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Independence, Missouri; 

April 27th, 1851 





ROUGH LAUGHTER and the thumping of booted feet across the boardwalk made Tess Swenson look up. 

“Soldiers,” Fleur groaned next to her before the first of them had even entered. In the two years that the young woman had worked for Tess, she had learned a lot about men 

– even identifying their profession by their footfalls alone. 

“Don’t sound so snide, girl,” Tess chided gently. “Last time, they left you a nice tip.” 

“Last time, they also left me a nice black eye.” 

Tess nodded. She knew that after long months of living in the shabby barracks of a secluded fort, with no break from their monotonous duties and the bad food, soldiers tended to go a little wild on payday. She resolved to keep an eye on them. 

The door swung open. Loud voices and fresh air drifted into the brothel’s parlor, and for a moment, the smoke dispersed. 

Tess stepped forward to extend a flirtatious greeting, but her well-practiced business smile gave way to a delighted laugh when she saw the last man being dragged in by his comrades. “Well, well, well, if this isn’t Lieutenant Luke Hamilton, visiting a house of ill repute! Finally gotten lonely, soldier?” 

Her visitor took off a wide-brimmed hat and smiled down at Tess. “I’m no longer a soldier.” 
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“What?” For the first time, Tess noticed that Luke’s navy-blue uniform had been replaced by worn civilian clothes. 

“I’ve resigned my commission,” Luke explained. “My soldiering days are over.” 

Tess blinked. She couldn’t imagine Luke Hamilton being anything but a soldier. Luke had already been a Dragoon when they first met five years ago. 
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Independence, Missouri; 

June 1846 





INWARDLY CURSING THE smoke-filled, dimly lit room and the tinny clanking of the piano, Tess had strained to keep a watchful eye and ear on her girls and their customers lounging in secluded alcoves, on sofas or leaning against the long mahogany bar. 

Tess and her girls had grown used to quieter, less chaotic evenings after the trappers and emigrants heading west had left Independence, but tonight the brothel was packed with soldiers. 

From her place near the till at the foot of the stairs, she scanned each customer who headed up the stairs for signs of trouble. She could feel the tension in the air. Tonight, the men were laughing louder, drinking harder, and fighting more eagerly for the attention of the girls. 

Tomorrow they would march south, with orders to conquer New Mexico. The fear generated by the upcoming war was a powerful stimulant for Tess’ business, but it also made their work more dangerous. Every soldier wanted to spend one last night with a woman before he went off to war and maybe was killed. They needed to show themselves and each other that they were alive, wild, and fearless. 

Some of them were not much more than boys. Tess shook her head as she watched a young soldier being pushed and pulled into the parlor by his laughing comrades. The other men were eager to enter the brothel, but he dragged his feet and stalled by stopping at the door to knock the mud off his boots. Tess watched as he waved his friends away and settled down at a corner table, his back against the wall. 
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One of her girls wandered over, a bottle of whiskey in one hand while the other came to rest seductively along the young soldier’s shoulder. He looked up at her without a smile and tipped his chair back against the wall, casually breaking the physical contact. He accepted a shot of whiskey but shook his head at anything else the girl offered. 

Tess had seen the skittish behavior of first-time visitors before, but something about the young man told her that this was something different. She stepped away from the till to study him. 

Neither his stature nor his worn uniform or scuffed boots set him apart from his comrades. He wasn’t unusually tall, and compared to the burly build of some of his friends, his lean frame didn’t seem very impressive, but there was something about him that made her take notice nonetheless. 

It wasn’t the insignia on the sleeve of his navy-blue uniform coat, announcing his position as a sergeant – though she couldn’t imagine how a man that young could have already earned that rank. What set the young man apart was the way he carried himself. He moved with the smooth stride of a cat, a combination of strength and unconscious grace where she had expected the gangly awkwardness of someone barely out of puberty. 

He leaned back in his chair, slowly nursing his whiskey, and watched the other men with a stoic expression. 

Everything about him showed calm confidence – everything but the way he worried his forage cap between his long, slender fingers. 

