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          Chapter One

        

      

    
    
      Oregon City, Oregon Territory – 1865

      “Well, there it is, Miss Josephine. The end of the trail.” Pete Evans pointed to a wide yard filled with wagons and people. Merchant booths and tents filled the area in front of the heart of the settlement on the other side of the last hill of the Oregon Trail. Oregon City at last.

      “Thank merciful God in heaven above,” Josephine Lewis sighed, pressing a hand to her heart.

      After three months, several storms, far too many deaths, one heart-wrenching parting of the ways, and more adventure than she’d ever bargained for in her life, her journey was done.

      And in some ways, with forty years of life and the entire rest of the country behind her, she had a feeling her journey was only just beginning.

      “Are we there? Did we make it?” Young Freddy Chance scrambled down from the back of the wagon, helping his smaller sister, Muriel, as he went.

      “Yep, that’s it.” Pete pointed toward the settlement again. He swept his hat from his head to run a hand through his silver-grey hair.

      “Where’s the ocean?” Libby Chance asked, hurrying up to join her younger siblings. Libby had turned eighteen on the trail, and in spite of her burst of enthusiasm, looked more like a woman than a child now.

      “The ocean heard you were coming and it ran away screaming.” Luke teased his sister, tugging on the long braid down Libby’s back.

      “Ow! You pig.” Libby turned to punch Luke’s arm.

      “Oink, oink!” Luke laughed.

      Josephine rolled her eyes. All four of the Chance children had grown restless and irritable on the last leg of the journey. Maybe it was all the energy they hadn’t been able to expend in leisurely pursuits for the last few months, since starting west with a group of other orphans. Or maybe it was the uncomfortable question that hung over all of their heads now that they had reached Oregon City.

      What happened to the four Chance children now that the journey was over?

      “We’re still a fair ways from the ocean,” Pete stepped in to answer Libby’s question, fitting his hat back on his head. “But if you keep following the river for a day or so, you’ll get to your ocean eventually.”

      “Unless it retreats once it hears you’re coming,” Luke added under his breath.

      Libby huffed and balled her hands into fists. Freddy and Muriel snorted with amusement.

      “Luke Chance, please stop tormenting your sister,” Josephine scolded. “I swear, you’ll give me more grey hairs than I already have.”

      The minor feud was eclipsed as the Jacksons, one of the families they had been traveling with, drove up beside them.

      “I bet you’ll be glad to finally be rid of that lot,” Beulah Jackson snorted, shaking her head.

      Cold anger formed a knot in Josephine’s gut. “I—”

      “You’re a mite too long in the tooth to be saddled with that kind of responsibility anyhow,” Beulah went on.

      “Children like that need a younger hand,” her husband, Jim, agreed. “Someone with the energy to teach them manners.”

      Josephine’s cold stomach turned over. She glanced to the children. Freddy and Muriel were busy chasing a puppy that had run close to the wagon. Luke and Libby had heard the comment though and looked decidedly put out.

      “Thanks for all your help, Pete.” Jim slapped Pete on the back as he passed, not giving Josephine time to reply. “I expect you’ll kick back and enjoy a quiet retirement now, but I sure am glad you dragged your old bones across the frontier for this one last trip. We couldn’t have made it without you.”

      “You take care, Jim.” Pete waved after him.

      The Jacksons walked on, leaving Josephine speechless. She turned to Pete to see what he thought of the nasty set of comments. Long in the tooth? Old bones? Indeed! But Pete merely shrugged and walked back to check on the wagon.

      Josephine sighed. Yes, that was probably the best thing to do. Ignore unhelpful negativity and unkind remarks. She turned her attention back to the cluster of buildings and wagons and people at the edge of the larger settlement.

      “Goodness gracious me.” She let out a breath and clasped her hand to her chest. “It’s been so long since we were around any significant number of people that that budding new town looks like a veritable city.”

      “There must be a hundred people there at least,” Muriel added, coming up to Josephine’s side to take her hand.

      Josephine chuckled and hugged Muriel closer. There were far more than a hundred people in Oregon City. Tens of thousands of people, if not more, had made the same journey they’d just finished in the last fifteen years, and while not everyone stayed put at trail’s end, a good many had set up shop and planted roots in the burgeoning little town nestled between two rivers. All that hope and industry and planning for the future settled cozily in her heart, no matter how weathered it was. There was something comforting about real chimneys with smoke coming out of them, livestock grazing in the fields, and people going about everyday businesses without a care for how soon they would have to pick up and move on.

      “I tell you,” she said to Pete and the children with a satisfied sigh. “That sight right there is enough to make me feel as though we’ve reached a new world.”

      “It’s certainly a new world for me,” Pete muttered, striding back to her side, hands thrust in his pockets.

      Josephine’s brow rose. It rose even more when she twisted to find Pete watching her, his face pink with…was that bashfulness? Her lips twitched into a grin. “What’s that supposed to mean, Peter Evans?”

      “Nothing.” Pete shrugged, cleared his throat, and marched forward. “There will be all sorts of merchants and land agents down in that crush,” he told her, looking around to make sure anyone else listening knew the advice was free for all. “They’ll be willing to buy your wagons and oxen and anything else you brought for the journey but don’t need anymore. But be careful, some of them are shysters who will take everything you’ve got and then some.”

      More families from the back of the long line of wagons were rolling up around them or heading down into the shallow valley where trading was going on.

      “You got anyone down there that you trust in particular?” Graham Tremaine asked as he and Estelle and little Tim rolled to a stop beside them.

      A few feet beyond Graham, Charlie and Olivia Garrett stopped their wagon and looked on with interest.

      Pete rubbed the back of his neck and squinted into the tangle of merchants and tradesmen. He studied them for a moment, then raised his hand to point at a portly man in a faded blue jacket. “That’s Russ Ryan. He’s a fair dealer when it comes to wagons. And Vincent Gordon down there is one of the more honest men that will take other goods off your hand that you don’t need anymore.” He turned back to the group. “If you were sticking around, I would recommend Paul Karlin to help you find and claim a patch of land to make your own, but you all have other plans, right?”

      “We’re going to take Gideon and Lucy up on their offer of visiting the Haskell ranch in Wyoming with a view to settle,” Graham confirmed. Their friends, Gideon and Lucy Faraday, had parted ways with the wagon train at Ft. Bridger and headed out to Lucy’s father’s ranch to settle.

      “And we’ve got business to take care of in San Francisco before we decide,” Charlie added, smiling at Olivia.

      Pete nodded, then turned slowly back to Josephine. “And you, Miss Josephine. Do you know what you’ll do next?”

      A completely unexpected lump formed in Josephine’s throat. Pete’s question wasn’t a difficult one. She knew the answer. But the unspoken uncertainty in Pete’s eyes, the wistful way Muriel stopped playing with the puppy and glanced up at her, the way Libby bit her lip…all of it made Josephine’s reply harder than she could have imagined.

      “My…my niece, Callie, is waiting for me in Denver City. I’m supposed to move in with her and her new husband, John. John runs a store in Denver City, you know. I’m told my life there will be quite comfortable. Suitable for a woman of my years.”

      There was no reason she should be justifying the life that awaited her—or bringing her age into the discussion—but she couldn’t help herself.

      Pete nodded. “Well, you’re not going to need a wagon in Denver City, that’s for sure.” He took a few steps toward the edge of the town, almost as if she’d offended him.

      Josephine’s heart dragged after him. Her arm twitched, and she almost reached pleadingly after him before reminding herself that it was unseemly to go chasing after a man of Pete’s standing like a girl trying to snag her first beau.

      She was spared the embarrassment of her moment of heartache by the young man passing by who stopped and asked, “Are you selling this wagon, ma’am?”

      Josephine blinked herself out of her well of emotion and turned to face him. Libby turned as well, and her eyes shot wide open.

      “I suppose I am,” Josephine told the man. “Pete’s right. I’m not going to need a wagon in Denver City.”

      The young man smiled. “Well, I sure as heck am going to need a wagon up at the logging camp.” He turned from the path he had been following and approached, holding out a hand. Josephine took it as soon as he came close enough. “Theodore Simms, ma’am. It’s a pleasure to meet you.”

      “Josephine Lewis.” Josephine liked the man’s firm handshake.

      “And I’m Libby. Elizabeth Chance. You can call me Libby.” Libby thrust a clumsy hand at the young man, her cheeks aglow.

      Theodore Simms let Josephine’s hand go and smiled at Libby as though he’d just discovered a treasure. He took Libby’s hand, but rather than shaking it, he bent over it to kiss her knuckles as if they were at a society ball. “You can call me Teddy.”

      “Okay.” Libby batted her eyelashes, forgetting to let go of his hand.

      Josephine blinked rapidly, trying to keep her smile from getting away. At least until Luke leaned close to her and whispered. “Don’t sell your wagon to him, Miss Josephine. He’s crazy.”

      Josephine snorted something between a laugh and scolding, and swatted Luke’s arm. “Hush, young man.” She turned to Teddy. “I’d be happy to sell you my wagon if you think it’ll suit your needs.”

      Teddy tore his eyes away from Libby and nodded to her. “Do you mind if I inspect it?”

      “Not at all.”

      As Teddy circled the wagon, Libby following him, Josephine crossed to help her friends.

      “We’ll take our wagons down to the yard there,” Graham was in the middle of telling Charlie. “Then we can go find a hotel or some other kind of lodgings.”

      “And we can figure out what forms of transport this town has to get to San Francisco. It might be easier to sail than to take a train.”

      “Tim and I can help find lodgings,” Estelle said, helping her adopted son down from the wagon.

      At the sight of Tim, Josephine gasped. “Land sakes. I need to check on all the rest of the orphans in the train. I hope by now the families we placed them with will find it in their hearts to adopt them, but I can’t assume.”

      “Luke and I can stay here and help Teddy—that is, Mr. Simms—inspect the wagon,” Libby offered.

      Josephine grinned, knowing exactly what it was Libby wanted to inspect. She couldn’t blame the young woman. Turning eighteen on the trail was a rite of passage. She was a woman now, and for the first time in months, there were eligible young men around.

      “I’m relying on you to keep her out of trouble,” she murmured to Luke.

      “Aww, me?” Luke pouted and kicked the dirt, proving that no matter how small the age gap between him and his sister, one of them wasn’t quite grown up yet. In fact, Josephine wasn’t certain either of them were fully grown.

      “You two can come with me.” She took Muriel and Freddy by their hands—although Freddy was a little reluctant to look like he needed his hand held—and started off into the maze of wagons that their train had become.

      When their wagon train had set out from Independence, Missouri, it had included a group of more than a dozen orphaned children, including Graham and Estelle’s Tim and the Chance children. Only a few weeks into the journey, the children’s guardian, Mrs. Gravesend, had died suddenly of a bad heart. Josephine was one of the people who had stepped up to care for the orphans and to make sure they were provided for by placing them with families in the train. Several had gone with the families that had parted ways with them and headed on to Denver City, but the rest had stayed, continuing the journey with families headed all the way out to Oregon City.

      As she, Freddy, and Muriel checked with the families that had taken those orphans in, Josephine was relieved to find that most wanted to keep their charges and adopt them. But not all of the kids were as lucky. The Raines family was disappointingly quick to hand over a thin, scrappy boy named Herbert, claiming they wouldn’t have enough to feed him now that they didn’t have the rest of the wagon train to rely on. And Mrs. Pitman practically tossed an eleven-year-old girl named Judith at Josephine, but not before searching all of Judith’s pockets for items she claimed had gone missing. Josephine was as relieved that they didn’t find any of those items on Judith’s person as she was to get the poor girl away from the shrewish Mrs. Pitman.

      By the time she returned to the spot on the hill where Teddy was finishing up his inspection of the wagon, she had six orphans in her charge—Herbert, Judith, and the Chance family—and no idea what to do with them.

      “Miss Josephine, I’m tired,” Muriel sighed, plopping to the ground to sit cross-legged, her chin resting in her hands, elbows on her knees.

      “And I’m hungry,” Freddy added, slumping to the ground himself. Herbert and Judith followed suit.

      Josephine tried not to wring her hands like a helpless ninny. Her experience as a guardian to children had been limited to the last two and a half months. Maybe Beulah Jackson was right.

      But no, not once in her life had she given in to helplessness, and she wasn’t about to start now. “We should find a hotel too, and check into it until we can decide what our next step should be. That is, if I can figure out if Mr. Simms wants to take this wagon off my hands. Where did he and Libby go? Libby?”

      Almost as soon as she called out, there was a rattling, and the wagon shook a bit. Libby darted around the corner from the back, Mr. Simms a few inches behind her. A very few inches.

      “We were just talking,” Libby raced to inform her.

      Josephine grinned, shaking her head. “I’m sure you were.” Libby was a good girl, of that much she was certain. She wasn’t as sure about Teddy Simms, but she had a good feeling about the young man. “What do you think, Mr. Simms? Is my wagon what you’re looking for?”

      Pink-faced with sheepishness and with eyes only for Libby, Teddy nodded. “I think it will do just fine, ma’am.”

      “Good.” Josephine planted her hands on her hips and searched around. “Now where did Pete go? I have no idea how to conduct a transaction like this.”

      More than that, she found herself reluctant to leap off into a new life without him by her side.

      [image: ]
* * *

      The end of the trail was always chaotic, but for Pete, this particular trail’s end was somehow harder than the others. This was it, his last time helping the people he’d guided across the West dispose of their travel equipment and find land and lodgings. His last journey was over. Chances were that he wouldn’t ever head East again. He was free to cut all ties and enter into the last chapters of his life without any encumbrances.

      So how come he kept turning at the sound of any voice that sounded like Josephine’s, or starting at the call of children Freddy and Muriel Chance’s ages?

      “Must be getting senile,” he muttered to himself. Hands thrust into the pockets of his worn trousers, he turned and headed back up the hill from the bazaar of merchants and fortune-seekers to where Josephine had parked her wagon.

      And why was he heading back to the last place he’d seen Josephine anyhow? He’d fulfilled his obligations, helped her to reach her destination in one piece. Sure, they’d spent a mess of time together on the trail, but it was over. He should be headed down to the warehouses east of the city, where the Willamette River flowed, to collect his belongings from Ronny. His old buddy would get a laugh out of the moony way he was acting…like a green boy in short pants.

      “Pete.”

      Pete glanced up as Graham’s familiar voice called his name. Graham and Estelle and Tim headed toward him through the crowd of new arrivals. It put a smile on Pete’s face to see Graham moving so well on the wooden leg Gideon Faraday had constructed to replace the one Graham lost in the war.

      “You’ll join us for supper at The Golden Eagle hotel tonight, won’t you?” Graham went on.

      Pete searched for Josephine, and when he didn’t find her, shrugged. “Hadn’t much thought about it. I suppose I need to eat at some point.”

      Estelle turned her knowing grin from Graham to Pete. “At a loss for what to do now that the journey’s done?”

      “No.” Pete rolled his shoulders, pulled his hands out of his pocket, and stood with all the authority he’d borne on the trail. “I’ve got a buddy who’s been keeping an eye on my stuff. I’ll go pick that up, find a place to stay for the night. Then I guess I’ll see if I can find work and put down roots.”

      Graham and Estelle exchanged a look…one that tipped up the corners of Estelle’s mouth in a way that made Pete nervous.

      “And what is Josephine planning to do?” Graham asked.

      “Not sure,” Pete snapped. “Not sure it’s any of my business.”

      “Oh, I think it’s your business, all right,” Estelle said softly.

      Pete cleared his throat and sniffed. He’d spent the last six weeks on the trail avoiding all thought about the decision he would need to make where Josephine was concerned—a decision about asking a certain question or letting her go. He wasn’t any closer to knowing what he should do now than he had been when the thought of giving up his bachelor status first occurred to him.

      “Looks like she’s back at her wagon,” Graham went on. “She went around checking in on the rest of the orphans earlier.” He squinted as he looked up the hill to Josephine’s wagon. “Hmm. Looks like she’s picked up two more. You might see if she needs help.”

      “Good idea.” Pete tipped his hat to his friends, then continued up the hill. His neck was hot. His back itched. It didn’t take a fool to see that both Graham and Estelle thought there was some sort of an understanding between him and Josephine, that they wanted there to be.

      And why not, he argued with himself. Josephine was a fine, strong, smart woman. She kept calling herself old, but forty was the prime of life. He was looking to settle down, after all. A man could do worse than to settle down with a woman like—

      He was fooling himself. He kicked a stone in passing on his way up to Josephine’s wagon. She had a life waiting for her with her niece in Denver City. Denver City was a damned sight too prim and proper for his liking. He was a rough man used to a rough life. It would never work outside of the trail.

      And that wasn’t even taking the Chance kids into account.

      “Oh, Pete, there you are.” The second he came within Josephine’s sight, she reached out to drag him into her concerns.

      And dagnabbit, but a part of him felt so natural falling into her concerns that he smiled in spite of himself.

      “Mr. Simms here would like to purchase my wagon,” she went on, presenting him to the young man who had approached her earlier.

      “That’s grand.” Pete nodded to Teddy, smiled at Josephine, wondered what he was doing there.

      Josephine blinked at him, lips forming an impatient line. “Well?”

      Pete stared right back at her. “Well what?”

      She huffed an impatient breath. “Well, how do I go about selling my wagon?”

      He frowned. Months on the trail, and he would have figured Josephine could handle something as simple as selling a wagon. Why was she so determined to get him involved?

      Unless it’s because she doesn’t want to say goodbye quite yet either, a voice whispered at the back of his head.

      He shook his head to clear away the voice, crossed his arms, and said, “You tell the man how much you want to sell it for, he gives you money, and he drives the wagon away.”

      She made another hissing, impatient sound and swatted his arm.

      Lord, he’d miss her swatting.

      “I know that.” She sighed. “But what’s the proper procedure? I have things in the wagon that I need to unload somewhere. Personal items.”

      “Oh, I can help you unload all of that,” Teddy cut in. “I wouldn’t mind purchasing any extra supplies along with the wagon either. I’ve got a bit of a haul in front of me to make it to the logging camp.”

      Pete nodded to Teddy. “See. He’s willing to help you unload and buy whatever’s left over.”

      Josephine continued to cluck and fuss. “It can’t be that simple.” In fact, she looked worried that it might just be that simple. “Plus I have the children to get settled.”

      Her statement was like an unexpected arrow in his heart. For some reason, he’d been fooling himself into thinking the Chance family and Josephine were one and the same now.

      “We could stay with you,” Freddy suggested, wearing the same look a boy might wear if he’d said something brash and expected a swat.

      Muriel perked up, eyes going round with hope. “Could we?”

      The arrow in Pete’s heart twisted. Josephine looked as though she’d swallowed a sad, sad frog.

      She was spared having to answer when Luke broke in with, “Miss Josephine’s going back to Denver City, dummy.”

      Freddy looked crestfallen for a moment. Then he turned to Pete. “You could keep us.”

      Again, Luke saved the day with, “Mr. Evans can’t take on a pack of kids by himself. He’s old.”

      “Just over fifty,” Pete muttered. “Not sure that counts as old.”

      “Besides,” Luke went on. He may have been young, but the sharpness in his eyes showed that he understood the situation better than the little kids. “Libby and I can take care of you. We’re old enough.”

      “I—” Libby sent an anxious glance to Teddy. “Maybe.”

      “Well, the only thing that needs to be settled right now is where we’ll all spend the night.” Josephine crossed back to the wagon and Teddy. “Patricia Raines said something about seeing a hotel in town. We’ll stay there tonight. Mr. Simms, could you come back tomorrow so that we can work out what we need to keep and what you can buy from me?”

      “Oh, yes.” Libby perked up. “Please do come back tomorrow for a walk. I mean, a talk. I mean, so we can figure out what to do. About the wagon.”

      Libby’s face was so red Pete could have sworn she’d fallen in a bucket of cherry syrup.

      “I’d like that,” Teddy answered. Evidently, he’d fallen in the syrup too. “Talking, I mean. About the wagon.” He forced his glance over to Josephine, pretending to be serious. “Purchasing and all that.”

      “Hmm.” Josephine crossed her arms. She glanced to Pete with the same conspiratorial spark he’d come to love…that is, that he’d come to respect from her on the trail.

      All he could manage to say was, “Hotel.” After that, he stomped off to see to the oxen…and to hide his own dip in the cherry syrup.

      “I’m sure the hotel has a livery where they house wagons and things,” Josephine went on, speaking to Teddy. “You can find us there after breakfast tomorrow.” She breathed out a happy sigh. “There. Now that that’s settled, come along, children.”

      Whether it was the relief of finally reaching the trail’s end or exhaustion after a long journey, it took their group that much longer to get up, get all of their things together, and walk on. The kids went from being too tired to move to far too energetic for their own good. They shrieked and leapt and bounded as the wagon got moving again. The chaos of town only added to the mix, so that by the time they reached a hotel called The Golden Eagle and found space for the wagon in the livery, the children were practically bouncing off the wall.

      “Hush up for just one minute,” Josephine begged them as their noisy parade made its way up the hotel’s front steps and into the lobby. “I can hardly hear myself thinking with you lot carrying on.”

      “But we’re home,” Freddy declared, arms spread wide. “We’re finally home.”

      “We’re going to have a home,” Muriel sang in harmony with him. “Miss Josephine and Mr. Evans are going to make a home with us.”

      “They never said that,” Luke barked over top of their jubilation.

      “Teddy Simms is coming back tomorrow.” Libby threw her own joy into the mix.

      “Can we come live with you too?” Judith asked, tugging Herbert closer to her.

      Pete clenched his jaw, his heart going out to Josephine. He didn’t envy her the task of breaking the news to the children that they couldn’t all live happily ever after. Children didn’t belong with rough old goats like him, and there was no chance Josephine could raise six kids on her own. The Chance kids were in for yet another disappointment.

      But there were more immediate problems to deal with. The hotel staff had switched to high alert as soon as their noisy group entered the lobby.

      “No, no, no, no.” The hotel manager—a short, squat man in a crisp suit—came out from behind the front desk, making shooing motions at them. “Get that rabble out of here. Go!”

      Josephine ignored the man’s rudeness. “We need a room for the night. One that’s large enough for all six of the children and me.”

      The manager looked at her as if she had told him she intended to house a circus under his roof. “No.”

      “What do you mean, no?” Pete growled, more offended than he figured he should have been.

      The manager looked up at him. Or maybe it would have been better described at turned his nose up at him. “I have no room for this pack of demons.”

      “We’re not demons,” Muriel said, pouting.

      “Not a single room?” Josephine sighed, downright distraught.

      “Not a single room, not a half room, not any room at all.” The manager curled his lip and straightened his back. “I’ll thank you to get out now.”

      “Even if they pay?” Pete glared at the man.

      The manager wasn’t fazed. “Even if they pay double. And that’s final. Tell the old woman to take those children and go find a shoe. For you lot, there is no room at the inn.”

      With that, he turned his back on them and walked away.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Two

        

      

    
    
      Several powerful emotions struck Josephine all at the same time—indignation that the hotel manager would turn helpless children away without so much as an argument, panic that she was now alone, homeless, and responsible for six young souls, and a slippery, wicked sort of relief that Pete wouldn’t be able to walk away from her now.

      She cleared her throat to tamp down that last, uncomfortable emotion and the satisfied smile that wheedled its way onto her lips with it. She shouldn’t be so mercenary, but it was true. Pete couldn’t—and more importantly, wouldn’t—leave them stranded now. The dashing, silver-haired man whom she had grown to treasure would be by her side that much longer.

      In spite of the fact that, if pressed, she really could have handled this set-back on her own, she turned to Pete and asked, “What do we do?”

      It came as something of a surprise that Pete was wearing the same, vaguely relieved look that she had been tempted to put on. He removed his hat, combed his fingers through his hair, and rubbed the back of his neck.

      “Well—”

      “I told you to get those children out of here,” the hotel manager called from the front desk.

      He had a point. Muriel and Judith were playing with the tasseled curtains on one side of the room, wrapping themselves up as if they were cloaks, Freddy and Herbert had formed their hands into guns and were shooting at each other from either side of a long sofa, Libby stood at one window, straining her neck as she looked out, and Luke… Good heavens, Luke had snuck to the side of the front desk and was peeking at its contents as though taking inventory, his fingers twitching.

      “Children,” Josephine snapped. “Let’s head outside.”

