to take it.
 
   Laura accepted the offer, and Amanda used her fingernail to pry it loose.  “You make it look easy.”
 
   “I’ve had years of practice.” She gave it back to Laura.  “What names are they considering?”
 
   “Mrs. Shaw wants the baby to be a Wyatt or James because her father’s name was Wyatt and her husband was James.  Jesse wants Harrison, Elliot, or Randy.  I like Elliot the best.  Right now, they’re just calling him ‘the baby’.  I wish I could do more to help Jesse.  Mrs. Shaw makes everything hard for him, and she won’t stop blaming him for Elsie’s death.  I feel like I should do more than offer to take care of his son once in a while.”
 
   “You’re doing everything you can, Laura.  You shouldn’t feel guilty.”
 
   Laura put the bonnet around her head and tied it.  “I know, but I feel so bad for him.  It doesn’t sound like Mrs. Shaw will go back East.  She’s determined to stay with her grandson.  It’d be much easier to watch all this if I knew there would be an end to it.”
 
   “This isn’t your problem,” Amanda reminded her.  “What’s been going on between Jesse and Mrs. Shaw was an issue before this trip.  You can’t do anything to stop her from giving him a hard time.”
 
   Laura let out a long sigh.  “I know.  I can’t change anyone.  My parents keep telling me the same thing.  They aren’t happy I watched the baby last night.  They only accepted it because Joe explained the situation to them.  I’m twenty, but sometimes I still feel like I’m a child.”
 
   “You’re an only child.  I think it’s harder for parents to admit when an only child is an adult.  Richard’s parents have so many children they gave him more responsibility than I see them giving the others.  My parents said it was easier for them to see my sister leave because they still had me.”
 
   Amanda closed her mouth before she said anything else.  Why was she telling Laura all this?
 
   “Was it hard for your parents to let you go when you told them you were going to Omaha?” Laura asked.
 
   “They were already dead.” Before Laura could ask how they died, she added, “My mother died of dysentery.  My father joined her a year later, but he passed away in his sleep.  Between the two, I would rather go his way.”
 
   “Me, too.” After a moment, Laura said, “Things seem to be going better for you and Richard.”
 
   Wondering why she made such a comment, Amanda asked, “Did we look as if we weren’t getting along?”
 
   “No, it’s not that.  It’s just,” she shrugged, “well, I don’t know, really.  You two always seemed to get along.  It seemed more like a brother and sister kind of getting along than a husband and wife getting along.  I suppose I assumed you two agreed to marry for convenience.  I know a lot of people do it.  They marry for reasons other than love.  I thought you had one of those marriages.  But things are different between you two.  You look happy together.”
 
   If Laura thought this, maybe Joe did, too.  Maybe her plan was working.  She’d wondered if it would, thinking if she made the decision to act like a wife instead of a friend that others would start seeing her and Richard differently.  What she needed was for Joe to see it.  Then he’d stop trying to talk her into running off with him.  Because regardless of how she felt about Richard, she was going to stay with him.  And it wasn’t like she didn’t care for him.  She did.   Holding his hand, giving him kisses, making love to him…  These things came easily enough.
 
   “I probably said too much,” Laura said, interrupting her thoughts.  “I know you like your privacy.  You don’t have to tell me anything about you and Richard.”
 
   “I do like my privacy,” Amanda admitted.  “But I will say Richard and I agreed to marry so he could take me to Omaha.  There was nothing left for me in New York, and I couldn’t very well travel on this trail alone.  We were always friends.  Recently, however, things have changed.”
 
   Laura’s grin widened.  “I knew it.  There was something different.  How romantic.  Don’t worry.  I won’t tell anyone.  It’ll be our secret.”
 
   Amanda wasn’t sure whether or not Laura could keep a secret, but she hadn’t told her anything she wouldn’t mind someone else finding out.  The best way to keep a secret was not to tell anyone at all.  Only with Richard did she break that rule, but she knew she could trust him.  Of all the people she’d ever known, he was the only one she’d trust with her life.
 
   And this was yet another reason why it would never have worked well if she’d said yes to Joe’s proposal.  There was something about Richard that made him a better match for her.  She could only hope, in time, Joe would accept it and move on with his life.  Somewhere, out there, was a woman who was much better suited for him.
 
   


  
 

 
 
   Chapter Fifteen
 
    
 
   “I need you to help me keep watch tonight.”
 
   Richard looked away from the ox he was unhitching from his wagon, surprised he hadn’t heard Joe come up behind him.  Wiping the sweat from his brow, he asked, “Did you ask my pa to do it?” He figured since his father made it a point to bother him about the night watch, the least he could do was volunteer him for the task.
 
   “Your pa’s already helped me a couple of times, as have the other men.  Tonight’s your turn.”
 
   “My turn?”
 
   “Yes.  Since you and your pa seem to be so concerned about everyone doing their part, it has to be your turn tonight.”
 
   Richard studied Joe’s expression, not sure what to make of it.  While Joe seemed nice, there was something beneath the surface that wasn’t quite so pleasant.
 
   “Why is this so important to you?” Richard asked. 
 
   “I’m giving you what you wanted.  You wanted to take turns, so that’s what we’re doing.  Now, it’s your turn.”
 
   “No, this isn’t about taking turns.  This is about something else.” 
 
   Joe’s jaw clenched then unclenched.  “At some point, you have to do your part and help with the night watch.  You’re young and more capable of doing it than most of the other men.  I won’t let you shirk your responsibility.”
 
   Fortunately, Joe left.  Richard watched his retreating figure, reminding himself he did the right thing by not engaging Joe in a fight.  Joe was obviously itching for one.  No matter how hard he tried, Richard couldn’t figure out why Joe held such animosity toward him.  What had he said or done to make Joe want to irritate him?
 
   Don’t think about it, Richard admonished himself.  He was only giving Joe power by letting the man upset him.  Whatever Joe’s problem was, Joe had to deal with it.  It wasn’t Richard’s responsibility to make Joe feel better.
 
   After Richard finished taking care of the oxen, he saw Amanda was at his family’s wagon, helping his mother cook the deer meat over the fire.  His father had been proud of the large buck he’d shot earlier that day during one of their breaks and had invited Richard and Amanda to eat with them.
 
   Amanda had agreed, saying she felt guilty for not spending more time with his family when they were in town, but he wouldn’t have traded that time for anything.  It was a chance for them to be alone.  Maybe she still didn’t love him, but there was no doubt the time had brought them closer together.  Feeling much better, he went over to his family, heading specifically for her.
 
   “When we get settled in Omaha, I’ll have you and Richard over for supper,” his mother told Amanda.  “Then I can show you how I make cinnamon bread.”
 
   “I’d like to learn how to make it,” Amanda replied as she turned the meat over in the skillet.  “It was one of my favorite treats at the picnics we’d go on when my parents were alive.”
 
   His mother offered her a sympathetic smile and hugged her.  “I know it’s not the same without them, but I hope you’ll think of me as a mother.”
 
   When his mother released her, Amanda nodded.
 
   Jenny stormed over to them, her apron clutched in her hand.  “Joel put a snake in my pocket.” She waved the apron in front of her mother.  “I have to sew on a new one because I ripped the old one in order to get the snake out.”
 
   “Oh dear,” her mother said, shaking her head.  “Why can’t Joel stop doing things like this?  Alright.  Let’s talk to him.”
 
   As she followed Jenny over to Joel, Richard chuckled.  “Are you sorry you agreed to have our meal over here tonight?”
 
   “No,” Amanda replied.
 
   Noting the worried expression on her face, he asked, “What’s wrong?”
 
   She removed the skillet from the fire and checked to make sure the meat was thoroughly cooked before setting the skillet on a nearby rock.  “I don’t think your mother is going to want to teach me how to make any kind of bread once she finds out about the baby,” she said, making sure no one else heard her.
 
   “Sure, she will.”
 
   “She’s going to be upset, and rightfully so.”
 
   “Maybe, but she’ll get over it.  The important thing is we’re married.  She’ll understand that.  You have to give her time.” He paused.  “If we tell my parents now, it’ll give them time to get used to it.  Then when you give birth, they won’t be upset anymore.”
 
   “I can’t, Richard.  I know it’d be better to do it now and get it over with, but I can’t do it.”
 
   “Then I’ll do it.”
 
   She shook her head.  “I can’t let you do it.  You’ll tell them it was your fault, and all you’ve ever been is a gentleman.”
 
   “We can tell them the truth.”
 
   “No, I can’t.  I know I didn’t do anything wrong, but knowing it and feeling it are two different things.  Maybe I did or said something Mr. Price misinterpreted as an invitation.”
 
   He took her face in his hands and waited until she made eye contact with him before he spoke.  “You said no.  He should have honored that.”
 
   A tear fell down her cheek, and he kissed it away.
 
   “I don’t want to make things worse for you,” he whispered.  “If you don’t want me to tell my parents, I won’t.  We’ll do it when you’re ready.”
 
   “Thank you, Richard.”
 
   He brought her into his arms and hugged her, noting the way she leaned into him.
 
   “You two are hugging right in front of everyone?” Joel asked from behind him.
 
   Richard turned around and saw Joel holding the apron and a sewing kit in his hands.
 
   “At least all Tom does is talk about Becky,” Joel added.  “He doesn’t go around holding and kissing her.”
 
   Hiding his amusement, Richard shot his brother a pointed look.  “Isn’t there a pocket you have to sew on a certain apron?”
 
   “Don’t remind me,” Joel muttered as he left.
 
   Richard’s gaze went back to Amanda.  “Are you feeling better?”
 
   She nodded.  “I better get back to cooking the rest of the deer meat.”
 
   “I’ll help,” he offered.
 
   “Are you sure?”
 
   “I’d rather be with you than anywhere else, so yes, I’m sure.”
 
   She kissed him.  “I like being with you, too.”
 
   As she went to the skillet to put the cooked meat on a plate, Richard felt the weight of someone staring at him.  He glanced over his shoulder and saw Joe, who was two wagons down from him.
 
   Richard initially wanted to ignore the grim expression on Joe’s face, but sensing a challenge in Joe’s stance, Richard decided to turn and face him.  The two stared at each other for a long moment before Joe finally looked away.
 
   What was that about?  For the life of him, Richard couldn’t figure out what he’d done or said to upset the man.  Whatever the reason, he had a nagging suspicion he’d find out what was bothering Joe soon enough.  For the time being, he returned to Amanda, forcing himself to focus on the pleasure of spending time with her.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Amanda woke before the others the next morning.  She spent a few minutes wrapped in Richard’s arms before the need to visit the outdoor privy overrode her desire to stay with him.  After slipping on her dress, she gathered her undergarments.  She found a tree and took care of her needs then fully dressed.
 
   On the way back to Richard’s bedroll, Joe called out to her.  She didn’t want to stop, but if she didn’t, he might wake Richard up.
 
   With a sigh, she turned toward him.  “You can’t keep doing this, Joe,” she whispered.
 
   “I just want to know why you married him instead of me,” Joe said once he closed the distance between them.  “I thought you loved me.”
 
   How was she supposed to answer something like that in a way that wouldn’t upset him?  Was she supposed to come out and tell him she thought she’d loved him because she hadn’t known any better?  That it took being with Richard to understand her schoolgirl infatuation wouldn’t have lasted?
 
   “What we had is in the past,” she finally said, trying to soften the blow.  “I did care for you, but we both know it would never had worked.  You enjoy being outdoors and traveling.  That’s not the kind of life I want.”
 
   That part was true, though if he’d been there the night she went to his apartment, she would have married him had he asked again.  But the marriage wouldn’t have been the best for either one of them.  He would have been an escape, and that wouldn’t have been fair to him.
 
   “We don’t belong together, Joe,” she added.
 
   “But you and Richard belong together?” he asked, a bitter edge in his voice.
 
   “Yes, we do.” As painful as everything had been, she’d come to realize it’d brought her to Richard, and that was where she belonged.
 
   “I quit the job at the railroad.  I had gotten a job at the factory.  I did that for you.  But when I went to your sister, she told me you left without telling anyone where you went.  So I quit the factory job and took this one.”
 
   “Because deep in your heart, you know you could never be happy working at a factory.”
 
   “I would have if I’d been able to come home to you.”
 
   She didn’t know what to say.  He was wrong.  He wouldn’t have been happy.  Oh, he might have been for a while, but as the years passed, he would have longed for the open land.  Sooner or later, he would have resented her for making him work inside all day.
 
   And she, likewise, would have come to realize she’d settled for him because he was a way out of a difficult situation.  While she had married Richard initially for that reason, she’d come to care for him.  Her feelings for him were still new, having to transition them from friendship to more, but they were there.  No doubt, in due time, they would deepen.
 
   “It’s better this way, Joe,” she finally said.  “Please, accept it.”
 
   Before anyone could find them, she hurried back to Richard.  She didn’t know if Joe would accept it this time.  He’d been surprisingly stubborn up to now.
 
   When she reached Richard, she saw him stirring from his sleep.  She smiled and got back into the bedroll with him.  He was still naked from the night before when they’d made love.  She hadn’t expected their intimate moments to bring them closer together, but it seemed to have done that.
 
   Fortunately, he’d made it a habit of putting their bedrolls further from the group anyway.  She wanted to be discreet so no one else would know what they were doing.  The matter was much too personal.  
 
   She wrapped her arms around him and sighed in contentment.  She still had a hard time believing he’d loved her all those years.  How was it possible she hadn’t known?  Hadn’t even once picked up on the slightest hint of it?
 
   “You’re already awake?” Richard murmured as he brought her closer to him.
 
   “I couldn’t sleep anymore,” she whispered.
 
   “It’s still early out.”
 
   “I know, but I like it this time of day.  It’s still peaceful and quiet.”
 
   At least it was when Joe wasn’t coming up to her.  Perhaps they’d slept too far from the others.  Otherwise, Joe probably wouldn’t have approached her.  But she liked these moments with Richard.
 
   She slipped her hand in his and settled her head against his chest.  “I like it this time of day right before everything gets busy,” she whispered.
 
   “I do, too.  I especially like to look at the stars right before dawn.  They seem brighter.” After a moment, he added, “But you know, the sunrise is nice, too.”
 
   “Is it?” She hadn’t taken the time to look at the sunrise before.  Sure, she’d been awake when it was happening, but she’d been too busy getting ready for the day to notice it.
 
   “I like to take a moment to stop and watch it.  The colors are better than any paint man can make, and something about knowing a new day is on the horizon is exciting.  Each day comes with its opportunities.”
 
   “Opportunities for what?”
 
   He shrugged.  “I hadn’t really thought of it.  In New York, I suppose it meant improving my skills.  Out here, it’s another day I get to be with you.  I wouldn’t trade this time for anything.”
 
   She couldn’t help but agree.  Being out here gave her a deeper appreciation for him.  He was patient, gentle, and kind.  It was something he always was, of course, but seeing him during the long days on the trail made her that much more aware of it.  He wasn’t just good to her.  He was good to everyone.  But there was no denying the circumstances that brought them into marriage had proven he was the best husband she could have hoped for.
 
   “I’m glad for this time we have, too,” she finally whispered.
 
   It was a shame things wouldn’t be this nice once they got to Omaha.  Because when they reached Omaha, it was a matter of time before she started showing in her pregnancy, and his parents weren’t going to be at all pleased about it.
 
   She released her breath and closed her eyes, willing the dawn to hold back for a while longer.  The dawn might have meant good things for Richard, but for her, it meant one day of getting closer to Omaha.  Then after his parents knew she was with child, they wouldn’t want to have anything to do with her.  A tear fell from her eye, but she brushed it away before he noticed.
 
   


  
 

 
 
   Chapter Sixteen
 
    
 
   A few days later after the group ended another day of travel, Amanda went to the small river to gather water.  Once again, Laura hadn’t joined her.  Amanda thought over the last time Laura had filled up her family’s canteens next to her and realized it had been before they reached town.  Funny how she hadn’t noticed Laura’s absence right away.  
 
   But then, she had many things on her mind, the most pressing of them being how she was going to explain the baby to Mr. and Mrs. Larson.  No matter what she’d say, she couldn’t imagine it ending well.  Whatever she did, though, she would make sure they didn’t blame Richard for it.  She knew he fully intended to take the blame, but she couldn’t let him do that.  He’d done enough for her already.
 
   She finished filling her and Richard’s canteens then rose to her feet.  Another day was coming to an end, and that meant tomorrow would soon be here.  One day closer to having to disappoint Mr. and Mrs. Larson.  Her stomach rolled in protest, but she ignored it and headed back toward the wagons.
 
   On her way to hers, she caught sight of Laura who was feeding Jesse’s baby with a bottle.  Laura was softly singing a lullaby, and she was smiling at the boy.
 
   Amanda had no idea Laura had a soft spot for babies.  On a whim, she approached her.  “You look like you’re enjoying yourself.”
 
   Laura stopped singing and looked up at her.  “I am.  He’s a miracle.  He’s so tiny.  My ma says he was born so early that he shouldn’t have made it, but he did.”
 
   After a moment, Amanda said, “I was wrong.   It looks like Jesse and his mother-in-law are happy to have your help.”
 