Angry voices from the bar made Tess turn around. A red-faced customer had grabbed one of her girls by the throat and was shaking her. “Hey!” Tess instantly forgot the young soldier as she rushed across the room. 
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Pain exploded in her face as the angry man backhanded her. She crashed into the bar, and for a moment, she couldn’t breathe. Out of the corner of her eye she saw Charlie, her barkeeper, reach for the revolver he kept behind the bar, but before the situation could escalate further, another set of hands appeared in Tess’ line of sight. They were long and slender, not the beefy, broad hands of someone big enough to interfere without endangering himself. They grabbed the soldier, whirling him around and forcing him away from Tess and the gasping girl. 

With a roar, the angry, drunken soldier swung up his own fists. Only when a wild jab threw back his head did Tess realize that her savior was none other than the young man from the corner table. He was half a head shorter and weighed considerably less than his drunken foe, but he stepped forward and threw a punch nonetheless. The bigger man lowered his head, charging him like a furious bull. 

One of her girls cried out, and a few of the men shouted encouragements at the fighters, hastily betting money on how long the smaller man would last under the iron fists of his opponent. 

Tess reached for the small revolver hidden in one of her garters. She swung up the weapon, but the big soldier was already standing still, looking down the barrel of the boy’s gun. “You better sober up real quick, Corporal, before I spare the Mexicans the work and shoot you right here, right now!” 

the young man’s voice was low and quiet, but the cool gray eyes left no doubts about his determination. 

The corporal brought up a trembling hand, wiping a bit of blood off his lip without looking away from the boy. The silent battle of wills went on for a few seconds before he lowered his gaze and let out a breath. “All right, all right, I’m sober.” 
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The boy put away his gun, but his sharp gaze remained fixed on his opponent. “I think you owe these ladies an apology, Corporal.” 

“What?” The soldier stared at him in disbelief. “But that ain’t no la–” 

Gray eyes narrowed. “Was that a ‘Yes, Sir’?” He held a higher rank than the drunken soldier, and he was not afraid to enforce it. 

Tess could hear the big man’s teeth grinding against each other. “Yes, Sir,” he spat out. 

The boy gestured toward Tess, forcing the man to turn around and face her. “I... apologize.” 

“An apology won’t pay for the glasses you broke when you threw me against the bar,” Tess said, the small revolver still in her hand. As the brothel’s Madam, she had learned to be a charming hostess, a motherly figure for her girls, and most of all a tough businesswoman. 

“Pay her,” the sergeant ordered, his gray eyes like steel. 

Grumbling, the soldier threw some coins on the bar and stormed away. 

The sergeant watched him leave, then laid another coin on the bar and turned to follow him. 

“Wait!” Tess hurried after him. 

The young man reluctantly turned back around. His gaze flickered to the door as if he wanted to disappear through it as quickly as possible. “Yes, Ma’am?” 

“Your nose.” Tess pointed. “It’s bleeding. Come with me, and let me tend it.” She extended her hand. 

The young sergeant didn’t take it. “That’s not necessary, Ma’am. It’ll stop soon enough.” 
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“It’ll stop sooner if I tend it. I have a lot of experience with patching up victims of a brawl.” Tess was determined to match his stubbornness. 

“Come on, Luke!” one of the soldiers who had come with the young man shouted. “No man in his right mind says no when Miss Tess invites him up to her room! Be a man and go with her!” 

The corner of the boy’s mouth twitched, hinting at an ironic almost smile; the first Tess had seen from him. Before he could refuse once more, Tess took his hand and led him upstairs, both of them ignoring the cheers from the rest of his company. 

“Sit down.” Tess patted the bed that took up most of her room. “It doesn’t bite – and neither do I,” she added when she saw the young man’s panicked gaze. 

He cautiously sank down on the very edge of the bed, holding on to his forage cap with both hands. He looked like a schoolboy on a detention bench. It was hard to believe that this was the fearless fighter who had stood toe to toe with a much bigger man just minutes ago. 

Tess turned to her crystal decanter and poured him a shot of whiskey. “It’s on the house,” she said when he was reluctant to take it. 

He took the glass from her but held it without drinking. 

“Drink up,” Tess ordered, searching for a clean cloth. 

“This ain’t gonna be pleasant.” The cloth in hand, she stepped between his legs and bent over to take a closer look at his nose. She dabbed at it with the cloth, wiping away the blood, and laid a gentle hand on his neck to guide his head a little to one side. “I think it’s broken.” 