      “Luke, what are you doing?” Pete marched over to make sure Luke did as he was told.

      “Nothin’.” He kept his eyes away from Pete’s as he scurried across the room and out onto the porch.

      They made a racket as they poured out into the afternoon sunlight. Oregon City was nothing like Josephine’s home in Philadelphia, but people were people everywhere. More than a few stared at them as the younger boys tried to climb over the porch railings, the girls made a bee-line for the flowers planted along the edge of the road, and Libby rushed to the end of the porch, searching this way and that.

      “What do we do now?” Josephine asked again.

      And once again, Pete didn’t have a chance to answer it.

      “Pete, Josephine, what’s going on here?” Charlie Garrett strode up to the hotel with Olivia on his arm.

      “You’re joining us for supper later, aren’t you?” Olivia quickly added.

      Josephine threw up her hands with a sigh. “Not if we’ve been banned from the hotel.”

      “What?” Charlie and Olivia balked.

      “The hotel manager refuses to house the children,” Josephine explained. “And I’m not simply going to turn them out into the street just to keep a dinner engagement.”

      “Certainly not,” Olivia agreed. “But what can you do?”

      “That’s exactly what I’m trying to figure out.” Josephine pivoted to face Pete. Her temper was on the rise and her patience was nearing its end. She wanted answers, and she wanted Pete to be the one to give them…as if he cared for the children and for her enough to come to their rescue.

      She was in luck. Pete plunked his hat back on his head and said, “I know of a boarding house up the hill a ways. The owner, Myrtle Ridgeway, came out here at the same time as I did. She’s got a good heart…and a big house. We can leave the wagon in the hotel’s livery, at least for now.”

      “We’ll make sure they take good care of it,” Charlie added.

      Josephine smiled from ear to ear. “Then what are we waiting for? Kids.”

      By some miracle, all six of the orphans left what they were doing and gathered at the bottom of the hotel’s stairs.

      “Should we hold seats for you at supper?” Charlie asked. “Graham and Estelle and Tim are joining us.”

      Josephine longed to have a real, refined, sit-down meal with her friends after so many haphazard meals on the trail, but the children were her first priority. “I’m afraid I won’t be able to. Not if the hotel refuses to serve my children.” A warm sort of buzz filled the air and the eyes of the younger children at her words. Josephine cleared her throat and went on. “That shouldn’t stop Pete from enjoying himself with you all.”

      “We’ll see,” Pete mumbled. “We need to make sure you’re all settled first.”

      Another warm, tender smile filled Josephine’s heart. Land sakes, if she wasn’t careful, she’d revert back into an impressionable, love-sick young girl, like Libby.

      “Right,” she said with an extra helping of sternness to fight the feeling. “Let’s go.” She took Muriel’s and Judith’s hands and started off down the street.

      “Uh, Josephine?”

      She stopped and looked back at Pete’s call.

      Pete thrust his thumb in the other direction. “Up the hill is this way.”

      “Of course.” Josephine squared her shoulders and walked on, following Pete.

      They made a mad-capped band as they headed deeper into the heart of Oregon City, up the gentle hill to a neighborhood of houses that looked like they’d weathered their fair share of winters. Oregon City was one of the oldest settlements on the West Coast. It had been there for decades, even if newcomers were still arriving by the wagon train-load daily. Many settlers spread out from Oregon City once they got their bearings, heading north to the new town of Seattle or ten miles up the Willamette River to the town of Portland. The West may have been new, but Oregon City wasn’t as new as all that. Still, it had a rough, anything goes feel to it.

      So did the boarding house that Pete took them to. It was large by the standards of the buildings around it. Or perhaps sprawling was a better word. It was only two stories, but an expansion appeared to have been added off to one side that made it almost as big as the hotel. Josephine’s hopes rose at the sight of it.

      “Look, a swing,” Freddy called out, pointing to a simple rope swing that hung from a huge pine in the boarding house’s yard.

      That was all it took. Instantly, the four younger kids ran off to explore. Luke, meanwhile, slipped his hands into his pockets and set off to study the house. Libby continued to look over her shoulder, down the hill, and into the heart of the town.

      “Is that Pete Evans I see?” A woman who must have been close to Pete’s age walked out onto the porch that wrapped around the expansive house. She wore a flour-covered apron, had her wiry, grey hair up in a bun, and wiped her hands on a towel as she marched down the steps to greet them. “I’ll be. I’m always surprised when you find your way back into town.”

      “Myrtle.” Pete greeted her with a nod.

      That wasn’t enough for Myrtle. She marched straight up to Pete and hugged him like a brother. Or at least Josephine hoped it was like a brother. She sucked in a breath, stood straighter, and prepared to do battle to win Pete away from this woman if she had to.

      A second later, as Myrtle turned to her with a smile and an outstretched hand, tucking her towel under her arm in such a way that her left hand—complete with wedding band—was clearly visible, Josephine felt like a fool.

      “Myrtle Ridgeway.” She introduced herself, then turned to Pete. “A pretty woman? A mess of kids? And here I thought you were too much of a shaggy old lone wolf to go and get yourself hitched.”

      Pete turned bright red and scuffed his boot against the dirt of the path. “No. Myrtle, I’d like you to meet Miss Josephine Lewis, from Philadelphia.”

      “But not anymore,” Josephine added. “I’m…I’m on my way to Denver City to move in with my niece and her husband.”

      For some reason, that felt like a lie. Even more so when Myrtle quirked her eyebrow.

      “Oregon City isn’t exactly on the way to Denver City,” she said.

      “Well, you see, there are the orphans to consider.” Josephine nodded to the swing, where the four young ones were giggling and shrieking as they played. “It’s a long story, but the important part is that Pete and I have taken the care of these children on our shoulders. It was only right to see them through to the end of their journey.”

      “I see.” Myrtle did little to hide the grin that tightened her lips, glancing from Josephine to Pete and back. “So you’ll be looking for homes for them?”

      A sudden, unaccountable stab of pain pierced Josephine’s heart. “Well…I…yes, yes we will.”

      Myrtle hummed, crossed her arms, and turned to look at the children. “One or two of the churches in town might know of some families who would be willing to take them. There’s a couple of establishments that call themselves orphanages nearby, but they’re nothing official.”

      “Any direction you could point us in would help,” Pete said. “And if you could find it in your heart to put Josephine and the kids up, for tonight, at least…”

      He let his request taper off when Myrtle glanced pointedly at him. “I’m almost filled to capacity right now.”

      It wasn’t a denial, but it wasn’t welcoming them with open arms either.

      “I’m sure we’d be willing to help out in any way you need us to,” Josephine rushed to say. “We’ve just come off of three months on the trail, and we’re all as strong as the oxen that pulled our carts.”

      Myrtle’s expression softened. “I didn’t mean to imply I was turning you away. I’m just trying to reorganize the rooms in my mind. You wouldn’t mind sharing all together, would you?”

      Heavens. Sharing a room with six children…four of them rambunctious and two almost old enough to be considered adults.

      In spite of her reservations, Josephine said, “Yes, of course.”

      Myrtle nodded. “Then I can shift the Montrose brothers into one of the back rooms for now. They’re heading out tomorrow anyhow. And old George Montgomery won’t mind bunking with Hoover Joplin for a night or two.”

      “Thanks, Myrtle.” Pete grinned and patted Myrtle on the back. “I knew we could rely on you.”

      “You might not say that when I tell you that if I take them, I absolutely don’t have room for you.” Myrtle arched her brow.

      Pete shrugged. “There’s always the hotel. And if worse comes to worst, I’m sure I’ve still got a friend or two around here who would put up with me.”

      “Yeah, but can you put up with them, Mr. Set-In-Your-Ways.”

      A chill raced down Josephine’s back. Pete was set in his ways. Too set to make any major life changes?

      “It’s settled then.” Josephine ignored her fears and clapped her hands together, glad they were finally getting somewhere…even if it meant she and Pete wouldn’t share a camp or a roof over their heads for the first time in months.

      But where she was smiling, Pete had suddenly broken out in a fit of gloom. “You’re sure you’ll be all right here?” he asked, his voice unusually gruff.

      “Yes,” Josephine said hesitantly. “I suppose so.” She looked to Myrtle. Myrtle still wore her sly grin.

      Pete rubbed his chin. “If Luke causes any trouble, you let me know. That boy’s close enough to being a man that he gets ideas in his head, but he’s not close enough to handle the responsibilities that come along with those ideas.”

      “I know.” Josephine nodded pointedly to Myrtle to let her know Pete spoke the truth and Luke should be watched with both eyes.

      “And Libby seems a bit moony after meeting that Teddy Simms earlier,” Pete went on.

      “Teddy Simms?” Myrtle brightened. “He’s a fine young man with good prospects.” She turned to study Libby, who had taken a seat on a stump at the corner of the property and was now plucking the petals off of a wildflower with a far-away smile. “And that young lady of yours looks of an age to notice and appreciate a fine young man.”

      “That’s what I’m worried about,” Pete grumbled. He rolled his shoulders, then glanced to the younger children on the swing. “That lot has more energy than a pack of prairie dogs in the sun.”

      “We have several other children and their families boarding here at the moment,” Myrtle told him. “They won’t lack for playmates or adults with the energy to keep up with them.”

      Josephine’s heart beat with bittersweet pride at the concerns Pete was expressing. He may have fancied himself a tough old dog, but he had a kind, fatherly heart under it all. It was a mystery why the man had never taken a wife and had children of his own.

      “Stop your fussing, Pete,” Myrtle laughed. “A body would think you were ready to swoop in and adopt this lot yourself, what with the way you’re going on.”

      Pete’s back was stiff in an instant. “I’m too old to start a family.” He snapped a sideways glance at Josephine.

      “Well, don’t look at me.” Josephine was determined to call him out. “I’m far past the family age myself.”

      “You’re still younger than all that,” Pete insisted.

      “Then so are you.”

      “I—” Pete thought better of whatever argument he was going to make. His shoulders loosened, and he tugged at the bottom of his vest. “I’m going to be late for supper at the hotel if I don’t get a move on.”

      Without another word, he turned and marched away. Josephine watched his retreating back, mouth opened in scolding indignation. And yet, she couldn’t think of anything to call after him.

      To top it off, Myrtle clamped a hand to her mouth. That did nothing to hide her smile. But all she said was, “Well, well.”
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* * *

      All hope Josephine had of things settling down and an answer to the dilemma of the children’s futures dropping out of the sky was dashed by the next morning.

      “I’m a pi-rate, I’m a pi-rate!” Freddy chanted at the top of his lungs, marching around Myrtle’s large dining room table. He’d made a sword out of the broom Josephine had been using earlier to help Myrtle tidy up.

      “I’m a pirate to-oo, I’m a pirate to-oo!” Herbert shouted along with him, circling in the opposite direction. He wore a salad bowl on his head.

      “And tell her I’ll come as soon as I can get free.” Josephine dictated a telegram to Libby, who sat across the corner of the table from her, pencil in hand. Josephine sent an irritated look at the boys. “If you’re so intent on playing, why don’t you go outside?”

      “Pirates do not go outside,” Herbert announced.

      “Yeah, not on the high seas,” Freddy agreed.

      “Besides, Muriel and Judith and those other smelly girls are out there having a tea party.”

      Josephine sighed. “Surely you can share the yard with them.”

      “Pirates don’t share!” Freddy banged the end of the broom on the floor.

      It was a battle Josephine wasn’t going to win. At least not until she finished dictating the telegram Libby was to take to the telegraph office in town. The message was for Callie, letting her know that she wouldn’t be able to join her in Denver City until the orphans had all found homes. Unfortunately, Libby had other things on her mind.

      “Land sakes, pay attention, Libby.”

      “What?” Libby snapped her eyes away from the window. She seemed surprised that she had a pencil in her hand at all. “Oh. You’ll go with the orphans as soon as you’re free.” She rushed to scribble on her scrap of paper.

      “No, no, dear, I’ll go to my niece Callie in Denver City as soon as I’m free.”

      Libby put her pencil down with a distracted sigh. “Do you think I have time to find the telegraph office? Teddy—I mean, Mr. Simms said he would be here soon to finish the transaction for the wagon.”

      Josephine winced. That was another thing she had to worry about. The wagon was all the way over at the hotel…with the bulk of her belongings in it.

      “Let’s finish this first.” She tapped the table to drag Libby’s attention away from the window. “The next line should say ‘Updates to follow.’”

      “I can take that message to the telegraph office for you,” Luke said as he sauntered into the room. “I’ll take the message and the fee and everything right down to the train station, where the telegraph office is.”

      Josephine eyed the boy suspiciously. “How do you know that’s where the telegraph office is?”

      Luke shrugged, staring at the floor. “I dunno.”

      “He snuck out last night.” Libby ratted on him.

      “Hush,” Luke hissed.

      “After you and the little kids went to bed,” Libby went on. “Said he wanted to see the town, find out where the saloon was.”

      “Luke!”

      “Yeah, and the only reason you know that is because I ran into you outside on the porch, waiting for a certain somebody to come courting.”

      “I was not!”

      “Were too.”

      Josephine clamped her hands on the side of her head. Younger, rabble-rousing children were one thing. Almost grown-up children brought an entirely different set of problems with them.

      “If you know where the telegraph office is—”

      A shriek from outside cut through Josephine’s instructions for Luke. She and Libby both jumped up from the table. When the shrieking continued, followed by loud barking, Josephine, Libby, and the boys all dashed out of the dining room, through the kitchen, and into the yard.

      “Heaven help us,” Josephine cried when she saw the mess in the yard.

      The girls might have been having a tea party at some point, but at the moment it looked more like an Indian attack. The child-sized table had been knocked over and its contents scattered. A big, mangy dog sniffed through the carnage, eating left-overs. The girls had run—presumably from the dog—but in the process, one or more of them had snagged something on the clothesline or crashed into one of the poles or done something that had caused half of Myrtle’s laundry to spill onto the grass. That still didn’t explain why the girls were running this way and that, trampling the laundry and tearing up the flowerbeds.

      “Girls, girls!” Josephine shouted to stop them. “Whatever is the matter?”

      “Snake! Snake!” the girls shouted in reply.

      “Pirates kill snakes!” Freddy yelled.

      He and Herbert jumped into the mad fray of running and scattering. The dog had apparently had its fill of tea things and bounded after Freddy and Herbert as if playing some game. He was big enough that the girls only screamed louder and ran harder.

      “Stop this at once,” Josephine called out.

      Much to her dread, Myrtle popped her head out of an upstairs window at just that moment. “What’s going on here?”

      “Snakes!” the boys yelled.

      “Pirates!” half of the girls shouted.

      “Dog! Dog!” the other half hollered over top of them.

      “Teddy!” Libby exclaimed a moment later.

      That was the last straw. Josephine threw up her hands and turned with a scowl to give young Teddy Simms a piece of her mind for adding to the chaos on hand.

      “Pete!” Her scolding died on her lips as she found Pete walking beside Teddy into the chaotic scene.

      Josephine wasn’t sure if she was relieved to see him or ready to give him what-for for leaving her to deal with so much drama on her own. Myrtle had pulled her head back into the house, which could only meant she would be joining the chaos any second.

      Pete took one look at the noisy, screaming, topsy-turvy scene and shouted, “Quiet!”

      In an instant, the children stopped where they were. Even the dog dropped to a crouch, tail wagging, head turned to Pete. Teddy jumped to the side at the force of Pete’s command. Libby looked distressed, but Luke was shaking with laughter. “What’s all this about?” Pete went on.

      A long silence followed, and then all at once—

      “There was a snake in the grass.”

      “The dog jumped on our table.”

      “I’m a pirate!”

      “The wind blew the laundry over.”

      “I didn’t mean to do it.”

      “Really, I didn’t.”

      Pete held up his hands, and the barrage of youthful excuses stopped. “Is that any way to act when you lot are guests here?”

      More silence, and several heads lowered in contrition. A moment later, Myrtle blew through the kitchen door. She raised her hands in frustration, then dropped them to her sides with a loud puff. It was still another few seconds before she could say, “What happened to my laundry?”

      “The kids here were just about to help you wash it again and hang it out to dry, right kids?” Pete asked.

      Freddy and Muriel has the good grace to look guilty and mumble, “Yes, sir.”

      “Luke, think you can get that pole standing and the laundry lines strung again?” Pete went on.

      “Yessir.” Luke jumped into action.

      “Girls, it looks like you need to clean up your tea party.” This time he addressed the other boarding house girls as well as Muriel and Judith.

      The boarding house girls were too terrified to say anything, but Muriel and Judith said, “Yes, sir,” and got to work.

      Pete turned to Josephine with a self-satisfied grin. That grin dropped when her steely scowl didn’t budge. Pete frowned as well, a silent questioning of why she was still upset. Josephine nodded past him. Pete glanced over his shoulder to find that Teddy and Libby had walked away from the rest of the group and now stood chatting by the corner of the house, Libby beaming.

      “That young man showed up at the hotel looking for you,” Pete said.

      Josephine arched one eyebrow. “Are you sure he was looking for me?”

      Pete rubbed the bottom of his face. “Well, either way, he’s come to negotiate a price for your wagon and supplies.”

      “All right. I’ll just—”

      “Hold on one second, Miss Josephine.” Myrtle stopped her, raising a hand. Josephine winced as she pivoted to face the woman. “It’s all well and good that Pete here has set the children to work cleaning up after themselves—”

      “—But the fact that they made a mess in the first place is still a problem,” Josephine finished her thought.

      “Unfortunately, yes.” Myrtle sighed. “I’m all in favor of helping children and families in need, but—and I’m sorry to say this—it seems to me as though you’ve taken on more than you can handle.”

      Josephine opened her mouth to protest, but there really wasn’t much point. She shut her mouth and pressed her fingertips to her temples. “I should make finding homes for them a priority,” she sighed.

      Myrtle nodded, not unsympathetically. “I ran across Rev. Martin of the Methodist church while running errands this morning, mentioned you might come see him. He says he knows of at least one family that might be willing to take a child in.”

      “That’s good,” Pete said. It was clear he was trying hard to stay positive.

      “It is,” Josephine agreed. At least, her lips agreed. Her heart wasn’t so sure. She watched Freddy and Luke as they worked fixing the clothesline, glanced across to Muriel as she and the other girls set the tea table to rights. She’d never imagined that the thought of finding homes for these children would wound her so deeply.

      Pete must have seen the creases around her eyes and the tension in her mouth. He put a comforting hand on her shoulder and said, “I’ll come with you to the church.”

      “You will?” If there was one thing that could make the difficult task easier, that was it.

      “Just as soon as I go talk to my buddy about my belongings.”

      “You didn’t go see him last night?”

      Pete shrugged. “Charlie and Graham kept me up talking late into the night.” By the tinge of red that came to his cheeks, there was probably a fair amount of drinking and cigar-smoking to that story too.

      “I see.”

      “After that, sleeping in the wagon again seemed like the best option,” Pete went on. Josephine suspected it’d been the least complicated resting place for a man who’d celebrated a too much. “I was just on my way to Ronny’s when Teddy showed up.”

      “Ronny’s?” Myrtle cut in.

      “Yeah.” Pete frowned. “Why? What is it?”

      Myrtle was slow to reply. “Pete, Ronny up and left way back in April, right after you headed east to lead your wagon train.”

      “He did?” Pete rubbed the back of his neck, face pinching. “That doesn’t sound like Ronny. What about Butch?”

      “As far as I know, Butch is still there,” Myrtle answered.

      “Who’s Butch?” Josephine asked.

      “Ronny’s brother.” Without giving Josephine a chance to ask anything else, Pete went on. “I’d better get over there. Think you can handle overseeing these rascals as they clean up?”

      “Yes,” Josephine and Myrtle answered at the same time.

      They looked each other square in the eye in surprise. Myrtle bowed her head just enough to let Josephine know she wouldn’t get between her and Pete.

      Pete nodded. “Right. I’d better go see what the situation is.” He started off, but before he had gone more than a few steps, he turned back to Josephine. “Keep your eye on those two,” he said, nodding to Libby and Teddy.

      Josephine leaned to the side, catching the two young lovebirds as they slipped subtly around the corner of the house. Land sakes, young love happened fast. Why, it’d taken her weeks to admit that she was falling for—

      She swallowed. “I’ll keep an eye on them.”

      It was herself she was truly concerned about, though.
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      Nothing had turned out the way Pete expected it to since reaching the end of the trail. Not one single thing. So it was no surprise that prickles raced down his neck as he headed down the street and around the corner to the large, rectangular shed that Ronny and Butch Crawford ran as a warehouse for men who didn’t like to be burdened with belongings as they roamed the frontier.

      It was just his luck that his sense of foreboding wasn’t misplaced. As soon as Butch stepped out of the warehouse to toss a bucket of dirty water into the street, he spotted Pete coming. The stocky man’s eyes went wide and the licorice root he’d been chewing dropped out of his slack mouth, hitting his feet.

      “Pete.” The single word was strangled. “What’re you doing here?”

      Frowning, Pete answered, “Coming to get my stuff.”

      “Stuff?” Butch’s voice rose an octave and cracked.

      Pete scowled and slowed his steps. “Myrtle tells me Ronny skipped town back in April.”

      Butch was good and nervous now. He set his bucket against the warehouse wall with a weak laugh. When he straightened, he wrung his hands and shifted his weight from foot to foot. None of it was reassuring.

      “See, the thing is, Ronny was offered an opportunity he couldn’t pass up,” Butch began.

      “Is that so?”

      “Yeah.” Butch cleared his throat and rolled his shoulders. “A fellow from Arizona Territory came through here, talking big about the railroad and supply routes around a town called Preston. Ronny figured he’d jump on it. Barely said his goodbyes to me.”

      Butch continued to look guilty, raising Pete’s suspicions even higher. “So? What does that have to do with my stuff?”

      Butch turned downright green. When he didn’t answer, Pete pushed forward, striding past him and into the dim warehouse.

      “Now Pete, it weren’t my fault. You just keep that in mind.” Butch scrambled after him.

      The warehouse must have started its life as a stable of some sort. The sides of the single, large room were divided like horse stalls. Pete turned left and marched down the aisle to the third stall on the right. He’d packed his belongings away himself years ago when he’d first made arrangements with the Crawford brothers. But when he reached his stall, even though it was stacked with crates and barrels, not one of them was his.

      “Did you move it?” he asked, already knowing and dreading the answer.

      “Y-you could say that,” Butch mumbled.

      Pete rounded on him, certain that even in the dim light, his eyes still blazed with anger that was growing by the second.

      Butch held up his hands in pleading. “I had nothing to do with it, I swear. It was Ronny’s idea. He said you were getting up there, and this time you probably wouldn’t come back. Said you’d likely decide the comforts of the East were better than the ruggedness and the damp out here.”

      “Where are my things?” Pete growled.

      “He said you wouldn’t miss much of anything anyhow, and that since you were friends, you wouldn’t mind if he b-borrowed a few things.” Butch paused to swallow. “And maybe sold the rest.” His voice frittered away to nothing.

      Pete puffed out a breath, like steam leaving an engine. He raised a hand. Butch flinched. There was no point in striking the man, though. Butch may have been spineless and dumb, but Pete believed him when he said it was Ronny’s idea. He continued to sweep his hand up and took his hat off. He rubbed his sleeve across his forehead, giving himself a chance to think. This was a situation he should be able to handle. It was no different than every poor soul who had had to leave their furniture and other keepsakes behind on the trail when the wagons grew too heavy.

      “And you’re sure it’s gone for good?” he grumbled.

      Butch swallowed and nodded. “Sorry.”

      Yeah, Butch was sorry, all right. If Pete was a lesser man, he would—

      “Pete? Pete!”

      Pete’s brow flew up at Josephine’s call outside of the warehouse. Without hesitation, he pivoted and marched back down the warehouse aisle and out into the morning sun. Butch followed. Josephine stood a few yards in front of the warehouse, brow furrowed in worry. Protective concern flared in Pete’s chest. What could possibly have happened in the scant fifteen minutes since he’d left her to deal with the kids up at Myrtle’s?

      “There you are.” She heaved a breath of relief and crossed closer to him before he could ask the question.

      “What’s wrong?” he asked.

      “Teddy’s offered a fair price for my wagon, but would you believe that as soon as I turned around to look for Luke to help me unload it, that rapscallion was missing?”