   “Well, Mrs. Shaw was too exhausted to keep holding him, so she’s letting me feed him.  She’s taking a nap right now.” After a pause, she added, “It’s nice when she naps.  It’s the only time there’s quiet.”
 
   Considering how much Mrs. Shaw liked to criticize Jesse, Amanda didn’t doubt the truth in that statement.  She made it a point to avoid Mrs. Shaw whenever possible.  The only time she saw the old woman was when she was on the way to the privy or the steam.  Otherwise, she was blissfully unaware of what the woman was doing or saying to make poor Jesse miserable.
 
   “Is Mrs. Shaw giving you a hard time, too?” Amanda asked.
 
   “She’s not all that happy Jesse is letting me help care for him, but she has said even an inexperienced young lady does a better job than Jesse.”
 
   Amanda winced.  “That isn’t nice.”
 
   “No, it’s not.  He really wants to care for Elliot.  I heard stories of some men who don’t want to have anything to do with their child when his wife dies in childbirth, but Jesse isn’t like that.  He seems to want to take even more care of him because Elliot was the last gift Elsie gave him.  She picked a good man when she married him.”
 
   “It sounds like it.  What a shame it is that Mrs. Shaw can’t see it.”
 
   “It is a shame.” Laura turned her gaze back to the baby and smiled.  “Elliot’s small, but he’s got a strong spirit.  I think he’s going to do well despite his weak beginning.”
 
   “I hope so,” Amanda whispered.
 
   Amanda didn’t want to think about the baby she was carrying.  Richard said he’d give the child his name and treat him as his own, and she had no doubt Richard would do all of it.  But how was she supposed to tell Mr. and Mrs. Larson about the baby? 
 
   Amanda glanced over at Mrs. and Mrs. Larson’s wagon.  Mrs. Larson was gathering supplies to make supper, and Mr. Larson was telling Tom and Dave what to do so they could get things settled for the evening.  Joel, it seemed, was struggling to sew on the pocket to Jenny’s apron while Sally and Jenny helped their mother.
 
   Though Mr. and Mrs. Larson did everything they could to make her feel welcome, she couldn’t help but feel like an outsider.  They’d never approve of her, not after they counted the months and realized the baby wasn’t conceived in wedlock.  She should just tell them the truth.  She grimaced.  But if she did that, then everyone would think of Mr. Price whenever they looked at the baby.  
 
   The baby would grow up being an outsider, much like the way she felt.  If she went with her original idea and let Mr. and Mrs. Larson believe she’d seduced Richard or got him drunk, at least they’d welcome the baby as one of their family.  That would be the best thing she could do for the child.
 
   “Are you feeling alright?” Laura asked, bringing her back to the present.
 
   Amanda forced her gaze off of the Larsons and turned it back to Laura.  “Yes.  I’m just tired.”
 
   “Been staying up late at night with Richard, huh?”
 
   Amanda frowned.  How did Laura know so much about what she did?
 
     “I’m sorry,” Laura said as she put the bottle down.  She lifted the baby and patted his back so she could burp him.  “I don’t see or hear anything.  I just noticed you two are sleeping further away from the rest of us, and you two look happy together.  Happier than you used to, I mean.  Like you’re falling in love.”
 
   “You notice a lot.”
 
   She lowered her gaze, her cheeks turning pink.  “I try not to.  My mother’s been at me to mind my own business.”
 
   Amanda glanced around them, glad no one was near enough to hear them.  “You really don’t see or hear anything?”
 
   Laura shook her head.  “You two are discreet.  Plus, you’re also newly married, and it’s to be expected you’d like to be alone.  I just used common sense.  I swear I haven’t been spying on you.”
 
   “You’re just observant.  I don’t notice most of what’s going on around me.” It was too bad Laura hadn’t been there to warn Amanda that Mr. Price lusted after her.
 
   “I hope I don’t make you uncomfortable,” Laura said.  “I really am working on minding my own business.  Mother says I’m going to push people away from me if I keep coming up to them and letting them know what’s going on.  She’s not happy with me helping with Elliot, but she knows Jesse needs it and Mrs. Shaw doesn’t have much energy.”
 
   And no one else was offering to help.  Laura didn’t have to say it.  Amanda knew that’s how it happened.  She couldn’t imagine Jesse would come up to anyone and ask for help.  His way seemed to be to try to figure out how to do something himself.  It might have been what motivated him to go to Omaha to make a homestead for his family.  Perhaps something in the challenge of it had appealed to him.
 
   “Would it help if I took care of Elliot with you?  We could take turns,” Amanda offered.  “Then your mother might not mind it so much.”
 
   “I like taking care of him.  It’s something I look forward to.” Elliot let out a second burp, and she settled him back on her arm then continued feeding him.  “I think my mother would complain even if you helped with him.”
 
   Would she?  Amanda didn’t know anything about Laura’s parents.  They kept to themselves.  But it was telling to know how Laura felt about her mother, at least in this situation.
 
   “If you’d like me to help, let me know,” Amanda said.
 
   “I will.  Thank you.”
 
   Laura smiled, and once again, Amanda found herself envying her.  Laura must have naturally been born with a cheerful personality.  No matter the situation, she seemed to find the best in things.  Much like Richard.  
 
   Amanda’s eyebrows furrowed.  Was it possible people like her—people who seemed shadowed by the darker side of life—were drawn to people like Laura and Richard?  And, even more puzzling, did people like Laura and Richard feel drawn to those who needed some light in their lives?  
 
   Up to now, Amanda had assumed the darkness would seep into Richard’s life if she let him in.  But maybe it was the other way around.  Maybe it was his light that was dispelling the darkness within her.  She did feel happier with him.
 
   As Amanda headed back to her wagon, she glanced at Jesse, wondering how he managed to keep going every day, knowing he had to face each one without Elsie.  From outward appearances, he looked like any other man on the wagon train.  He was taking care of the oxen, just as Richard did every evening.  He’d stopped crying after the day of the funeral.  Well, he stopped crying in front of others.  For all she knew, he still cried when he was alone.  It was much easier for her to cry when no one else could see her.  Maybe it was the same with him.  Just because people didn’t show their grief, it didn’t mean it wasn’t there.
 
   But her moments of despair weren’t so frequent anymore.  It was getting easier to sleep through the night, especially when Richard was with her.  She didn’t know if she would ever be able to forget the past, but maybe the pain of it would ebb over time.  Nothing lasted forever, after all.  Likewise, maybe there would be a day when Jesse would feel better, and maybe he’d even be able to fall in love with another woman.  It made no sense to her why either she or him should be stuck in the same place for the rest of their lives.
 
   “Amanda?” someone asked, drawing her attention away from Jesse.
 
   She turned and saw Tom.  Unaware she’d stopped to stare at Jesse, she quickly resumed her walk toward her wagon.  “What is it, Tom?”
 
   “How can I tell if a girl likes me or not?”
 
   She gave him a closer look.  How old was he now?  Fifteen?  She thought someone had mentioned he was fifteen now.  It was strange to think of him as an older boy.  She’d been so used to all of Richards brothers being little, much like Joel was even now.  Since he was looking at her in a way that indicated he saw her as an authority on the subject of girls, she figured she should come up with something to tell him.  
 
   After thinking over his question for a moment, she finally said, “Well, when a girl likes a boy, she will probably be shy around him.  It’ll be hard for her to know what to say because she’ll worry if she’s saying the right thing or not.  No one wants to sound stupid, especially to the person they’re attracted to.”
 
   “But you aren’t shy around Richard.”
 
   “Richard and I have known each other since we were little.  It’s different when you already know the person.” She paused then asked, “What’s the name of the girl you like?”
 
   “Becky.  Did Joel tell you I like her?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Joe’s such a tattletale.”
 
   She chuckled.  “You shouldn’t let him know he bothers you.  He’ll only keep picking on you as long as you give him what he wants.”
 
   “I know, but it’s hard.”
 
   “I’m sure it is,” she admitted.  When Joel had his mind set to something, he could be stubborn.  “But Tom, if you keep doing what you’ve always done, you’ll keep getting the same results.”
 
   “I’ll try not to let Joel know he bothers me.”
 
   She figured she couldn’t ask for more than that.  While Joel was stubborn, Tom wasn’t.  But he hadn’t asked her for advice on how to handle his brother.  He was interested in Becky, so it would be best if she stuck to that.  “You know, Tom, the best way to find out if a girl likes you or not is to ask her.”
 
   His eyes grew wide.  “You expect me to go right up to her and ask her something like that?”
 
   “Sure, why not?”
 
   “Because…because…she might say no.”
 
   “Tom, you can’t let fear hold you back.  If you want something badly enough, you have to be willing to take the risk.”
 
   “But what if she thinks I’m silly for asking?  What if I do something stupid and she laughs at me?”
 
   “Then you’ll know she won’t be the right one for you.” They stopped at her wagon, and she turned to face him.  “Don’t be afraid of going up to her and finding out if she wants to be with you or not.  If she says no, then find someone else.  There are a lot of girls out there.  The right one will accept you as you are.”
 
   “Amanda’s right,” Richard said.
 
   She jerked, not realizing he’d been behind her.
 
   “Sorry.  I didn’t mean to scare you,” Richard told her, settling his hand on the small of her back.  “Tom, you can’t spend your life waiting for things to happen.  You should go out and take the chance.” He smiled at Amanda.  “I wish I’d done it sooner.”
 
   She understood what he meant.  If he’d told her how he felt sooner, he could have prevented everything that had happened with Mr. Price.  But who was to know how things would go?  It wasn’t like they could see into the future.
 
   “Alright,” Tom said.  “I’ll tell her I like her, and then I’ll ask her if she likes me.” He turned to leave but then stopped and looked back at them.  “You won’t tell Joel, will you?”
 
   “Your secret’s safe with us,” Richard promised.
 
   “Thanks.” Relieved, Tom left.
 
   She waited until Tom was out of earshot before saying, “Don’t be hard on yourself, Richard.  No one could have known what was going to happen at my brother-in-law’s apartment.”
 
   “No, but I wish I hadn’t let fear hold me back.  I couldn’t imagine why you’d let me court you when you could have had someone better.”
 
   Though she hadn’t meant to, her gaze went to Joe.  There was a time when she thought he might be her future.
 
   “You know what?” she asked.  “I’m coming to learn that things happen in the time they’re meant to.”
 
   She slipped her arms around Richard’s waist and settled her head against his shoulder.  There was a reason Joe hadn’t been there the night she went to his apartment and a reason why Richard found her when he did.  She didn’t know if she would have appreciated Richard as much as she did if she hadn’t gone through everything she had.
 
   Richard wrapped his arms around her.  “I still wish it hadn’t happened, but I hope you know when you have the baby, I’ll accept him or her as my own.  You don’t have anything to worry about there.”
 
   “I know,” she whispered.
 
   He stroked her hair then kissed the top of her head.  “Whatever happens, we’ll get through it together.”
 
   She nodded in silent agreement.  How easy it was to believe everything would be alright when he was holding her.  If it could be like this all the time, she’d have nothing to dread or fear.  She’d always be safe.  She closed her eyes, choosing to enjoy this moment she had with him, when it was just the two of them and no one else mattered.
 
    
 
   


  
 

 
 
   Chapter Seventeen
 
    
 
   A week passed before Richard told Amanda he had to help Joe keep watch for the night.
 
   She held the bedroll they’d been sharing in her arms and turned from the wagon so she could face him.  “You have to be with Joe tonight?”
 
   “To be fair, we’ve all been taking turns now,” he said.  “All the other able men have done it.”
 
   She was surprised the news disappointed her as much as it did.  She’d spent lots of nights without him since they started this journey.  How quickly she’d gotten used to having him with her.  Forcing a smile, she said, “I didn’t realize it’d been that long since you last helped keep watch.”
 
   “I didn’t either.  The time went so fast.”
 
   She glanced over at the area Joe had picked to camp for the night and saw he was staring at her.  On impulse, she hugged Richard.  Then, for good measure, she kissed him, making sure it was more than a chaste kiss.  It was awkward to do this right in front of everyone.  Even if Laura knew she wasn’t just sleeping at night with Richard, that was still far enough from everyone else.  This was right in front of the entire group.  But she didn’t know what else to do to convince Joe she belonged with Richard.
 
   When the kiss ended, Richard chuckled.  “You’re not making it easy for me to leave.”
 
   “Maybe I wasn’t trying to,” she teased.
 
   He brought a hand up to the side of her face and caressed her cheek.  “It’s nice to see you happy.”
 
   “It’s easy to be happy when I’m with you.” And it was.  There was something about Richard Larson that dispelled all her shadows.
 
   “You make me happy, too.” He brought her hand up to his mouth and kissed it.  “I’ll be thinking of you tonight.”
 
   “I’ll be thinking of you as well.”
 
   He kissed her and took the bedroll from her.  “Would you like to sleep alone or with my family?”
 
   She looked over at his parents and siblings, who were setting up their bedrolls for the night.  After being with him, she didn’t relish the idea of sleeping alone.  Since his family didn’t know about the baby yet, she figured this might be one of the last times she’d be able to be with them without their disapproval.  It would be a memory she could hold onto, something she’d want to remember in the years to come.
 
   “I’ll sleep with them,” she said.
 
   And so the arrangements for the night were set.  Amanda followed Richard to his family’s wagon in time to hear Tom telling Dave about Becky.
 
   “I went right up to her,” Tom was saying, “and I came right out and asked her if she liked me.  You know what she said?”
 
   “Whatever it was, it must have been good,” Richard interrupted him.  “You’re grinning from ear to ear.”
 
   “She said yes!” Tom confirmed.  “And you know what else?”
 
   “She wants you to marry her someday?” Richard guessed, his eyes twinkling as he glanced at Amanda.
 
   She smiled at Richard’s joke.
 
   “No,” Tom told Richard.  “She did, however, kiss me.”
 
   “She kissed you?” Dave asked.
 
   “Yep.  Right here.” Tom pointed to his lips.  “It wasn’t on the cheek like the kind of kiss you’d get from your sister.  This was the real thing.”
 
   Dave cocked his head to the side.  “Why would a girl do that?  Did you tell her you liked her before you asked her if she liked you?”
 
   “No.  It would have been embarrassing if she’d said no.”
 
   “But you expected her to tell you first.”
 
   “Exactly.  That way I didn’t have to risk looking dumb.”
 
   Amanda couldn’t help but chuckle.  “Well, that’s wonderful, Tom.”
 
   “Yes, it is,” Richard agreed.  “So when’s the wedding?”
 
   “Oh, stop.” Amanda jabbed Richard in the side.  “Let him enjoy this moment.  He took a big risk, and it paid off.”
 
   “No, he didn’t,” Dave said.  “She told him she liked him, and she kissed him.”
 
   “Dave,” Amanda began, “when a boy asks a girl if she likes him it’s because he likes her.  Girls understand this.”
 
   “Do they?” Richard asked.
 
   “Why else would a boy ask?” she replied.
 
   After a moment, Richard shrugged.  “I suppose you’re right.”
 
   She laughed.  “Of course, I’m right.  I’m a girl.  Who knows girls better than another girl?”
 
   “Someday,” Tom turned to Dave, “when you like girls, I can help you.”
 
   Dave shook his head.  “I don’t like them.”
 
   “I said ‘someday’,” Tom replied.
 
   “That’ll never happen,” Dave said.
 
   “Never say never.” Richard ruffled Dave’s hair.  “You’re only twelve.  It won’t be long before you’ll be asking a girl if she likes you.”
 
   Dave shooed his hand away.  “If I ever like a girl, I’ll just come out and tell her.” He picked up the pail and headed for his mother.
 
   “That’s good old practical Dave for you,” Richard said.  “He always comes right out and says what’s on his mind.  Tom, it’s great Becky kissed you.”
 
   Tom, still beaming, hurried off toward Joel.
 
   “Somehow, I don’t think Joel will be all that excited about the kiss,” Richard told Amanda as he took the bedroll from her and set it out.
 
   “Knowing Joel, he’ll give poor Tom a hard time about it,” she replied.  “I had no idea they were so competitive.  No one else in your family is like that.”
 
   “No, they aren’t.  Thankfully.”
 
   Catching the grateful tone in his voice, she grinned.  “At least you don’t have to deal with Tom and Joel on a daily basis.” She kissed him.  “There.  Now you can brag you got a girl to kiss you, too.”
 
   “I got a girl to do a lot more than that.” His eyebrows wiggled suggestively at her.
 
   Her cheeks warmed at his meaning.  “We’re married.  People expect us to do more than kiss.”
 
   “Yes, but I think it’s even better because we actually are.  What do you think?” he asked, keeping his voice low.
 
   “I enjoy our times together.”
 
   “I’m glad.  I want you to enjoy them.”
 
   “I enjoy them because I’m with you.” It wouldn’t have been that way with anyone else, not even with Joe.
 
   He brought her into his arms and kissed her.
 
   “Ugg,” Joel called out.  “First Tom.  Now you.  When with the pain end?”
 
   Richard ended the kiss and looked down at his little brother.  “When you grow up, you’ll like kissing girls.”
 