She felt him tremble against her, and for a second, she attributed it to the pain the broken nose must have been 17 





causing him, but then she saw the look in the young man’s eyes. Tess smiled. She had been in this job long enough to know that it was not the pain, but her physical closeness, her half-bared bosom pressing against his shoulder, that darkened the gray eyes. 

She slid the hand resting on his neck around, touching his still smooth cheek. “How old are you, soldier?” 

The boy turned his face away from her touch and scrambled back until the headrest stopped him. “Old enough to go to war.” 

Tess looked down at him. He was very young, but there was a weary look in his gray eyes that told her he had seen and done more things in his life than most men twice his age. 

This was not a naïve boy, but still there was something about him that made her believe he had never been with a woman. 

 This is gonna be a nice change,  Tess told herself. He was so different from most of their other customers – polite, clean, and sober. “Old enough for this?” She stepped close again, pressed him down on the bed, and lowered her lips to his. 

Slender but strong hands closing around her wrists stopped her. “No.” 

“No?” Tess couldn’t even remember the last time she had heard that word from a man. “If you’re worried about money, I don’t intend to take any from you. This is my way of saying thank you for your help with that drunk bastard.” 

The boy still held her roaming hands captive. “No, no. I... 

This is not what you think. I... I’m...” 

Tess smiled down at him. “Relax, I know what you are.” It wasn’t difficult to guess the boy was a virgin. 

Gray eyes widened. “You... you know? How...?” 
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“I have enough experience with men to know these things.” 

The boy stared at her in amazement. “And you invited me up to your room anyway?” 

“Sure.” Tess couldn’t see what was so surprising about that. Every whore knew that virginal customers were easily earned money. 

“And you tried to kiss me even though you knew what I am?” The boy still couldn’t get over it. 

Tess studied him, puzzled.  Does he really think he’s the first virgin in my bed? A whore doesn’t go to bed with the men who can give her the most pleasure, but the ones with the most money. “And I would kiss you if you let go of my hands.” 

The grip around her wrists wavered for a moment. “You... 

you like... women?” 

“What?” 

For a second, they stared at each other, then the boy – the girl, Tess suddenly realized – jumped up with a curse and fled to the door. “Wait!” Tess hurried after her mysterious visitor and laid a hand against the door to prevent it from opening. 

“Wait a minute! What’s going on here? Who are you?” 

The girl slowly turned back around. She looked at Tess without answering. The muscles in her jaw clenched. 

Tess took a step closer. She studied the slender, yet muscular body and the boyishly handsome face. The girl was taller than most of the women Tess knew. Even now that she knew, she could detect no sign of feminine curves. “Who are you?” she repeated. 

“Luke Hamilton.” Her guest automatically extended his – 

her, Tess corrected – hand. 
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Tess took her hand, noticing the strong grip of the calloused fingers. Everything she saw, heard, and felt made her believe she was dealing with a young man. She couldn’t stop staring at her guest. “That’s not the name your parents gave you, though, is it?” 

“No,” the girl answered cautiously, “it’s not.” 

For a second, Tess wanted to ask her real name, but then thought better of it. The girl had no reason to trust her with her biggest secret, and she already looked as if she wanted to bolt. “Come back and sit.” Tess patted the bed. 

The girl remained right next to the door. “I need to go.” 

“Your friends in the parlor wouldn’t be very impressed if your visit up here only lasted for three minutes,” Tess said with a smile. “So come sit and tell me how a girl ended up becoming a Dragoon sergeant.” 

The girl hesitated. “That’s a long story. And I would appreciate it if you wouldn’t refer to me as a girl. The life I live is that of a man.” 

Tess leaned back on the bed with a seductive grin. “Every aspect of it?” 

A hint of a blush spread across the tan face. “Almost.” 

“So you don’t want me to thank you, huh?” Tess nodded down to her low-cut bodice. 

Luke Hamilton blinked. “I’m... You know what I am. It’s not possible to... Is it?” 

“Oh, it’s very possible, I assure you, sweetheart.” Tess stood and circled her visitor with seductive sways of her hips. 

“Do you want me to demonstrate?” 

She had expected another blush, but this time, the young woman looked her straight in the eye. “I don’t approve of 20 





prostitution. No man – or woman – should take advantage of women who have been forced to sell their bodies to survive.” 