      Pete’s already bunched shoulders hardened further, and he slammed his hat against his thigh. Yeah, he could believe Luke would run off as quick as that. He didn’t for a moment believe that the boy wouldn’t come back when he was done with whatever mischief he’d gotten up to, though.

      He opened his mouth to tell Josephine as much, but she cut him off with, “What’s put that sour look on your face?”

      In an instant, his face went slack. After all these months, he still wasn’t used to Josephine being able to read his moods. Rather than answer outright, he crossed his arms—hat still in one hand—and turned to Butch. “You wanna tell her?”

      Butch’s mouth fell open, and he glanced between Pete and Josephine. “I…uh…um…”

      “What?” Josephine crossed her arms in a perfect, frowning imitation of Pete.

      As he should, Butch paled and took half a step back before mumbling, “My brother, Ronny, ran off with Pete’s stuff.”

      It was almost worth the frustration of being robbed to watch Josephine’s face and neck turn red, like a volcano about to blow. “He did what?”

      Pete fought to hide his grin.

      “Ran off with Pete’s stuff,” Butch answered, even quieter.

      “How dare he?” Josephine burst. “Doesn’t he know what a hard-working, noble man Pete is? Has he no concept of the good this man does or the people he helps? Why, Pete has saved lives. He deserves much better than to have some rogue steal his belongings.”

      Liquid warmth filled Pete’s stomach, and his shoulders began to relax with the praise.

      Butch, on the other hand, cowered as Josephine took a step closer to him.

      “A man’s property is sacred,” she went on, voice taking on a harder edge. “It should be respected. The man should be respected. And Peter Evans is the most respectable, admirable man I’ve ever known. He is a treasure. It’s sacrilege that you would even think of dealing dirty with him.”

      “It weren’t me, ma’am, it was Ronny.” Butch did a poor job of defending himself.

      Not that Pete gave it much notice. He was too busy getting a grip on the soft, tender feelings Josephine’s glowing endorsement left him with. Did she really think that highly of him? He certainly thought the world of her. A man could do much worse than to throw his lot in with a woman who spoke so kindly about him.

      “I don’t care if it was Ronny or John Nobody or the King of Peru.” Josephine rounded on Butch. “A man has been robbed. What do you intend to do about it?”

      “I…”

      “Or should we go to the authorities?”

      Whatever small amount of color Butch had left drained entirely. His mouth worked silently for a moment before he managed to say, “I could make up the difference? Pay you what it was worth?”

      It was clear to Pete that recompense was the last thing Butch wanted to worry about, but the man valued his balls, and Josephine was as like as not to whack them off if he didn’t appease her. For her part, Josephine crossed her arms and glanced up at Pete, checking to see what he thought of the deal.

      “Twenty bucks ought to do it,” he said, plopping his hat back on his head. In all honestly, watching Josephine tear Butch a new orifice was payment enough for him.

      For a few tense seconds, Butch looked as though he might protest. Then his shoulders dropped and he let out a sigh. “Twenty bucks it is.” He began to turn away, looking like he might grumble and complain, but one sharp look at Josephine and he kept his mouth shut. He scuttled off into the warehouse.

      Pete turned to Josephine with a fond, approving smile. “Never seen a man soil his britches quite like that before.”

      Josephine’s look of fury softened into a contented grin. “When you waltz through life on your own in a world that insists a woman should have a husband to handle everything, you learn how to strike the fear of God into folks.”

      Pete couldn’t help himself. He chuckled and stepped closer to give Josephine a quick hug.

      Only, that hug was anything but quick. As soon as he had his arms around her, his heart nearly leapt out of his chest. She felt so right pressed against him, her arms snaking around his waist. She wasn’t a small woman, but she still had to look up at him. As she did, the sunlight hit her face just so. It erased the wrinkles, softened all signs of age. Made her beautiful. Before he could stop himself, he leaned closer to her, eyes training in on her lips, his own lips tingling with anticipation.

      “Here you go.” Butch’s terse statement stopped Pete cold.

      He pushed away from Josephine and cleared his throat. The delicious blush that had come to her cheeks was too tempting to look at, so he turned away. Scowling, he pivoted to Butch. Butch held up a motley collection of bills. His eyes were round as he glanced from Pete to Josephine. The last thing Pete wanted to do was address whatever Butch thought he’d observed, so he snatched the bills and marched away.

      Josephine was quick to fall into step by his side. “I think you handled that well.”

      An unexpected chuckle burst from Pete’s lungs. “Sweetheart, you were the one who handled it.”

      He peeked at Josephine in time to see her blink, then grin with pleasure. “I suppose I did.”

      A moment later, her satisfied smile vanished with a sigh.

      “I don’t know what to do about Luke,” she rushed on. “Or the rest of the children, really. They do need homes, but I wouldn’t trust just anyone with their care.”

      Pete hummed in reply, but couldn’t think of words to go with the sound.

      Undeterred, Josephine went on. “I’m certain we can find loving, supportive, upright parents with oodles of energy for them, but…” She shook her head.

      Pete kept walking. Maybe if he walked fast enough he could escape the growing chasm in his heart that the thought of leaving the Chance children behind left him with. It made no sense to delay or prevaricate about getting them into a good home, but the very thought of walking away from Libby and Luke, Freddy and Muriel upset his stomach.

      He turned a corner and headed down a street lined with businesses.

      “Where are we going?” Josephine asked.

      “Bank,” Pete answered. He didn’t have the heart for more at the moment.

      Josephine followed him to the simple, wooden building and inside. A world of problems was pressing down on them, but at least he could ask a few questions that would take a load off his mind.

      “Pete Evans.” The banker behind the counter lit up with a smile at the sight of him. “Fancy seeing you back here.”

      “Ernest.” Pete nodded, walking up to the counter and rapping its top. “Can you tell me how much money I have in my account?”

      “Absolutely.” The banker, Ernest, stepped over to a shelf behind the counter and reached for a thick ledger. As he brought it back to where Pete stood, he nodded to Josephine. “Get yourself hitched since the last time I saw you?”

      Prickles of self-consciousness raced down Pete’s back. Why did everyone keep assuming that? “Nope,” he answered aloud. That was all he would answer. The rest was nobody’s business.

      Ernest nodded and winked at Josephine. “Checking your bank balance to see if you’ve got enough for a ring?”

      Josephine planted indignant hands on her hips and glared at Ernest with pursed lips…but she didn’t correct him.

      “Just tell me how much I have,” Pete said.

      Ernest chuckled, stopped turning pages in the ledger, then ran his finger down one column. “Ah. Here we go. Pete Evans. One thousand, three hundred fifteen dollars and forty-nine cents.”

      A wordless exclamation whooshed up from Josephine, followed by, “Pete, you’re rich!”

      Pete snorted and shook his head. “A thousand dollars is hardly rich.”

      “Yes, but it’s more than enough to retire on. Why, you could buy yourself a nice little house in town, put your feet up, and relax through the rest of your life.”

      He turned to her, one brow raised. “Who said I wanted to relax for the rest of my life?” Before she could answer, he turned back to Ernest with a nod. “Well, at least Ronny didn’t run off with my bank balance.”

      Ernest shook his head. “That man beggared a few too many good people. You’re a sensible man for keeping your earnings in the bank. I wish more men were like you.”

      Pete nodded in agreement, but rather than staying and talking to Ernest about financial planning, he nudged Josephine’s arm, then headed out of the bank and into the street. Once there, he turned his steps toward the hotel.

      “Now, let’s see if we can’t figure out how to unload your things.”

      Josephine eyed him for a long time, her eyes bright with thought. Then she sighed, shook her head, and said, “I’m more concerned about Luke. He was hard enough to handle on the trail, but now I’m concerned he’ll do himself real mischief.”

      Pete weighed her words, then said, “Luke’s a boy who wants to be a man. My gut tells me he’s testing those waters, but that he won’t drown.”

      “Let’s hope your gut is right.”

      The hotel was a hive of activity. Josephine’s wagon was still parked out back, but Pete was able to find a smaller cart to move her things into so Teddy could take the wagon away. It would have been nice if Teddy was there to help them with the shifting, but Pete figured the young man had other priorities at the moment. Priorities that involved Libby. Lucky for Josephine, Charlie and Graham offered to lend a hand, which gave Pete a chance to explain his predicament.

      “So what are you going to do?” Charlie asked as Pete finished, discreetly leaving out just how much money he had.

      “I dunno.” Pete shrugged. “I always thought that when my days on the trail were done, I’d head up north to find work in a logging camp or something.”

      “A logging camp?” Josephine balked. “Isn’t logging a…a dangerous job?”

      Pete had the feeling she’d stopped herself from saying ‘a young man’s job.’ Then again, these days he half knew just about everything she would say before she said it. And he kind of liked that feeling.

      “Not if you’re careful,” he answered. He couldn’t look her in the eye when he said it, though. And not just because he wasn’t sure if he was lying or not. There weren’t a whole lot of women in logging camps—and for good reason—but those camps were certainly no place for sophisticated, city women, like Josephine.

      “You could always come with us to Wyoming,” Graham offered.

      “I hear tell Lucy’s father, Howard Haskell, has quite a spread in the southern part of the territory,” Charlie agreed. “Olivia and I are already planning a visit.”

      “Wyoming might be a lovely place for you to settle,” Josephine added, somewhat sadder and weaker than the others.

      “Not sure I’m the settling type,” Pete said. Although saying it made him feel…unsettled. He put his energy into grunting as he moved a particularly heavy chest from Josephine’s wagon to the cart. Lord above, he’d never anticipated how difficult it would be to transition from trail boss to…to what?

      “Well, if you change your mind about Howard Haskell, be sure to let me know,” Graham said. “Estelle and I plan to stay here for a few weeks. We have to look into officially adopting Tim, and Oregon City is as good a place to do that as any.”

      “Oh, the orphans,” Josephine lamented, as if she was just considering them now instead of thinking of them every spare moment, like Pete knew she did.

      “What about them?” Charlie asked.

      “We have to find good homes for the ones that are left,” Pete answered when Josephine looked too distressed to reply herself.

      “Which ones are left?” Charlie went on.

      “Judith, Herbert, and the Chance family.”

      Graham and Charlie exchanged looks. Charlie’s mouth tipped into a grin. “I thought those Chance kids were already spoken for.”

      Pete snuck a sideways glance to Josephine. Her face was pinched in every way…as if she would shatter into tears if she wasn’t careful. He knew that feeling all too well, felt it tugging at his insides.

      “We’ve got to be reasonable,” he said, low and gruff. “We’ve got to be practical about things.”

      Graham shook his head. Charlie hid a chuckle as he climbed into the wagon to fetch more of Josephine’s things from the back. It was easy for them to show doubt, but Pete knew better. He knew what he could do, and more importantly, he knew what he wasn’t cut out to do.

      “You’re right,” Josephine said softly, as if it was just the two of them talking. Her pinched look had resolved into deep sadness. “We do have to be practical. No matter what…”

      She let the rest of her sentence go.

      Pete kept on working, but every breath he took made it harder to accept the truth.
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      Starting a new life was supposed to be joyful, exciting, but by the next morning, the only emotion Josephine felt was sadness in the pit of her stomach that grew with each of Muriel’s smiles, each of Freddy’s tricks, and each of Libby’s lovesick sighs. Even with Luke’s irritated scowls. She’d rather deal with scowls than with his absence.

      “Where has your brother gone off to this morning anyhow?” she asked the kids as she helped Myrtle serve eggs and sausage to a table full of boarding house guests.

      “I dunno.” Muriel shrugged and reached for her milk.

      “Me neither,” Freddy agreed. As soon as Josephine scooped a sausage onto his plate, he stabbed it with his fork and growled like a pirate.

      He could have stabbed her heart the way it was beating. How could she possible live a single day without Freddy’s exuberant charm or Muriel’s sweet smile?

      “Teddy said he wanted to take me for a walk today,” Libby announced when Josephine reached her place. How could she live without the hopeful trust in Libby’s eyes as she glanced up to her? “Is that all right?”

      Josephine paused. There was something else in Libby’s eyes, something that looked a little like guilt. Josephine pushed her sadness aside in favor of motherly responsibility. “Yes, Teddy is a gentleman. I approve of him.”

      Libby burst into a relieved smile.

      “But do you know where your brother is?”

      Libby’s smile faltered, and her cheeks flared pink. “No, ma’am.”

      Josephine arched a brow. “Elizabeth Chance, have I ever given you a reason to lie to me?”

      Several of the patrons of the boarding house glanced up from their breakfast to watch. Across the table, Myrtle grinned and shook her head. The younger children popped their heads up as though something interesting were going on.

      “I swear, I don’t know where he is,” Libby went on without looking up. “Exactly.”

      “But in general?”

      “Oh! I know.” Herbert sat straighter on the bench across the table from the Chance kids. “He said he was going to get a job. Right?” He checked with Libby for conformation.

      Libby glared at him, closing her fist around her fork. To Josephine’s surprise, Freddy and Muriel frowned at their playmate. It was touching how loyal the Chance children were to each other, but Josephine wasn’t sure this was the time for loyalty.

      “Luke is only fifteen,” she said, continuing around the table with the sausage. “He’s too young to get a job.”

      “I had a job in a factory back East when I was twelve,” one of the men at the far end of the table said. “Bottle factory.”

      “I was taking in sewing with my ma when I was fourteen,” a tired, middle-aged woman added. She sent an apologetic look Josephine’s way, but not apologetic enough to take back what she said.

      Josephine squared her shoulders and sniffed. “Child labor is a blight on this country, if you ask me. I’ll not have any children of mine—”

      She stopped, her whole body going rigid. She was at the opposite end of the table now, and as she glanced across to the Chance children, her heart bled. How was she supposed to live without them?

      She had to. Somehow. That was the only answer. An unmarried woman of forty couldn’t become a mother overnight. She cleared her throat and continued on.

      “I plan to visit the Methodist church this morning to speak to Rev. Martin about finding homes for…” Her speech faded to nothing. She had to clear her throat yet again to continue on. “I’d like for you children to come with me so the reverend can see you for himself.”

      “Me too?” Judith asked, brightening.

      “Yes, dear, of course.” Josephine managed a smile somehow.

      “Oh.” Libby’s shoulders sagged. “It’s just that…well…Teddy.”

      Josephine finished doling out sausages and took her seat by Libby’s side. “That’s all right, dear. You go on your walk with that young man. I dare say you may find yourself a different sort of home than your siblings before too long.”

      Her words were meant to be encouraging, but Libby paled and stared at her plate. A moment later, she set her fork aside, looking downright green. Josephine had only taken a few bites before Libby stood, wiping something from her cheek, and rushed away from the table.

      Josephine’s breakfast seemed to turn to ash in her mouth. She could only manage a few more bites before she set her fork down as well. Heavens, when did doing the right thing for the sake of innocent children become so hard?

      “It’s okay.” Beside her, Muriel patted Josephine’s hand. There was far more wisdom in little Muriel’s eyes than Josephine could possibly have imagined. “Luke will get a job,” Muriel went on in a whisper. “He’ll make a home for us. And Libby’s Teddy can come stay with us too.”

      Josephine’s throat closed up. “Teddy has a job in a logging camp far, far away from here. Logging camps are no place for small children.”

      She didn’t mean for her sudden thoughts to be spoken aloud, or for them to cause Muriel’s smile to vanish. It would have been a beautiful thing if Libby and Luke could have taken care of their small family, with or without Teddy’s help. But any way Josephine looked at it, some or all of the children would end up in grave danger or as drudges, working at the mercy of someone unscrupulous. And even if they did manage to avoid poverty…she wouldn’t be a part of their lives.

      “Never mind,” she said, trying to make her voice happy. “We have a busy day ahead of us, meeting new people and getting to know Oregon City.”

      That seemed to appease Muriel, but even after breakfast was finished and the plates were cleared away and the dining room put to rights, the chasm in Josephine’s chest yawned. The children were in good spirits—Judith and Herbert more than Freddy and Muriel—as the four of them set out from Myrtle’s boarding house to the Methodist church. The day was sunny and balmy, which helped. It didn’t stop Josephine from feeling as though she was hauling a hundred pound bag of rocks through the streets. If only Pete were there to help, but he had his own affairs to sort out back at the hotel.

      “Ah, this must be it,” Josephine said as they approached a simple, white church.

      “Yay!” Herbert yelped in excitement and rushed up the steps.

      Judith let go of Josephine’s hand and rushed in after him. Freddy and Muriel held back. As soon as they stepped into the dim interior of the church, a tall, middle-aged man in simple clothes stepped away from the pulpit and headed down the aisle to greet them.

      “Good morning. You must be Miss Lewis.” He extended his hand to Josephine. “I’m Rev. Martin. Myrtle said you might stop by to see me this morning.”

      Rev. Martin had a kind smile and eyes that engendered trust, and yet it was still an effort for Josephine to return his greeting with a smile. “Rev. Martin.” She nodded and shook his hand. “I assume Myrtle told you of my dilemma with the children?”

      “Yes.” He smiled down to Muriel. Muriel inched closer to Josephine, hiding against her skirts. “What a journey you children have had.”

      “And it’s time for that journey to be over.” Josephine’s voice cracked. “Excuse me.” She raised a hand to her face, willing herself not to cry. Rev. Martin seemed like a good man. The children would be safe with him. Her children would be safe with him.

      “Ah.” Rev. Martin rubbed the back of his neck, a sheepish look coming to his eyes. “Well, you see, the thing is, Myrtle explained that you have a young boy and a young girl,” he glanced over his shoulder to where Judith and Herbert were looking through hymnals at the front of the church, “who are on their own.”

      “Yes.” Josephine nodded, the faintest glimmer of hope—irrational as it was—buzzing in her chest.

      “And that you have a family of four, two of which are nearly adults, that must not be split up,” Rev. Martin went on.

      The hope in Josephine’s chest grew stronger—and even more irrational—at the regretful look that came to the reverend’s face.

      “Hmm. You see, I know of two families that would be willing to take the boy and the girl.”

      “Oh, thank heavens.” Josephine pressed a hand to her chest.

      The reverend raised a hand in caution. “But I honestly doubt you’ll be able to find any members of my congregation who are able to take on four children, two of them older.”

      “Oh?” A smile filled Josephine from the inside out.

      But no, this was unfortunate news, wasn’t it? The Chance family would still be homeless and drifting. They wouldn’t have anyone to take them in and love them.

      Because they already have that, a voice whispered at the back of her mind.

      She must have waited too long to say anything. Rev. Martin shifted, clasped his hands behind his back, and said, “If it’s all the same to you, I know the families I spoke to earlier would like to meet Miss Judith and Mr. Herbert as soon as possible.”

      “Yes, of course.”

      “I can have their things fetched from Myrtle later.”

      “Yes, yes, I think that would work. Judith? Herbert?”

      Josephine moved to let go of Muriel’s and Freddy’s hands—only half aware that Freddy had swallowed his boyish pride to grasp her hand as she spoke to the reverend—and headed up the aisle to the other two orphans.

      “Judith, Herbert, I’m happy to tell you that Rev. Martin here has found families for you.”

      Both children lit with excitement at Josephine’s pronouncement.

      “Really?” Herbert exclaimed. “Real parents who really want me?”

      Rev. Martin had followed Josephine up the aisle and now knelt beside the pew where the two children played. “Yes indeed,” he said. “Would you like to meet them?”

      Herbert and Judith exchanged looks, then said, almost in unison, “Yes, please.”

      Goodbyes were quick. Both Judith and Herbert were too young to have a sense of the grandness of their luck. They each gave Josephine a quick hug and said their goodbyes to Freddy and Muriel. In no time, Josephine was back in the sunlight of the streets of Oregon City, Freddy and Muriel clasping her hands as if they would never let go. Judith and Herbert may have been overjoyed with what just happened, but the two Chance kids seemed traumatized.

      Josephine’s heart ached as though she’d taken a rifle blast square in the chest. She led the two children to a bench that had been conveniently placed under a tree and sat with them.

      “Judith and Herbert will be happy.” She scrambled for a way to say the things she needed to say, even if they broke her heart. “They will have parents who will love them and care for them, and maybe give them baby brothers and sisters. You want that too, don’t you?”

      “We already have brothers and sisters.” Freddy pouted.

      “Yeah, and we already have parents that love us,” Muriel added. She glanced hopefully up at Josephine.

      It was all Josephine could do not to dissolve into tears right then and there. “I wish that was true.” Her words came out strangled. “But sweetheart, I’m too old to be a new mother.”

      “No you’re not,” Freddy argued. “You’re fine.”

      “And you’re not a new mother. We’ve been your kids for months and months,” Muriel added as though it was years and years.

      “But darlings, I’m a single woman, a spinster,” Josephine said.

      “Pete will marry you.” Freddy was so convinced that he smiled.

      How did she explain to a child that Pete was his own man and set in his ways? How did she tell them that he hadn’t asked her to marry him or even hinted that that’s what he was thinking? And how did she explain that she longed for just one smile, just one kiss that would tell her he might be able to settle down after all? That he might love her?

      It was too painful to continue to think along those lines. Instead, she searched for other silver linings in the clouds all around them.

      “Maybe Libby will marry her Teddy after all, though it’s far too soon for them to rush into something so serious,” she said. “And perhaps, in time, Luke will find a job and be able to support you all.”

      “He will, I know he will,” Freddy said with perfect confidence.

      “He’s our brother,” Muriel added.

      “And that means that what you need for now is a set of temporary parents,” Josephine reasoned on. “Or perhaps simply a home where you can stay and be cared for until Luke comes of age and Libby is settled.” She brightened. “Yes, that’s what you need. A temporary home until your older siblings can support you.”

      “And until you and Pete get married?” Muriel suggested.

      Josephine’s rising hopes sang over the idea. And yet, there was no guarantee that would ever happen.

      “Let’s concentrate on finding you a place to stay first.” She stood, taking each child by the hand and starting off into the streets of Oregon City once more.

      An hour later, Josephine had a mixed bag of results. Oregon City had a surprising lack of orphanages and homes for children. She’d had a few offers from suspicious sorts who had assessed either Freddy or Muriel or both and offered to take them off Josephine’s hands right then, but Josephine would have rather died than give her precious ones to the likes of those sort. She eventually took the children over to the hotel where her friends were staying, partially in an attempt to find Pete and rope him into helping with the painful process. But Pete had his own set of problems.

      “He’s gone to look for work,” Estelle explained as she settled Freddy and Muriel around a small table in the hotel’s restaurant for tea. The manager from the day before was nowhere in sight, and Freddy and Muriel were too disheartened to cause any sort of trouble. “He left first thing this morning,” Estelle went on.

      Josephine sighed. “I suppose a man needs steady work to feel useful.” Still, she wished Pete wasn’t so quick to rush out and find it. If he’d just waited for her, perhaps the two of them could have accomplished both of their errands together. Perhaps they could have talked, could have said what they were each feeling, could have…

      It was no use. If Pete was going to declare himself, he would have done it already. Josephine scolded herself for holding onto dreams. The sooner she let go and moved on, the happier they’d all be.

      Which was a big, fat lie, but it was the best she could do.

      “I suppose I’ll just have to continue the search on my own,” she told Estelle.

      “If Pete comes back to the hotel, I’ll tell him you were looking for him,” Estelle said, waving after Josephine as she left.

      With a heavy heart, Josephine continued her search around Oregon City. She laughed at the irony of the position she found herself in. There she was, wandering in an unfamiliar town, searching for a home for children her heart didn’t want to give up, searching for a man she desperately wanted to admit her feelings for…even searching for a too-young man who probably thought he could solve his siblings problems on his own.

      To her surprise, who she found was Libby and Teddy.

      “Miss Lewis!” Teddy called to her from the porch of a house near the waterfront, snagging Josephine’s attention as if he had a hook.

      “Teddy? Libby.” Josephine turned her steps in their direction, stepping up onto the porch.

      “Libby tells me that you’ve been searching for a home for her siblings,” Teddy began.

      Josephine prayed that the young man didn’t judge her for it. Then again, it felt downright silly to worry so much about what a man half her age thought of her. Still, she answered, “It’s for the best. I’m just an old maid with no one to support me but my niece in Denver City.”

      Teddy exchanged a look with Libby. It was the sort of look that made Josephine wonder what they said about her when the two of them were alone. At least it wasn’t angry or critical.

      Teddy turned back to her with an understanding smile. “A friend of mine, Mrs. Montrose, was telling me earlier that she’s heard of a woman down by the river on the other side of town who takes in orphans.”