   Joel shook his head.  “Not me.  I’m never getting married.”
 
   “Never’s a long time.”
 
   “Not for me.”
 
   Sally called out for Joel to help set up the bedrolls, and as he headed off, Richard turned back to Amanda and squeezed her hands.  “I’ll miss you.”
 
   She returned the sentiment, thinking it was nice to have someone to miss.  Yes, she’d missed him when they’d been friends, before she realized he’d felt something more for her.  But this was different.  Being his wife—truly being his wife—had changed things.  With a smile, she hurried to help Sally and Joel.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Halfway through the night, Richard woke up to take over the watch.  He expected Joe to go right to sleep, as he’d done all the other times he’d helped with the watch, but on this particular night, Joe sat next to him.
 
   Glancing up from the coffee he’d just poured into his tin can, Richard asked, “Something on your mind?”
 
   “Yes.  There is.” Joe waited for a full minute before he finally spoke.  “Why did Amanda marry you?”
 
   This had to do with Amanda?  That’s what was bothering Joe?  That was why Joe insisted on giving him a difficult time?  Richard took a sip of his coffee then set the cup down.  “You’d be better off looking for your own wife instead of coveting mine.”
 
    “She doesn’t love you,” Joe said.
 
   “Unbelievable,” Richard muttered.  “You want me to let you have her?”
 
   Joe flinched, and Richard knew he was right.
 
   “She’s my wife,” Richard told Joe.  “Regardless of how you feel about her, it doesn’t change the fact that she’s married to me.”
 
   “No, it doesn’t.” Joe crossed his arms.  “But it doesn’t mean she loves you.”
 
   His eyebrows furrowed.  Since when was it any of Joe’s business how Amanda felt about him?  “Your job is to protect everyone on the way to Omaha.  I suggest you focus on that.” He picked up the cup, hoping that would be the end of the conversation.
 
   “Does it make you happy to know your wife thinks of you as a brother instead of a husband?  Everyone can tell she doesn’t really love you.  All those touches and kisses are for show.  She’s only pretending she cares.”
 
   Taking a moment to relax so he wouldn’t say something he’d later regret, Richard glanced at Amanda, who was sleeping with his family.  Joe had no idea what his marriage was like, and he had no right to make assumptions about it either.  Maybe she didn’t love him in the same way he loved her.  But she was opening herself to him, and that meant she was on her way to loving him.  That was the thing that mattered.
 
   Richard turned back to him.  “I don’t want to get into a fight with you.  So stop before things go too far, alright?” He held Joe’s gaze, silently daring the man to argue with him.
 
   “I wish I knew what you did to get her to marry you,” Joe said before he broke eye contact with him.
 
   “Why do you care so much about her?” he snapped.  “She’s a married woman.” As Joe rose to his feet, he added, “What about Laura Rufus?  She’s not married.  Why not turn your attention to her?”
 
   Joe ignored him and went to his bedroll.
 
   Richard was tempted to go over to him and force him back into the conversation, but in the end, he decided against it.  He’d already made things worse when he’d confronted Amanda’s brother-in-law and Mr. Price.  After he punched Mr. Price, Mr. Price had him arrested for assaulting him, and the police refused to listen to Richard’s side of the story.  Later, he’d learned the head of the police department was Mr. Price’s cousin.  Mr. Price was able to shift all of his guilt from himself, so no one believed Richard.
 
   So what good was it to get into a fight?  Joe was the leader of the wagon train.  If something happened, who knew what lie Joe would spin?  And who knew if Joe would make things difficult for his family or Amanda?  The truth was of little consequence to most people.  They were more interested in taking sides with those in influential positions than standing up for the underdog.
 
   As the leader, Joe had the influence, and whether Richard liked it or not, he was stuck with him for another month.  At least it was only a month.  Then he would be in Omaha, and he wouldn’t have to ever worry about this again.  Some things were better left alone.
 
   After a moment, he was finally able to release his breath.  One month.  He could handle this for one more month.  In the large scheme of things, this wasn’t worth the hassle.  As long as Joe didn’t do anything to hurt Amanda, Richard would leave him alone.
 
   One more month.  Then this would all be a distant memory.  Richard drank some coffee then turned his attention back to the watch over the calm landscape as the hours passed.
 
   By the location of the North Star, Richard figured it was a half hour before dawn when Joe woke up.  Without a word, he gathered his things and returned to the wagon.  While he chose to avoid getting into further trouble with Joe, it didn’t mean he had to talk to him.  In fact, the less said at this point, the better.
 
   He tried not to let Joe bother him, really he did.  But there was something about the quiet of the night that allowed too many thoughts to creep in and cast doubts on everything.  The lack of activity gave him way too much time to think.
 
   He knew Amanda didn’t love him when he married her.  He’d been under no illusion of it.  But last night, she had told him she enjoyed being intimate with him.  She wouldn’t have said it if she didn’t mean it.  There was a lot Joe didn’t know, and that was one of them.
 
   He reminded himself of all of this as he washed up at the creek along their path.  Sometimes love took time.  He and Amanda had a good start.  He was sure of it.
 
   A twig snapped, so he turned his attention up the slope and the group of trees that led back to the camp.  His hand went to his waist, and too late he remembered he’d taken the gun and holster off when he was at the wagon.  Of all the stupid things to do…
 
   But as it turned out, Amanda came around one of the trees.  He relaxed, until he realized she’d come here without someone to protect her.
 
   “What are you doing all the way out here by yourself?” he asked.
 
   “I woke up early, and I saw you come here,” she replied as she went over to him.  “The land is so flat you can see if anyone is coming from all directions.”
 
   “Yes, but there are some trees.”
 
   “Not enough to make a difference.  Besides, the only area that’s remotely private is over here, and I saw you going in this direction.  Are you angry with me?”
 
   “No, I’m not angry.” He knelt by the creek and dipped his hands back in the water.  “I just want you to be safe, that’s all.” He washed the back of his neck.
 
   She knelt beside him.  “We haven’t had a single attack this entire trip.”
 
   “That doesn’t mean one can’t happen.”
 
   “I’m sorry, Richard.  I thought it was such a short distance over here, and I didn’t see anyone.  But you’re right.  Sometimes when things look harmless, they aren’t.”
 
   He stopped washing his face and looked at her.  “You feel safe out here, don’t you?”
 
   “If there was any danger, I figure you or Joe would’ve alerted the others.”
 
   She was right.  They would have.
 
   “I just wanted to talk to you before everyone else gets up,” she said.  “The night’s not the same without you anymore.”
 
   His heartbeat picked up in anticipation.  “It’s not?”
 
   “No.  I didn’t realize how much I’d miss you.”
 
   He glanced around them, assured they were alone.  She was telling him this when there was no one around to overhear.  That nonsense Joe spouted off about her pretending she wanted to be with him was just that—nonsense.
 
   To be sure, he asked, “Do you regret marrying me?”
 
   “No,” she replied.
 
   She hadn’t hesitated.  That was good.
 
   “There’s no one I’d rather be with, Richard.” She leaned toward him and kissed him.
 
   He cupped the side of her face with his hand and deepened the kiss.  His tongue brushed her lower lip, and she accepted him into her mouth.  Maybe it was the long night without her or his need to be reassured she did care about him, but something was pushing him to use their time alone to his advantage.
 
   She didn’t seem to mind his insistence.  Her hand went over his, and she squeezed it.  Encouraged, he brought his free hand to her breast and brushed his thumb along the fabric of her dress.  He wasn’t used to initiating lovemaking.  Up to now, he’d let her do that, and she’d made the offer every night since their first time in the hotel.
 
   This time, though, he wanted to take the lead, but he didn’t want to press her more than she was comfortable, either.  So he thought he’d try something they hadn’t done yet, something that might ease her into him taking a more assertive role in their lovemaking.
 
   He eased her on her back, settled beside her, and resumed their kissing.  There wasn’t the hesitation she’d had in the hotel.  He’d been careful not to kiss her too long on the mouth ever since that night, mindful it’d made her stiffen, probably because Mr. Price had kissed her in a similar way.  But this morning there was no hesitation from her.  In fact, her tongue interlaced with his with a growing passion.  She couldn’t fake her reaction to him, not when they were intimate.
 
   What he most wanted was to give her a new experience, something she could link with him, and only him.  He wanted her to have an orgasm.  That being the case, he needed to focus on the sensitive area between her legs.
 
   So he lifted the skirt of her dress then slid his hand under her petticoats.  “Is this alright?” he whispered, studying her face.
 
   She nodded and spread her legs further.
 
   “If you want me to stop, you’ll let me know?”
 
   “I don’t want you to stop.” She lifted her skirt higher and loosened the strings on her bloomers.  After she removed them, she settled back beside him and brought his hand to her entrance.  “It feels good when you touch me here.  It’s nothing like it was with him.”
 
   Grateful to hear that, he lowered his head and kissed her again.  This time she slid her tongue into his mouth, encouraging him to keep going.
 
   His fingers traced the folds of her flesh.  He slid a finger into her and then another, moaning at the sheer pleasure of her soft warmth.  He always enjoyed touching her.
 
   When he’d become aware of his attraction to her, he used to wonder what she felt like, and the reality was much better than what he’d imagined.  He didn’t think he’d ever get tired of exploring her, but he was always mindful to make sure she was comfortable with what he was doing.
 
   He ended the kiss, so he could see her expression.
 
   She opened her eyes.  “What’s wrong?  Is someone coming?”
 
   “No, it’s not that.  Is this position alright?  Is the ground too hard?”
 
   “I’m fine.” She lifted her hips, taking him deeper into her in silent encouragement.  “Are you going to continue?”
 
   He wasn’t sure anything could stop him at this point, especially not when she seemed so relaxed.  Each time they came together, he’d noticed her hesitation became less and less, and right now, she even had a hint of a smile on her face, indicating she was truly looking forward to this.
 
   He lowered his head to her neck, his lips brushing the sensitive area beneath her ear.  She sighed in contentment and pulled him closer to her.  Further encouraged, he began stroking her core in earnest.  He found a soft spot deep in her core, and when he rubbed it, she gasped and gripped his arm.
 
   Before he could ask if he’d hurt her, she moaned and rocked her hips so he was rubbing the spot again.  Intrigued, he lifted his head again, this time curious to see if she was enjoying it as much as he suspected.  She kept her eyes closed this time, and more than that, her head was thrown back and there was no denying the look of pleasure on her face.
 
   Good.  He wanted this for her.  Maybe if she got to experience this enough, it would erase all the bad that had happened to her.  Or, at the very least, maybe it would make it easier for her to enjoy lovemaking.
 
   Since her skirt was up to her waist, he ventured a look between her legs.  He hadn’t put his mouth down there before, and it would be something else new she could connect with him.  Inspired, he shifted so that he was kneeling beside her.
 
   “Is someone coming?” she asked, slightly out of breath as she rose up on her elbows and scanned the trees.
 
   “No,” he whispered.  “I’m just going to try something different.”
 
   She relaxed and settled back on the ground, giving him a perfect view of her body.  He leaned over her and kissed her sensitive nub.  Letting out a murmur for him to continue, she spread her legs further to give him better access to her.
 
   He hadn’t seen her this uninhibited before.  This was wonderful.  More than wonderful really.  It was exciting him to no end.  He resumed his stroking, noting the way her core tightened around him, prompting him to stay there.  And really, he had no intention of leaving.  Not until she received the pleasure due to her.
 
   Opening his mouth, he brushed her sensitive nub with his tongue.  This time when she gasped, he knew it was from enjoyment.  It was taking time to learn her subtle cues, but each time they came together, he figured out something new.  This one only furthered aroused him.  He traced her nub with his tongue, and when this brought forth another gasp, he continued to tease that part of her body.
 
   Soon, she was rocking her hips, wiggling against him, and moaning in earnest.  In time, she climaxed, grasping his arm and calling out his name.  Then, her core clenched around his fingers and her body jerked with each wave of pleasure as her orgasm coursed through her.
 
   He lifted his head, intrigued to know what she looked like when she was at the height of ecstasy.  And she looked just as he’d expected, absolutely beautiful.  She was always beautiful, of course, but she looked even more so at this moment.
 
   When she relaxed, she opened her eyes and turned her gaze to him.  He lowered the skirt of her dress then settled next to her.  Taking her in his arms, he kissed her, mindful not to let his arousal prompt him to be more assertive than he should.
 
   He’d received pleasure so much already from their times together.  This time was about her, not him.  He fully intended to stop when they were finished kissing, but she prompted him on to his back.
 
   “Are you sure?” he asked in surprise, realizing she’d meant to keep going.
 
   “I want to touch you,” she replied, keeping her voice low.  “To know what it’s like.  Is that alright?”
 
   “Of course.  Anything you want to do is alright.”
 
   He helped her unbutton his denims and slid them down to his ankles. He thought she intended to get on top of him, but instead she traced his erection with her fingers.  Oh, that felt good.  Much better than when he did it.
 
   “I don’t think I’m going to last long,” he warned her.  Especially not after he’d just had the pleasure of bringing her to completion.
 
   This time she was the one who lowered her head to kiss him.  With a shy smile, she said, “Don’t hold back.  I want to get to know you better, and this is a part of you.”
 
   Reaching up, he cupped her face with one hand and gave her another kiss, this one far more passionate than the others.  As much as he tried to restrain himself, he couldn’t.  She was doing and saying all the right things, letting him know Joe was wrong, that she wasn’t pretending she wanted him.  
 
   Her fingers went back to his erection, and this time, she didn’t seem so timid about touching him.  She ran her fingers along his tip then down his shaft.  He groaned and shifted his hips so his penis rubbed more intimately against her.  In response, she wrapped her hand around him.  Oh, this was better.  And it got even better when she brought her hand up his shaft, to his tip, and then brought it back to his base.
 
   He brought his hand over hers and encouraged her to do it again.  She followed his lead and continued the movement, soon establishing a rhythm that was guaranteed to have him at the peak before long.
 
   He released her hand and gave himself completely to the moment.  His lips left hers, and he kissed her neck, murmuring her name as he teased her skin by brushing her sensitive skin with his tongue.  Just as she’d rocked her hips, he found himself doing the same, an action which ensured her stroking was faster.
 
   He held off on the inevitable for as long as he could, but when he couldn’t take it anymore, he let her know he was about to peak.  With a soft cry, he stilled and released his seed.  She stopped stroking him.  He thought she’d let go of him since things did get messy when he climaxed, but she continued holding him, and this only served to heighten his orgasm.
 
   Once the waves of pleasure subsided, she released him.  He settled back and brought her into his arms.  For the longest time, he couldn’t seem to focus.  But slowly, in due time, his breathing and his heart rate returned to normal.  
 
   He tightened his hold on her and kissed her forehead.  She had no idea how much all of this meant to him.  There was no way she could know, and honestly, he couldn’t properly explain it to her anyway.  It was just that, at this moment, he felt complete.  There was no doubt in his mind that she was with him because she wanted to be, not because she had to be.  She’d told him at the hotel she wouldn’t have married anyone else, and this only confirmed it.  After what she went through with Mr. Price, she wouldn’t have been willing to do this with anyone else but him.  Richard just knew it.  Deep down, he had no doubt about her feelings for him.  Maybe she didn’t know she loved him yet, but he knew it.  He smiled and continued to enjoy this wonderful moment.
 
   


  
 

 
 
   Chapter Eighteen
 
    
 
   Two days later, the air was unusually humid, probably because of the rain from the day before.  The rain had not only brought the humidity, but it’d also brought an onslaught of mosquitos.  No matter how many times Amanda swatted the pesky things away, more would come.  Even Laura, who was usually known for her cheerfulness, was grumbling about them.
 
   “If I’d known we’d be so miserable today, I wouldn’t have prayed for the rain,” she said.
 
   “Be careful what you wish for,” Amanda joked.
 
   Laura’s jaw dropped.  “I can’t believe it.”
 
   “Can’t believe what?”
 
   “You told a joke.”
 
   Amanda bit her lower lip.  Was she that somber?
 
   Laura smiled.  “It’s nice to see you happy for a change.”
 
   Laura’s mother called out to her.
 
   “I better go to her,” Laura said.  “Ma has a really hard time when it comes to bugs.  She hates mosquitos more than I do.”
 
   Amanda watched Laura as she hurried over to her mother.  Her eyebrows furrowed.  Exactly how did Laura’s mother expect her to help out with the mosquitos?  It wasn’t like Laura could will them away.
 
   Such a matter wasn’t her concern.  Amanda hadn’t made it a habit of sticking her nose in other people’s business, and she wasn’t about to start now.  Facing forward, she focused on the path in front of her.  Another bug buzzed by her face, and she swatted at it.  Soon, it returned, bringing over a couple of its friends.  With a sigh, she lowered the bonnet around her face, hoping it would help.  And it did, to a point.
 
   The day wore on, and it was probably the awful humidity and bugs that distracted her so she didn’t notice the pain in her lower back right away.  By the time she did, it’d been going on for some time, and worse, the pain was winding its way to the front.  It reminded her of menstrual cramps, but she knew she shouldn’t be having those, not when she was expecting.  She quickly dismissed it as a side effect of walking on such a humid day, weighed down by damp petticoats and a skirt.
 