Tess stared into the gray eyes. There was no judgment, no contempt, only a simple honesty. Tess was charmed. “You don’t believe in prostitution. Do you believe in friendship?” 

Dark lashes blinked rapidly. Obviously, it was the last thing Luke Hamilton had expected from her. 

“Do you?” Tess prompted when Luke remained silent. 

“I... I don’t know. I’ve never had a friend.” 

“Well, if you want to, you’ve got one now.” Tess paused. 

“Unless you don’t want to be seen in the company of a lady of negotiable affections.” 

A small grin flitted across the reserved face. “I guess to be seen with you could only help my reputation.” 

With a laugh, Tess lifted up on her tiptoes and kissed the smooth cheek. “All right... friend.” 
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Independence, Missouri; 

April 27th, 1851 





TESS STUDIED THE WOMAN before her. Luke Hamilton was no longer a girl. She had returned from Mexico after fighting for more than a year, wounded, commissioned on the battlefield to the rank of lieutenant, and more reserved than ever. The war had changed her. Tess had fought hard to break through that shield of bitter aloofness, and though Luke had shared her bed in the aftermath of the war, she had never really shared her thoughts and emotions. 

“You’re no longer a Dragoon?” Tess had no idea that Luke planned on making this radical change, and for a moment, that hurt, but then she reminded herself of her role. She was Luke’s friend and occasional lover, nothing more. 

Luke shook her head. “I’m gonna be my own man now.” 

It was no longer strange for Tess to hear Luke refer to herself as a man. In fact, she regularly found herself using male pronouns when she thought of her friend. “So, what are you gonna do now?” 

Luke looked down, studying the tips of her scuffed boots. 

“I’ll head west in a few days.” 

“West? Don’t tell me you’ve contracted that gold fever?” 

Luke smiled. “Lord, no. I prefer working with horses to digging in the mud. The Donation Land Claim Act grants three hundred and twenty acres of land to every male citizen,” 

she grinned at her confidant, “and I hear the Oregon Territory would be a good place for a horse ranch.” 

“So you’re leaving for good?” Tess bit her lip for a second. She was sad to see Luke go because she was one of 22 





very few people who had always treated her like a respectable woman. 

“Yes. As soon as the grass grows long enough that the oxen won’t starve on the way. Some of the boys dragged me in here for a ‘memorable good-bye.’ So, are you free tonight?” Gray eyes looked up at Tess through dark lashes, and a rare shy smile appeared on Luke’s lips. 

Tess rubbed her forehead with a sigh. “No, I’m not.” 

“Oh. All right.” Luke was fast to hide her disappointment, as reluctant to show her feelings as ever. 

Tess quickly touched her hand to establish some kind of contact and prevent her younger friend from pulling away. 

“I’m sorry. If I could somehow–” 

“No.” Luke squeezed her hand for a second. “You’ve got nothing to apologize for. You need to make a living. I know that.” 

Suppressing another sigh, Tess signaled the bartender to pour Luke a whiskey. “I have to go and play the charming hostess. I’ll see you later, all right?” Tess made her way to the back of the room, greeting customers left and right. She stopped when she felt some gold dollars being shoved into her hand. “I’m sorry, but I’m already otherwise engaged tonight. Why don’t you–” 

The bearded soldier laughed. “I wasn’t asking for myself. I want the services of your best girl for my friend over there.” 

He pointed to the bar. “He’s leaving town in a few days, and I want him to have a memorable send-off.” 

Tess looked down at the money in her hand. “Must be some friend,” she said with her well-practiced flirtatious smile. 

“He saved my life, twice. So, you’ll arrange it?” 

23 





Tess gave a nod. “Just point him out, and I’ll see to it.” 

The soldier turned and indicated – Luke Hamilton. 

 Great!  Tess mentally rolled her eyes.  How do I get you out of this one, my friend?  She was the only one Luke had ever trusted with her body and her secret, so she couldn’t very well send her off with one of her girls. But she also couldn’t ignore the bearded soldier’s request. Every unmarried man in town would jump at the chance to spend a few hours with a working girl for free, especially if it would be months until he saw another available woman. Refusing the generous offer would make her friends suspicious and could blow Luke’s cover. And Tess wanted to give her a memorable send-off, too. 