      “Really?” Josephine wasn’t sure if she should smile or deflate with disappointment.

      “That’s what Mrs. Montrose says. She heard of the woman—Mrs. Fielding—in passing at the general store the other day. We can’t vouch for her, but I thought you might want to explore that option.” Teddy looked to Libby for approval as he finished.

      “If she does take in orphans, even on a temporary basis,” Libby added. “It would give us time to…to come up with a plan.” She blushed and glanced down to where Teddy was holding her hand.

      Josephine’s brow rose. So it seemed that Libby was moving very fast indeed, now that she’d met Teddy. It was difficult for Josephine to decide if that was a bad thing or if the sweet young woman was smart to strike while the iron was hot. Like she should have when Pete first smiled at her.

      Josephine took a breath and shook her head to clear her thoughts. “Mrs. Fielding, you say?”

      “Yes.” Teddy nodded. “Although I think Mrs. Montrose said something about needing to make an appointment with the woman in order to tour the orphanage.”

      “I’ll have to do that, then.” Josephine nodded. “Thank you, Teddy.” She turned to go, but called over her shoulder, “You take care of my Libby, you hear?”

      “Yes, ma’am.” Teddy grinned from ear to ear.

      Ah, young love! It was a beautiful thing.

      At least one thing was beautiful in this mixed-up journey of her life.

      [image: ]
* * *

      All morning Pete had been hearing the same thing.

      “I’m sorry, Mr. Evans, but we’re looking for men who are…more nimble.”

      “I would hire you, Mr. Evans, but how fast can you climb a tree?”

      “Well, Mr. Evans, I think I could come up with a clerical job, if that’s what you’d like.”

      “No, that’s not what I’d like.” Pete swore under his breath as he turned away. He swiped his hat from his head and rubbed his forehead on his sleeve. Why was it so dang hard for a man with a few gray hairs to make his way in the world? He’d been hauling supplies and trekking through the wilderness before half of the men who had turned him down were born.

      Which was part of the problem.

      Grumbling under his breath but refusing to call himself old, he stomped down the road from the yard where the logging recruiter had set up his wagon. A whole line of men stretched into the street. Most of them had a full head of hair, thick arms, and strong backs. Not one of them had half the experience Pete did.

      Pete suppressed a sigh and headed toward the saloon. It was damned depressing, that’s what it was. It wasn’t about the money either. He had enough of that to get by. How was he supposed to hold his head high and give Josephine something to be proud of if he couldn’t—

      He stopped short as he caught up with his thoughts. What did Josephine Lewis have to do with anything?

      There was no point holding out against the answer.

      Everything.

      He lowered his shoulders and continued on to the saloon. He was a damned fool for keeping his thoughts to himself where Josephine was concerned. No, not his thoughts. His feelings. Not that he knew what to do with feelings anyhow. They were inconvenient on the trail, where folks might die around every corner and where a cool head was needed to keep everyone in line.

      Then again, if he couldn’t find something to do with his life, some way to prove he was more than just an old lump on a log, he didn’t have much of a right to Josephine’s attention.

      As he neared the bench against the wall of the saloon, the pair of young men chatting in the morning sun smiled up at him. Pete nodded back, and one of the men hopped up.

      “Here you go, Gramps,” he said, offering his seat.

      Pete scowled and pointed to the bench. “Sit.”

      “But—”

      “I feel like standing.” He reached the wall of the saloon and turned to lean his shoulder against it.

      “Yes, sir.” The man who had stood slowly lowered himself back onto the bench and resumed his conversation.

      Pete ignored both men. ‘Gramps.’ He snorted and shook his head. The young fools had no idea who they were talking to. Why, if push came to shove, he was certain he could out run both of them. Outshoot them too. Heck, if they were trapped in a rocky pass in the dead of winter with nothing but a flint and some string, Pete knew which one of them would make it out alive. Just because a man had a few gray hairs didn’t make him a relic.

      “You boys looking for a little fun?”

      Pete turned his head, brow shooting up, at the simpering alto voice. The saloon must have been more than a saloon. A soiled dove with curly blond hair and a bosom large enough to lose a squirrel in came sauntering through the swinging front door. She had her skirts hiked up to show a little leg, and her corset half unlaced.

      A jolt of heat that no doubt came from going without the company of a woman for so long fired through Pete. He immediately cleared his throat to suppress it. Josephine wouldn’t approve. Besides which, Josephine had a much prettier bosom. He’d rather kiss Josephine’s lips, slide his hands along her sides, test the roundness of her backside.

      The heat flooding him flared hotter. Well, that proved one thing for certain. He wasn’t old enough to be put out to pasture yet. In fact, he suspected that if Josephine had come swaying out of that saloon dressed—or undressed—like that, he’d find a quiet corner to ‘get to know her better’ in three seconds flat. He’d just have to tell this soiled dove he was already spoken for.

      “Men as strong and virile as you shouldn’t be alone on a lovely day like this,” the whore went on.

      Pete pivoted and opened his mouth to decline…but she walked right past him without a second look.

      “We saved a spot for you right here,” the man who had stood earlier said, scooting to the side.

      “How gentlemanly.” The whore sat between the two men, wiggling her backside and giggling as she did.

      Somewhere between the humiliation of being ignored by a whore and getting all worked up over the image of Josephine wiggling her backside as she sat on his lap, Pete had had enough. He pushed away from the saloon and marched back into the street. There had to be something he could do. He had years left in him, good years, good decades. He wasn’t ready to be forgotten. Maybe he should have listened to Graham when he told tales of the possibilities waiting for him in Wyoming. Ranching was hard work, but if a wounded soldier like Graham could do it, then surely he could too.

      Pete neared the intersection with the street that the hotel was on and began to turn when something caught his eye. He stopped and turned, a frown creasing his brow.

      “That boy,” he muttered, then switched directions and marched toward another wagon recruiting men to work in a logging camp.

      There, lined up with a dozen other, older, bigger men was Luke.
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      Pete swore under his breath and picked up his pace. He’d passed by the logging wagon where Luke stood in line earlier because the recruiter looked mean and hungry. Not all logging camps treated their employees well, and that particular wagon looked more like an invitation to stick one foot in the grave than a gateway to respectable employment.

      “Son, what the heck are you doing?” Pete marched up to Luke with a scowl.

      Luke twisted, then jumped half a mile at the sight of Pete. He tried to run, but the rest of the men standing in line were so surprised by Pete’s outburst that they didn’t move, forming a wall that trapped Luke. Once he saw he was cornered, Luke gave up with a huff and rounded on Pete.

      “I’m trying to get a job,” he spat.

      Pete’s brow shot up at the sass Luke tossed his way. He grabbed Luke’s arm and pulled him out of line. “Is that what you think?”

      “It’s what I know.” Young though he was, Luke put on a look that was as surly as an old dog.

      “You’re too young, son. You need to be in school right now,” Pete argued.

      “I do not. I got a brother and sisters to take care of.”

      Pete shook his head. “The way things are looking, Libby’s found someone to take care of her.”

      “But not Freddy and Muriel.” A hint of desperation slipped into Luke’s retort. Panic made him look even younger than he was. “I gotta take care of them.”

      “You’ve gotta get yourself back in school, get your education.”

      “Says who?” Luke crossed his arms in imitation of Pete’s stance.

      “Says anyone with half a brain. You can make a damn sight more money and take better care of your family if you get the education you need to be a lawyer or a businessman, or even a clerk.”

      “I don’t wanna work inside, stuffed into a suit all the time,” Luke protested.

      “Too true,” one of the other men standing in line watching the confrontation said.

      “I wouldn’t take a job in an office if you paid me,” another followed, then snorted at his joke.

      The recruitment line had stopped, and even the wiry man from the logging camp was eavesdropping on the conversation now. “Let the man sign up,” he shouted, more than a little greed in his eyes.

      Pete guessed he was paid something for each man he hired, which only deepened his suspicion of that particular operation. “This is no man, he’s a boy. Fifteen years old,” he said.

      The wiry man shrugged. “I don’t care if he’s two as long as he can lift a saw and shimmy up a tree.”

      Pete had a feeling the man wasn’t exaggerating. He turned to Luke and narrowed his eyes. “You wanna go work for a man who’d send Freddy up a tree with a saw as soon as he’d send you?”

      Luke lowered his head, shoved his hands in his pockets, and kicked the dirt. “No.”

      “That’s the first smart thing I’ve heard you say all day.” Pete thumped Luke’s back, steering him away from the logging camp line. “Besides, if you’re gonna get any sort of job that supports your siblings, would you really want to head off into the woods, likely too far away to even see Freddy and Muriel above once or twice a year?”

      Luke’s eyes went wide in alarm. “I thought the camp was right outside of town, up the river a ways.”

      Pete snorted and rested his arm around Luke’s shoulders. “Son, some of those logging camps take a full week to get to, over mountains and so far away from any hint of civilization that you’re likely to grow fangs and claws just to survive.”

      It was an exaggeration, but it got the point across. Luke’s frown tightened. “Maybe I could find a camp closer to the town or some other town. Maybe there’s a boarding house like the one we’re staying in now where the kids could live while I work.”

      “I don’t imagine too many boarding houses would be willing to mind two children under the age of ten while their brother goes out to work every day.”

      “Or maybe I can join the same logging camp as Teddy Simms and the kids could come with us to wherever that is.”

      Pete sent an awkward, sideways look to Luke. “If your sister does marry Teddy—and it’s awful quick for two people that young to jump into something like that—would you really want to burden newlyweds with children?”

      “Yes.” Luke paused after his firm answer, then sighed. “No. If Libby gets married, she’ll want to start her own life. But that just means it really is all up to me.”

      “Not necessarily. We’ll find some place that’ll take the kids and you in. It’ll all work out. You finish up school, and maybe in three or four years things will be different.”

      “I don’t want to wait three or four years,” Luke growled. “I need to take care of my family now.”

      Pete felt for the boy, truly he did, but… “Son, every way I look at this situation, unless you stay the course and finish your schooling, those sweet younger siblings of yours are going to end up in danger. Any kind of job you get around here either won’t pay you enough or will require you to leave Freddy and Muriel alone for months on end, and who knows what would happen to them then?”

      Luke lost even more of his swagger, his shoulders sagging under Pete’s arm. “What am I supposed to do then? I promised Ma I wouldn’t let anyone split the four of us up.”

      “I’m sure Josephine would understand.” He said it before he could really think about it. Of course, Luke was talking about his own ma. Josephine had sprung so easily to his mind as the mother of all four of the Chance kids that realizing it wasn’t true was like taking a knife in the gut.

      His slip didn’t go unnoticed. Luke stopped and shrugged away from Pete. “How come you and Miss Josephine don’t get married and adopt the lot of us?”

      Knife in the gut? No, that was more like being shot point-blank by a rifle.

      Pete shifted his weight, planted his hands on his hips, and shook his head. “Son, it’s a lot more complicated than you lot are making it out to be.”

      “Why?” Luke snapped. “You keep calling me son. Are you lying to me?”

      Pete didn’t know whether to smack the boy for his lip or…or admit he was right. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t toss terms like that around lightly. Not after all you’ve been through.”

      Luke was only just getting started. “All of us can see that you and Josephine love each other. Why don’t you just get married and solve all of our problems? Or are you chicken?”

      Heat flooded Pete’s face and his hand twitched as though it had a mind of its own and wanted to hit something. It was a damn shame that underneath the burst of anger was a much bigger well of shame.

      “Chicken has nothing to do with it,” he argued with a little too much force. “Josephine has her life waiting for her in Denver City and I have mine waiting for me…” He couldn’t finish with ‘here.’ Not after the pitiful morning of searching for work, not after finding all of his stuff had been stolen.

      Luke didn’t back down. “Yeah? Well life changes. I might only be fifteen, but my life changed a lot from what it was supposed to be. And if I don’t figure out a way to save my brother and sister from some stinking orphanage, it’ll change again.”

      The only thing that kept Luke’s declaration from being the most manly, mature thing Pete had ever heard was the explosion of tears that followed. “Luke.” He reached out to comfort the boy.

      It was too late. Luke scrubbed at his face and tore off up the street. Pete took a few fast strides after him, but quickly decided the boy was man enough to handle his heartache in his own way. He slowed down and turned up a side street to make his way back to the hotel, shaking his head as he went. It was a crying shame. Those Chance kids had been through way more than most children should ever have to go through. Somewhere along the line he’d forgotten that.

      “Pete!”

      As he rounded another corner, Josephine was heading his way, on track to intercept him at the intersection. The hotel was only a block further. For a change, Josephine wore a smile and had a spring in her step. At least someone was having a good day.

      “There you are. I was just about to come looking for you.” Josephine marched on.

      It occurred to Pete right then, as he stopped to watch Josephine’s almost militant approach, that she was the most perfect woman he’d ever met. She was beautiful. Age had been kind to her, giving her a handsomeness that few women were lucky enough to achieve. She was strong too. He couldn’t think of many women who’d run their own affairs and lived their own life as boldly as she did. By the look of things, she enjoyed living that bold life of hers too.

      His smile dropped. Would she want to give that up even if he did ask to marry her?

      “I’ve just been down by the river, making an appointment to visit an orphanage,” she announced as she came to a stop in front of him.

      It would be so easy to reach out and fold her in his arms and never let go. Even though he’d spent fifty years as his own man, without anyone depending on him for more than a journey along a trail.

      “Mrs. Fielding is the name of the woman who runs the establishment,” Josephine went on, her smile still cheery. “And from what I could see of the outside of the house, it’s tidy and organized and the perfect environment for children. She requires that you make an appointment to tour the facilities, though.”

      Maybe Luke was right. Maybe at the end of the day it all came down to the simple fact that he was chicken. As much as he wanted to hold and kiss and do more with Josephine, a part of him whispered that he really was too old to give her the life and happiness that she deserved. What if he up and died on her? What if he wasn’t as virile as he thought he was? Worse still, what if she died or left him once he gave his heart away?

      “Pete? Did you hear me, Pete?”

      Pete blinked out of his increasingly terrified thoughts, cleared his throat, and focused on her. “You need an appointment.”

      Josephine hissed and shook her head. “I said that I already made an appointment, but I want you to come with me tomorrow.”

      Tomorrow. One more day. One more day with Josephine. Then how many more after that?

      “Of course I’ll come with you.” He forced his back to relax and started walking up the street toward the hotel.

      Josephine fell into step beside him, studying him with narrowed eyes. “Is everything all right? You look a little peaked.”

      Only because my old heart can’t figure out how to learn new tricks. He cleared his throat and said aloud, “I caught Luke trying to get a job with one of the logging camps.”

      “Oh dear.” Josephine matched her steps to his, frowning the way he frowned. “He’s too young to look for a job. He should finish his schooling.”

      “That’s what I told him.” He threw out an arm to emphasize his strong feelings on the subject. “Only, he’s so concerned about his siblings that he’s not thinking straight.”

      “I suppose it’s admirable of him.”

      “There’s a fine line between admirable and stupid.” In fact, Pete was sure the same line could be applied to half the things he’d said and done lately. If only he could sort it all out. “I told him everything would work out.”

      “It…it will.” But Josephine didn’t sound as confident as Pete needed her to be.

      They reached the front of the hotel, and Pete slowed his steps. “With any luck, this place you found with that Mrs. Fielding woman will be just what we…just what they need.”

      He must have sounded more pathetic than he’d intended. Josephine reached for his hand. Her pretty brown eyes were filled with a compassion so deep it touched his very soul. He’d seen those eyes shine with just about every emotion possible out on the trail: happiness, challenge, fear, and loving. He would have given anything to see them shine with confidence in him now. But confidence started in himself, and it was having a hard time getting going.

      “Maybe if we—”

      “Luke!”

      Pete’s thought was cut short as Luke stormed right past him and Josephine. Pete let him go, choosing instead to turn toward Libby, who was racing after him, Teddy not that far behind. Libby had been the one to call out.

      “Luke, wait up,” she continued to call. When she reached Pete and Josephine, she stopped to catch her breath and mutter in exasperation.

      “What is it, sweetheart?” Josephine asked. “What’s Luke so worked up about?”

      Teddy reached their small group and answered, “He asked if I could get him a job in the logging camp where I work.”

      Pete cursed. “I told him not to do that.”

      “Yes, well, he did,” Teddy said with a wry smirk.

      “And?” Pete prompted.

      Teddy shrugged. “Mr. Montrose, my boss, has strict rules about the men he hires. No one under the age of eighteen. That’s one of the reasons I work for him.” Teddy nodded down the road to Luke’s retreating back just as he turned a corner. “Luke didn’t like that answer.”

      “I’m sure he didn’t,” Pete said, but caught himself grinning with relief.

      “Luke wouldn’t be so upset if there was a way the family could all stick together.” There was a sharp edge to Libby’s voice. When Pete glanced to her, his brow shot up at the force of the stare she had directed at him. As if it was his fault. As if the solution to the problem was right there in his hands and he was too stupid to realize it. She shifted her glance pointedly to Josephine.

      Yep, she thought he was stupid, all right. She might not have been wrong.

      Josephine sighed. “Estelle has Freddy and Muriel inside the hotel for tea. We should—”

      “I’ll go fetch them,” Libby cut her off. She grabbed Teddy’s hand and tugged him to the stairs leading up to the hotel’s porch. “You two have things to talk about.” Her words were clipped. She stomped up the steps and inside the hotel.

      “Land sakes. What was that all about?” Josephine pressed a hand to her chest. “Has everyone fallen into foul tempers so quickly?”

      There was no point pretending the truth wasn’t staring them right in the face.

      “The kids are upset at us,” he said.

      “Us?” Josephine blinked rapidly.

      “They think we could solve all their problems by getting married and adopting them.”

      His pronouncement hung like heat lightning in the air between them. Josephine’s baffled expression tensed, then melted into something warm and wary. She lowered her eyes and wrung her hands. “Oh. I see.”

      And now he’d gone and upset Josephine too. Lord help him. At this rate, he’d be better off spending the rest of his days walking back and forth on the Oregon Trail by himself.

      He turned to face Josephine squarely. “I’m not gonna lie to you,” he began. “I’ve given it a lot of thought.”

      “Oh?” Her gaze flicked up to meet his, and the single word trembled with emotion.

      She was heartbreakingly lovely. A few wrinkles only enhanced the beauty that shone from inside of her. Not just beautiful, she was desirable. All those nights he’d lay awake on the trail, trying in vain to stop his mind from wandering into fantasies of all the things he could do to her if they were well and truly alone came back to him. She’d probably never had a man show her how delightful bed sports could be. Heck, she might not even know how pleasurable her own body could be. He could show her. He could—

      Why on earth was he thinking of such things at a time like that?

      He cleared his throat, pushing the fountain of desire soaring through him down. “I thought about it,” he repeated, “but you have your life with your niece waiting for you in Denver City.”

      “Oh.” This time, the single word held worlds of disappointment instead of worlds of hope.

      “And I don’t know what life has in store for me next. I spent all morning walking around this town looking for a job, and over and over I heard the same thing.”

      “What thing?” Her brow tilted up.

      “That old men need not apply.”

      Josephine’s tremulous, hopeful look dropped to an irritated scowl. “That’s the most ridiculous thing I’ve ever heard. You’re not an old man, Peter Evans. In fact, you’re a fine man in his prime. Why if it were up to me, I’d—” She ended with a sudden blush.

      For one, blissful moment, it occurred to Pete that she might have a parcel of thoughts as heated as the ones he’d had. But he couldn’t count on that, not when so much was at stake.

      “The Chance kids deserve a home that’s settled and reliable,” he went on. “They deserve better than a man who can’t find work.”

      She stared at him, lips pressed in a flat line. “One morning, Pete. You’ve been searching for one morning. Aren’t you going to give it time?”

      “How much time to I have?” He shrugged. “How soon does your niece expect you in Denver City?”

      “I… Well… I suppose I could delay.”

      “Delay starting the rest of your life? Do you really want to do that?”

      “Who says I can’t?” She crossed her arms, glaring at him.

      It was hardly a picture of a woman in love, and yet Pete’s heart beat faster and his blood pumped harder than ever. Not only did he want to take her in his arms, he wanted to press her against the hotel’s porch railing and kiss her senseless. But lustful thoughts and ideas weren’t going to find a happy home for the Chance children.

      “Josephine, I care about you,” he said, pouring more emotion into the words than he was comfortable with. “I’ve grown to care for you so very much on this trail journey.”

      “And I’ve come to care for you.” She swayed toward him, practically lifting up on her toes.

      “But we’re not young.”

      She swerved back, shoulders dropping. “No, we’re not.”

      “Where are we going to be in ten years, when Freddy and Muriel are just coming of age?”

      “I…I don’t know.”

      “Don’t they deserve parents who are young and vibrant, who can keep up with them?”

      Josephine’s lips pressed tightly, but her eyes argued that the two of them might be able to keep up for a long time to come. In fact, the fire in her eyes was so tempting that he leaned closer to her.

      She smelled of lavender. It wasn’t the scent of the trail. It was the scent of woman and promise, steadiness and the future. Her frustration, even though it was directed at him as much as anything else, was like a hot bun from the oven. He wanted to devour it, devour her. He swayed closer still, reaching to rest a hand against her waist. She tilted her head up to him, pressed so close he could almost feel the curves of her body against his. One small movement and he could slant his mouth over hers, drink kisses from her lips like he had longed to do for months.

      And then where would they be? Hot and bothered and still without the things that children needed to get the best start in life.

      He sighed and stepped back, breaking away from her. “We’ve got to play the hand we’ve been dealt.”

      A frustrated, muffled growl sounded from nearby. Both Pete and Josephine turned to the window of the hotel. Libby was just on the other side, only a few yards away. She appeared to be stomping her foot and clenching her jaw and fists as she grumbled. As soon as she saw she’d been caught, she shook her head and gave both of them the stink-eye before whirling away from the window and disappearing deeper into the hotel.

      When Pete turned back to Josephine, her arms were crossed and her brow was dark with pent-up anger. “Do you think she has a point?” she snapped.

      “She’s young. She doesn’t understand.”

      “Well, Pete,” Josephine sighed. “I’m beginning to think that I don’t understand either.”

      With that, she turned and marched away.
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      By the next morning, Pete was of a mind that the only good thing about having a full day of errands ahead of him was that it stopped him from thinking about troubles that were getting him nowhere.

      “Careful, that one’s heavier than the others.” Charlie took a step toward Pete as he leaned in to tug one of Charlie and Olivia’s trunks from the back of the wagon. They’d all driven from the hotel to the train station bright and early to make sure that Charlie and Olivia caught their train to San Francisco in time.

      “I got it,” Pete ground out, hefting the trunk into his arms. It was heavier than he anticipated. The porter at the hotel had loaded it, and now Pete knew why. “Land sakes, Charlie, what’ve you got in here?”

      Charlie grinned, crossing his arms. “’Land sakes.’ Isn’t that something Josephine likes to say?”

      Pete narrowed his eyes, then thrust the heavy trunk at Charlie. With a burst of chuckling, Charlie managed to catch it.

      “Careful. Olivia’s wedding present is in there,” Charlie laughed.

      “Did one of you say my name?” Josephine popped her head around the back of the wagon. Olivia was right behind her, looking as though she had started shedding tears of parting early.

      “Just a casual mention that Pete has taken to your speech patterns now,” Charlie told her.

      “My what?” Josephine planted one fist on her hip, staring at Pete like he had the answer.

      “I have no idea.” Pete shrugged.

      “I think it’s sweet,” Olivia added. “Ooh, I’m going to miss you all so much.”

      Just like that, the conversation changed. Charlie handed the heavy trunk off to one of the train porters, then stepped over to his wife to slip an arm around her waist.

      “Good friends are never far away, my dear,” he promised her. “And what with all the marvels of the modern world, you’ll be free to send a telegram whenever you’d like, or even visit Pete and Josephine by train.”

      Olivia softened to a smile. “That would be wonderful.”

      Prickles broke out down Pete’s back. It would be wonderful, but Charlie had made one great, whopping assumption in his statement. “I’m not so sure where I’ll be settling,” he said, mumbling a little too much.

      “Oh?” Olivia blinked between Pete and Josephine. “Not in Oregon City, then?”

      “My niece is still expecting me in Denver City,” Josephine said, her smile gone tight.