   But when the pain grew sharp and centered in her pubic region, she knew it wasn’t the unusually hot day that was to blame.  Something was wrong with the pregnancy.  Her sister had gone through two miscarriages, and the symptoms were too similar to ignore what was happening.
 
   She came to a stop, struggling to catch her breath.  The world around her seemed to lose focus though she was acutely aware of a couple of things.  The fly buzzing near her ear, the sweat trickling down her back, and the breeze that did nothing to cool her off.   Nausea welled up in her stomach, and before she knew it, her knees buckled and she lost the contents of her breakfast.
 
   As soon as she was able to inhale, the stench only made her dry heave.  Trembling, she crawled away from the spot so she could breathe in fresh air.  She only had a moment’s relief before the pain in her abdomen returned.  Gasping, she collapsed on the grass.  The world tilted around her.  She closed her eyes to avoid dry heaving again.  She didn’t realize she was crying until she felt the teardrops on her cheek.
 
   “Amanda!  Amanda!”
 
   The voice seemed far away, and she couldn’t tell if it came from Richard or Joe.   But it helped her focus so she didn’t lose consciousness.
 
   “Amanda,” someone said, taking her into his arms.    He removed her bonnet, allowing more fresh air to get on her face.
 
   She opened her eyes, and through the tears, she saw Richard.
 
   “What’s wrong?” he asked, brushing her hair from her face.
 
   She opened her mouth to speak, but nothing came out.    Swallowing, she finally managed to find her voice.  “Don’t tell anyone,” she managed.  “Please, don’t tell them.”
 
   Joe came over.  “We need to get her covered.  The sun isn’t going to help.  Jesse Palmer’s getting his canopy.  I’ll help him set it up, and you can put her inside.”
 
   “Alright,” Richard said.
 
   She grimaced as the pain intensified.  If what happened to her sister also happened to her, then she was coming near the end of it.  It had gotten unbearable for her sister right before it was over.  And right now, Amanda could barely move, and she couldn’t stop crying no matter how hard she tried.
 
   “Richard, what do you need?” his mother asked, leaning over her.
 
   “I, um…” Richard looked down at Amanda, and she shook her head, willing him to understand what she couldn’t come out and say, not with his mother right there.  “Um, I need some water.  Cold water.  Um, some cloths for her forehead.  I think the heat got to her”
 
   “I’ll get them at once,” she said and ran off.
 
   Jesse and Joe set up the canopy, and Amanda couldn’t help but remember that Elsie had died in there.  Despite her apprehension of taking shelter there, she welcomed the relief of the shade as Richard brought her into it and set her on the blanket.
 
   “I need to get her out of these clothes,” Richard told them.  “Can you give us some privacy?”
 
   “Sure,” Jesse said and nodded for Joe to follow.
 
   Though Joe didn’t look like he wanted to leave, he sighed and did.
 
   Gathering her strength, Amanda clutched Richard’s shirt and brought him closer so no one would overhear.  “I’m losing the baby.  You can’t let anyone know.  Please, Richard.”
 
   “Maybe it’s the heat.”
 
   She shook her head.  “My sister’s been through this.  I had to care for her while it happened.  I need to get the bloomers and petticoats off.  Help me with them.”
 
   With a nod, he hurried to lift her skirt, pausing for a moment before saying, “There’s blood.”
 
   “It’s normal.”
 
   “This isn’t normal, Amanda.”
 
   “It is for a woman having a miscarriage.” The last part, she barely got out as more pain shot straight into her uterus.
 
   Without saying anything else, he removed her bloomers and petticoats, and as he was about to roll them up and toss them aside, she grabbed his arm.
 
   “We need those,” she said through gritted teeth.  “Put them under me then help me up.”
 
   He hesitated for a moment before he pushed her undergarments under her.  Afterwards, he put his arms around her and helped her to her knees.  As much as she tried to support herself, she had to lean against him.  She thought gravity would help the process go quicker, but it was hard to tell if it was faster or not.
 
   “Richard?” his mother called out from behind the closed makeshift doorway.
 
   “Just leave the things out there,” he called out.  “I’ll get them in a moment.”
 
   “Are you sure you don’t need me in there?”
 
   “No.  There’s no room in here right now.”
 
   “Alright.  If you need me, I’ll be nearby.”
 
   Relieved he hadn’t allowed her in, she whispered, “Thank you.”
 
   He settled his head on top of hers.  “I won’t ever do anything you don’t want me to.”
 
   From there, they fell into silence with only her muffled tears filling the canopy.  It was hard to keep track of time when all she wanted was for the pain to end.  Mercifully, when the end did come, there was pressure between her legs, and as soon as the pressure was released, the pain came to a sudden end.
 
   She fell against him, and he tightened his hold on her.
 
   “Is it over?” he asked.
 
   “Yes.” Thankfully.  “I can lay down now.”
 
   He helped her settle back on the blanket, wiping the sweat from her brow.  “Do you feel better?”
 
   She nodded.  “Yes.” She gestured to the soiled undergarments.  “Don’t let anyone see what’s in them.”
 
   “I won’t.” His gaze went to them, and she noticed his solemn expression.  “You were right.  You miscarried.”
 
   He wrapped them up to conceal the evidence so no one would know the truth.  Then he adjusted her skirt, making sure she was fully covered.  She expected him to take the soiled clothes out when he went to the blanket that served as a doorway, but he brought in the water and cloth his mother had left outside.  He dipped the cloth in the pail then pressed the wet cloth to her forehead and her cheeks.
 
   More tears filled her eyes, but these were different from the ones she’d shed moments ago.  He loved her much more than she ever guessed.  Who knew how long his love had been so unwavering and steadfast?
 
   “I don’t deserve you,” she whispered.
 
   “Don’t talk like that.”
 
   A tear slid down her cheek, and he wiped it away.  She offered a smile before she became aware of how tired she was.  She released her breath and closed her eyes.  She heard him put the washcloth in the pail, ring out the cloth, and felt him place it on her forehead.
 
   “I’ll be back,” he said.
 
   She wanted to reply, but she was too tired.  The absence of pain was such a relief, and before she knew it, she drifted off to sleep.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   As soon as Richard left the makeshift canopy, his mother and Joe came over to him.
 
   “What happened?” his mother asked.  “Is Amanda alright?”
 
   “She’ll be fine,” he replied.
 
   Richard glanced at Joe.  What was he doing there?  Before he snapped at Joe to mind his own business, he recalled Joe was their leader, and that being the case, he was responsible for the welfare of the group.  Joe had, after all, been with Jesse while Elsie was giving birth.  But even as he reminded himself of these things, he still couldn’t get rid of the nagging sensation that told him there was more to Joe’s interest than whether Amanda was well or not.
 
   “What can I do to help?” Richard’s mother asked, dragging his attention back to her.
 
   “Not much,” Richard replied.  “She’s asleep.”
 
   “What happened to her?”
 
   He hesitated.  Amanda didn’t want his mother to find out about the pregnancy, and since Amanda had miscarried, there was no reason to tell her now.  It would forever be his and Amanda’s secret.  Finally, he said, “She started her woman’s time of month.  That’s why these are bloody.” He nodded to the soiled clothes.
 
   His mother sighed with relief and pressed her hand to her heart.  “That’s good.  We worried it was something serious.  It must have been the heat that made her vomit.  That happens to Sally on the first day of her flow if she doesn’t get enough rest when it’s hot out.”
 
   “It is hotter today than it has been so far this trip,” Joe slowly stated, his guarded expression indicating he wasn’t convinced.
 
   Well, Richard didn’t need to convince Joe.  He only needed to convince his mother.  Ignoring Joe, Richard said, “Amanda will need something for her flow.  You mind getting whatever that is?”
 
   “Not at all,” she said.  She reached for the soiled clothes.  “I’ll wash those.”
 
   Richard clutched them to his side.  “No.  I’ll take care of it.” Noting Joe’s raised eyebrows, he explained, “It’s too much work to clean all of this blood.  I’m going to bury them.”
 
   Before Joe could say anything, he stormed off.  He shouldn’t let Joe get to him.  There was no point in dwelling on their last conversation.  Richard’s first priority was Amanda.  He couldn’t focus on her if he let Joe get under his skin.  He glanced over his shoulder to make sure Joe wasn’t following him.  Good.  He wasn’t.
 
   When he reached his wagon, he took his shirt off and added it to the soiled clothes.  Then he washed up and put on a new shirt.  From there, he searched through the wagon until he found the shovel his father had insisted on taking along.  At the time, he’d thought his father was taking way too much.  But now, he was glad his father had a tendency to be a packrat.
 
   After he found the shovel, he scrambled out of the wagon and retrieved the soiled clothes.  When he got back, he’d have to make sure to bring a new dress and new undergarments to Amanda.  Then, if she wanted to save the dress, he’d let his mother wash it.  Once he finished burying everything, he took a moment to wipe the sweat from his brow.
 
   Still out of breath, he took the shovel and returned to the wagons.  He caught sight of a group of people who were gathered around Joe, and from the looks of it, they weren’t happy.  Among the group was his father, but it was hard to tell what his father was saying.
 
   Richard set the shovel by his wagon and retrieved one of Amanda’s dresses.  On his way to the canopy, he heard someone mention Amanda.  This couldn’t be good.  He made a beeline right for them.  If this was about Amanda, then it was his business to know what was going on.
 
   By the time he reached the group, his father told them, “We’re not going to leave them here.  My wife said this is nothing serious.  Amanda’s having her woman’s time of month.  There’s no reason to panic.”
 
   “No reason to panic?” Mr. Carmichael snapped.  “She threw up.”
 
   “That’s right,” Mrs. Carmichael agreed.  “A woman doesn’t throw up when she’s having her time of month.”
 
   “She does if she’s hot and exhausted,” Richard’s father said.  “It happens to my daughter on occasion.  Besides, she had all that blood on her undergarments.  If it was something serious, she would have thrown up the blood.”
 
   “It could be the beginning of something serious,” a woman said.  “This could be cholera or typhoid.”
 
   “No, it’s not that,” Richard interrupted.  “I was with her.  She’s not sick.”
 
   Most of the group moved away from him, as if getting near him might somehow infect them from the illness they were afraid Amanda had.
 
   Joe straightened and directed his gaze to the group.  “The last thing we need to do is panic.  We don’t have enough information to know what is happening.” He looked at Richard.  “What happened in that canopy?”
 
   “Nothing,” Richard said before he had time to think of a better response.
 
   “You were in there for almost half an hour,” Joe replied.  “That’s not nothing.”
 
   “I was cooling her off.  She couldn’t stay in all those clothes, not with how hot she was.”
 
   “Hot?” Mr. Carmichael asked.  “She’s got a fever?”
 
   “No,” Richard said.  “She’s fine.  I meant she was sweaty.  In case no one’s noticed, it’s humid out here.  I took her clothes off.  Considering all the layers she had on, it took time.” 
 
   He swallowed, hoping he sounded convincing.  It wasn’t his habit to lie, but he had ever since he found Amanda in the alley.  He had to do this for her. She’d been through enough already.  He couldn’t hurt her by coming out and telling them her baby had miscarried. That would lead to far greater problems—problems that would affect Amanda.  No.  He was going to have to stay silent.  This was going to have to be a secret he’d take to the grave.
 
   “How do we know he’s telling the truth?” the woman asked the group.
 
   “How do we know he’s not?” Jesse inserted, gesturing to Richard.  “Don’t you think he’d know if his wife was sick?  He was with her.”
 
   “If you trust him so much, bring that baby of yours over here,” the woman challenged.
 
   “That’s enough,” Richard’s father said.  “We can’t give into fear.  Let’s wait and see what happens.”
 
   “If we don’t take measures to protect ourselves, we could all end up dead,” a man replied then turned to Joe.  “You’re the leader.  Lead!”
 
   After a tense moment of silence, Joe said, “We’ll camp here for the night and see how things are tomorrow morning.  From there, we’ll decide what to do.”
 
   “Well, I’m not letting my wagon near any of the Larsons,” Mr. Carmichael said, glancing at Richard and Richard’s father.  “I advise everyone who loves their family to do the same.” He headed off to his wagon.
 
   A woman directed her gaze at Richard and snapped, “If the rest of us end up dead, our blood is on your hands.”
 
   Richard blinked at the animosity in her tone.  Several others shot him a pointed look, as if he’d intentionally brought disease and death upon them.  Only a couple, including Jesse, seemed more relenting.
 
   “Don’t let them bother you,” Richard’s father said as the group dispersed.  “They’ll see how foolhardy they’re being when they see Amanda’s well and good.  I’ll take your wagon and bring it next to mine.  Might as well stay away from them so they don’t panic.”
 
   “Thanks, Pa,” he whispered.
 
   “Go on and get back to Amanda.  Your ma could probably use the help.”
 
   With a nod, Richard headed for the canopy.
 
    
 
   


  
 

 
 
   Chapter Nineteen
 
    
 
   Amanda knew she was dreaming.  She didn’t often dream of her school days.  Most of her dreams hovered between nightmares of that day with Mr. Price and the days that followed, particularly those which involved Richard.  But this time she went back to her school days.
 
    
 
   She was fourteen, and she was sitting outside the schoolhouse at the end of the day.  Most of the other students had already gone home, and she supposed she should, too, except she wasn’t in the mood to face her parents and tell them about her day.  On a pleasant day, she wouldn’t mind divulging everything.  But today was different.  Today, she’d overheard a couple of girls making fun of her.
 
   “Who’s going to want to marry her?” one had asked with a giggle.  “She still wears those silly braids.”
 
   “It’s not her braids that are the problem,” another had argued.  “She refuses to wear pretty dresses.  Everything she has on is boring.”
 
   “The braids are a problem,” the first girl had insisted.
 
   “Even if she got herself all prettied up it wouldn’t help,” a third one had interrupted. “She has a boyish figure.  Why, she barely even has breasts.”
 
   “Granted, they are small, but they’re there,” the first girl had replied.
 
   “Well, I have to squint to see them.”
 
   Amanda had slipped out of sight so they wouldn’t know she’d heard them.  It took all of her willpower to act like nothing had happened as she went through the rest of the day.  The teacher’s lessons helped to keep her mind occupied, even while one of those girls had sat next to her.  
 
   Amanda didn’t know what was worse: the fact that she overheard them or the fact that the girls acted as if they liked her.  They even came up to her at the end of the day and said they’d see her tomorrow.
 
   As Amanda sat outside the school, she swallowed down her tears, not willing that anyone should see her cry.  It was bad enough she felt an overwhelming sense of despair.  She didn’t need anyone else to see it, too.
 
   “Amanda, are you alright?” came a familiar voice.
 
   She looked over her shoulder and saw Richard.  “Oh, I’m fine,” she said.
 
   But she should have known better.  If anyone knew when she was lying, it was Richard.  Of all the people she knew, he seemed to be the only one who understood her best.
 
   “I can tell you’re upset,” he softly told her.  “If you’re worried I’ll tell someone, I won’t.  You can trust me to keep your secret safe.”
 
   Something in his tone compelled her to tell him, but even so, she decided not to reveal the details.  After all, he didn’t need to be thinking that she had a boyish figure and didn’t dress right. 
 
   “Well,” she began, fiddling with the loose thread on her sleeve, “I overheard a couple of,” she almost said girls but changed her mind, “people saying some unpleasant things about me.”
 
   “What kind of things?”
 
   “Things.” When he seemed to want her to continue, she just said, “Things, Richard.  I don’t want to repeat them.  They were hurtful.  I don’t feel like saying exactly what they said.  Suffice it to say, it was bad.”
 
   “Who said those things?”
 
   “Richard.” She shot him a pointed look, indicating she didn’t want to say.
 
   “Sorry.  I’ll stop trying to press you for more information.” After a moment, he touched her shoulder and leaned toward her.  “I know it’s easy for me to say this because they didn’t say these things about me, but you need to ignore them.  You’re perfect just the way you are.”
 
   She rolled her eyes.  “You’re saying that because you’re my friend.”
 
   “Exactly.  I’m your friend because you’re worth having as a friend.” He released her shoulder.  “Amanda, you’re the sweetest and prettiest girl in the school.  I think whoever said what they did were doing it because they were jealous.”
 
   For some reason, the idea that those girls would ever be jealous of her made her laugh.  They were very pretty.
 
   “Why don’t you believe me?” he asked.
 
   “I didn’t say I don’t believe you,” she replied.
 
   “We’ve known each other for a long time.  I know when you’re skeptical about things.” He touched her forehead.  Then, in a teasing tone, he added, “Your eyebrows furrow in the most adorable way.”
 
   Her lips curled up into a smile.  “Sometimes it’s scary you know me so well.”
 
   “Maybe to someone else, you aren’t the prettiest and sweetest girl in school.  Everyone has their idea of what those things are.  But to me, you are the prettiest and sweetest.  I don’t agree with what those people said.  I suppose the question is, who will you listen to?  The people who don’t know a good thing when they see it?  Or the person who does?” He pointed to himself and gave her a charming smile.  “Because I am smarter than they are.”
 