Deeply in thought, she looked up – and right into the forest green eyes of a passing by girl.  That’s it!  “Fleur!” she called with an impish grin. 

Out of the twelve girls working for her, Fleur was the one Tess trusted the most. At twenty, Fleur was only ten years younger than Tess, but she was almost like a daughter nonetheless. With her flaming red hair and her pretty, innocent face, she was very popular with the men and brought in a lot of money for the establishment, but Tess secretly hoped that she’d one day leave to begin a new life. She genuinely liked the young woman. 

Fleur casually disengaged herself from the man she had been plying with expensive drinks and stopped in front of Tess. “Yes?” 

“Are you about to head upstairs?” 

Fleur looked back at her customer, who had already found another girl. “Doesn’t look like it.” 

Tess hesitated for another moment, gazing deeply into the green eyes. She knew that Fleur was very discreet. She never 24 





talked about what she did upstairs or the secrets her customers might have let slip in the heat of passion. She was kind enough not to laugh at Luke and experienced enough not to run from the room screaming. And Luke would surely appreciate her soft beauty and feminine curves. In some respects, her friend was not so different from the man she pretended to be. “I have a customer I want you to take care of. The fee is already covered.” 

Fleur knew her well enough to realize she wasn’t all business. “Are you sure you don’t want to entertain him yourself?” 

“I would, but I have to entertain a town official tonight.” 

Tess exchanged a meaningful glance with the redhead. They both knew that the local authorities were willing to turn their heads in exchange for a few favors. For the most part, Tess as the Madam of the brothel could pick her customers and saw only a few special guests, but she had no choice tonight. She had to ensure that town officials continued to turn a blind eye to her establishment. 

“And the one you want me to take care of? Is he a regular?” Fleur asked. 

Tess nodded. “He’s... I guess you could say he’s a friend of mine.” 

Fleur turned to look in the same direction Tess did. “The dark-haired, slender one sitting alone at the bar? He doesn’t look like one of your special customers.” 

A smile played around Tess’ lips. “Oh, he is special, trust me.” She turned serious eyes on Fleur. “You still remember the first rule I taught you?” 

“Don’t steal your silverware?” Fleur said with the mischievous grin she still hadn’t lost completely after two years. 
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“Discretion,” Tess emphasized, suppressing a smile of her own. 

A russet eyebrow rose, but Fleur didn’t ask what it was about this customer that required her absolute discretion. 

After a few seconds, she couldn’t stop herself from asking, 

“Is there anything I should be careful about?” A glimmer of fearful caution shone in the green eyes. 

“No!” Tess shook her head. “You’ve got nothing to fear from him. He’s a real... gentleman.” 

“All right.” Tess could see that Fleur didn’t believe her for a second, but she turned and made her way toward the bar nonetheless. 

“I hope I did the right thing,” Tess whispered as she watched her go. 


*  *  * 

Nora eyed her potential customer warily as she walked toward him. He had nothing in common with the men that usually made arrangements for Tess’ time. The battered, wide-brimmed hat under his arm and the worn flannel shirt made it unlikely that he had a lot of money to spend on whiskey and women. His blue pants with the yellow stripe running down the leg seam had clearly been part of a uniform 
– he was a simple ex-soldier, not one of the rich, powerful men that shared Tess’ bed from time to time. 

Even his posture was different. She could see the tension in his lean frame from across the room. While all around him the other men were laughing, chucking down whiskey, and trying to get their hands on the girls, he sat quietly sipping his drink. He hadn’t relaxed but was still constantly on his guard. 

Nora grimaced. She didn’t like that type of customer – you could never tell what might happen when they finally loosened the tight control they held themselves under. 
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She straightened her shoulders and sent a glance downward to ensure that her bodice still showed enough to arouse interest, but not enough to satisfy it. With a deep breath, she stopped next to him but didn’t attempt to touch him in any way. The remoteness emanating from him discouraged any attempts at familiarity. “Hello,” she gave her voice a seductive timbre. 