      “And who knows, maybe I’ll head down California way to see if any of those old gold mines need a spare set of hands.”

      Silence fell over their group. Olivia shot a confused look to Charlie. Charlie smirked and turned to Pete. Josephine clasped her hands in front of her, lowering her head. Dangit, but the whole combination of unspoken speeches fired up a hefty shot of guilt in Pete’s gut.

      “You know you’re all welcome in Wyoming.” It was Graham who broke the awkward silence. He strode into the group from the other side of the wagon.

      Pete scrambled for a way to steer the conversation away from uncomfortable territory. “Boy, Graham, you sure are getting the hang of that false leg Gideon constructed for you.” Graham had been alternating between the false leg their scientist friend, Gideon, had constructed on the trail to replace the leg he’s lost in the war and his usual crutches to get around since arriving in Oregon City. “Anyone who didn’t know would think you’d never fought in the war.”

      The grin that lit Graham’s face belied that he knew exactly what Pete was up to with the comment. Graham slapped Pete on the back. “I’m building up my strength so I can dance with Estelle at your wedding.”

      Another hard, awkward silence fell. Graham and Charlie both looked as though they were having a hard time not bursting into laughter. Even Olivia, through all her emotion at leaving her friends, couldn’t suppress a smile.

      When it had gone on too long, Josephine huffed, “Really.” She shook her head, grabbed Olivia’s arm, and dragged her away from the men, up onto the train platform where Estelle was buying a stick of rock candy from a vendor for Tim.

      Pete scowled at both Graham and Charlie. “That was uncalled for.”

      “Why?” Graham laughed.

      “He hasn’t mustered the courage to ask for Josephine’s hand yet,” Charlie said.

      “And I’m not going to,” Pete added, glowering.

      Graham swayed back in surprise. “No, really?”

      “That’s what he keeps saying.” Charlie laughed.

      “I’m a little long in the tooth to be thinking about getting married for the first time,” Pete insisted.

      Graham snorted and Charlie just shook his head.

      “I can’t even find a job,” Pete went on.

      Charlie waved the argument away. “Don’t worry about that.” He reached into the inside pocket of his jacket and took out a billfold. “How much do you need to set up a cozy home for yourself and the lovely Josephine? Josiah Hurst left me more than enough money to spread some around to my friends.”

      He opened his billfold and began counting out cash, but Pete held up a hand, scowl darkening.

      “I’ve got more than enough cash to keep me out of trouble for the rest of my life,” he said.

      Charlie paused in his counting. “How much is enough?”

      “Enough to get by on in relative comfort.”

      Both Charlie and Graham looked completely flummoxed.

      “Then why not find a nice little house somewhere, put down roots, and pop the question?” Graham asked.

      Pete sighed. “Haven’t you been listening? Josephine has her niece in Denver City.”

      “Then settle in Denver City,” Charlie said.

      “I’m sure the Chance children would love Denver City,” Graham added.

      “And there’s another impossibility,” Pete railed on, losing his temper to hide the gaping well of guilt in his soul. “I’m too old to become a father.”

      “I think nature would disagree with you there,” Charlie chuckled. “Why, I knew a fellow back in St. Louis—Brendon McGee was his name—who sired a set of triplets when he was seventy-five years old.”

      “Good lord.” Graham winced. “How much younger than him was his poor wife?”

      Charlie lost a bit of his smirk. “Younger than I want to think about.”

      “There you go.” Pete nodded. “Josephine is over ten years younger than me.”

      “Ten years is nothing,” Charlie scoffed. “Particularly when you’ve both done your fair share of living already.”

      “Easy for you to say.”

      “Yes, it is easy for us to say.” Graham followed Pete’s glum comment. “Easy for us to say because all this time we’ve been assuming that your intentions toward Josephine Lewis were honorable.”

      “They are honorable,” Pete insisted. “I’m doing right by her by not saddling her with an old gelding like me.”

      “You’re behaving like either a dumb chicken or a stubborn, frightened schoolboy,” Charlie insisted. Before Pete could tell him off, he went on with, “Olivia and I both assumed you and Josephine would be making a home for those Chance kids. It’s what they deserve.”

      “It’s what you all deserve,” Graham added.

      “And I say every one of them deserves better.” Pete didn’t want to hear another shred of argument.

      “Then you’re a fool,” Charlie told him with a smile. “But you’re my friend.”

      “All aboard!”

      The stationmaster’s call ended the argument then and there. Pete was more than relieved. When Charlie started toward the platform, he and Graham followed. Pete helped Graham up the steps.

      “You both are my friend,” Charlie reiterated his sentiment as they joined Olivia, Josephine, Estelle, and Tim by the side of the train. His statement was clearly for Pete and Josephine as a group. “Friends may part ways now and then, but we’ll always meet again.”

      “Hopefully in Wyoming,” Estelle added.

      “We’re determined to get you to accept Gideon and Lucy’s offer to settle out there.” Graham walked to stand by Estelle’s side. “All of you,” he added with a pointed look for Pete.

      “You never know what the future will bring,” Olivia said.

      The women exchanged hugs as tears began to flow. Pete shook Charlie’s hand, bearing his friend no ill will. The man was nosy and opinionated, but he had been a good and true friend throughout the entire trail journey, and Pete wasn’t about to forget that.

      They stood back and watched as the train finished loading, then as it chugged into motion. Tim covered his ears as the shrill whistle sounded, getting his gooey rock candy in his hair in the process. Estelle laughed indulgently, everything about her filled with love for the boy she and Graham had adopted. As Estelle and Graham headed off the platform and back to the hotel where they could wash Tim’s hair, strange, wiggly feelings of possibility squirmed in Pete’s stomach. If Graham—an ex-soldier with one leg—could marry a woman and adopt a child, maybe he could too.

      “Come on,” Pete muttered, offering Josephine his arm. “We’ve got that orphanage place to look at.”

      “It’s not so much an orphanage as a woman who takes orphans in,” Josephine explained, her voice wistful. She took his arm, and the two of them stepped off the platform and headed down the hill toward the river.

      Fool that he was, Pete slowed their steps to a comfortable amble. He was in no more hurry to investigate the orphanage than he was to say his final goodbyes to Josephine. But at the same time, he couldn’t think of a blasted thing to say to her.

      She saved him the trouble when, several long minutes later, she asked, “Do you think we’ll meet again?”

      “Again?” He attempted a laugh, as if she was joking. “We haven’t parted in the first place.”

      Josephine answered with an uncomfortable laugh. “I mean, after. After I go to Denver City and you…you go wherever it is you’re going.”

      Pete shrugged. “Who knows? It’s an awful big country.”

      “I know. I’ve just walked across most of it.”

      He had to smile at her joke. As awkward as everything had gotten between them, she still managed to joke.

      “And the children,” she went on. “Do you think we’ll see them again?”

      And that was no joke. Pete sighed. “Children have a way of growing up. I think Libby’s already there, and Luke isn’t so far behind. The real question might be whether they’ll ever see each other again.”

      Seconds after the words were out, Pete regretted every one. Josephine not only stopped smiling, she turned pale.

      “I hadn’t thought of that, but you’re right.” She swallowed hard. “Who will keep those dear, sweet children together as a family with the older two grown up and on their own?”

      I should. I really should. The words echoed in Pete’s head, heart, and gut. And for a change, a thousand arguments didn’t spring up to fight the resolution away. What if everyone else was right and he was the one being a fool?

      They turned a corner and walked on, but inside, Pete had a feeling the winds of fate had changed.
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* * *

      After the goodbye scene at the train, Josephine wasn’t certain if she should be sad or embarrassed or…or hopeful.

      “Mrs. Fielding’s house is right down this way,” she told Pete, ignoring the way he walked close by her side, the way he held her arm…the way he had all but told their friends he wouldn’t marry her. Who could doubt that’s what he meant when he said he would look for work in California while she went to Denver City?

      Of course, she half agreed with his reasons for going their separate ways. Half. But he didn’t have to go saying it in front of everyone. That made things so…so…official. As though they were officially not official.

      She huffed out a breath latent with confusion and frustration.

      “What?” Pete stood straighter by her side. “Looks like a nice enough neighborhood to me.”

      She glanced askance at him, trying to judge if he was deflecting her burst of emotion or if he really thought her huff was for the neighborhood they found themselves in. His expression was neutral. Too neutral.

      Well, there was no point trying to untie the Gordian knot they’d wrapped themselves into.

      “It looks like a lovely, quaint neighborhood,” she said, glancing around. “Quiet.”

      Indeed, the houses in this part of town looked newer, well cared for. The whitewash was nearly spotless, and the gardens out front were tidy and colorful. They were close enough to the river to see a few barges and other small crafts passing down the waterway, drifting on to the seaports several miles on.

      “This must be a convenient spot for trade,” Josephine went on when Pete failed to add any sort of comment. “What with the way the river flows.”

      “Hmm,” Pete grunted.

      “And look, there goes a barge filled with logs. I bet whichever river this is runs clear up into some fine forest country.”

      “Willamette,” Pete said.

      “What?”

      He rolled his shoulders as if she’d forced him into an audience with the queen in his skivvies and repeated, “Willamette. It’s the Willamette River. The one on the other side is the Columbia.”

      Josephine stared at him. And stared. That was it?

      “Mrs. Fielding must be prosperous,” she went on, baffled by his cryptic behavior. “I was impressed by her house when I came by to make an appointment for a tour yesterday. Well, the outside at least. I am willing to wager that the inside is just as nice.”

      “Hmm,” Pete grunted.

      Men. Was it so difficult for them to put two words together to carry on a conversation?

      They reached the front door of Mrs. Fielding’s house, and Josephine let go of Pete’s arm long enough to step up and knock. As they waited, Josephine glanced around. Mrs. Fielding’s house was in a sort of cove, a cluster of houses close to the river. Five other houses of the same build stood nearby, each one carefully whitewashed. There was something careful about all of the houses, something…planned. And yet, to the untrained eye, the cove appeared to be prosperous and peaceful.

      The only other person in sight was a young woman—hired help, by the look of her simple clothes—sweeping the front stoop of a house kitty-cornered to Mrs. Fielding’s house. She peeked at Josephine and Pete with furtive eyes without skipping a beat in her work. The poor thing didn’t seem particularly happy with her lot.

      Josephine was spared wondering more about what could make a pretty young woman look so miserable when Mrs. Fielding’s door opened.

      “Ah, Mrs. Fielding. I’ve brought Mr. Peter Evans with me. We’ve come for our tour.” Josephine smiled in satisfaction, gesturing to Pete.

      Mrs. Fielding couldn’t have been much older than Josephine, but she had more lines on her face. Her clothes were elegant and tidy, and her hair was styled in the latest fashion, but when she smiled, it didn’t quite reach her eyes.

      “Miss Lewis, yes.” She said, then stepped back and gestured for Josephine and Pete to enter the house. “I’ve been expecting you.”

      “Ma’am.” Pete removed his hat as he stepped past Mrs. Fielding and into the hall. He glanced up, studying the front hallway, the staircase leading up to the second floor, and the parlor off to the side.

      “My, but your house is lovely.” Josephine complimented her right off the bat. “So spacious. No wonder you take children in.”

      “Yes.” Mrs. Fielding marched past Pete to stand by Josephine’s side, inviting her into the parlor. “My late husband was in trade. I still have a share in his business, though I leave the operations to his partner. We still work closely together.”

      “It’s always reassuring to hear about men and women being able to work together and prosper,” Josephine couldn’t help but say. She sent Pete a sly look as she did.

      Pete arched his eyebrow and twirled his hat in restless hands.

      Mrs. Fielding’s smile remained tight, but at least it was in place. “This is the front parlor, where formal visits are held. Through this way is the dining room.”

      They followed her on to a wide room—wider than the dining room at Myrtle’s boarding house—with a long table and benches. The table was covered with a spotless white cloth, a bowl of flowers in the center.

      “We take meals together. Sometimes we indulge in the summer and picnic outside along the river.” Mrs. Fielding gestured to the curtained windows and the green lawn outside. “The play room is across the hall this way.”

      The tour continued. Josephine and Pete were shown a lovely play room filled with all sorts of toys and dolls. Upstairs they were treated to the sight of three large bedrooms, one for the boys, one for the girls, and one for babies. They passed several doors that remained closed, some of which were family quarters and one of which was a schoolroom.

      “The children are at their lessons now,” Mrs. Fielding explained. “I don’t believe it is good to disturb them, particularly when they are practicing silent reading.”

      “Right.” Josephine nodded, though something itched at the back of her neck. “Do…do you choose their reading material or do you have a library from which the children can choose?”

      Mrs. Fielding tilted her head to the side to consider the question before answering, “We employ a combination of both. Sometimes, I find, children are quite circumspect in their choice of books, so I do not feel the need to step in and choose for them.”

      “I see.”

      “Now if you will come this way, I will show you out.” Mrs. Fielding held out a hand, inviting Josephine and Pete to precede her down the stairs, across the front hall, and back out to the front yard.

      “You could say something, you know,” Josephine whispered, leaning close to Pete as they walked down the stairs.

      “Say what?” he whispered right back, more than a little terse.

      “I don’t know, ask a question?” Josephine pursed her lips and shook her head at the frustrating man.

      “The only questions I have are not ones I’d go asking Mrs. Fielding,” Pete said, opening the front door and gesturing for Josephine to leave.

      “Oh? What kind of questions are those?” Josephine stepped past Pete and out into the yard.

      Pete didn’t have a chance to answer.

      “I trust our establishment meets with your approval?” Mrs. Fielding’s smile was back, and as disconcerting as ever.

      “It certainly is a lovely house,” Josephine answered.

      “You’ll take all four of the kids?” Pete asked, much more abrupt than Josephine would have been.

      “Of course.” Mrs. Fielding clasped her hands in front of her. “The more the better.”

      “And you’ll make sure they stay together,” Pete said. It wasn’t a question.

      “Absolutely.” Mrs. Fielding’s eyes met his with the same sort of challenge Pete had issued.

      “And once Libby and Luke are ready, you’ll let them take their younger siblings and start a house together?” Pete went on.

      “I wouldn’t have it any other way,” Mrs. Fielding answered.

      “Well.” Josephine let out a breath that was supposed to be relief, but felt more like a sigh. “That’s all that we can ask for, then.”

      “I assure you, once you hand over the care of your poor orphan friends to me, I’ll make certain their futures are secured.” There was a note of finality to Mrs. Fielding’s statement. “Will you be bringing them later this afternoon, then?”

      Josephine swallowed. “So soon?”

      “Do you have a reason to delay?” Mrs. Fielding asked.

      “No,” Pete answered. “We don’t.”

      As much as she wanted to fight it, Josephine knew it was the truth. She couldn’t keep paying for room and board for five people, no matter how generous Myrtle was. And it would do her no good to drag things out. A clean break was best.

      “Well then, I suppose we’ll be bringing the children over later tonight,” she said, her voice dropping to a mere whisper by the end.

      “Excellent.” Mrs. Fielding nodded in understanding. “I’ll be sure to make your parting as worry-free as possible.”

      “Thanks,” Pete grumbled. He grabbed Josephine’s arm and turned to escort her away.

      “Oh dear.” The words escaped from Josephine as soon as they were out of the cove and further up the street.

      “It’s for the best,” Pete said what she was trying to make herself think.

      “I know, I know.” She clutched Pete’s arm with both hands. “Are you certain we’re doing the right thing? You didn’t feel as though there was something…wrong with Mrs. Fielding or the house?”

      “It was too quiet,” Pete said.

      “Yes, yes, it was.” Josephine latched onto that imperfection. “And too clean for a house that is routinely filled with children.”

      “Children can be messy,” Pete agreed.

      They were both silent for a few more steps.

      “But…if the house is so clean, perhaps that merely shows that Mrs. Fielding and her staff is contentious about taking care of things,” Josephine figured.

      “A clean house is a good place for kids,” Pete agreed.

      “And…and the quietness. A peaceful environment is the very best place for a child to learn, right?” She glanced up to Pete, willing him to tell her what she wanted to hear.

      “It is.” He rubbed the back of his neck. “And if Mrs. Fielding can get a bunch of kids to settle down to read, she might be just what our lot need.”

      They both winced at the word ‘our.’

      “The kids will be happy there,” Pete went on, his voice gruff. “It’s about time we got a move on anyhow.”

      “Yes,” Josephine agreed. “And if they don’t like the look of the place, if they don’t like anything about it, then we won’t leave them there.”

      “Damn straight,” Pete growled.

      They remained silent for the rest of the walk to the hotel. It didn’t matter how many arguments Josephine came up with for why they were doing the right thing, her heart wouldn’t find rest. It beat like a drum calling soldiers to war…and yet there was nothing to fight. Nothing at all.

      “Josephine! Pete!”

      They were both pushed out of their silent ruminations as they neared the hotel. Libby came rushing down the porch steps, a smile as wide as the heavens on her face. She held tight to Teddy’s hand, pulling him along with her.

      “Oh, Josephine! You’ll never guess,” Libby burst before they met halfway. “Teddy has asked me to marry him.”

      “Marry you?” Josephine’s eyes flew wide, and she turned to Teddy. Her emotions were in such a muddle that she didn’t know if she wanted to laugh or cry…or sock Teddy in the eye.

      Pete’s reaction was somewhat more decided. “Isn’t it a little quick to go asking a girl to marry you?” he grumbled at Teddy, eyes narrowed.

      “Yes, it is, sir.” Teddy inclined his head to Pete, as serious as a clergyman. “But the thing is, I’m due to head out to Mr. Montrose’s logging camp in just a few days. I would spend much more time courting Libby and giving her a chance to decide if I’m the fellow for her, but if we don’t jump in with both feet now, there’s no telling what might happen.”

      “You haven’t even known each other a week,” Pete growled on, every bit the protective papa bear.

      “Sometimes it doesn’t take a week,” Libby insisted. She pivoted to Teddy, taking his hand in both of hers. “Sometimes you know what is right from the beginning. And sometimes you know it, but you drag your feet and let things fall apart before they can get started,” she finished, a hard edge to her final statement…which was directed straight at Josephine and Pete both.

      Pete squirmed under the censure, backing up half a step. Josephine scrambled for some kind of argument to excuse him…and herself.

      “And the other thing,” Teddy went on, “is that if Libby and I are married, I’ll be able to ask for a raise. If Mr. Montrose pays me more, together we’ll have more money. That will mean we’ll be able to send for Luke, Freddy, and Muriel that much sooner.”

      “We might not even have to wait for Luke to be old enough to get a job before we can gather everyone together,” Libby added.

      Josephine had no idea what wages for men in a logging camp were, so she had no way to tell if Libby’s statement was true or a dream. She also didn’t feel as though she had the right to put her foot down and demand Libby wait longer before getting married. She was the one working to put the poor girl’s siblings in an orphanage, after all. She didn’t have a leg to stand on.

      “If you think it’s best,” she said with a sigh, letting her shoulders drop. “I only want you and your siblings to be happy and safe.”

      “Me too,” Pete added, gruff and frowning, though his cheeks were pink with a blush.

      Josephine took a step toward Libby and closed the girl in a tight hug. “You must follow your heart, my dear. In everything.”

      She moved to lean away, but Libby held onto her.

      “You too, Josephine,” Libby whispered. “You’re not too old or too busy or too occupied elsewhere to fall in love yourself, you know.”

      Josephine tried to pull away again. “But—”

      “No, I’m tired of hearing you second guess yourself.” Libby’s whisper was firm now. “I want you to be happy too, and you’re happy with Pete.”

      “I…” Libby let Josephine go, but when her eyes met Libby’s, any protest she had flittered right out of her mind. All she could manage to say was, “We’ll see.”

      Pete cleared his throat and stepped in with, “Josephine here has found a nice home for Luke, Freddy, and Muriel.”

      “You have?” Libby glanced from Josephine to Pete and back.

      “Yes.” Josephine smoothed a hand over her skirts, then let it rest over her aching heart. “It’s a lovely house run by a Mrs. Fielding. It’s right down next to the river.”

      “We’re taking the kids there to stay later this afternoon,” Pete blurted before Josephine could say as much gently.

      “This afternoon?” Libby’s excited smile pinched to anxious disappointment.

      “We, uh, were planning to talk to the preacher about the wedding this afternoon,” Teddy said.

      “And Mrs. Montrose invited me to tea,” Libby added. “Her sons have gone on to take supplies to the logging camp, but she and her daughter, Annabelle, are desperate to meet me formally. They’ve been friends with Teddy for years.”

      “We could reschedule,” Teddy said.

      “No, no, the orphanage isn’t going anywhere.” Josephine waved away the protest. “We can take the children down and get them settled, and you can drop by and see them tomorrow. In fact, the more we spread out our visits, the more Freddy and Muriel will feel they haven’t been forgotten.”

      “You don’t mind, then?” Libby glanced hopefully between Pete and Josephine.

      “I don’t mind if Freddy and Muriel don’t,” Josephine answered.

      “They won’t mind a bit,” Pete said. “They’ll be too busy exploring their new home and playing in the river to care what us older folk are doing.”

      And it would leave one less person on hand to witness Josephine breaking down into tears of grief, which she was certain to do.
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      As it turned out, Freddy and Muriel did mind.

      “I don’t want to go to the orphanage,” Muriel wailed, dragging her feet with every step they took.

      “But it’s a lovely place,” Josephine insisted. “Can you see it down there, where those other white houses are? Don’t they look lovely, what with the trees and the gardens and the river running behind them.”

      “They look stupid,” Freddy sulked.

      Exasperated and heartbroken, Josephine looked again. To her grown-up eyes, the six houses that sat clustered together in the cove were charming and respectable. She could only hope the children would come to see so too. But deep, deep in her heart, every last detail seemed wrong. As nice and pretty as the houses were, they weren’t homes. Mrs. Fielding’s house wasn’t a home. And the Chance children deserved a home.

      “There’s a lovely playroom in Mrs. Fielding’s house,” she went on, to convince herself as much as Freddy and Muriel. “It had blocks and dolls and toy soldiers and…” Her voice gave out.

      She cast a pitiful, sidelong glance to Pete. Were they doing the right thing?

      Pete’s jaw was clamped tight and his eyes fixed straight ahead. He held Muriel’s hand, but as she fussed and whimpered and attempted to dig her heels into the ground, Pete had no choice but to pick her up and carry her.

      The moment Muriel was in his arms, she burst into tears and buried her face against his shoulder. Josephine’s throat squeezed so tight it was painful.

      They had to be doing the right thing. It was the only option. A stubborn old spinster and a confirmed bachelor couldn’t raise children the way the deserved to be raised. And yet, the more times she paraded the tired argument in her mind, the weaker it sounded. What if she was giving up without a fight? What if she was a coward?

      “Here we are.” Her voice came out rough and squeaky as they turned up the path leading to Mrs. Fielding’s front door. “See how pretty the garden is?”

      Neither Freddy nor Muriel had the least interest in the garden. Muriel continued to weep against Pete’s stoic shoulder. Freddy’s lower lip was turned out in a pout, and he kicked a small stone in his path so hard it smacked against the house’s front steps. Luke followed behind, carrying all of his and his siblings’ belongings in two carpetbags, one in each hand. When Josephine turned to check on him before climbing the stairs to the front door, she couldn’t determine what his feelings on the situation were. His expression was so blank that it sent chills down her back.

      Chills and the sense that he would never forgive her for what would happen in the next fifteen minutes.

      Pete stepped past her and knocked on the door with one hand while holding Muriel close with the other. Without a word and with nothing more than a scowl, he stepped back to wait.

      Within seconds, the front door opened, revealing Mrs. Fielding and her cheerless smile.

      “Hello,” she said clasping her hands in front of her. “Who do we have here?”

      She was a pleasant woman to look at in spite of her age, and nothing about the way she was dressed or the way she carried herself or spoke was intimidating, but Freddy took a step back, turning to glance to Luke for help, and Muriel tensed, keeping her face buried in Pete’s neck.

      “Good afternoon, Mrs. Fielding.” Josephine faked as much cheer as she could…which wasn’t a lot. “I’d like to introduce you to the Chance children, Muriel, Freddy, and Luke.” She pivoted to gesture to each one as she spoke their name.

      Mrs. Fielding smiled at Freddy and Muriel. When she lifted her gaze to study Luke, her lips tightened and her eyes narrowed in consideration. “Why, you’re nearly a man.”