    She chuckled.  “I know you’re smart.”
 
   “Smart enough to know a good thing when I see it.  I understand it’ll take a while before their words no longer hurt.  I just hope you’ll remember not everyone agrees with them.  There’s no one else I’d rather be friends with than you.”
 
   “Thanks, Richard.”
 
   “Come on.  I’ll walk you home.”
 
    
 
   Amanda slowly came out of her dream, her heart warm at the memory.  Richard had always been there for her.  No matter what the situation, he was quick to make things better.
 
   After a few seconds, she became aware of Mrs. Larson and Richard, who were whispering.
 
   “You think she’ll be alright?” Richard asked.
 
   “I think so,” his mother said.  “Her color is returning.  That’s a good sign.  She’s not so sweaty anymore either.  Being in the shade is helping.”
 
   Amanda felt a damp cloth settle back on her forehead and welcomed the coolness of it.
 
   “I got another dress,” Richard said.  “Is there anything else she needs?”
 
   “Rest, mostly.  But more rags for her flow would help, and it’s probably a good idea to bring in some soup.  You know what?  Let me get the items and come back.  You can stay with her.”
 
   “Are you sure?”
 
   “I’m sure.  You should be here when she wakes up.  If it was me, I’d want your father to be the first person I saw.”
 
   Amanda waited until she heard Mrs. Larson leave before opening her eyes.
 
   “You’re awake,” Richard said, offering her a smile that suggested he wasn’t sure what he should say to make things better.
 
   Amanda tried to say something, but her throat was dry.  She coughed, and he hurried to pour water into a tin cup.
 
   “Here.  Drink this,” he said, lifting her head and putting the cup to her lips.
 
   She took a sip, just to make sure her stomach would accept it.  Relieved, she drank more, finding the cool liquid refreshing, especially after what had happened.
 
   He gently set her head back down and put the cup away.  “Are you alright?” he asked, turning his attention back to her.
 
   “Yes, I’m fine.” It was amazing how the absence of pain could feel so wonderful.  But she had more pressing things on her mind.  “Richard, does anyone know what happened?”
 
   He shook his head.  “They think you might be ill.  A lot of them are moving their wagons away from us.  As for my parents, they think you started the woman’s time of month and you threw up because you were too hot.  It’s happened a couple times to Sally in the past.” He shrugged.  “I didn’t know what else to say.”
 
   She reached for his hand and squeezed it.  “That will work.  As long as no one knows the truth…”
 
   “No one does.  I buried everything.  There’s no way anyone will find out.”
 
   “Thank you, Richard.”
 
   “I just want you to be alright.  You know I’ll do anything for you, don’t you?”
 
   She smiled.  “I do.  You’ve always been good to me.  I’m sorry it took me so long to realize it.”
 
   “Well, friends are supposed to be good to each other.”
 
   “Yes, but I think you were good to me because your feelings ran deeper than friendship.  I had no idea.”
 
   “It doesn’t matter.  What matters is that we’re here now.”
 
   “I love you, Richard.” 
 
   She said the words before she had time to think them through.  Her initial reaction was to take them back, but then she realized it was true.  Somewhere along the way, her feelings for him had changed.  It was impossible to pinpoint when it’d happened.  At first, her only thought had been to get Joe to leave her and Richard alone.  
 
   It was why she decided to spend the night with Richard in bed when they were at the hotel.  It was why she encouraged him to make love to her since then.  It was why she’d made it a point to play the part of the loving wife when others were looking.  But somewhere along the way, she’d stopped pretending.  She just didn’t realize it until now.
 
   Richard brushed a couple strands of her hair from her forehead then leaned forward to kiss it.  Afterwards, he pressed his forehead to hers and whispered, “There was never anyone for me but you, and there never will be.”
 
   She put her arms around his shoulders.  “There’ll never be anyone for me but you either.”
 
   After a few moments passed, he settled down beside her and brought her into his arms.  She closed her eyes and drifted off to sleep.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   That evening, Amanda sat inside her and Richard’s wagon.  The spot Richard had cleared for her was a small one, but she didn’t require much room.  She was too relieved the pain was over to concern herself with much else.  Besides, everyone but Richard’s family had moved their wagons far enough from them that she was pretty much alone, which was what she wanted at the moment.
 
   She could hear Richard’s family nearby as they gathered their things for the night.  At the moment, Tom and Joel were arguing about Becky, and if Amanda understood right, Joel was saying he didn’t believe Becky really kissed Tom.  She couldn’t help but chuckle.  No matter what Tom did, she suspected Joel would give him a hard time about it.
 
   Poor Tom.  He was such sweet person, much like Richard.  But Joel had a mischievous spark in him that refused to leave Tom alone.  Richard’s saving grace was his age.  Joel was no match for a twenty-year-old.
 
   Richard climbed up into the wagon, holding a bowl of soup.  “My mother wanted you to try this.  I know you said you weren’t that hungry, but could you try to eat some of it?”
 
   Catching the concerned expression in his eyes, she nodded and held her hands out to take the bowl.  It was still warm from when he’d offered it to her an hour ago.
 
   “My mother kept it warm for you,’ he explained, as if he could read her mind.
 
   “She didn’t have to do that for me,” she whispered.
 
   He moved aside a pile of clothes that was next to her and sat beside her.  “She wanted to.  She’s worried about you.” After a moment, he added, “They all are.”
 
   “I’ll be fine.  I already feel much better.”
 
   “My mother never had a miscarriage.  I don’t know what else to expect.”
 
   “It’s over,” she said, stirring the spoon in the soup.  “My sister had a couple of them.  Once the pain was over, my sister had her flow for almost two weeks and that was it.  Then she had her monthly cycles.  The body does a good job of taking care of itself.”
 
   “Are you alright?”
 
   “I’m relieved,” she whispered, staring at the soup in front of her.  “I should be sad, shouldn’t I?  My sister was devastated each time it happened to her.  She cried for days.” Amanda swallowed the lump in her throat.  “Does it make me a bad person because I’m not sad?”
 
   “No.  Considering the circumstances surrounding the baby’s conception, I don’t see how you could feel any other way.” Richard put his arm around her shoulders and brought her closer to him.  
 
   She leaned into him, grateful—as always—for his strength.  “What would I do without you?”
 
   “You’ll never have to find out.  I’m not going anywhere.”
 
   Though she didn’t expect it, a tear fell down her cheek.  She brushed it away.  “I hope I’ll have your children, Richard.”
 
   “I’m sure you will.”
 
   “But what if I don’t?  My sister hasn’t been able to have a child yet.”
 
   He brushed aside a lock of her hair so he could kiss her cheek.  “We’ll take things one day at a time.  If we have children, we have children.  If we don’t, then it’s not meant to be.  Either way, the important thing is we’re together.”
 
   “You’ve always been there for me, Richard.  I didn’t realize just how much until recently.”
 
   “There’s nothing I won’t do for you.”
 
   There was no doubt his words were true.  She wished she’d noticed sooner.  What might have things been like if she’d married him instead of going to live with her sister?
 
   “Can you eat something?” he softly encouraged.
 
   Realizing he’d feel better if she did, she took a spoonful of the soup and put it in her mouth.  The warm liquid was soothing, and she had to admit it tasted wonderful, especially after not eating anything since breakfast.
 
   “It’s good,” she told him then took another spoonful.
 
   He picked up the canteen resting next to her.  “I should get you more water.”
 
   As he scooted toward the exit, she asked, “Will you stay in here with me tonight, even though it’s hot?”
 
   When he looked back at her, he smiled.  “Of course, I will.  You didn’t even have to ask.”
 
   She returned his smile then turned her attention back to the soup as he left.
 
    
 
   


  
 

 
 
   Chapter Twenty
 
    
 
   The next morning, Richard was coming back from the stream with a pail of water when Joe came up to him.  “How is Amanda doing?” Joe asked, not bothering with the pleasantries Richard had expected.
 
   “She’s better,” Richard said.  “Did you want to head out today?”
 
   “No.  Everyone’s scared she has something contagious.  They won’t let you leave with us if we head out today.  I told them we’d wait until tomorrow, to give everyone time to see how things play out through the day.”
 
   “Thank you.” Richard didn’t relish the idea of being left behind, and he was sure his parents and Amanda didn’t either.
 
   “Look, in order to do the best thing for everyone, I need to know the truth.  What happened with Amanda yesterday?”
 
   “Just what I told you.  She started her monthly flow and the heat got to be too much for her.”
 
   “We’ve had plenty of hot days, and she’s had to have had her flow at some point during this trip.” Joe put his hands on his hips and let out a long sigh.  “I can’t help you if you don’t tell me the truth.  What made Amanda throw up?  Why was she having abdominal pain?”
 
   Richard shifted from one foot to the other.  The pail suddenly seemed heavy, and he had the urge to hurry over to his family.  But if he ran off, he’d look guilty, and he couldn’t afford to do that.
 
   “I don’t know what you want to hear,” Richard finally said, “but that’s the truth.  Amanda’s not sick.  She just needed time to rest.  She’s kept all her food down since then. She had soup last night and she’s hungry this morning.  Isn’t that enough?”
 
   “That doesn’t explain the abdominal pain.”
 
   ‘Cramps.  Some women get cramps when they start their flow.”
 
   “Yes, well, I suppose that makes sense.  Alright.  I’ll go back and tell the others that’s what happened.” Joe tipped his hat to Richard then headed for the group that still remained a good distance away.
 
   It was evident to Richard that Joe didn’t believe him.  But Richard didn’t know what else to tell him, and worse, he didn’t know how to be convincing enough when he lied to make it easy for others to believe him.  Regardless, he had to stick with this story.  He couldn’t afford to deviate from it, for doing so would only make the lie that much more obvious.  Taking a deep breath, he headed for his family’s wagon.
 
   When he arrived there, Amanda was sitting by Sally, who was putting some ginger into a cup of water.  Sally held it to Amanda.  “This should help settle your stomach.”
 
   “I feel fine,” Amanda assured her.  “I just needed to rest.”
 
   “I know, but I thought in case you start to feel queasy again, this would help.”
 
   “Oh, alright.” Amanda took the cup.
 
   As Sally stood up, Richard smiled at her.  “Thank you, Sally.”
 
   “It works for me every month,” Sally said, smiling back.  “Are you in the mood for stale bread, oatmeal, and jerky?”
 
   “Sounds delicious,” he joked.  “Here’s the water.”
 
   “Thanks.  I’ll come back with your gourmet meals in a bit.”
 
   She took the pail and went over to her mother and Jenny who were gathering the things they needed to make breakfast.  Not too far away, his father was talking to his brothers about hunting.
 
   Richard sat next to Amanda and took her hand in his.  “Do you feel up to eating this morning?”
 
   “Yes.  I think I’m getting my appetite back,” she replied, resting her head on his shoulder.
 
   “Good.”
 
   “I saw Joe talking to you.”
 
   “He wanted to know how you were feeling today.  I told him you were better.  Apparently, the others are worried you’re going to make everyone else sick.”
 
   She closed her eyes.  “It’ll be good to get to Omaha.  Then we don’t have to worry about upsetting the others in the group.”
 
   “You can’t blame them for being scared.”
 
   “I don’t.  If I was them, I’d be scared, too.”
 
   He squeezed her hand and whispered, “But we know everything’s alright, and that being the case, we’re doing good.”
 
   She nodded.
 
   Sally came over to them and showed them some slices of bread, cheese, and jerky.  “Ma will have oatmeal ready soon.  In the meantime, she thought this might tide you over.”
 
   “Thanks.” He took the food but waited until Sally was gone before he offered Amanda some of it.
 
   “Just the bread and cheese,” Amanda said.  “Jerky is too heavy on the stomach.”
 
   “Do you think you can handle some oatmeal?”
 
   “A small bowl, yes.”
 
   Relieved she would be eating more this time, he gave her some bread and portions of the cut up cheese.  “If you want more, I can get them for you.”
 
   She straightened up and tore a small piece of bread. “If I eat these with oatmeal, I’ll be fine.”
 
   “I think Pa is going to hunt today.  I might join him, if you don’t mind.”
 
   “No, I don’t mind.  I hear you’re good at hunting.”
 
   He shrugged, though he was pleased she chose to extend the compliment toward him.  “I do alright.  It’ll be good for Tom, Dave, and Joel to get some practice.  They’ll probably need to hunt more than me.”
 
   “You still don’t want to take advantage of the Homestead Act?”
 
   “No.  They can have the land.  I just want to build things.”
 
   Her lips curled up into a smile.  “I’m glad you’ll be home every night.  It’ll be nice to be able to welcome you when you come through the door and have you hold me at night.  Plus,” she gestured to the bread, “we’ll be eating better.  I know this food isn’t nearly as good as what we used to eat in New York.”
 
   “No, it’s not.  It’s better.” He kissed her.  “Everything’s better with you.  I wouldn’t trade our time on this trail for anything.” Who knew if she would have grown to love him otherwise?  He’d eat stale bread and jerky for the rest of his life as long as she loved him.  “You make everything better.”
 
   “You do, too.”
 
   She leaned toward him and kissed him.  Instead of it being quick, though, she chose to let her lips linger on his.
 
   “I like it better when you’re at your own wagon,” Joel said.
 
   “I think it’s sweet,” Tom replied.
 
   Pulling away from Amanda, Richard saw his brothers and father heading their way.  “It won’t be long before you’ll like kissing girls,” Richard told his youngest brother then looked at his father.  “You want me to help you hunt today?”
 
   “Only if Amanda feels well enough,” his father said.
 
   “I feel much better, Mr. Larson,” Amanda assured him.
 
   His father smiled.  “Good.  We don’t want anything bad to happen to you.  You’re a member of this family, and we do everything we can to help each other.”
 
   “I know, and thank you.”
 
   Richard’s mother called out it was time to eat, officially ending the conversation since his brothers made a mad dash over to the campfire where she was stirring oatmeal in the pot.  His father chuckled and followed after them.
 
   When Richard returned his gaze to Amanda, he was happy to see she was eating.  This morning marked a new beginning for them both.  Granted, the past wouldn’t change.  Everything that had happened back in New York would always be a part of their lives, but whatever the future held for them, they’d get through it together.  And for that reason alone, he was happy.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Later that day while the men were hunting, Mrs. Larson came over to Amanda, who was helping Sally wash clothes by the stream.  “How are you feeling?” Mrs. Larson asked Amanda.
 
   “I’m doing fine,” Amanda replied, hoping Richard’s mother didn’t hear how she was slightly out of breath.  Apparently, yesterday had been harder on her than she thought.  She still felt weak.
 
   “I don’t want you to do too much after what you went through yesterday.” Mrs. Larson placed a comforting hand on her shoulder.  “You’re looking a little pale.  Maybe you should lie down and rest for a while?  I can help Sally with the wash.”
 
   “I want to earn my keep.”
 
   “You can best do that by taking care of yourself.” Mrs. Larson smiled and rubbed her back in the same way she did for her children.  “You’ve always worked yourself too hard, but Amanda, taking some time for yourself isn’t wrong.  We all need a break now and then.”
 
   She was right.  As much as Amanda wanted to do more, she needed to make sure she regained all of her strength before she returned to doing something as strenuous as washing clothes.  Richard wouldn’t like it if she pushed herself too hard.  She owed it to him to rest.
 
   “We’re almost done anyway,” Sally said, looking up from the shirt she was scrubbing with a bar of soap.
 
   “Alright,” Amanda wiped her wet hands on her skirt.  “If you need anything, you’ll let me help?” she asked Mrs. Larson and Sally.
 
   “Only if we think you’re up to it,” Mrs. Larson said.  “I set up the canopy Jesse lent us.  It has good shade, and I made sure the breeze is going into it.”
 
   “Jesse said we can use it for as long as we need it,” Sally added.
 
   Amanda nodded and thanked them before leaving the stream.  She found the canopy next to her and Richard’s wagon.  Though she didn’t want to admit it, it felt heavenly to be able to lie down and close her eyes.  She was more exhausted than she’d realized.  The cool air circled around her, further enabling her to relax.  Thankfully, the strong humidity from yesterday was gone.
 
   Amanda thought she’d just drifted off to sleep when she heard someone come into the canopy.  Opening her eyes, she was surprised to see Laura with some items in her arms.  “Shouldn’t you be with the others?” Amanda asked.
 
   “Joe said you aren’t sick, so I thought I’d come by to visit,” Laura replied, putting down a bowl, a pitcher, a cup, and a small bag of herbs.  “But just in case, I have something for nausea.”
 
   “I’m not sick.  I’m just tired.”
 
   “Then I won’t be needing this.” Laura set aside the bag.  “Would you like some water?  It might refresh you.”
 
   Amanda almost said no since Richard had made sure she drank more than enough, but since Laura had come all the way over here to take care of her, she figured she might as well.  “Water would be nice,” Amanda said.
 
   Laura’s face lit up, and she poured water into the cup.
 
   Amanda studied her.  “You really enjoy helping people, don’t you?”
 
   “It’s nice to be useful.  I don’t like sitting around while I could be doing something, and right now Mrs. Shaw is taking care of Elliot.” She glanced from the cup to Amanda.  “Do you want me to help you sit up?”
 