The man set his glass down and turned around. He was not at all what Nora had expected. She automatically compared him to most of her usual customers with their shaggy hair, matted beards, tobacco-stained teeth, and filthy clothes, reeking of stale drink, smoke, and sweat. This man kept his dark hair short, the ends just brushing against the collar of his faded shirt. His clothes were a bit worn, but clean, and his pants still maintained a razor-sharp military crease. There was no hint of beard stubble on the tan face – either he had shaved immaculately just before his brothel visit, or he was even younger than he appeared to be. 

Nora took a half-step toward him, pleasantly surprised to smell only leather, soap, and a hint of horse on him. Maybe this customer really was the gentleman Tess had indicated him to be. It only took a second for Nora to decide that he was young and possibly inexperienced enough for her to pull off her virgin act. Maybe that was why Tess had assigned her to this customer. 

Whenever a visitor entered the brothel who seemed to be sufficiently naïve, usually a very young man or a soldier with his pay in his pocket, he was offered a night with a virgin at the double cost. Because virgins were not readily available in their line of work, almost every brothel had a girl still looking sweet and innocent enough to pull off the act – and Nora was the official “virgin” of Tess’ establishment. 

“My name is Fleur,” Nora gave the name she had used for the last two years to keep her real identity secret. Nearly all 27 





girls used pseudonyms or nicknames, so there were a lot of Roses, Marys, and Daisys residing in houses of ill repute. 

The customer said nothing. Not that Nora had expected or wanted him to tell her his name. Even if he had, she wouldn’t remember it in a few days. He was just one of many customers. 

“You look a little lonely sitting here all on your own.” 

Nora used her big green eyes for good measure, playing the friendly, naïve young girl she had once been. “I thought maybe I could keep you company for a while.” 

The young man looked down at her without answering. 

The gaze of his gray eyes made Nora shudder even though it was neither cruel nor leering. There was something about him that irritated her finely honed instincts, but she ignored it. She couldn’t afford not to work tonight. She smiled sweetly up at him and tucked her hand into the bend of his arm as if she were a lady and he the beau courting her. 

The muscles under her fingers clenched. “I don’t have the money for... this.” 

“Hush, don’t worry about that; it’s already taken care of.” 

Nora stroked the arm her fingers rested on. “Shall we retreat to my room, where it’s a little quieter, and talk for a bit?” 

The dark head shook. “No, thank you, I just want to finish my drink, and then I’ll be on my way.” 

Nora worked hard not to stare in disbelief. No man she knew of had ever entered a brothel only to enjoy a quiet drink, and she didn’t believe that he had either. “Then why not enjoy the whiskey I have upstairs? It’s a much better brand than this one.” 

“No, thank you,” the young man once again insisted. “I’m tired, and I should...” 
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“Tired?” Nora smiled and tugged on his arm, trying to get him to move closer to the staircase. “It just so happens that I have a nice, soft bed upstairs.” Nothing about that bed was nice. Not for Nora. She hated it and what she had to do in it night after night, but she had no particular skills, no family, and no husband who cared for her, so it was that or starving. 

And she would rather head upstairs with this strange, but polite young man than with one of the wild, half-drunk men leering at her from across the room. 

“Hey, Lieutenant, you still down here?” A bearded soldier leaned against the bar next to Nora and her potential customer. He eyed Nora. “What’s the matter; the girl not to your liking?” 

Nora pressed her lips together, trying not to show the humiliation she felt being talked about like a piece of cattle he wanted to buy. Silently she wondered if that was the reason for the young man’s refusal to head upstairs with her. 

Maybe he would prefer one of the other girls? 

But he slowly shook his head. “No. I like her just fine. 

But–” 

“Then go on and enjoy yourself!” The bearded soldier laughed and clapped the younger man roughly on the shoulder. “You don’t want to insult me by refusing my good-bye gift, do you?” 

“No,” it sounded almost like a sigh of resignation. 

Nora used the opportunity to gently tug him toward the stairs and led him to her room on the upper floor. She opened the door and watched him take in the gaudy rug, the paintings of nude women on the wall, and the big brass bed in the middle of the room. She closed the door behind them and listened to the muted sounds of the piano and coarse laughter from downstairs for a second before she took a deep breath and turned toward him. 
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“If you want, I could bring up hot water and you could take a bath,” Nora offered. Maybe it was the best strategy to get the probably inexperienced young man to undress first. 

He fixed his steel gray gaze on her for a second. “That’s not necessary. I’m already clean.” 