      “I am a man,” Luke retorted.

      “Luke, manners,” Pete warned him.

      “I am a man, ma’am,” Luke grumbled.

      Josephine rolled her eyes. “You see, children, the house is every bit as lovely as I told you it was.”

      Mrs. Fielding’s smile widened, but it still didn’t reach her eyes. “Please come in.” She stood to the side, extending an arm to invite their group into the hall.

      Josephine held back, reaching for Freddy’s hand as Pete carried Muriel inside. Freddy shot a sullen look up at her, then grudgingly took her hand and let himself be escorted through the doorway. Luke shuffled after them.

      Mrs. Fielding paused by the door, looking out with a slight frown. Curious, Josephine turned to see if she could figure out what had made Mrs. Fielding look so suspicious, but there was nothing outside but the same maid who had been sweeping the porch of the house across the cove earlier that day. The maid was weeding the garden now, not even looking at Mrs. Fielding’s house.

      Before Mrs. Fielding could step all the way inside and close the door, Luke said, “You should know, ma’am, that I intend to get a job as soon as I can, and then I plan to find my own place where the kids can come live.”

      He spoke with the edge of challenge in his voice, but Mrs. Fielding merely smiled, clasped her hands in front of her, and nodded. “Whatever you wish, young man.”

      “Now hold on,” Pete growled, like an engine just getting started after being silent for a long time. “This young man needs to be in school, not out working just so his family can squeak by.”

      “Well, someone has to pay for Freddy and Muriel to live here,” Luke grumbled right back.

      “For you to live here as well,” Josephine added. “And Pete and I have pooled our resources to pay the admission fee.”

      Luke’s brow flew up. “You did?”

      “We did,” Pete confirmed.

      Again, Luke scowled. “Then how come you didn’t use that money to buy us a house to live in. All of us.”

      Josephine swallowed. The boy had a point. She cast a guilty glance to Pete. He met it with guilt of his own. Guilt and the same sort of look he’d worn every time they discussed that people their age were too old to make a new start and a good home for young children.

      Besides, Mrs. Fielding’s house was nicer than anything they would have been able to come up with on their own. Her late husband’s business, whatever it was, must have been prosperous indeed.

      “Why don’t I show you the playroom?” Josephine suggested, trying her best to smile at Freddy’s miserable face. “If I remember rightly, it’s just through here.”

      She started down the hall. Mrs. Fielding slipped in front of her to stop them. “I’m afraid that once children are handed into our care, we are strict about the level of interaction they have with non-family members.”

      “But… I…” As much as she wanted to, Josephine couldn’t very well argue that she was family.

      “Many children come from less than savory backgrounds,” Mrs. Fielding went on to explain. “It’s safer for them if a clean break is made.”

      So that was it. The moment was upon them. Josephine took a long, shaky breath and let go of Freddy’s hand.

      “Well then.” She blinked fast in an attempt to clear away the stinging in her eyes. “You behave for Mrs. Fielding now.”

      “No.” Freddy stomped and crossed his arms, brow furrowed to a scowl. “I won’t behave because I don’t want to be here.”

      “Me neither.” Muriel gripped Pete’s neck tight enough to choke him. “I want to go with you. I want to live with you.”

      “Come on now.” Pete pried Muriel’s arms from around his neck, but there was no joy in his effort. “Easy now, sweetheart.”

      Muriel fought to stay glued to him, but she was no match for Pete’s strength. In a few seconds, he’d extracted her from his neck and set her down. Tears flowing, Muriel ran to hug Josephine’s waist, burying her face in Josephine’s skirts.

      “Please don’t leave us, please,” she sobbed.

      Josephine burst into tears. “It’ll be all right, Muriel, you’ll see.” Pretty words, but her heart screamed that they weren’t true. “I’m not heading on to Denver City just yet.”

      “And I could stay in Oregon City until you kids are adjusted,” Pete added.

      Freddy and Muriel glanced hopefully up at them, and Luke’s furious scowl softened.

      “I’m not sure that’s the best idea,” Mrs. Fielding said, tension plain in her face. “It really isn’t advised to maintain contact with the children any longer than necessary.”

      “But they know us,” Josephine argued. “They’ve come to rely on us. Surely we could visit.”

      Mrs. Fielding shook her head. “It would only prolong the pain of separation.”

      “But…” There didn’t seem to be a way to argue with the woman’s logic. It was true, the quicker they got things over with, the less traumatic it would be for everyone.

      Except that the trauma had already reached deep.

      Josephine pried Muriel away from her skirts and crouched to the girl’s level. “I’m so sorry.” She smoothed a hand over Muriel’s hair. “If there was any way two old coots like me and Pete could keep you, we would. But this is better for you.”

      “It’s not, it’s not!” Muriel protested.

      “It’s really not,” Luke grumbled behind them, although the fight had gone out of his protest.

      “We won’t be far away, no matter what,” Josephine went on. “And Libby said she’d come check on you first thing tomorrow morning.”

      “Libby?” Mrs. Fielding’s lips twitched.

      “Our sister,” Luke snapped. “She’s eighteen and getting married, so she has every right to visit.”

      “I…I see.” Mrs. Fielding clasped her hands in front of her so firmly her knuckles turned white. “I was not aware there was a sister.”

      “She’s our sister,” Freddy shouted. “And she’ll come and take us home as soon as she can.”

      No one answered Freddy’s pronouncement for a moment. Then Mrs. Fielding cleared her throat, smoothed her hands along the front of her stylish gown, then smiled. “I see. Well, we shall welcome your sister Libby with open arms when she comes to visit tomorrow. But in order to do that, we must get you settled and have our supper and put you to bed, hmm?”

      Freddy and Muriel glanced to the door as if they might bolt. In the end, they looked to Luke.

      “Food won’t hurt nothing,” Luke muttered. “And if you decide you hate it here, I’ll take you away myself.”

      Josephine glanced sideways to Mrs. Fielding to see what she thought of the pronouncement, but the woman did nothing but smile her brittle smile.

      “I’ll come back and check on you tomorrow too,” Pete declared, daring Mrs. Fielding to disagree with him. “You’ll be fine.”

      “Yes, you’ll be fine,” Josephine agreed. “Tomorrow.”

      They had to endure one more round of tears and pleas, hugging and weeping before Freddy and Muriel agreed to go with Mrs. Fielding to the playroom. Luke followed with them, keeping an eagle eye on his siblings. As they rounded the corner, he shot one final, resentful look at Pete and Josephine.

      “We deserved that,” Josephine sighed, pressing a hand to her stomach.

      Pete’s only response was, “Yep.”

      When Mrs. Fielding didn’t return, they showed themselves out. Walking away, the tidy white house with its perfect garden and spotless windows seemed as brittle as Mrs. Fielding’s smile and far less welcoming than Josephine’s first impression.

      “It’s natural to feel guilty,” Josephine sighed as they headed slowly up the road toward the hotel. “Those children have been through so much, and we’re only causing more turmoil for them.”

      “Would’ve happened anyhow,” Pete said.

      “This truly is for the best.” The words felt stale and weak to her. “And…and we’ll stay close for a few weeks, at least. I’m sure Callie doesn’t expect me immediately.”

      “Nope.”

      “And we’ve got Libby’s wedding to think about. I’m certain she’ll want her family with her and we count as—”

      She snapped her lips shut around the word. At the moment, she didn’t feel as though she deserved to call herself family to the Chance children. She’d let them down. Her heart knew it, her soul knew it. It was only her rebellious mind that was causing trouble now. And she would never forgive herself for that.

      They continued to the hotel in silence. There just weren’t any words. Tears, yes, but not words. If there was just some way to make two people past their prime young again. If there was some way to turn back the clock and start over.

      As they neared the hotel, Josephine heaved a sigh, letting her tangle of hopeless thoughts go. “I should be getting back to Myrtle’s. The sun’s going down, and supper has probably already been served and put away.” Truth be told, she deserved to be sent to bed without supper.

      Pete stopped, hesitated, rubbed the back of his neck, then muttered, “Yep.”

      All at once, Josephine scowled. She wanted to smack him for his callous lack of emotion. No, he wasn’t emotionless, not at all. She wanted to throw herself into his arms and reassure him, tell them they had to do it, they had to let the kids go. She wanted to…she wanted to…

      “Pete, Josephine, you’re back.” Estelle appeared at the porch railing. She wore a sympathetic smile that threatened to leave Josephine bursting over with tears.

      “It’s done,” she said, her voice cracking. “The kids seemed happy enough…once they saw what was best for them.” She wanted it to be true more than she believed it to be true.

      Estelle saw right through her. “You can go back tomorrow and visit…or take them home.”

      “This is better,” Pete grumbled, the thought sounding half-finished.

      Estelle merely stared at them. “Well.” She took in a breath. “I’ve had the hotel restaurant set aside a table just for the two of you tonight. Graham and I will pay the bill.”

      “You didn’t have to do that.”

      “That’s not necessary.”

      Josephine and Pete answered at the same time, then glanced at each other with hurt, mournful eyes.

      “I insist.” Estelle came around the edge of the porch, urging the two of them on. “You both look like you’ve been put through the ringer, and the least Graham and I can do is treat you to a worry-free meal. Who knows? You may find you have a lot to discuss once you’re sitting down across a table, just the two of you.” She had a mischievous glint in her dark eyes as she gestured for them to come into the hotel.

      The last thing Josephine felt like doing was indulging in hotel food when her stomach was in knots and her heart had bled out, but Estelle had been a good friend to her and she wasn’t about to let the woman down. She plodded up the stairs, feeling every year of her age down to the core of her bones.

      “We’ll eat quick, then I’m turning in for the night,” Pete said, tired and defeated, as they crossed the lobby to the restaurant.

      “Yes, I think I agree with you there.” Josephine wanted to take his arm for comfort and support, but kept her hands to herself.

      The hotel manager had indeed saved a table for them. The restaurant wasn’t half as grand as any of the ones Josephine had frequented in Philadelphia. It was little more than a communal dining room with eight small tables, unlike the one large one at Myrtle’s house. The staff was quick and efficient, though, and before Josephine and Pete could do more than mumble a few words of small talk, dinner was on the table in front of them. Josephine tried to eat, tried to appreciate the delights of a meal well-cooked, but the whole while she kept expecting Muriel to ask to have her meat cut or Freddy to play with his food.

      “It’s just not going to be the same without them,” she lamented, pushing her potatoes around the plate.

      “Those rascals do grow on a person, don’t they?” Pete agreed.

      “And…and we did well enough looking out for them on the trail.” Josephine lifted her brow, gazing into Pete’s eyes, hoping to see approval there.

      He grinned, slow and warm. A jolt of heat swirled through Josephine’s stomach.

      “You remember the time Luke stole that brooch and Charlie cheated at cards to get it back?” he asked.

      Josephine chuckled. “Poor Luke. He didn’t know what hit him.”

      “It taught him a thing or two about honesty, though.” Pete nodded.

      Josephine speared a few beans on her fork. “Remember when dysentery hit those children and Muriel offered to let little Rose have her doll if it would make her feel better?”

      Pete laughed. “She sure is a generous soul, our Muriel.”

      Our. There is was again. Josephine swallowed. “Freddy too. He’s so bright and inquisitive. I just bet he’ll make a name for himself in this world.”

      “As long as he sticks to his schooling he will,” Pete agreed.

      “Are the schools here in Oregon City good?” Josephine asked. “I hear the ones in Denver City are exceptional.” She peeked across the table to Pete.

      Pete shrugged. “I hear that it’s not the school that matters so much as the teachers.” He cut another slice off his steak. “You know who’d make a good teacher?”

      “Who?”

      “Gideon Faraday.”

      “Oh yes, he’d be a remarkable man to learn from.”

      “Too bad he’s in Wyoming.” This time it was Pete who glanced carefully across the table.

      “I’m…I’m sure that Gideon and Lucy’s invitation to…to those of us who became their friends on the trail extends to the Chance family too,” Josephine said.

      “More’n likely,” Pete agreed. “It’s just a shame the only folks who could take them there are two dried up old goats whose lives have already been half lived.”

      Josephine put down her fork. “Who are you calling a dried up old goat, Peter Evans?”

      Pete’s lips twitched. “All right, one dried up goat and another feisty she-goat who still has some spring in her step in spite of a few grey hairs.”

      Josephine grinned. “That’s more like it. And just because a goat is a little older doesn’t mean he’s ready to be put out to pasture.”

      “Horses get put out to pasture, not goats.”

      “See.” Josephine brightened even more. “Why, I’ve heard tell that old goats still lock horns just the same as the young ones.”

      Pete finished chewing his steak, then pointed his fork at her. “Josephine Lewis, are you calling me a horny goat?”

      “I…” She swallowed. Not because of the naughty impropriety of the comparison, but because the sudden, teasing light that came to Pete’s face and tilted the corners of his mouth up was the most tempting sight she’d seen in all her forty years. Yes, at that moment Pete did look like a…certain type of goat. He looked as though he could show her a thing or two.

      But no, weren’t they supposed to be in mourning? Weren’t they supposed to be lamenting the loss of the dearest, sweetest children that had ever swept unexpectedly into someone’s life?

      Possibly, but it occurred to Josephine that this was the first time that she and Pete had actually been alone, and certainly the first time they’d had a chance to speak about grown-up things.

      “Pete,” Josephine began, fiddling with the hem of her napkin. She took her time dragging her eyes up to meet his. “Has it ever occurred to you that we might be fooling ourselves out of something very delightful indeed?”

      “Delightful?” That impish, titillating fire in Pete’s eyes sparked.

      Josephine could feel her face heat…and her insides swirl. “Has it occurred to you that we might be mistaking the end of the trail for the end of our lives?”

      “I’m not planning on dying anytime soon, if that’s what you’re asking.” He put his fork down and leaned his elbows on the table, inching closer to her.

      “No, not dying. But perhaps that’s my point.”

      “That we’re not dying?”

      “That we’re nowhere close to dying.” She leaned toward him. “In fact, old though we are, one could argue that we’ve embraced life more than most people.”

      “One could argue that.” The teasing light came back to his eyes. Josephine felt her gaze pull down to study his lips. She’d never really noticed his lips before. She’d been too busy admiring his strength and command, enjoying the way he could organize and lead an entire wagon train. She’d certainly noticed the warmth and friendliness of his smile, even the surprising health of his teeth. But not once had she noticed his lips. They were welcoming, inviting. They were the kind of lips that could kiss a girl and leave her breathless.

      “Excuse me, folks.” One of the hotel staff cleared his throat as he stood beside Josephine and Pete’s table. “I hate to interrupt what looks like a nice conversation, but we need to clean up and shut the restaurant down.”

      “Oh.” Josephine flinched back, face, neck, and parts lower than that alive with heat. “Oh, yes. We’re terribly sorry.”

      “We’ll get out of your hair.” Pete stood. He circled around the table and held Josephine’s chair for her. The gesture was surprisingly romantic for a man who had been guiding rafts full of wagons down a river just weeks before.

      “I should get back to the boarding house,” Josephine said as they wound their way through the hotel staff as they tidied up the restaurant.

      “Myrtle doesn’t have strict rules about what time you need to be there,” Pete said.

      “Yes, but I should be there when Libby returns from her day with Teddy’s friends.”

      “If she does return.”

      “Peter Evans! What are you suggesting?” Josephine gaped at him.

      The mirth in Pete’s eyes was mingled with something far more potent…and tempting. “I was suggesting that perhaps Teddy’s friends would want her to spend the night with them. Ladies stay up all night talking sometimes, don’t they?”

      “Oh. Yes, I suppose they do.” And Libby was a good girl, Josephine thought as she mounted the stairs to the hotel’s second floor. She would never do something as daring as spend the night with Freddy before they were married.

      “So we’ve established that neither of us are planning on dying anytime soon,” Pete said when they reached the top of the stairs and started down the hall.

      “Certainly not,” Josephine agreed.

      “And we’ve discussed that we’ve both embraced life more than most.”

      “Quite a feat for people our age.” Something excited and quivery was forming at the base of Josephine’s spine—an idea, a hope, a dare waiting to be spoken.

      “In fact, you might could say that we don’t act like most folks our age at all,” Pete went on.

      “You might just say that, yes.”

      They stopped in front of one of the doors, but Josephine’s inside felt as though they continued to move.

      “My room,” Pete said, eyes ablaze.

      “Oh?” How had they walked up to Pete’s hotel room when the intention was to escort her out of the hotel? It seemed only natural. Something magical was swirling around her, around both of them. One minute they’d been devastated by the loss of the children—a loss that was their own fault. The next they were grinning and leaning closer to each other. How had that happened? What had led from one thing to the next?

      The answer came to her like a cool breeze blowing across a fevered brow. Half an hour alone. Half an hour to think things through without distraction or pressure. Half an hour to open her heart and admit what she had known all along. Josephine promised to thank Estelle for her wisdom as soon as she had a chance.

      But first things first.

      “What I want to know,” Pete went on, slipping a hand around the side of her waist, “is that if we’ve done a few things that people our age wouldn’t usually do, do you think we might do others?”

      “Like what?” Her question came out more breathless than she’d intended.

      “Like getting over whatever fool notions we have about what folks our age should and shouldn’t do?” Pete asked.

      “But…we’re not young anymore.”

      Pete ignored her protest. “Like pretending we’re at the beginning of our journey instead of the end?”

      “You know, I think we might just be at the beginning of something.” Her heart hammered so hard against her chest that she felt dizzy. Good thing Pete had his arms around her to keep her from falling.

      “Like making our own rules instead of trying to follow someone else’s rules?” He leaned so close that she could smell the salt of his skin. “Those rules aren’t making me all that happy at the moment anyhow.”

      “Who needs rules?” She slid her arms around his back, digging her fingertips into his muscle—fine, strong muscle at that.

      “Not us,” Pete whispered, then captured her lips in a kiss.
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      Josephine had been kissed before, but at the moment she couldn’t remember when or by who or anything. She didn’t want to remember anything. As far as she was concerned, her past was a muddle of hesitation and chances not taken. But all that was about to change. She was going to take a chance, here and now.

      Pete broke their kiss, leaning back to stare at her with wonder in her eyes. “I do believe you’re the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen.”

      Land sakes, the dear, sweet, passionate man actually seemed shy for a moment. Josephine rested her hand against the side of his face. “And you’re the most handsome, kind, virile male I’ve ever had the privilege to hold in my arms.”

      His brow quirked and his moustache twitched at the word ‘virile.’ “Miss Josephine, I do believe you just made an improper suggestion.”

      She loved the low hum to his voice, loved the way his arms stayed wrapped tightly around her, loved how he made her feel twenty years younger and as mischievous as a fox. “Was that a suggestion?” she asked, pressing the fingertips of her other hand into his back. “Because it was meant to be a straight-out invitation.”

      “Miss Josephine.” Pete growled her name in a tone that was split between mock surprise and hunger. He dipped down to kiss her again.

      Yes, they were too old—too old for coy, flirting kisses. Josephine knew what she wanted, and Pete was apparently willing to give it to her. He slipped his tongue along the seam of her lips, encouraging her to open to him. When she did, he explored her mouth boldly, his tongue dancing with hers in imitation of a far greater dance that was to come. Josephine responded with abandon. Maturity had its advantages. Not a soul in the world would scold or censure her for living her life with all the daring she desired.

      Well, perhaps some souls would object to wanton abandon. She eased away from Pete, keeping the fingers of one hand threaded through is hair. “Seems to me that we have a decision to make,” she panted. She could still taste him on her lips. Her whole being wanted more of that.

      “Decision?” Pete’s voice was low and gruff. He continued to hold her close.

      Josephine was suddenly aware of the evidence of his desire pressed against her waist. It filled her with energy and the most delicious feeling of wickedness she could have imagined. Spurred on by his reaction, she lowered her other hand to squeeze his backside.

      “We either need to say goodnight and go our separate ways,” she said, gaze dropping to his kiss-reddened lips, “or we need to move this interesting and exciting activity to the other side of that door so we can see where it leads.”

      Without a word and without hesitation, Pete stepped away from Josephine long enough to reach into his pocket and take out the key to his room. He fumbled, hands shaking slightly, as he fit the key into the lock and turned.

      As soon as he stepped into the room, Pete turned to take Josephine’s wrist and tug her in with him. He shut the door and locked it, then lifted Josephine half off her feet, pressing her back against the closed door. She hardly had time to think about his arms supporting her as she stood on tip-toe before his mouth came slanting down over hers. He kissed her with all the passion of a man who had longed to consummate the sparks between them for months. And heaven help her, she kissed him back with just as much longing. Why had they waited so long?

      “I love you, Josephine Lewis.” He left her lips long enough to rain kisses across her cheeks, her brow, and her nose. “I shoulda told you ages ago.”

      “Oh, Pete.” A thousand kinds of emotion welled up from Josephine’s gut, spinning her heart and her head. “I love you too. I have since the first moment I saw you.”

      “I know.” A deep laugh filled his voice. He still had her pressed against the door, perfectly helpless and barely grounded. He stroked one hand along her side, trailing up to cradle her breast. “I’ve wanted to love you for a long time.”

      Desire sizzled through her. His hand felt so amazing around her, even with all of her layers of clothing. She practically squirmed to get out of that clothing, though a large part of her mind couldn’t believe how wanton she felt.

      “I don’t think any man has ever wanted me like that before,” she sighed, tilting her lips up to his, inviting another kiss.

      “Well, they’re fools.” Pete obliged her silent plea, kissing her, but lighter this time. “You’re the most desirable woman I’ve ever seen.”

      “Even though I’m old?” she teased.

      “You’re not old,” he growled. “You’re seasoned, like prime firewood ready to burn.”

      Never had a comparison to wood felt so wicked or so true. Heaven help her, but she was about to burn up, inside and out. The feeling filled her with boldness and mischief. She reached a hand between the two of them, closing it over the front of his trousers.

      “Looks like I found a match,” she murmured, resting her head against the door and exposing more of her neck to him.

      The sound he made at her touch was enough to ignite the entire hotel. He surged into her, kissing her hard and lifting her clean off her feet. She barely had time to move her arms so that she clutched him around his middle as he ran a hand along her thigh, encouraging her to straddle him. It was difficult to do in skirts, but if she had her way, she’d be rid of those skirts in no time.

      As soon as she was off her feet, Pete pivoted and walked her to the bed. For one glorious moment, Josephine had images of him throwing her across the coverlet and taking her fully clothed, like a pirate in the night. She groaned with bliss at that image and pressed herself into his embrace. When he set her on her feet at the edge of the bed, she was momentarily disappointed that he would curtail his passion. But that only lasted until he tugged her blouse out from the waist of her skirt.

      “Say no now if you don’t want this, Josephine,” he whispered, hands spreading along the stiffness of her corset.

      “You fool man,” she chuckled. “Of course I want this. I’ve wanted this for months.”

      “Even though I’m old and grizzled?”

      She swatted his arm even as his hands moved to undo the buttons of her blouse. “If you try to tell me you’re old one more time…”

      Her protest faded away as he finished with the buttons and lifted her blouse over her head. As soon as he’d tossed it aside, he bent down to brush the tops of her breasts with kisses. The sensation was so enticing that she didn’t wait for him to continue undressing her. She reached back to undo her skirt and petticoat herself, letting them sag.

      “Let me see you,” he said, voice rich with wanting, and swayed back to undo her corset.

      It was just a simple corset, nothing fashionable, but that made it easier to remove. She pushed down her skirts and undid her drawers as he tugged her corset off and swept her chemise up over her head. Undressing became a blur until suddenly she was standing naked in front of him.

      His eyes swept over her with enough hunger to leave her weak in the knees. “You’re beautiful,” he whispered.

      Was she? She didn’t have a young woman’s body anymore. Some of her curves were rounder than they once were, and others weren’t as firm, but the way he looked at her, that didn’t matter. The number of years she’d been on the earth didn’t matter. She was a woman with all that meant, and the man standing in front of her looked as though he wanted to devour her whole.

      Pete moved toward her, but she held up a hand.

      “Fair’s fair, Peter Evans.” Her lips twitched with her teasing. “I’ve let you see me…” She let the second half of her sentence go unspoken as she nodded to him.

      He was still fully dressed, but heaven bless the man, he knew what her mischievous grin meant. “Is this what you want?” He took a large step back and began unbuttoning his vest and shirt. As he did, he toed off his boots and kicked them aside.