   “No, I can do it.” Amanda scooted into a sitting position and held her hand out to take the cup.  When Laura gave it to her, she asked, “Are you going to be able to take care of Elliot after tending to me?”
 
   “Why wouldn’t I?”
 
   “Well, Joe may not think I’m sick, but I notice everyone is still keeping their distance from me.”
 
   “There are a couple of people who are certain you have cholera or some other illness.  It isn’t helping that Mr. Carmichael won’t stop talking about it.  He’s ready to head on out of here without the others just to get away from you.”
 
   “If I’d known it was that easy to get rid of him, I would have vomited at the beginning of the trip,” Amanda muttered.  She never did care much for the irritable man.  All he ever did was complain.
 
   Laura chuckled.  “Oh, that’s awfully mean.  Funny, but mean.”
 
   Her lips curled up into a smile.  “Well, it wouldn’t be any great loss if he did leave.”
 
   “I know.  I don’t think anyone likes him.  We just tolerate him because he’s part of the group.”
 
   Amanda nodded then took a sip of the water.
 
   “You do look a lot better today,” Laura said.
 
   “I’m fine, Laura.  It was just…the heat and all the walking.”
 
   “I’m glad.  I worried we were going to lose you like we lost Elsie.  It’s scary to think someone can be fine one day and then gone the next.  You never know what’s going to happen.  Nothing’s guaranteed.  We need to enjoy each day as it comes.” She cleared her throat and spread her skirt out around her legs.  “I took a lot of things for granted before I started this trip.  After all that’s happened, I see things differently.”
 
   “I do, too,” Amanda whispered, thinking of Richard and how much he loved her, had always loved her.
 
   “But you’re alright, and that’s good.  As much as it hurt to lose Elsie, it would have hurt more to lose my friend.”
 
   “Friend?” Amanda looked back at Laura.  Surely, she didn’t mean her.  Amanda couldn’t think of a single thing she’d said or done to make Laura want to be her friend.
 
   But even as Amanda struggled to figure out why Laura would say that, Laura smiled.  “I consider you a friend.  When we get to Omaha, I hope we’ll continue to be friends.”
 
   Once she overcame her shock, Amanda returned her smile and said, “I’d like that,” before she drank more water.
 
   


  
 

 
 
   Chapter Twenty-One
 
    
 
   It was the next night when Richard went to the stream to gather more water.  Joe had come by earlier that day to let them know they’d be heading out the next morning, and maybe it was because of that, Richard couldn’t sleep.  After ensuring everyone was safe as they slept, he took the pail and headed for the stream.
 
   Once he filled the pail, he took a moment to sit and relax.  The day had been a long one, despite the fact that they didn’t go anywhere.  Or, perhaps it was because they had stayed put for an extra day that had made it seem so long.  Whatever the case, he was glad they’d be heading out tomorrow.
 
   He closed his eyes and took a deep breath, finding the action calming.  They were close to Omaha now.  In just a little over a month, they’d be at their new home.  Better yet, Amanda was now looking forward to it.  She no longer had to come up with something to tell his parents about the baby.  Despite what she thought, though, they would have come to accept the child, and they wouldn’t have stopped caring about her.  But it was far easier to know this than to convince her.
 
   He opened his eyes and leaned toward the stream, so he could dip his hands in the water and wash his face.  There was no denying she was happier.  While part of it was due to the fact that they were finally enjoying the glow of newfound love, he was sure part of it stemmed from her relief of not having to have Mr. Price’s child.  He, however, had mixed feelings about it.  The child might have been Mr. Price’s, but he or she had also been Amanda’s, and because of that, he was sorry about the loss.
 
   Any dwelling on it was pointless, however.  It wasn’t like anything would change.  He just needed to take each day for what it was and enjoy the best parts of it.  And who knew?  Maybe someday there would be more children.  Next time, Amanda would be happy to learn she was with child.  And that would be good.  More than anything, he wanted her to be happy.
 
   The sound of someone approaching made him stand up.  He relaxed when he saw it was Joe.  Though…
 
   “Shouldn’t you be keeping a lookout over at your camp?” Richard asked.
 
   “I got Carmichael doing that at the moment,” Joe said, still approaching him.
 
   “What did you come here for?  To tell me I should be over there doing it?” The words flew out of Richard’s mouth before he had time to think over the consequences of speaking them.
 
   Joe stopped in front of him, hands on hips, and stared at him for a long moment before saying, “I’m going to give you one chance to be honest with me.  If you aren’t, I’m not responsible for what happens next.  Exactly what happened to Amanda the other day?”
 
   “I told you.  She started her monthly flow.”
 
   Joe’s face darkened.  “Don’t say I didn’t warn you.”
 
   Before Richard had time to respond, Joe punched him in the jaw, sending him stumbling back until he tripped and landed in the stream.  What the…?
 
   Joe ran over to him and grabbed him by the collar and struck him again.
 
   This time the pain in Richard’s jaw shot through him.  He struggled to get away from Joe, but Joe put his weight on top of him.  Richard made an attempt to strike Joe back.  Joe, however, was far more adept at fighting than Richard and managed to get two more punches in before someone called out for him to stop.
 
   It wasn’t until the person grabbed Joe and pulled him away that Joe finally got off of Richard.  Gasping, Richard scrambled to his feet, ignoring the pain that ran up his ribs where Joe had pinned him down.  He put his hand up to his nose and saw it was bleeding.
 
   “What are you doing?” Amanda asked Joe, fear in her voice.
 
   “Stop defending him!” Joe hissed.  “I know what happened.  I know he got you with child.  That’s why you married him.”
 
   “How do you know she was with child?” Richard snapped, storming over to Joe, ready to give him a good punch in the jaw and nose.
 
   Amanda put her hand on Richard’s chest.  “Don’t.  Please.  You’ll make it worse if you retaliate.”
 
   Pulse racing, Richard glanced at Joe then at Amanda, who silently pleaded with him to do what she wanted.  Finally, he relented and stepped back.  “Alright.” Looking at Joe, he added, “But only because she wants me to.”
 
   Richard wiped his nose again.  There was blood all over his hand and sleeve.  Joe got him good.  He would have liked to have gotten Mr. Price this bad off, but he’d only managed a bruised jaw.
 
   “I dug up the clothes you buried, and I saw what you hid in the ground,” Joe said, glaring at Richard.  “You took advantage of her, and she married you because she had no choice.  Well, let me tell you something.  She was supposed to marry me, and when we get to the next town, you’re going to let her go.”
 
   “It didn’t happen that way,” Amanda said, pushing Joe away as he lunged for Richard.
 
   “You’re going to deny you were with child?” Joe asked her.
 
   “No, I’m not.  I was.  But it wasn’t Richard’s.  Richard was protecting me.” She took a moment to gather her composure.  “You remember Mr. Price?  The newspaper editor who stayed with my brother-in-law?”
 
   Joe finally took his gaze off of Richard and looked at her.  “Yes.  What about him?”
 
   “Shortly after you left for the rails, he forced himself upon me.  That’s how I got with child.  My brother-in-law threw me out, and I had nowhere to go.  Richard,” she motioned to him, “found me in an alley and took me home.  He’s been my friend since we were little.  He would never hurt me.  He gave me a place to stay and food to eat, and then he asked me to marry him in case I was with child.  We left New York to get a new start.”
 
   She let out a heavy sigh and wiped tears from her eyes.
 
   “I don’t want anyone to know what happened,” she continued.  “That’s why Richard kept quiet.  He said I was having my lady’s time because I asked him to keep what happened with Mr. Price a secret.  And I didn’t tell you because every time I have to talk about it, it’s like going through it all over again.  It was the worst thing I’ve ever been through, Joe.  Richard was there when I needed him, and while I didn’t love him when we married, I do now.  He’s a good man, a decent man.  I’m happy with him.  I’m not pretending to love him.  I really do.  Will you please finally accept it?”
 
   After a long moment of glancing from her to Richard and back again, Joe took the hat off his head.  A second later, all the fight left him.  “I had no idea…” His eyes met Richard’s.  “I’m sorry.  I thought you took advantage of her.  I thought she was forced to marry you.”
 
   “It’s alright,” Richard said.  “I would have done the same thing in your situation.  In fact, I did.  I went after Mr. Price.  I didn’t get him nearly as good as you got me, though.” He wiped his nose again.  There seemed to be less blood this time.  Maybe it was the strain of having to keep the secret all these months or the showdown he’d just had with Joe, but Richard started laughing.  “You’re pretty strong.”
 
   Joe chuckled and rubbed his eyes.  “You can thank years of building railroads for that.”
 
   The tension eased from Richard’s body as Amanda gave him her handkerchief.  “At least now I know why you kept giving me a hard time,” Richard said.  When he added all the pieces of the puzzle, it was easy to see how things had looked from Joe’s end.  “I wouldn’t ever do anything to hurt Amanda.  I love her.”
 
   Joe offered a solemn nod, giving one more look at her, the things he’d wanted to have with her but never would reflecting in his eyes.  “I can see that,” Joe whispered and put the hat back on his head.  “Well, Amanda, if I had to lose you to anyone, he’d be my first choice.  I’m sorry for everything.” His gaze went back to Richard.  “Really, I am.  I won’t give you any more problems.”
 
   “Thank you,” Richard replied.
 
   Joe turned and left, his shoulders slumped and head down.
 
   Richard went back to the stream and washed the blood off his hands and face.
 
   Amanda waited for a minute then came over to him and knelt beside him.  “I’m sorry.  I should have told you about Joe.  It was just…just…”
 
   He straightened up so he could face her.  “It’s alright, Amanda.  I know.” He cupped the side of her face with his hand and smiled.  “It’s never been easy for you to express your feelings.  You’ve always struggled with how much to say, and you worry how others will respond to you.  You don’t have to be afraid to tell me what’s in your heart.  No matter what, I’m here for you.”
 
   Her eyes filled with tears, and she took his hand in hers.  “I don’t love Joe. I never loved him.  He was there at a time when I felt like I had no one.  My sister was good to me, but she was so afraid of her husband—and rightly so—that we could never get close.” She paused then added, “I had no way of getting to you.  I figured you found someone else to marry.  So when Joe came along, I convinced myself I cared enough about him to marry him.” 
 
   She swallowed then continued, “But when he asked, I couldn’t say yes.  There was something holding me back.  I told myself it was because he worked on the rails.  Since then I came to realize that was just an excuse.  Growing up, you were the one person I felt closest to.  I knew the other people we grew up with, but I always felt like an outsider looking in.  When I look back on it, you were the only friend I had, and I think, deep down, I did love you, but I was too afraid to admit it.” 
 
   He brought her into his arms.   “I was always drawn to you.  I can’t explain why.  I just knew you’d be the only one for me.”
 
   “It wasn’t a coincidence you found me in the alley,” she whispered.  “It was fate.  We were meant to be together.”
 
   She was right.  He had no doubt about it.  After losing touch with her, there was no other reason to explain how they ended up together.  “Well, now that you’re here, I’m not letting you go.”
 
   “Good, because I don’t want to ever be without you again.”
 
   He kissed her, and as he continued to hold her, each were lost in their own thoughts.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “Is it safe to travel with them?” Mr. Carmichael asked Joe as Richard pulled his wagon up to the group, his family close behind.  “For all we know, they could all be sick since they spent the last two days with her.”
 
   Amanda’s face warmed as Mr. Carmichael pointed in her direction.  She wiggled on the seat of the wagon in an effort to hide herself from the stares of the others, who turned to look at her.
 
   “I’ll handle this,” Richard told her as he hopped down from the wagon.
 
   “She’s fine,” Joe told Mr. Carmichael.  “I checked on them yesterday, and everyone else is fine, too.  It’s just as they said.  Amanda started her woman’s time of month and got weak because of the heat.”
 
   “We’ve been on the trail for three months.  Why didn’t she vomit and collapse before this?” Mr. Carmichael challenged.
 
   “The other day was the hottest day we’ve been through,” Joe replied in a tone that left no room for argument.
 
   Amanda breathed a sigh of relief.  So Joe was willing to keep her secret.
 
   “If you’re so worried, come and look at us,” Richard said, gesturing to his and his parents’ wagons.  “You can tell we’re all doing well.”
 
   Mr. Carmichael blanched and took a step back.  He quickly dug out a bandana from his back pocket and put it over his nose and mouth.  Several others followed his lead, most of them choosing to go further back to allow themselves more distance from Richard.
 
   “I wouldn’t get near you and your family for all the money in the world.” Looking at the others who’d gathered around them, Mr. Carmichael added, “Maybe everyone else is willing to risk the health and well-being of their families, but I’m not.  Joe, I’ve been telling you we need to leave them here.  If you don’t, you will have the death of us all on your head.”
 
   “This whole thing is unnecessary,” Richard said.  “Do I look sick to you?  I was with her more than anyone else.  If anyone’s going to get sick, it’s me, and I would’ve gotten sick days ago.”
 
   Mr. Larson approached the group.  “Mr. Carmichael, all you’re doing is spreading fear when there’s nothing to be afraid of.  We’re all fine, and we’ll continue to be fine.  We’re losing daylight by standing around here and worrying for nothing.”
 
   “I’ll tell you what we’ll do,” Joe spoke up before anyone else could say anything.  “Mr. Carmichael will travel on ahead.  The Larsons can follow at a safe distance.  I’ll need someone to help lead.  I’ll lead Mr. Carmichael’s group, and someone else will lead the Larsons’ group.” He looked at Mr. Carmichael.  “Fair enough?” 
 
   Mr. Carmichael nodded after a long moment.  “That will do.”
 
   Mr. Larson went up to Joe.  “I’ll lead my family.”
 
   Joe nodded and got on his horse.  “Alright.” He turned to everyone and called out, “Those who want to go with Carmichael, go over there.” He pointed to the southwest.  The rest can stay here with the Larsons.  I’ll lead the first group, and Larson will lead the second.”
 
   Mr. Larson went to get a horse to ride while Richard headed back to Amanda.  From the group, she noticed Laura was heading for her when her mother grabbed her arm and shook her head.  Her mother whispered something to Laura, who glanced Amanda’s way.
 
   After her mother went to their wagon, Laura hesitated, giving another look at Amanda.  With a sigh, she mouthed the words “I’m sorry” then followed her mother.
 
   Amanda watched Laura, surprised she would even care enough to show the group she wasn’t afraid to travel with the Larsons.  In so many ways, Laura was like Richard.  Laura was the kind of friend who would never betray someone, and if there was ever something someone needed, Laura would move heaven and earth to provide it if it was in her power to do so.
 
   Amanda couldn’t think of a single thing she’d said or done to deserve such wonderful people in her life.  What a strong contrast to the girls she’d gone to school with, who had pretended to be her friend but had made fun of her behind her back.  Laura wouldn’t have joined them.  She most likely would have defended Amanda.
 
   Amanda tried to blink back her tears, but one fell down her cheek.  She brushed it away, hoping Richard hadn’t seen it, but as he unlocked the brake, he glanced her way.
 
   “Are you alright?” he asked, immediately edging closer to her.
 
   “I’m fine,” she assured him, even as she brushed away another tear.  “I was just thinking of how blessed I am.  I have you for a husband.” She took his hand and squeezed it.  “And Laura’s a good friend.  Then your family has been so nice to me.  I’m looking forward to being in Omaha.”
 
   He smiled and kissed her.  “It wouldn’t be the same without you.”
 
   Smiling in return, she slipped her arm around his and leaned against him as he urged the oxen forward.  All the shadows in her past were back in New York, and the future in Omaha couldn’t be brighter.
 
    
 
   


  
 

 
 
   Chapter Twenty-Two
 
    
 
   Early October
 
    
 
   Amanda and Richard had been settled into their new, small apartment for just over a month when he began to look for work in earnest.  On one such day while he was gone, there was a knock at the door.  Amanda set aside the broom and called out, “Who is it?” as she headed for the door.
 
   “Laura,” came the familiar voice on the other end.
 
   Amanda unlocked the door and opened it, surprised to see Laura holding Elliot, who was already old enough to hold his head up on his own and smile.  Grinning at the boy, Amanda waved Laura in.  “I didn’t think you’d come by since you mentioned watching him today.”
 
   Laura sat on the secondhand couch and took off her bonnet.  Amanda took it from her and put it on the hook.  After closing the door, she offered Laura something to drink.
 
   “Just water, thanks,” Laura said.
 
   Amanda hurried to pour her a glass then returned to her, sitting next to her since there were no other furnishings in the small room except the table.  “Mrs. Shaw let you out of her sight?”
 
   Laura took a drink of water then put it down.  “Jesse was out getting the field ready for spring, and she wasn’t feeling well.  I think Elliot’s crying has taken its toll on her.”
 
   “He still cries a lot?”
 
   “About the same time every evening for about an hour.  She said she needed to rest up before she can do it again tonight.”
 
   “I wonder what’s troubling him?”
 
   “My mother said there are babies who cry for no real reason.”
 
   “Does holding him help?”
 
   “I think so, but it takes more than Jesse and Mrs. Shaw to give him what he needs.  I can’t blame either one.  I mean, Jesse has to get his new land ready for farming next year, and Mrs. Shaw is old.  What they need is a woman who can mother him.”
 
   Noting the quiet tone Laura used to say the last part, Amanda’s eyebrows rose.  Laura couldn’t be thinking what Amanda thought she was thinking.  Who in their right mind would want Mrs. Shaw for a mother-in-law?  Or, would Mrs. Shaw technically be Laura’s mother-in-law since she was really Jesse’s mother-in-law?  Amanda shook her head.  Just thinking about it gave her a headache.
 
   “I’ve thought long and hard about it,” Laura began, “and I adore Elliot.  He’s such a sweet boy.  He can’t help it when he cries.  He’s only four and a half months old.”
 
   “It’s a big responsibility.  Being a mother is a lot different from watching him from time to time.”
 
   “I know, but I love him.  I want to watch him grow up and get married and have children of his own.”
 
   Amanda chuckled.  “Let him be a boy first,” she teased.  She waited for a moment, choosing her words carefully before she continued, “You have a big heart, Laura.  Probably the biggest of anyone I know.  I couldn’t be as selfless as you.  You’re a better person than I am.”
 
   “Don’t say that.  It’s not true.”
 
   “It is.  There’s no sense in denying it.”
 
   “But you make Richard happy.”
 
   “He has a big heart, too.”
 
   “So?  That doesn’t mean you don’t make him happy.  I overheard him telling his father that he wouldn’t have been complete if you hadn’t married him.” She cleared her throat.  “I overheard them when we got into Omaha, and his father asked him if he could be happy if he didn’t get the job he wanted.  It seems to me when you love someone, you’ll make any sacrifice necessary to be with them.”  She rubbed Elliot’s back.  “That’s how I feel about this little boy.”
 
   “But what about loving a man, Laura?  Don’t you want to marry for love?  Jesse’s still mourning the loss of his wife.  I don’t think he’s ready to love anyone else yet.”
 
   “I know he’s not, and it’s alright.  I don’t mind.  The important thing is Elliot has a mother.”
 
   Amanda bit her tongue, so she wouldn’t argue with her.  It seemed that Laura had already made up her mind.  She doubted there was anything she could do to change it.  Not that she went around trying to change people’s minds anyway.  Such a thing never made her comfortable.  Laura was the same age as her.  Certainly, she could make her own decisions, much like Amanda could.
 
   “Just make sure you’re doing what’s in your best interest, too,” Amanda finally said.  “I realize Elliot is young and could use a mother, but I want to make sure you’re happy.”
 
   Laura took another drink of water and smiled at her.  “You’re a good friend, Amanda, and you’re smart to be practical about this.  I should give it a little more time to consider.  Besides, Jesse might not like the idea.  The wounds from losing Elsie are still new.”
 
   “Whatever you decide, you have my support.”
 
   “Thank you.” Elliot cooed and held his arms out to Amanda.  “Would you like to hold him?”
 
   Up to now, Amanda had been too afraid to say yes.  The boy was awfully small, and she wasn’t sure she had it in her to be the motherly type.  Being gentle and nurturing seemed to come so easily to Laura.  But Amanda decided this time she would do it.
 
   “Alright.” Amanda held her arms out to him, holding her breath as Laura brought him to her.  She wrapped her arms around him, shocked he should squirm so much.  “He’s stronger than he looks,” she told Laura, making sure she held him protectively so he wouldn’t fall out of her lap.
 
   Laura grinned.  “You get used to it.  And yes, he is strong despite his size.  He’s a fighter.  My mother keeps saying he’s much too small for his age and that he’s going to be weak when he’s older.  She underestimates him.  When he grows up, he’s going to do great things.  I can feel it.”
 
   “I suspect he’ll do great things because you’ll be there to encourage him.  It helps to have someone who believes in you.”
 
   There was a knock at the door, followed by Richard letting her know he was on the other side.  He’d made it a habit of doing that for her, so she’d know right away it was him and know it was safe to unlock the door.  With Laura in the apartment with her, Amanda didn’t feel the need to lock it, but whenever it was just her, she always did.
 
   Laura didn’t know this, of course, since Amanda hadn’t told her, and no doubt, Laura wondered why Richard would knock when he lived there.  But to her credit, she kept quiet as Amanda went to the door and opened it.
 
   “Laura came to visit,” Amanda told him then smiled at Elliot.  “She brought over Jesse’s son.  Can you believe he’ll be five months old soon?”
 
   Richard smiled at the boy and tapped his nose, which resulted in Elliot laughing.  Richard then kissed her cheek and came into the apartment to welcome Laura.
 
   Laura rose to her feet.  “I just came over to talk for a bit with Amanda.” She took Elliot from Amanda then retrieved her bonnet.  “I wasn’t going to stay for long.”
 
   “You don’t have to leave because I’m here,” Richard said as he took off his hat and hung it on the hook.
 
   “Oh, I promised Mrs. Shaw I’d come back with Elliot in two hours, and it takes a while to get back to Jesse’s farm,” Laura explained.  “Otherwise, she wouldn’t let me bring him here.  I wanted to talk to Amanda really quick.  Get her advice.”
 
   “I didn’t realize that’s what you wanted,” Amanda said.
 
   “Sometimes it helps to get someone else’s opinion on something, especially when they aren’t in the situation,” Laura replied.
 
   Amanda could tell by the expression on Richard’s face that he didn’t know what Laura was talking about.  That was probably just as well.  There was no reason to say anything if Laura didn’t marry Jesse so Elliot could have a mother.
 
   After Laura left, Amanda closed the door and turned to Richard as he sat on the couch.  “How did things go?” she asked and went to sit next to him.
 
   He put his arm around her shoulders and brought her close to his side.  “I found a job.” Before she could ask who he was working for, he added, “It’s not with any of the owners who build houses.  I’ve exhausted all of those avenues.  The only thing I could find that even sounded remotely interesting is at a blacksmith’s.”
 
   “I thought there would be a big demand for people who can build places for people to live.”
 
   “There is, but there’s also a lot of men who want to do the job.”
 
   “But you said people are moving here faster than there are people who can build houses.”
 
   “That’s true, but it’s hard to satisfy the need when you can’t find someone to take you under their wing to do the job.”
 
   “Well, why don’t you go into business for yourself?  Become one of the owners, so you can help meet the demand.”
 
   Richard shook his head.  “It’s not that easy.  I’d not only be hiring people, but I’d be keeping track of inventory and doing the bookkeeping.”
 
   “I can do some of it,” she offered.  “I always enjoyed working with numbers.  When I was living with my sister, I used to handle the household budget.”
 
   He gave her a good look.  “You really like bookkeeping?”
 
   She turned to face him, growing excited.  “I could keep track of your supplies and maintain a record of your expenses and income.  Richard, you don’t have to do this alone.  You have me to help you.” She smiled.  “Pursue your dream.  Don’t settle for something you don’t have to.”
 
   After a long moment, he nodded.  “You’re right.  I should go for my dream.  Are you really sure you want to do all that, though?”
 
   “I’d love to, Richard.  You wouldn’t be asking me to do something I don’t want to do.  I was good at arithmetic in school, remember?”
 
   “Yes, I remember the teacher saying you were the smartest one in class.” With a chuckle, he added, “It used to annoy Ronald and Benjamin to no end that a girl was better at arithmetic than they were.”
 
   “But it didn’t annoy you?”
 
   “No.  I was never in competition with you.  I was happy you got good marks on your assignments.”
 
   “Isn’t that just like you?  You were always happy whenever good things happened to me and sad when they didn’t.  I can’t think of any other person who consistently puts my needs before theirs.  Now it’s my turn to do something for you.  I want to do everything I can to help you with your dream.”
 
   “You were always a big part of that dream,” he whispered, stroking her cheek.
 
   “Then it’ll be even better since you can have me and your business.” Noting the pleased expression on his face, she kissed him.  “It’s time you let someone do something for you for a change.  I want to do everything I can help you.”
 
   She kissed him again, and this time she chose to trace his lower lip with her tongue, a silent way of asking him if he wanted to be intimate with her.  Because of his gentleness with her, she found it easier and easier to make love, and she found the more she was with him, the more she anticipated their times together—something she hadn’t ever thought possible right after what happened with Mr. Price.  But Richard had rescued her in so many ways, and one of those were her ability to enjoy the most personal thing a person could do with someone else.
 
   Before long, she and Richard were undressed and in their bedroom.  He prompted her to get on top of him, as they’d always done whenever they had intercourse.  However, something she couldn’t explain prompted her to let him be on top this time.
 
   Maybe she needed to go through this final hurdle in order for the last part of her past to stop haunting her.  It wouldn’t completely erase it.  Nothing would ever fully eliminate the past.  It would always be a part of her.  But it didn’t have to be the part that won.  She wasn’t going to let it hold her back from enjoying everything she could have with Richard.
 
   “It’s alright,” she whispered, encouraging Richard to get on top of her.  “I want you to be on top this time.”
 
   After a moment of hesitation, he nodded and did as she wished, careful to support his weight on his elbows.  Even when fully aroused, he was mindful of her.  She wrapped her legs around his waist and took him into her.  With a moan, he began the familiar rhythm that would eventually ensure his climax.
 
   She chose to watch him, something she did from time to time when she wanted to remind herself she was with him.  She traced the strength in his arms then brought her hands to his behind to guide his thrusting.  Lifting her hips to take him deeper into her, she realized his erection stroked her in a way that felt pleasurable. 
 
   She rocked her hips in rhythm with his, finding it encouraging when the pleasant sensation only increased.  He’d often gotten her to completion with his hand, and she’d assumed they would do that once he’d climaxed.  But as he continued making love to her, she forgot about everything except him and the way he was making her feel.
 
   She urged him to move faster, rising her hips to meet him with each thrust until she couldn’t take it anymore.  With a cry, she reached her peak and grew still.  Her core clenched around him, and he let out a groan and released his seed.
 
   After he was spent, he collapsed on top of her, and she held him.  She closed her eyes and sighed in contentment.  In so many ways, her life in Omaha was so much better than she’d hoped when they left New York, and she owed it all to Richard.
 
   


  
 

 
 
   Chapter Twenty-Three
 
    
 
   Toward the end of October, on the way out of town, Richard stopped the buggy and turned to Amanda, his eyes lit up with excitement.  “I wasn’t going to do this today, but I can’t wait.  Would you close your eyes?”
 
   “Close my eyes?” She laughed at the wide grin on his face.  “What mischief are you up to?”
 
   “Close your eyes, and you’ll see.”
 
   She studied him.  She couldn’t recall a time she’d ever seen him this excited.
 
   “Come on,” he encouraged.  “I want to surprise you.”
 
   “Alright.” She closed her eyes.  The least she could do was comply. After all, if he was that happy about it, it had to be good.  When the buggy didn’t move forward, her eyebrows furrowed.  “Are you waving your hand in front of me to see if I’m peaking?”
 
   “Guilty,” he said, his breath warm on her cheek.
 
   Having not expected him to be leaning so close to her, she gasped.
 
   He kissed her then patted her hand.  “I didn’t mean to scare you.  I won’t do that again.”
 
   The buggy went forward, and she resisted the urge to open her eyes.  She hadn’t realized how much she’d taken it for granted when she could see where she was going.  She did well, however, and managed to keep her eyes shut until the buggy came to a stop and he said she could open them.
 
   When she did, she was surprised to see he’d taken her to an expanse of vacant land.  She glanced behind her and saw a few houses in the distance.
 
   “This is where I’ll build our home,” he said, gesturing to the spot in front of them.  “Other houses will go up as well, but we’ll live right here.  You see the stakes I put in the ground?  That’s the size of our lot.  There’s plenty of room for you to have a garden if you want one, and if we do have children, there’s room for them to run around and play.  I’ll build a fence, so you won’t have to worry about them running into the street.  One thing my mother often complained about was not having a yard for her children to play in.  I want to make sure you don’t have the same problem.”
 
   Smiling, she took his hand and squeezed it.  “I love the house already.”
 
   “I want you to tell me everything you want in it.  How many bedrooms?  How big do you want the kitchen and parlor?  What kind of porch and windows?” He snapped the reins, urging their horse forward.  “We need to see what the other houses are like around here.  Then you can tell me what you like and don’t like.”
 
   “You want to do that now?”
 
   He shot her an amused grin.  “I would, actually, but I promised my parents I’d go out to their place today to help finish their house.”
 
   Richard had been working on it since they’d gotten to Omaha when he had the time, and the Larsons’ efforts were paying off.  She guessed in about two weeks, they would be done with the house.
 
   “At least it wasn’t as difficult to get the lumber as you feared,” she said.
 
   Richard nodded.  “I wasn’t sure what to expect, but Joe introduced me to the man who handles the shipments that come from back east.  The connection came in handy when you encouraged me to go into business for myself.” With a chuckle, he added, “While we were on the trail, Joe used to do everything he could to discourage me from coming out here.”
 
   “He did?” Why hadn’t Richard told her this before?
 
   “He’d say things while we were keeping the lookout together.”
 
   “What kind of things did he say?”
 
   “Things like the railroad not coming directly to Omaha, and how difficult it’d be to get supplies like lumber and brick.” He rubbed her back.  “I didn’t know why he was doing it at the time, but the other day when the new shipment of lumber came in, I realized he did it because he thought I was forcing you to come out here with me.  He thought if he could make me give up on the notion of going to Omaha, he could rescue you.” He shrugged.  “You can’t blame him.  From his perspective, things didn’t look very good.”
 
   “As soon as he learned the truth, he did everything he could to support us,” she whispered, touched Joe had cared enough about her to let her go.  She snuggled up to Richard and rested her head on his shoulder.  “I hope he finds a woman who’ll enjoy being outdoors all the time.  He needs someone who doesn’t want to be stuck at home.  He wouldn’t have been happy with me, not for a lifetime.”
 
   “I think he’ll understand that in time.” Richard kissed the top of her head.  “For what it’s worth, I’m glad you’re with me instead of him.”
 
   “There’s nowhere else I’d rather be.”
 
   They spent the rest of the ride in silence.  When they arrived at his family’s farm, she saw Tom running after Joel, who was holding a piece of paper close to his chest.  Sally had her hands on her hips and was yelling at them to stop.  Neither one paid her any mind as they ran into the sod barn.  Sally groaned and threw her hands up in the air in exasperation.
 
   With a chuckle, Amanda said, “I can see why your mother was anxious to get out of the apartment.  At least this way, Tom and Joel aren’t in the house.”
 
   “And you can see why I was eager to get my own place,” Richard replied.
 
   He led the buggy up to the front of the house that looked complete from the outside.  At this point, the men just had to finish the upstairs.
 
   “It’s a good thing my pa saved so much money in New York,” Richard said.  “I doubt this house would’ve been built so soon if he hadn’t.”
 
   “It helps that his oldest son knows what he’s doing when building a house, too,” Amanda replied.
 
   “And that his daughter-in-law was able to get a discount on the lumber,” he added.
 
   Amanda shook her head.  “I don’t know how much credit I can take for that.”
 
   “Are you kidding?  What man can resist such a pretty face?”
 
   “When it comes to money?  I’m sure plenty can.  I think it helped that I agreed to only do business with him and that I buy in large quantities.”
 
   “You’re right.  You’ve got good business sense.  But it also helps that you’re pretty.” He kissed her.  “You’re a big help to me.  I wouldn’t be where I am today without you.”
 
   She could tell him the same thing.  In fact, she was about to when Jenny yelled for Tom and Joel to get into the house so they could help their father and Dave with the upstairs.
 
   Richard winced and shook his head.  “Jenny’s got a scream that can wake the dead.”
 
   Amanda laughed.  “Well, considering how much Tom and Joel like to get out of working, she needs it.  It’s a shame poor Dave ends up doing the bulk of the work with your father.  Sometimes I feel sorry for him.”
 
   “I do, too.  I’m sure he can’t wait to get his own place.  Then he won’t have to worry about having to make up for their laziness all the time.”
 
   Mrs. Larson stepped out onto the porch and waved to Richard and Amanda.  “Come on in and warm yourselves up a bit,” she said.  “The fireplace you men built works great.”
 
   Richard helped Amanda out of the buggy and walked her up the porch.
 
   “Your house looks wonderful, Mrs. Larson,” Amanda said.  “It’s just like you said you wanted it.”
 
   “We have Richard to thank for that,” his mother replied, giving Amanda and then Richard a hug.
 
   “I think I’ll get Tom and Joel,” Richard said.  “Poor Jenny’s no match for them.”
 
   As he headed for the barn, Mrs. Larson turned to Amanda and smiled at her.  “Thank you for making Richard happy.  I know it’s a ways off for you, but someday when you have children, you’ll worry about their future, especially who they’ll marry.  I suppose since Richard was my first, it was harder to watch him grow up and leave home.  But seeing you two together sets my mind at ease.  I couldn’t have asked for a better daughter-in-law.”
 
   Amanda’s face warmed as Mrs. Larson hugged her again.  “Richard’s a good husband, Mrs. Larson.  You raised him right.”
 
   When Mrs. Larson pulled away from her, she dabbed her eyes.  “I’m sorry your parents couldn’t be here with us.  They were good people.”
 