      Josephine had only enough sensible thought to push her clothes aside with one foot as Pete continued to undress. It was like watching someone unwrap a present designed especially for her. He took his time, peeling his vest and shirt off slowly. Josephine gasped for breath as he revealed a find, broad chest, as well-muscled as any man in his twenties. Yes, grey hair sprinkled across the hard lines of his chest, but Pete Evans was clearly a man who hadn’t let the years stop him from maintaining peek physical condition.

      His teasing display continued after he tossed his shirt aside. A deep trembling started in Josephine’s core as he unfastened his trousers as slowly as possible.

      “Now you’re just teasing,” she said, breathless with anticipation.

      “Yes, I am.” He winked, then pushed aside the front of his trousers.

      Josephine gulped as his manhood burst free. A fiery flash of desire pulsed through her at the sight of it, larger than she would have imagined and so firm. She barely noticed his powerful thighs and calves as he shucked his trousers and kicked them aside. All she cared about as he straightened, hands on his hips, displaying what God had given him as proudly as a young buck, was the potential in his upright staff. The tantalizing sack below it was fascinating as well, but the sole thought that remained in her head as everything else dissolved into emotion and desire was that she knew full well where that staff was supposed to go, and she couldn’t wait to get it there.

      “Old man my foot,” she murmured, swaying toward him.

      She’d lived through far too much experience in her forty years to hold back now. Biting her lip, she reached for him with both hands. Pete hummed, low and dangerous, as she closed gentle fingers around him. That hum reverberated in her center, building the urgent, liquid sensation between her legs. So much so that it was difficult to give her full concentration to exploring the length and girth of his manliness. He seemed to thrill to her every touch, sucking in a breath when she circled her fingers around the flared tip. That was a revelation. She had so much to learn about him…and a lifetime to do it.

      Exploring him wasn’t enough. She wanted to be touched and stroked and explored as well. Feeling bolder by the second, she stepped back, sitting on the edge of the bed, then pulling herself into the center, head near the pillows. Her heart sang with relief that she didn’t have to pretend to be a shy, young virgin—even though, come to think of it, she was a virgin. That hardly seemed to matter. Bold as tacks, she let her knees fall to the side and beckoned for Pete to come to her.

      He didn’t hesitate. Like a panther on the prowl, he climbed onto the bed and over top of her. She wriggled her hips, tilting them up in expectation of him joining with her. But instead, he ground his staff against the top of her thigh without sinking into anything. It was his hands and mouth that took her by surprise. His hands slid up her sides as he kissed her to distraction. One hand circled around her breast, kneading and teasing her nipple to a hard point. It felt so new and fantastic that she sighed with pleasure. Only, it was no ordinary sigh. It was a sound far too primal for such a dainty emotion. She liked it, reveled in it, and gave Pete more of it when he lightly pinched her nipple.

      “Pete—”

      She had no idea what she planned to ask him, but before any other words could form, he’d shifted to capture her other breast in his mouth. The sensation of him suckling and teasing her nipple with his teeth dragged another pleasured sound from her. It also punched the fire between her legs up to an inferno. An aching, urgent sensation began to build there that drowned out everything else.

      As if sensing that, he trailed his fingers down her stomach and through the thatch of curls above her mons. As his tongue teased her breast, his fingers searched through her hot, wet folds. A tremor of expectation pushed her closer to the edge as she realized he was intent on the secret spot she’d discovered to please herself years and years ago. But as he reached it, swirling his fingertips around the nub and causing lightning bolts of pleasure to course through her, she realized it was so, so much better when someone else struck that spark.

      No, not someone else, Pete.

      She came apart with a blossom of pleasure fiercer than anything she’d experienced in all her many years. Pete purred in victory, his fingers swiping lower to feel her tremors of pleasure. Then all at once, he shifted above her again, guiding himself right to her entrance. Before the blissful squeezing inside of her subsided, he slid himself home with a deep groan.

      His invasion only drew out the pleasure, and as he began to move inside of her—not particularly gently, but with utmost tenderness—she held onto him for dear life. Not only held him, but arched her hips and moved with him. If there was supposed to be pain, it never manifested. She was too old for pain anyhow, she thought with a laugh, but never too old for pleasure. She bucked and writhed to meet his thrusts, which were coming faster and harder with every second.

      And she loved it. She loved all of it, the fierceness, the abandon, the determination. But mostly she loved him. A second wave of intense pleasure swallowed her as he began to make desperate, earthy sounds above her. More sounds joined them—the straining of bedsprings, and a faint thumping as the bed hit the wall. It all made her want to laugh with delight, forever and ever.

      At last, Pete came apart with a guttural moan. Nothing had ever sounded so urgent or so sensual. It felt as though he gave his whole self to her, then collapsed in exhaustion, half on top of her. As far as Josephine was concerned, that was just fine. She loved everything about him, everything about what they’d just done. There was no way she would go a single day of her life from that point on without that bliss, without Pete in her life.

      After a few minutes had passed and they had both caught their breath, as they lay entwined in each other’s arms, stealing an occasional light kiss, Josephine said, “Well, that proves it.”

      “Proves what?” He smiled.

      “Proves that we’re damned fools who let ourselves get talked into thinking we’re older than we are.”

      “Yep.”

      Josephine chuckled. That was the Pete-est of Pete answers.

      “So I guess this means we’re getting married as soon as possible,” she went on.

      “Yep.” His answer was softer this time.

      Her heart swirled and danced with joy and with hope. “And first thing tomorrow morning, we’re going back to that Mrs. Fielding’s house and taking our children home.”

      “Absolutely.” His body firmed with resolution, and he kissed her soundly. “Those are our kids and always have been.”

      “They are.”

      She would deal with the guilt of thinking otherwise and make up to the Chance children for her horrible mistake as soon as she was able. The best excuse she could come up with was that her heart had to figure out first that it wasn’t as old as she had assumed, and second that she loved Pete, had since the moment she’d met him, and would until the day she died, and finally that they were all meant to be a family. Now she knew. Now everything was in order. Now she could begin the life she was always meant to have.

      [image: ]
* * *

      The big, too-perfect house was spooky at night. Freddy knew he should have been grateful for a good meal and a soft bed all to himself. He knew it, but that wasn’t how he felt. He was scared. He wouldn’t admit he was scared, of course. Luke slept in a bed right next to his, but all of the other beds were empty. Like they’d barely been slept in at all. He shouldn’t be scared when all there was in the room was his big brother and a bunch of empty beds.

      He didn’t like that Muriel had been forced to sleep in the other room, all by herself. Mrs. Fielding had said that girls slept in the girls’ room, but that seemed stupid to Freddy when the only kids in the entire house were all Chances.

      Why were there no other kids in the house? There was a big playroom and a big dining room, but no other kids. Hadn’t Josephine said something about other kids to play with?

      He was scared.

      A loud bump sounded in the hall, and in an instant Freddy sat bolt-upright.

      “What?” Luke sat up fast beside him. He must not have been sleeping either.

      “Did you hear something?” Freddy sounded younger than he was, but he hardly noticed.

      “A bump. In the hall.”

      Luke didn’t have time to say anything more. A scream sounded in the hall—Muriel’s scream.

      “Muriel!” Luke jumped out of bed.

      Freddy scrambled to get up too. His feet were barely on the ground when the door to the boys’ room flew open. Three men with lanterns rushed in, along with Mrs. Fielding. She held a lantern too, and in a flash, the room was so bright Freddy blinked.

      “Take care of the older one first,” Mrs. Fielding said. “He’ll be a problem if he’s not restrained.”

      “What are you doing?” Luke shouted.

      He balled his hands into fists, but didn’t have time to do anything more. One of the men set his lantern on a table and lunged at Luke. Freddy screamed, but it did no good. The man punched Luke hard. Luke dropped like a sack and lay motionless on the floor.

      Freddy screamed again and tried to make a break for the hall. He could hear Muriel screaming still, although the sound was coming from below, from downstairs.

      “No! No! Muriel! My sister!” He thumped into one of the men and tried to scramble around him. It wasn’t until his struggles got him nowhere that he realized the man had grabbed him around the waist. “No!”

      He tried to kick and bite and fight, but the ground tipped and the world spun around him. Before could figure out what happened, the air whooshed out of his lungs as his stomach hit something. It hit a broad, hard shoulder. One of the men had hefted him over his shoulder.

      “Get them downstairs and gag them,” Mrs. Fielding said. “Make sure that one is tied up tight.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” the men muttered.

      “No! No! Luke! Muriel!” The air squeezed out of Freddy’s lungs again as the man carrying him jostled down the stairs. Try as he did to squirm out of the man’s grip, it was useless. His captor was too big and too strong.

      When they reached the front hall at the bottom of the steps, Freddy opened his mouth to scream again, but his cry died on his lips. One of the other men was dragging Luke down the stairs. He didn’t move. Was he dead?

      Freddy went limp and began to cry. What would he do if Luke were dead? The man carrying Luke let him flop on the hall floor, then stepped into the other room, coming back with ropes and long cloths. Freddy was too scared to do anything but watch as the man tied Luke up, head to toe, and fastened a gag around his mouth. If that wasn’t bad enough, someone had tied Muriel’s hands and feet and gagged her as well. Worse still, the man who had carried him downstairs rushed to do the same to him.

      As soon as the gag was in his mouth, Freddy panicked and started to scream and thrash again. But it was too late. He was tied up and screaming only made his mouth go dry.

      “Get them to the dock as quickly as possible,” Mrs. Fielding said. “Keep it quiet, too.”

      “They’ll be too frightened to make a noise,” one of the men said. His voice alone was scary enough for Freddy to swallow his need to cry for help. He was mean-looking and ugly too, and he had two pistols in his belt.

      “Tell Captain Reid to set sail as soon as possible,” Mrs. Fielding went on.

      “But, ma’am, the tide won’t be right until tomorrow afternoon,” one of the men said. “And Reid is expecting other deliveries.”

      Mrs. Fielding hissed out an annoyed breath. “More children means more money,” she said, as if figuring to herself. “But these ones have a sister and those two old coots who might come back looking for them.” She shook her head as though she’d come to a decision. “Reid will have to leave at first light, with or without any other children.”

      “Ortega won’t like that,” the man who had hit Luke said. “He insists children fetch more money when buyers have more to choose from. Why, that little girl is pretty enough to fetch top dollar if there’s uglier ones to compare her too.”

      Freddy didn’t know why, but he knew that meant something very, very bad. He tried to scoot closer to Muriel, to throw his arms around her and protect her as she wept, but he could barely budge.

      “Come on. There’s no time to waste.”

      The men collected Freddy and Muriel, hoisting them up over their shoulders again and taking them outside. The big, ugly one grabbed Luke and hauled him outside too. They were all tossed in the back of a wagon.

      People were watching them from the windows of a few of the houses. Freddy wanted to cry out for help. Surely someone would help them. But there was something weird about the way the people in the other houses stood there and said nothing.

      “Go back to sleep,” Mrs. Fielding shouted at them. “You’ll get your cut as soon as we get paid, and don’t think you won’t enjoy it.”

      Curtains were drawn over a few of the windows where people were watching. The lights went out inside. The wagon shook as the men climbed inside and up onto the seat, then it lurched into motion. Freddy bumped his head against the side, but that wasn’t what brought tears to his eyes. How would Pete and Josephine and Libby know where they were? How would they know what happened? And how could they come and rescue them?
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      Morning birdsong had never given Pete a second thought, but as the first rays of dawn peeked in through the curtains the next morning, he found himself thinking it was awfully nice. Morning light was nice too. So were soft, rumpled sheets. But what was nicest of all was waking up next to a beautiful, sleeping woman who he happened to love with his whole heart. It didn’t hurt that she was naked either, and her curves rested against him in all the right places. They were so nice, in fact, that even though he was past his prime years, his body seemed to forget that.

      And wouldn’t you know it, waking up with the urges of a man half his age did wonders for his soul.

      He shifted to his side, drawing Josephine against him, and kissed her soft, slightly parted lips until she hummed and stretched and awoke. She blinked her gorgeous, brown eyes and smiled, and Pete’s heart soared right along with the birdsong.

      “Morning.” He stole one more kiss.

      “Morning yourself.” She stretched and settled against him with a fond sound of contentment. “Beautiful morning,” she added.

      “It certainly is.” He brushed back her tangled hair. Neither of them had thought to take it out of its style from the night before. Pete was sure if he looked he’d find hairpins all through his bed. “So what do we do next?” he asked, ready to move on the way they should have moved on from the start.

      “Next we live happily ever after.” Josephine grinned. “Like two spring chickens.”

      “Before that?” He kissed her hoping to coax a sweet answer from her lips.

      “Before that we get married, of course.” She pinched his arm to tease him.

      “And before that?” He wasn’t sure where he was going with his game, but he wanted to play it all day.

      Josephine answered seriously. “Before that we march straight down to Mrs. Fielding’s house and get our sweet children back.”

      She was absolutely right. Pet kissed her one more, then inched away and rolled to get out of bed. Josephine followed suit. As he stood, muscles that he had forgotten he had ached and his back cracked in protest. He may have discovered a whole new strain of youth in his veins the night before, but parts of him reminded the rest that age was age, even if it could be rolled back.

      Since their activities of the night before had been unplanned, Josephine had nothing to change into but her clothes from the day before. Pete was grateful that his rush of passion hadn’t been so strong that he’d ripped them in the process of removing them. She didn’t seem to mind wearing yesterday’s clothes, so rather than fuss around with his own clothes, he dressed in whatever was handiest. He would have given himself a thorough bath with the cloth, pitcher, and basin on the table by the window, but Josephine seemed to be in a hurry. They washed up enough to be presentable, then headed out into the hall.

      It was still early, and the hotel had a sleepy feel to it, but as they stepped into the hall, the door to the room beside theirs open. An older man stepped out of the room. He took one look at Pete and Josephine, and his bushy brows flew up. A second later, the dropped to a scowl and he shook his head.

      “You young people these days,” he muttered, marching down the hall and past them. “Banging against the wall and making all that noise. Don’t they teach discretion and forbearance to you whippersnappers these days?”

      He continued to mutter as he reached the stairs and headed down. Hot embarrassed color flooded Josephine’s face, and she turned to Pete. He figured they had been a little on the noisy side last night, but as long as they’d waited to vent their passions it’d seemed only right.

      “Well if that doesn’t put a man to shame, nothing will.” Pete took her arm and escorted her down the hall.

      “Perhaps we were indiscreet,” Josephine whispered.

      “No.” Pete shook his head. “Being called a ‘whippersnapper.’ And here all this time we were under the impression we were used up and done.”

      Josephine burst into laughter. “Honey, there was nothing used up and done about you last night.”

      He winked at her with all the boyish pride of a man after his first conquest. That only made Josephine laugh harder, which only made him feel more like a conquering hero.

      They headed out of the hotel and down the street toward the river in the highest of spirits. Part of Pete wanted to kick himself for being such a stubborn ox about marrying the woman he loved and adopting the Chance children. Everyone had seen that as the natural solution to the tangle but him and Josephine. Heck, maybe they’d just been too scared and set in their ways to admit the truth. He figured they would have come around eventually. And after the level of passion that Josephine had shown the night before, there was no way he would let things turn out any way other than perfect.

      They were both still smiling as they reached the cove with its six perfect white houses, walked up to Mrs. Fielding’s door, and knocked. As they waited for an answer, Pete brushed his hand across Josephine’s cheek, grinning over the fact that she would be his forever now. He was too happy even to worry about how stupid he’d been in getting to where he should be. The smile stayed on his face up until Mrs. Fielding opened the door.

      “Yes, can I help you?” Mrs. Fielding blinked at them. Pete knew right away something was wrong.

      “Good morning, Mrs. Fielding.” Josephine rushed to speak for both of them. “We’ve come back for the children. We’ve realized it was a terrible mistake to leave them here. We’re terribly sorry, but we’ve decided to adopt the Chance family ourselves.”

      Mrs. Fielding stared at them.

      And stared.

      As if she had no idea who they were.

      “I’m sorry, I don’t understand,” she said.

      Josephine’s beaming smile faltered. “The Chance children? Luke, Freddy, and Muriel? Are they up yet?”

      “The who children?” Mrs. Fielding’s face was as blank as ever.

      A dark sense of danger sprouted up in Pete’s gut. “Just bring them down and we’ll forget this little joke.”

      Mrs. Fielding frowned at him, more in confusion than anger. “Joke?” She shook her head. “I’m sorry, it’s very early in the morning for pranks. If you’ll excuse me.” She stepped back and tried to shut the door.

      Pete planted his foot in the way before she could do it and pushed the door wide open. Mrs. Fielding yelped and jumped back, a look of terror in her eyes.

      “Enough of this. Bring the Chance children out here or I’ll come in and get them for myself,” Pete said.

      “I…I don’t know what you’re talking about.” Mrs. Fielding clamped a hand to her chest, backpedaling down the hall. “I don’t have any children here.”

      “What?” Josephine rushed into the hall. “Freddy! Muriel! Luke!” she called up the stairs.

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Mrs. Fielding went on. She seemed twice as anxious and desperate as she had been, but the more Pete stared at her, the clearer it became that the emotion didn’t reach her eyes. Just like her smile hadn’t reached her eyes.

      “This isn’t funny.” Josephine’s panic was genuine. “We were here yesterday. We brought three children, Luke, Freddy, and Muriel, here with the understanding this was a home for children.”

      “I don’t know what you mean. I’ve never seen you before in my life.” Mrs. Fielding turned to the back of her house. “Arthur! Arthur!”

      “Whatever racket you’ve got going on, it stops now,” Pete bellowed. “Those children are ours, and we want them back.”

      “Back?” Mrs. Fielding’s voice was thready with panic. “I don’t know who you are. I don’t know what you’re talking about. I don’t have any children. Arthur!”

      Pete’s mind was reeling. He wanted to rip the house apart to find the kids. He was against violence toward women in every form, but Mrs. Fielding was trying his patience just then.

      “Where are my children?” Josephine demanded. She grabbed Mrs. Fielding by the shoulders and shook her.

      “I don’t know anything about your children. Get your hands off of me.” Mrs. Fielding struggled to get out of Josephine’s grip.

      “We brought them here yesterday,” Josephine insisted, near hysterics. “It was a mistake. It was a terrible mistake. We want them back. Where are they?”

      “Help!” Mrs. Fielding managed to wriggle out of Josephine’s grip and dart toward the front door. “Help! Help!”

      Josephine tore after the woman. “Yes, help! This woman has done something with my children.”

      Pete glanced at the door at the two women but didn’t follow them. Instead, he tore up the stairs. It was early yet, and the Chance kids could still be in bed. But when he got to the top of the stairs and darted into the room on the left, it was empty. Completely empty. Not a speck of furniture or so much as a carpet. It had been a dormitory the day before. He dashed across the hall to the room that had been for the girls, but all that the room contained was a spinning wheel and a table of cloth bolts.

      “No.” He shook his head, rejecting what his eyes were telling him.

      There was no time to investigate. Shouting in the street below pulled him away. He thundered down the stairs and out into the yard. Josephine was near hysterics now, demanding the children back, being held back by an older man, while Mrs. Fielding cowered in the arms of another woman.

      “Where are they?” Pete demanded. “What happened to the house? Where are all the cots and the children’s things?”

      “What are you talking about?” Mrs. Fielding wailed.

      “What are you talking about?” the woman who shielded her demanded. “What kind of person shows up at a widow’s house not an hour after sunrise and accosts her about phantom children?”

      Prickles of dread raced down Pete’s back. The woman, possibly a neighbor, was in on it. He turned to the only thing he could prove and control and marched toward Josephine and the man who was restraining her. “You get your hands off of her.”

      The older man complied, stepping back and holding his hands up. He wore an expression that was deeply confused…or at least one that appeared to be confused. The tight lines around his mouth and the way he held his shoulders taut hinted that he was lying.

      Josephine threw herself at Pete, clinging to him in desperation. “Where are the children? What have you done with them?”

      “I told you, I have no idea what you’re talking about,” Mrs. Fielding wept in her neighbor’s arms. “I have no idea who you are. We’ve never met. Now go away.”

      “Yes,” the older man said, somewhat stilted. “Go away or we’ll call the police.”

      “Call the police,” Josephine demanded. “By all means. Let them get to the bottom of this.”

      The older man and the neighbor woman exchanged nervous glances. It was enough to convince Pete some sort of conspiracy was in the works, but also that they weren’t going to get anywhere standing where they were, trying to force something out of consummate actors.

      “Come on, Josephine,” he growled, taking her arm and nudging her to move.

      “But we can’t. Where are the children?” Josephine panicked.

      “They’re not here,” Pete said. “That’s all we know. This lot has done something with them, but they’re not going to fess up to what.”

      Mrs. Fielding stopped her weeping long enough to shoot Pete a look that was half triumphant, half mocking. Before Pete was even sure he saw it, she returned to her wailing, burying her face against her neighbor’s shoulder.

      The sight pushed him so close to the edge of fury that all he could do was loop Josephine’s arm through his and march her away from the too-perfect houses and out of the cove.

      “We can’t just leave.” Josephine tried to fight him, twisting to look over her shoulder as Mrs. Fielding and her two neighbors retreated into her house.

      “We were set up,” Pete grumbled, taking her further from the scene. “This whole thing was planned from the start. I knew the house was too quiet.”

      “But she came so highly recommended. People said Mrs. Fielding was the answer to our problems.” Tears flowed freely down Josephine’s face now.

      “More like we were the answer to her problems,” Pete told her. He wasn’t trying to be blunt or unkind, but there wasn’t time to make excuses for their own hasty, stupid behavior. There would be time to kick themselves over letting outsiders try to tell them how to live their lives later.

      “We have to go to the police,” Josephine said. “We have to tell them what’s going on. Surely they have their suspicions. This can’t—oh heavens.” She stopped dead and clapped a hand to her heart. “Oh, Pete. This can’t be the first time this has happened. The house doesn’t look like it’s new, and people in town knew who Mrs. Fielding is. They must have stolen children before.”

      He winced. She was right. He had seen rows of cots in those upstairs rooms the day before. Only an expert would know how to clear out the rooms and make them into something else so fast. He swore under his breath, hating that he’d been fooled and hating the consequences of that fooling even more. The Chance kids were in danger that he could only dream of, right now, and he didn’t know where to start.

      “The police will know something,” he said, taking Josephine’s hand and starting up the street.

      “Yes, they—”

      “Wait!” The call that stopped them was barely more than a whisper, but it was so desperate that it stopped both Pete and Josephine in their tracks.

      Pete turned back. At first he didn’t see anything. Then came a rustling in the bushes. He narrowed his eyes and stared. Someone was hiding in one of the bushes between two houses. “Who are you?”

      His question was met by silence. Whoever was hiding, they weren’t going to come out. Pete glanced quickly to Josephine, and when he nodded, they both rushed to the bush.

      As soon as they got close enough, Pete could see the maid from the house across the cove from Mrs. Fielding’s place crouching inside the bush, where she couldn’t be seen. “They’ll kill me if they know I told you,” she whispered, clearly terrified.

      “Tell us what?” Josephine must have been trying to keep her voice neutral, but she was a mother whose children had been taken. There was nothing soothing about her.

      “They round up children,” the maid went on. “One’s no one wants, ones who wander off or are lost. They take them to the sea. There’s a hidden port just south of where the rivers meet the ocean. The ship is there.”

      “Ship? What ship?” Dread burned hot in Pete’s stomach.

      “They take them to Mexico and sell them,” the maid went on, strangled by fear and regret.

      “No.” Josephine clenched Pete’s arm hard.

      “When are they sailing?” Pete demanded.

      “Today, I think,” the maid said. “She knew that you’d try to come after them. She realized too late you were a threat.”

      “How do you know this?” Josephine asked.

      “Because…because they tried to take me when I was young too.” The maid burst into tears. “No one wanted me. But they needed a slave up here. It was stay and be silent or go to Mexico. I’m quiet, so they forget I’m there when they talk. I don’t want any attention. I just want to be left alone.”

      As much as Pete’s heart went out to the unfortunate girl, he was still furious with her part in the abduction. They didn’t have time to stand around and make her feel better, though. “Go to the sheriff,” he demanded. “Tell them what you told me.” He started to turn away.

      “I can’t. He’ll hurt me,” the maid squeaked out.