   Amanda nodded.  “They were.  But I think they’re looking down on us and are happy.  I like it here in Omaha, Mrs. Larson.  It’s better than I dreamt possible.”
 
   “I’m glad.  I don’t want to give you any reason to regret making the trip out here with us.”
 
   “I don’t regret it one bit.”
 
   Tom and Joel came out of the barn, followed by Richard and Jenny.  This time Tom had the paper in his possession.
 
   Mrs. Larson crossed her arms and gave a pointed look at Joel.  “I told you Becky’s letter is Tom’s.  You have no right to take it from him.”
 
   “I wasn’t going to keep it,” Joel argued.
 
   “What do you need with it anyway?” Richard asked as they came up the porch steps.
 
   “He doesn’t believe Becky wrote it,” Tom said, glaring at his little brother.  “He thinks it’s my handwriting.”
 
   “Well, it is odd she’d tell him he’s clever and good looking,” Joel replied, gesturing to Tom.  “Who here would say he’s any of those things?”
 
   “I would,” Amanda said.  Poor Tom needed someone to come out and defend him to his little brother.  She liked Joel, but he was relentless.
 
   “I agree with Becky, too,” Mrs. Larson added.
 
   While Tom smiled, Joel rolled his eyes.  “Ma, you’re only saying that because he’s your son,” Joel said.  Looking at Amanda, he added, “And you’re nice to everyone.”
 
   “Get inside.” Richard nudged Joel toward the door.  “You can fetch everyone water today for giving Tom so much grief.”
 
   “What?” Joel nearly shrieked.
 
   Tom smirked at Joel then hurried into the house.
 
   Shoulders slumped, Joel followed.
 
   Jenny shook her head.  “Those two are hopeless.”
 
   “See what you got yourself into when you married into this family,” Richard told Amanda, a chuckle in his voice.  He kissed her.  “I’ll go see how Dave and Pa are faring.”
 
   Amanda smiled as he went into the house and up the stairs with Tom and Joel.
 
   Mrs. Larson waved Amanda into the house.  “I promise it’ll be much more peaceful with all the men upstairs.”
 
   With a chuckle, Amanda stepped into the house.  Yes, the Larsons had their share of troublemakers, but she wouldn’t trade it for anything.  It was nice to be a part of their family.  Taking her coat off, she joined the women in the kitchen to get things ready for dinner.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   November 1865
 
    
 
   “Richard, this is silly,” Amanda said, grinning despite her protests as she kept her eyes closed.
 
   “I know, but I don’t want you to see your new home until we get there,” he replied.
 
   The buggy swayed gently from side to side, threatening to upset Amanda’s stomach, but she didn’t mind.  This time she was carrying Richard’s child, and that being the case, she’d gladly accept all the upset stomachs she’d have to, just as long as this baby was born. She’d try not to focus on the possibility of having a miscarriage.  It’d happened with Mr. Price’s child.  It could very well happen again.  And her sister had multiple miscarriages.
 
   Amanda could only guess if her sister had successfully carried a subsequent pregnancy to term.  When Amanda left New York, she’d left everything behind.  From time to time, she’d wonder how her sister was.  Once, she even wrote a letter, but it came back.  Amanda hadn’t been sure of what to make of it.  Either her sister wasn’t living at the apartment anymore, or her husband had forbidden her sister to see the letter.  Either way, it meant Amanda had to sever all ties to her past.  Maybe that was just was well.  She had a good life here.  She didn’t need to dwell on the old one.
 
   The buggy came to a stop, bringing her attention back to Richard and the house he’d built for them.  “Can I open my eyes now?” she asked.
 
   “In just a moment.”
 
   She felt the buggy shift as he stepped out of it.  She couldn’t help but chuckle at his excitement.  “I don’t recall ever seeing you so happy.”
 
   “You didn’t see me when I told my parents we got married,” he called out as he went around the side of the buggy.  “But this is a close second.” This time when he spoke, he was right next to her.  He took her hands and guided her out of the buggy, waiting until she was standing next to him before he said, “Alright, you can open your eyes now.”
 
   She did and gasped.  The house was even better than she’d imagined when she explained what she wanted.  It was a two-story green home with a white picket fence lining the front and back yards.
 
   “I wasn’t sure if you wanted a garden in the front or back,” he began, “but either way, you can come out here and tend to it while our child plays.  Or, if you just want to sit and rest while our child plays, I put some chairs on the porch.”
 
   “Let’s see how things go with the child before we make plans,” she replied.  “I only recently found out I’m expecting.”
 
   “Alright, I won’t get too excited,” he promised as he led her toward the fence.  “And I won’t say anything to my parents until March.”
 
   “It’s just easier to wait.  I know you want to tell them now, but if something bad happens, I don’t want to give them bad news.”
 
   “I know.” He unlatched the fence and smiled at her.  “But between you and me, I think everything will be fine.”
 
   She did, too, but she didn’t want to jinx things in case she was wrong.  “It won’t hurt to wait a few months.  I just found out about little Mark or Anthony.”
 
   “You’re so sure we’re having a boy?”
 
   “No.  I just don’t know what I’d call a girl if we have one.”
 
   “What about Annabelle?” he suggested.
 
   She rolled the name over in her mind several times and decided it was a nice name.  With a nod, she said, “Annabelle it is, if we have a girl.”
 
   He placed his hand on the small of her back and guided her to the small brick walkway that would take them to the porch.  He paused and motioned to the bay window to the right side of the house.
 
   “I’ve decided the bay window will be my special addition to the houses I’ll build unless the customer doesn’t want it,” he said.  “It was one of the things you wanted, and after the men and I constructed it, I realized it enhances the design of the home.  Plus, it adds more space in the parlor.  I already put it in a couple houses down from us.”
 
   She scanned the newly built homes in the area.
 
   “Every time I do them, I think of you,” he added.  “I call them Amanda windows.”
 
   She turned her gaze back to him and shook her head in amusement.  “You don’t.”
 
   “Well, not to anyone else, but it’s what I think when I see them.”
 
   “Richard, you give me far too much credit.”
 
   “Nonsense.  If it weren’t for you, I wouldn’t have a business.” He nudged her toward the porch.  “Come.  I want to show you inside.”
 
   “Did you already put the furniture in here?”
 
   “Yes.  We can move our things out of the apartment any time you want.” 
 
   They stopped on the porch, and she turned to him, thrilled to finally be in her own house, especially one as lovely as Richard had built.  “Let’s do it today.”
 
   With a grin, he kissed her.  “As you wish, it shall be done.” Then he opened the door and led her inside.
 
    
 
   


  
 

 
 
   Epilogue
 
    
 
   June 1866
 
    
 
   Richard walked back and forth on his porch, mindful that his mother and Sally were assisting Amanda as she labored.
 
   From where he sat, his father chuckled.  “You know, all that pacing isn’t going to make the child come out any sooner.”
 
   “It’s hard to sit while Amanda’s giving birth,” Richard replied, turning around and going toward the other end of the porch.
 
   “Just wait until you have a couple more children.  You’ll be so busy keeping them occupied you won’t have time to worry.  It was all I could do to keep Tom from getting into the food when Dave was born.  I don’t know why, but girls are easier to keep busy than boys are.”
 
   “Tom’s always thinking about food.”
 
   “So did you when you were his age.”
 
   Maybe his father was right, but Richard had a hard time believing it since Tom nearly ate the entire turkey last Thanksgiving.
 
   A baby’s cry broke through Richard’s thoughts, and he stopped pacing.  “You think it’s safe to go in there now?”
 
   His father shook his head.  “I wouldn’t go in there until your mother tells you to.  I love your mother more and more every day, but when she says to stay out of her way, I wouldn’t dare disobey unless the house was on fire.”
 
   Richard let out an anxious sigh and sat next to his father.  It was probably just as well he waited.  The women didn’t need him barging in on them while they were busy.
 
   “The baby’s crying,” his father said.  “That’s always good.  And from the sound of it, I’d say he’s healthy.”
 
   Richard relaxed.  Good.  His father had been through this six times.  If there was anything wrong, he should know.  He settled back into the chair and glanced at his father.  “Got any advice about taking care of babies?”
 
   “When the baby sleeps, tell Amanda to sleep, too.  She’s going to need all her energy.”
 
   “I meant any advice for me.”
 
   “Make life as easy on her as possible.  Pick up after yourself and don’t make a mess for her to clean up.”
 
   Richard chuckled.  “Is there anything I should do with the baby?” he clarified.
 
   His father shrugged.  “I don’t know how much you can do with a child until he gets older.  Babies seem to be more of a woman thing.”
 
   “That explains why you bolted out of the room whenever my brothers or sisters needed a diaper change,” Richard commented, unable to resist the urge to give his father a hard time.
 
   “I never got your diaper on well enough to satisfy your mother, so I didn’t bother when your brothers and sisters came along.  The best things I did for your mother were stay out of her way and not make any more work for her to do.  Besides, Sally came along soon enough and did things better than I could.  I think girls are just born knowing how to best take care of babies.”
 
   Maybe, though Richard didn’t have time to dwell on it when he heard a second baby crying.  He bolted up straight in the chair and looked at his father, whose eyes grew wide.  “Two babies?” Richard asked.
 
   “You might have to learn how to change diapers if you got more than one,” his father said, “especially if they soil them at the same time.”
 
   Richard stood up, ready to go into the house when Sally came out with a baby swaddled up in a blanket.  Smiling, Richard went over to his sister, staring at the baby, who was looking around with wide, dark blue eyes.
 
   “You have two boys, and they look exactly alike,” Sally told him.  “Amanda named this one Anthony.  He’s the oldest by two minutes.  She said the other boy will be Mark.”
 
   Richard gingerly took his newborn son, who focused his eyes on him.  He laughed and tucked the blanket closer around his face.  “I had no idea they came out so tiny.”
 
   “I’m sure they didn’t seem tiny to Amanda when she was carrying them,” his father quipped.
 
   Sally shooed aside her father’s comment and led Richard into the house.  “Ma said you can come up now.  Pa will have to wait.  We don’t want to overwhelm Amanda with too many people.”
 
   “How is Amanda doing?” Richard asked as he followed her up the stairs.
 
   “She’s fine.  Tired, of course,” she replied.  “I can already tell the boys take after you.  They got the Larson nose and chin, and if I guess right, they’ll have the slight curl I have in my hair.”
 
   “Poor kids,” he joked.  “They’ll take after you, too.”
 
   She glanced at him and gave a playful shake of her head.  “You’re impossible to deal with sometimes, Richard.  But since this is a special day, I’ll let that comment go.”
 
   As they reached the top of the steps, Anthony sneezed.  Richard looked back down at his son, a feeling of pride swelling up inside him.  The boy had just been born, but he was already a fine looking one.
 
   Sally knocked on the closed door of Richard and Amanda’s bedroom.  “Is it safe to come in?”
 
   “Come in,” Mrs. Larson called out.  “We’re all done.”
 
   Sally opened the door, and Richard peered around her in time to see his mother hand Mark to Amanda.  Mrs. Larson looked over at him, a wide smile on her face.  “Everyone’s doing well.  I bet you didn’t think you’d have twins.”
 
   “No, I didn’t,” Richard replied, stepping around the bed until he was at Amanda’s side.  “It’s perfect.  Amanda couldn’t decide on whether to use the name Anthony or Mark.  Having two boys works out perfectly.” He pulled up a chair and sat next to her.  “You did wonderfully,” he told Amanda then leaned forward to kiss her.
 
   “Your mother and Sally helped,” Amanda said.
 
   “You can’t give us too much credit,” Mrs. Larson replied as she gathered the soiled linens.  “I’m going to take this home and wash it.  Sally, you will stay here and make dinner.”
 
   “I would much rather do that than go back home to Tom and Joel,” Sally added.
 
   “I know your pa is anxious to see his grandchildren, so I’ll let him come up for a couple minutes,” Richard’s mother told him.  “But make sure he doesn’t spend too much time here.  I want to get back out before it’s too late.”
 
   After Mrs. Larson left, Sally turned to the new parents.  “Ma said I could stay here for a couple weeks and help you with Anthony and Mark, if you wouldn’t mind.  I’d love to do it.  It’d be a good chance to get to know my nephews, and it’d be nice to only have to cook for two people instead of an entire house.”
 
   Richard glanced at Amanda, who nodded it was fine with her if Sally stayed.  “We’d love to have you,” Richard said.  “And I’m sure the reprieve from our brothers will be nice, too.  I remember what it was like when I was living at home.”
 
   “Thank you!” Sally gave him and Amanda a hug then ran for the door.  “I’ll bring up more water.”
 
   While she hurried down the steps, Richard offered Amanda a wry grin.  “I’m sure she’s looking forward to getting married so she can get her own place.  Tom and Joel are a handful.”
 
   Amanda giggled.  “I can’t blame her.  I keep telling Tom if he’d ignore Joel, Joel would stop, but he doesn’t.”
 
   “To be fair, Tom does it to Joel, too.  He just hides it better.”
 
   “Maybe, but it seems like Tom’s at a disadvantage.” She stroked Mark’s cheek.  “You think our sons will fight like they do?”
 
   “I hope not,” Richard replied.  “Regular fights between brothers are fine.  Tom and Joel go above and beyond what you’d expect.  God willing, our sons will show better manners.”
 
   “We’ll just have to make sure they avoid Tom and Joel as much as possible.  We should let them be around Dave.  Dave never causes any problems.”
 
   Amanda laughed again, and Richard gave her another kiss.  “I’m looking forward to watching them grow up.  You’ll make a terrific mother.”
 
   “I couldn’t have asked for a better father.”
 
   “From this moment forward,” he whispered, “the best is yet to come.” He gave her another kiss.
 
   Then, hearing his father coming up the stairs, he went to invite him in.
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   (or you can use this link: http://booklaunch.io/ruthannnordin/themarriageagreement)
 
    
 
   


  
 

If you enjoyed Wagon Trail Bride by Ruth Ann Nordin, you might also enjoy...
 
    
 
   Montana Collection 
 
   by Ruth Ann Nordin
 
    
 
   Mitch's Win—When Mitch Grady goes to a saloon to take his wayward brother home, he finds that his brother’s horse isn’t the only thing being offered in a poker game. Heather Curtiss’ brother has bet her as well. Vowing an innocent woman won’t be forced to give up her virtue to a disreputable gambler, Mitch joins in the game of poker, and with luck, he wins and frees Heather.
 
    
 
   Boaz's Wager—What Boaz Grady wants more than anything else is to have his children living with him. But in order to get them back, he needs to marry a woman who’ll be their mother. Eva Connealy left Omaha, Nebraska to be a school teacher. While in Montana, her stagecoach is attacked, and the men decide to sell her.
 
    
 
   Patty's Gamble—For as long as Patty Dixon can remember, she’s been in love with Greg Wilson. The problem? He doesn’t want to marry her. In fact, he doesn’t want to marry anyone. And all of her attempts to get his attention haven’t worked. Except, there’s one thing she hasn’t tried.
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   Bride By Arrangement– A two-part anthology by Ruth Ann Nordin and Janet Syas Nitsick
 
    
 
   In Ruth Ann Nordin’s story The Purchased Bride:
 
   Ada Wilcox never thought her brother would answer a mail-order bride ad on her behalf. Pete Kelly never thought he’d marry… But the gift he was given might be quickly taken away if he doesn’t act in time to keep it.
 
    
 
   In Janet Syas Nitsick’s story She Came by Train:
 
   She Came by Train to leave behind her life of finery and be a governess, but soon has two men vying for her attention-one of which has offered to take her back to her home. Alex cannot imagine his life without Miss Preston, the governess he’s hired for his children and looks for a way to convince her to stay.
 
    
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
    
 
   Janet Syas Nitsick's Courtships and Carriages—A sweet Christian romance, returns readers to the Midwest in 1893, where men who drove fancy carriages like debonair Nolan Brandford could make ladies’ hearts flutter, such as Gwen Ward’s. Her heart raced every time she saw him, especially when these rides included secret rendezvous, pretty flowers and stolen kisses.
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
   Fort Gibson Officer Series
 
   by USA Today Bestselling Author Rose Gordon
 
   American-set historical romance series that takes place in Indian Territory in the mid-1840s.
 
    
 
   The Officer and the Bostoner—While on her way to meet her intended, Allison Pearson was abandoned by her traveling party at a desolate Army fort in the middle of Indian Territory. It’s a good thing there is a handsome, smooth-talking officer named Captain Wes Tucker willing to temporarily marry her until her intended can reclaim her. 
 
    
 
   The Officer and the Southerner—Lieutenant Jack Walker sent off for a mail-order bride. Ella Davis answered the ad. Jack forgot to mention a few living details, and Ella’s about to let him know it!
 
    
 
   The Officer and the Traveler—Captain Grayson Montgomery's mouth has landed him in trouble again! And this time it's not something a cleverly worded sentence and a handsome smile can fix. Having been informed he'll either have to marry or be demoted and sentenced to hard labor for the remainder of his tour, he proposes, only to discover those years of hard labor may have been the easier choice for his heart.
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