      “He won’t,” Josephine insisted. “The law will help. It’s their job.”

      “We don’t have time to argue about this.” Pete stood straight, backing away from the bush. The pitiful maid could go to the police, turn herself in, and help with the investigation, or she could go back and be there when all his fury and the full force of the law rained down on Mrs. Fielding and the others. He gestured for Josephine to give him her hand. When she did, he grabbed hold and began to march along the street to where the sheriff’s office stood.

      At the last minute, the maid scrambled out of the bush and followed them. It was only then that Pete noticed old, faded bruises on her arms and one almost completely faded on her face. He saw red. For the maid’s sake, yes, but also with the thought that whoever had done that to one endangered orphan might do the same to his Muriel.

      He’d only just begun to consider that dark possibility and everything he would do to punish anyone who would raise a hand to Muriel when a cheerful call of, “Pete, Josephine!” sounded from the street ahead of them. Pete glanced up to see Libby and Teddy coming their way hand in hand.

      Josephine wasn’t quick enough to strangle the cry of despair that rose up through her.

      “We’re on our way to visit the kids,” Libby started, smiling.

      Pete did the only thing he could do and jumped into an explanation before Josephine would have to. “The kids have been kidnapped.” It was too hard to look at Libby as horror struck her, so he focused on Teddy. “Mrs. Fielding fooled us. This girl here—” He gestured to the maid.

      “Penny,” the maid whispered, head lowered.

      “Penny,” Pete went on, “told us they’re taking the kids to a ship and they’re like to sell them down in Mexico.”

      “Oh no.” Libby swayed, nearly falling into Teddy, instantly in tears. “I never should have left them.”

      Teddy grew in Pete’s esteem as he caught her and said without hesitating, “Which way did they go? I’ll find them and bring them back.”

      Pete turned to Penny.

      “It happened in the middle of the night,” she said. “They could be all the way at the ocean by now. But the ship can’t sail unless it has the tide.”

      “Then we’d better find them before the tide turns in their favor,” Pete said. He launched into motion, heading for the sheriff’s office, Josephine and the others following.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Ten

        

      

    
    
      Josephine had never felt any fear that came close to the terror that pumped through her as she ran with Pete and the others to Oregon City’s sheriff’s office. Her mind reeled as she imagined all the ways that Luke and Freddy and Muriel could have been harmed. The sheriff jumped into action as soon as Pete explained the situation. One of his deputies kept Penny back to question her as Pete and Teddy headed back to the hotel to fetch their horses. The sheriff had assured him he could handle the situation, but he welcomed their offer to help.

      Tears were streaming down Josephine’s face, and she clutched Libby’s hand so tightly as they rushed into the hotel’s back yard that both of their knuckles were white.

      “I don’t know what I’ll do if I lose them,” Libby lamented.

      “I don’t either.” Josephine turned to hug her. Pete and Teddy rushed to saddle their horses.

      “You don’t?” Libby blinked at Josephine, her lashes damp with tears. “But I thought—”

      Josephine shook her head, silencing Libby. “It was a terrible mistake to take the kids to that woman’s house in the first place. I don’t know what Pete and I were thinking. We weren’t,” she concluded. “We let other people’s views of what folks our age should and shouldn’t be doing with our lives cloud what we both knew—what we all knew—to be right in our hearts.”

      “Thank heavens.” Libby’s exclamation of relief was short-lived. In an instant, she was in tears once more. “We have to find them.”

      “If anyone can, it’ll be Pete.”

      “And Teddy,” Libby added.

      “And me.” Behind them, Graham was making his way down the hotel porch’s back stairs. He had his false leg in place and was more nimble than Josephine had ever seen him. “Word just got to me about what happened to the Chance kids,” he said. “Pete’s going after the kidnappers?”

      Josephine nodded, caught between gratitude that so many people were willing to help them and agony that they needed help in the first place.

      Graham continued past them to the group of horses being saddled in the livery. “I’m going too.”

      “But Lt. Tremaine,” Libby began to protest.

      Josephine caught her arm to keep her from impeding his progress to the livery. “Graham was a soldier, Libby. He’s one of the best men I can think of to help Pete get your brothers and sister back.”

      Libby nodded, panic making her pale. The men finished saddling the horses and mounted up. Pete nudged his horse into the yard and up to Josephine. “You coming?” He held a hand down to her.

      “Me?” Her eyes flew wide.

      “I figure the kids will need you as soon as we get them away from their abductors.”

      He was so certain they would be able to get the children back, and there wasn’t a hint of doubt or hesitation in his eyes because of her age or sex. That in itself filled Josephine with the confidence to go one.

      “Yes.” She stepped over to the mounting block at the edge of the yard and used it to climb onto the back of Pete’s horse. As soon as she had her arms clamped around his middle, they shot forward, out into the street with the other men.

      Pete knew Oregon City well enough to know where to meet up with the sheriff and his man, and evidently Teddy did as well. The sheriff had held back only enough to give Pete and the others a chance to catch up. As soon as they joined the group, the sheriff nodded, and the entire posse bolted into a run. They moved too fast for conversation or directions, but Josephine saw that as a good thing. Running without talking meant the sheriff knew where he was going. Penny must have known enough to give him precise directions to the secret port where Mrs. Fielding’s ship was moored. It was just a matter of time and prayers that the tide would hold off long enough for them to get there.

      Josephine felt as though they had been riding for hours, and yet no time at all, when they burst through the undergrowth and into a sheltered cove. Her back hurt and her legs were stiff, but it hardly mattered. A large ship was anchored out in a natural harbor. Even from a distance, she could see the lines keeping it steady, could tell it wasn’t in imminent danger of sailing. Better still, a slew of men and rowboats was scattered on the sand by the side of the water, also not looking as though they would be setting out soon. Best of all, Freddy and Muriel—and at least a dozen other children who looked worse for wear—were lined up, sitting in the sand against the rowboats.

      Unfortunately, they were seen in an instant. Shouts rose up from the burly, unkempt men lounging around the beach. In seconds, they’d jumped into action, reaching for weapons. Two or three lunged toward the boats.

      “That lot there,” the sheriff shouted.

      Moments later, gunshots rang out. Strange, eerie, muffled sounds came from the boats. Josephine strained to see what they were, but Pete was busy turning his horse about and drawing the revolver holstered at his side. He ducked as a shot whizzed past them.

      “Get down!” he shouted, then shifted into motion, nearly dragging her off the horse as he dismounted.

      She could forgive him a bit of rough handling as they both collapsed into the sand. Another whizz above her, and Josephine realized he’d thrown her down to shield her from a bullet. That didn’t stop him from launching into action. He spun quickly to face whoever had fired at them, then dashed off a few shots of his own from a splayed position on his side. Josephine yelped as a man who had been running toward them, arm outstretched, revolver in hand, crumpled to the ground.

      A flash of a heartbeat later, Pete twisted, lifting to his knees, and fired his gun twice more. The camp had erupted into so much chaos that Josephine couldn’t tell who his target was. She scrambled toward a rocky outcropping as Pete hefted himself to his feet and darted for his horse. Like a man half his age, he drew a rifle from the saddle, then pivoted to aim it. Two more shots were fired, and more of the kidnappers went down.

      Even as pride in Pete and his skill and daring welled in Josephine, a deeper, darker urgency took over. She gave herself three seconds to catch her breath as she reached the rocks, then she peeked around to assess the situation. Pete was still fighting like mad, charging at one of the kidnappers, then bashing him with the butt of his rifle. Fewer shots were being fired, but more of the men were engaged in hand-to-hand combat. The sheriff and one of his deputies were tussling with a pair of men that looked more like pirates than anything else. Teddy was on the ground, wrestling in the sand with another kidnapper. Graham was holding his own against a pair of men wielding knives. Just watching him move, Josephine could imagine how effective a soldier he’d been before losing his leg.

      The combat didn’t hold her attention, though. The muffled, mournful sound was still coming from the rowboats. With a sick swallow, she realized it was the children making those sounds. They had all been gagged, but they were trying to scream. Their hands and feet must have been tied, because try though they did to squirm and break free, they were anchored solidly to the sand.

      She gathered her skirts and leapt up from behind the rocks, running as fast as she could toward the rowboat nearest her. A few more shots cracked through the grunts and smacks of the men fighting, but she didn’t have time to worry about whether they were intended for her. Freddy and Muriel were tied side-by-side in front of the boat nearest her. Their faces were pale and dirty, and when they saw her, their eyes went wide.

      “Don’t you worry,” she called to them. “I’m coming.”

      Another shot sounded, and something swished by her unbound hair, but she ignored it. Her focus locked hard on the children. She threw herself to her knees, landing softly in the sand in front of them, then grabbed at the ropes binding the frightened children. Within seconds, it was apparent she could fumble for days and she’d never untie a single knot in the thick, prickly rope.

      “Hold on, darlings, hold on!” She grabbed the edge of the rowboat and pushed herself to her feet, sprawling over the side of the boat, hoping to find a knife or anything sharp inside. She flinched back with a gasp when she found Luke squirming in the bottom of the boat. “Luke!”

      He was bound hand and foot, much more extensively than any of the children trapped around the craft, and gagged so tightly his face had gone red. Better red than blue, though. A few supplies lay in the boat near Luke’s madly thrashing feet, but no knives.

      “Hang on,” she shouted, then twisted to search for anything that would help her.

      The hand-to-hand battles continued to rage around her. Graham had taken down one of the men he’d been fighting, but the other continued to grapple with him. They were within fifteen yards. Knives. Those two men had been fighting Graham with knives. Josephine dropped to her knees and scrambled across the sand toward the man Graham had knocked out.

      Luck was on their side. The man had dropped his knife at some point, and it had landed close enough to Josephine that she was able to reach it. The man groaned and rolled toward her as she snatched the knife. She shrieked, but managed to pull away before he could come around and stop her.

      A thump stopped her backward progress. She jerked to look up in time to see the man Graham was still fighting wheel around and stab his knife hard into Graham’s leg. His wooden leg. The man’s sick grin vanished when Graham barely flinched, then laid into him with a blow that knocked him out.

      Josephine laughed, almost hysterical. Lucy Faraday would get a chuckle out of knowing her husband’s marvelous invention had effectively saved Graham’s life. The thought was fleeting, though. She forced herself to focus and crawl back to the children.

      As terrified as the young ones were, sense told her to free Luke first. She hoisted herself up over the side of the rowboat and went to work, sawing away at the rope binding Luke’s hands. As soon as she broke through a few of the coils—enough for Luke to wriggle loose and hold his tied wrists toward her—she worked faster to get his hands free. As soon as those bindings broke apart, Luke reached to tug down his gag as Josephine went to work on his legs and feet.

      “What’s happening?” Luke barked, voice rough and dry. He began coughing before Josephine could start her answer.

      “We went to take you back, but Mrs. Fielding pretended she didn’t know who we were or who you were. Pete fetched the sheriff.” Luke’s legs snapped free, and Josephine pushed herself up, whirling to see what was going on. “It looks like we’re winning!”

      For one, shining moment, she stood tall and watched Pete fight. Whether he was out of bullets or whether the time had passed to use them, he was holding his own, using his rifle as a club and smashing through the few kidnappers who were left standing. His eyes blazed with fury, and his muscles strained against the fabric of his shirt. Josephine wasn’t at all surprised that he had that energy in him. She’d felt his potency first-hand the night before.

      That thought snapped her into action. She dropped to her knees as Luke climbed out of the rowboat. Luke continued to cough as Josephine went to work on the ropes binding the children. Freddy was on the end of the row, and she was able to cut through his bindings, but as soon as he wriggled free, it became apparent that the children were not only tied up, they were tied to each other and to something underneath the boat. It was hard, slow work to free them one at a time, particularly as most of them were so frightened they only screamed and cried and tried to cling to Josephine as she freed them.

      “It’s all right, loves, it’s all right.” She did her best to reassure them. The ones that didn’t need hugs were trying to run away. She wanted to go after them, but there were more ropes to cut.

      “They’re on the other side of the boat too.”

      Josephine was so involved in her work that she barely heard Pete’s voice, hardly registered that he had joined her in her work. As soon as it hit her, she snapped her head up. The fight was over. All across the beach, the sheriff and his men were restraining the kidnappers who were still conscious. Graham and Teddy had gone to work tying the hands and feet of the ones who’d been knocked out or injured. The battle was over and they’d won.

      “I’ll get these ones,” Pete went on. He knelt, disappearing on the other side of the boat.

      Josephine finished freeing the last of the children on the boat’s one side, then crawled around to find a second row of children against the other side. Their bindings disappeared under the boat as well, as though the kidnappers had tied them all in a group, then shoved the boat on top of their bonds to prevent them from moving.

      The boat.

      Still buzzing with full excitement, Josephine straightened and stared out into the water. The ship was bustling with activity. Men were running up and down the deck, casting off ropes and pulling in anchors. Sailors scrambled up into the rigging and unfurled sails.

      “They’re getting away,” she called out.

      But there was nothing to be done.

      “I don’t have any men to spare to go after them,” the sheriff said as he jogged down to the water’s edge. He swore under his breath, then went on with, “Even if I did, my men would be outnumbered. We can’t do a blasted thing about that ship.”

      It was torture to watch the ship slowly heave into action and begin to sail away. Something that moved that slowly should be easy to catch, but not while they were on land and without a vessel to pursue. Josephine concentrated on getting the last of the terrified, weeping children free.

      As soon as the last one was unbound—a little girl who threw her arms around Pete and burst into wailing—Josephine pivoted to search for Freddy and Muriel. They crouched a little to the side, arms around Luke. Luke had found a canteen and was sipping slowly. As soon as he noticed Josephine coming toward them, he leapt to his feet and rushed over to hug her.

      Josephine yelped as Luke lifted her off her feet. Then she began to weep. “I’m sorry, I’m so sorry, my dear boy.” She hugged Luke for all he was worth. As soon as he let her go, she twisted to hug Freddy and Muriel in turn, then both of them together. “Can you forgive a stupid old woman for her mistakes?” Not waiting for an answer, she went on with. “I love you all so much. All of you. Never doubt that. You’re my own sweet children, and I should never have let you go.”

      Without warning, she was seized by a heavy thump that nearly knocked the wind out of her. It took a second to come to her senses enough to realize Pete had joined them, throwing his arms around their entire group. He didn’t say a word, only squeezed them all together, his body shaking with relief, and, so Josephine thought, tears.

      “Don’t ever leave us,” Muriel cried, burying her face in Josephine’s skirt. “Don’t ever leave us again.”

      “I won’t, my dear heart,” Josephine promised. “We won’t. Not ever again.”

      “Luke! Freddy! Muriel!”

      Their group embrace was broken up by Libby’s shout from further up the beach. They broke apart in time to see her running toward them, arms outstretched. Josephine stepped back enough for Libby to crash into them, joining the hug, the family.

      “Oh, I’m so glad you’re safe,” Libby blubbered, tears streaming down her face. “You have no idea how worried I was. I was terrified. The deputies that stayed behind went to arrest Mrs. Fielding. She wasn’t at her house, and neither were any of the neighbors. They called for lawmen to come in from Portland. The entire town was in an uproar, and then they found the lot of them, hiding in a barn half a mile up the Columbia River.”

      “It’s all right.” Josephine shifted to close her arms completely around Libby. “As long as they were caught and can be brought to justice, it’s all right.”

      “Mr. Evans, Ma’am,” the sheriff called off to the side. Their group split apart long enough to turn to him. “We’d better get all the children off the beach and out of the sun.”

      “Yes, of course.” Josephine took a breath, shook sand off of her skirt, then turned to see where she was needed.

      She almost stepped away when Freddy reached out and grabbed her hand. “Don’t leave us,” he pleaded.

      The fear…no, the attempt at bravery in the face of everything the boy had been through, broke Josephine’s heart. She whirled back to him, sweeping him in her arms. “I promise I will never leave you, my darling, not ever again.”

      “You won’t put us in another orphanage?” Luke asked, his voice still gruff from the gag.

      Pete circled an arm around his shoulder. “No, sir. Josephine and I have decided to get married.”

      “Finally,” Libby exclaimed, then burst into tears.

      “Really?” Muriel asked, her tired, red-rimmed eyes disbelieving.

      “Yes,” Josephine said. “And you’d better believe that we plan to adopt the lot of you officially as soon as we do.”

      A half-second of stunned silence followed, then all six of them burst into ecstatic cheers. Another round of hugs followed.

      “I know you don’t need to be adopted officially, since you’re about to be married,” Josephine told Libby. “But I hope you’ll consider yourself just as much a part of the family, now and always.”

      “I will, I will.”

      “And you too,” Freddy told Josephine and Pete, almost scolding in his intensity. “You’re are ma and pa now, and you’re not allowed to ever forget it.”

      “We won’t,” Pete said, then bent down to lift Freddy into his arms. “You can bet we won’t.”

      “How could we?” Josephine added, brimming over with happy tears. “As far as I’m concerned, we were meant to be a family from the start, and we’ll stay a family forever. Even if it took a long journey for us to figure that out.” She hugged Muriel and stepped closer to Pete to kiss him soundly. “Now that we’re together, not a thing on this earth could push us apart.”
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      One last wagon journey. It took one last wagon journey to travel from Denver City to the stretch of property that Howard Haskell owned in the high prairie approaching the Rockies that people referred to as Wyoming. And that journey had taken place after a dizzying series of journeys by ship, train, and stagecoach from Oregon City to San Francisco—where they visited Charlie and Olivia—and finally to Denver City. But at last, Josephine and Pete, Graham and Estelle, and the kids—minus the new Mrs. Libby Simms—reached their new home.

      “That’s not what I was expecting,” Pete spoke for all of them as they pulled their wagons to a stop.

      Ahead, instead of barren ranchland with a few buildings, like they expected to see, was a flurry of construction. The sounds of hammers and saws filled the air. At least three dozen men crawled over the skeletons of more buildings than Josephine could count at first glance. Large buildings, too. These weren’t houses or stables being constructed, these were shops, businesses, a church. Someone was attempting to raise up an entire city out of nothing.

      “Is that…is that friends I see?”

      The shout that wafted across the distance to them was unmistakably Lucy Faraday. Josephine perked up, sitting taller on the wagon bench beside Pete to search for her friend. In the wagon beside her, Estelle did the same. It didn’t take long to spot Lucy. She galloped toward them on the back of a tall, dappled grey, laughing the whole time.

      “I knew you’d come, I knew it,” she continued to shout as she drew near, pulling her horse to a stop between the two wagons. “Oh, I’m so happy you’re here!”

      She leapt down from her horse at the same time as Estelle climbed down from her wagon. The two women met in a fierce hug, Lucy lifting Estelle off her feet. Josephine wasn’t about to be left out of the reunion. She hopped down and skipped right over to wrap her arms around her old friend.

      “Josephine Lewis. It’s so good to see you,” Lucy squealed.

      “That’s Josephine Evans now.” She winked, then peeked up at Pete.

      Lucy yelped with delight and hugged Josephine again. “I always knew the two of you would end up together.”

      “Yeah, well they didn’t,” Freddy sassed from the back of the wagon.

      “Took them forever,” Luke added. He wore a teasing pout, but a fresh sort of happiness glittered in his eyes. All the weight the boy had been carrying on his not-quite-grown shoulders had lifted when the ink had dried on the adoption papers, making them officially Pete and Josephine’s family.

      “You’ll have to tell me all about it,” Lucy rushed on. “Just as soon as I show you my father’s new town.”

      “His new town?” Graham asked.

      “Just you wait.” Lucy winked at him, then climbed back on her horse.

      Estelle and Josephine scrambled back into their wagons and followed Lucy as she led them into the heart of the construction. The smell of sawdust was thick in the air along with late-summer flowers and the crispness of the high prairie.

      “It all started when Emma and Dean Meyers and Katie and Aiden Murphy showed up,” Lucy explained. “That’s when Papa got the idea. He wasn’t content to just build a ranch and make a fortune raising cattle—which he says is going to make this land great. Oh no. Papa had to build a town.”

      They rode further into the hammering and thumping and effort of the construction crew. There, standing in the center of it all in what looked like it would become a crossroads between two wide streets stood a man in a suit who would have looked as much at home in the heart of a great Eastern city as he did in the wilderness. A woman who was probably Pete’s age stood next to him, hands on her hips, surveying the scene.

      “Lucy!” the man called out. “Are these those friends of yours you told me about?”

      “Yes, Papa.” Lucy pulled her horse to a stop, then hopped down and rushed to her father to hug him.

      As soon as she did, her husband, Gideon, stepped out onto the half-finished porches of one of the buildings. He had sawdust in his hair, and his vest was buttoned askew, but in true Gideon form, he didn’t seem to notice. He took one look at Lucy, then his eyes went wide. He rushed to her, saying, “Lucy, what have I told you about riding in your condition?”

      Josephine’s brow shot up to her hairline. “Your condition?” She studied Lucy’s stomach. Sure enough, there was just a hint of roundness there.

      “Oh poo,” the woman standing next to Howard Haskell said with a dismissive wave. She was tall and solidly built with bright grey hair. “Haskell women are as tough as nails. Why, our mother was running and riding and dancing all night when she was carrying both Howard and I.”

      Lucy didn’t bother to address either Gideon’s or the woman’s statements. “Oh! You haven’t met my aunt Virginia.” She skipped around to stand by the woman’s side. “Aunt Ginny, these are my friends. We made the journey west together. This is Josephine and Pete Evans—Gideon, they finally got married!” she interrupted herself to share the news.

      “Congratulations.” Gideon’s anxious expression softened to a grin, and he shook Pete’s hands.

      “We adopted the Chance children too,” Josephine announced proudly, looping her arms around Freddy on one side and Muriel on the other.

      “I knew you would do that too,” Lucy exclaimed. “Isn’t it wonderful?”

      “Getting married and adopting children at your age?” Virginia said, sweeping Josephine with a look from head to toe. Josephine was ready to go on the defensive until Virginia grinned and said, “I like you already.”

      Josephine broke into her own smile. “I do believe the feeling is mutual.”

      “Excellent!” Howard exclaimed. “My dear sister here has been in dire need of a partner in crime. From the looks of you, you’ll fit the bill.”

      Lucy laughed, then added, “Aunt Ginny, Papa, this is Graham and Estelle, and little Tim.”

      “Fantastic.” Howard clapped his hands together. “And what do you think of our new town?”

      “We’ve only just arrived,” Estelle laughed.

      “Yeah, give us a chance to look around first,” Graham followed.

      “I’ll do more than that,” Howard went on. “I’ll give you first pick of the houses and businesses that are under construction. Do you want to be a land surveyor? We’ll have an office for that. Fancy becoming sheriff? That can be arranged. Plan to take up barbering? We’ll need one of those too.”

      “Howard plans to have the whole town up and running like it’s been here for decades by next spring,” Virginia said, crossing her arms.

      “And why not?” Howard rocked back on his heels, patting his stomach. “Haskell, Wyoming will be a shining mecca in the middle of the frontier.”

      “Just as soon as he can convince the railroad to extend a line out this way,” Virginia added.

      “Which they have actually decided to do,” Gideon added as if that were the most amazing thing of all.

      “The railroad is the future of the West,” Howard declared. “It took no small amount of convincing, I can tell you, but once it comes through here, the only thing that will limit us is our imagination.”

      “And you’ll be a part of it all,” Lucy declared. She hugged her father, then shifted to hug Gideon. Gideon smiled, cheeks going pink, then kissed her.

      As far as Josephine was concerned, that was the biggest endorsement Howard Haskell’s crazy project could have. This would be a town of promise and happiness, she could feel it. She hugged Freddy and Muriel, then grinned fondly at Pete. He winked right back at her, a confident smile on his face. He must have known what she had known. After everything they had come through and all the mistakes they had made to get there, they were finally home.

      [image: ]
* * *

      The trail journeys have ended, but this certainly isn’t the last you can read about your favorite characters! After all, Lucy and Gideon, Graham and Estelle, Olivia and Charlie, and now Josephine and Pete and the kids (not to mention Jarvis and Alice, Dean and Emma, and Aiden and Katie) have all moved to Haskell, Wyoming! Come read about Haskell ten years later in The Brides of Paradise Ranch series! Each book has both a spicy and a sweet version, beginning with His Perfect Bride (spicy) or Corva: The Perfect Bride (sweet). See you soon!
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