Nora bowed her head in a gesture of deference. She had to take care not to arouse his anger in any way. “Yes, of course, I didn’t mean to suggest otherwise, I just wanted–” 

“It’s all right,” he quickly soothed her. 

Encouraged by his kindness, Nora stepped closer. Maybe she had to give up the virgin act and take the first step. “Do you want to undress me?” 

“No!” 

 All right. This is not going well.  Not about to give up, Nora started to undress herself. 

He grabbed her hand that was just about to loosen the thin straps holding up her tight silk dress. “Don’t!” 

Nora’s confusion grew. What was he expecting of her? 

Whatever she did, it didn’t seem to be what he wanted her to do. No other customer had found her to be anything but beautiful, and most couldn’t get her naked fast enough. What was it that made her so unattractive to him? 

 Maybe he’s just a bit shy,  she told herself. She leaned forward, encouraging him to get a good look at her cleavage, but the gaze of the gray eyes remained stubbornly fixed on her face. She threw back her head, baring the soft, fair skin of her throat and causing her red hair to tumble over her bare shoulders. The movement automatically attracted his attention, and Nora could feel his gaze following the path of the freckles that dusted her skin from her shoulders to where they disappeared into the low-cut bodice of her dress. There, his gaze quickly snapped back to rest again on her face, but 30 





the fleeting glance had been enough to assure Nora of his interest that lurked just beneath the surface. “You don’t need to be afraid. I’m not, not with you. I know you’ll be gentle. 

I’m really glad that my first time–” 

“You don’t have to do this,” he interrupted. Before Nora could think of something to say, he continued, “You don’t have to pretend with me. I know this business, so don’t bother.” 

Nora eyed him with new interest.  So, he’s not as naïve and innocent as I thought, huh?  She cocked her head and gave him a smile that was flirtatious and at the same time conveyed the innocent curiosity of the virgin she pretended to be. “So, you... you’ve been with other women?” 

The young man didn’t answer, he just looked at her, his gray eyes cold and sharp like steel. “I know that you’re probably not a virgin.” 

Nora struggled to maintain her smile. Even the men who saw through her virgin act usually played along to fulfil a fantasy of theirs. Not this man. 

“And I know that you don’t desire me,” he continued. 

“You don’t want to go to bed with me.” 

 No. Not naïve at all.  Nora bit her lip.  Want?  She suppressed a bitter laugh.  I have to.  She had to earn money to survive, and this man was making it impossible. A look into his eyes made her give up all pretenses. “I need to make a living, and you look like a decent enough man, so...” She gestured to the bed. 

He turned away from her, and she heard his clothes rustle. 

With grim satisfaction, Nora began to loosen her bodice. 

She didn’t want to waste any more time now that he was finally undressing. 
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But when he turned back around, he hadn’t removed a single garment. He wordlessly handed her ten dollars. 

Nora made no move to accept the money. “What’s this?” 

“You said you needed to earn money, so...” He again extended his hand with the money. 

“No.” Nora stepped aside. “I don’t need your pity. I’ll take the money I’ll earn for my services, but not a cent more.” She knew that pride was something a prostitute couldn’t afford, but she was too angry, afraid, and confused to think clearly. It worried her to have this young man refuse her advances and appear entirely unimpressed by her attempts at seduction. He had obviously shared Tess’ bed more than once, so it was not a dislike for prostitutes in general – he just didn’t like her. 

Her very life depended on her ability to enchant men, and she was beginning to doubt herself. 

“All right.” He pocketed his money and strode to the door. 

The printed sign that hung in the parlor flashed before Nora’s inner eye:  Satisfaction guaranteed or money refunded. 

If he left now, there would be no money for her, maybe none at all tonight, because judging from the sounds filtering in through the thin walls most of the other customers had already headed upstairs with other girls. “Please.” She didn’t know what else to say. 

He looked back at her over his shoulder, and for a second, she saw something in his gray eyes that looked almost like regret. Then he shoved his hat onto his head, and with another step, he was gone. The door closing behind him echoed loudly in Nora’s ears. 
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Independence, Missouri; 

April 29th, 1851 





LUKE URGED HER Appaloosa mare to a faster gait, eager to reach the relative safety and tranquility of the livery stable where she had boarded her horse. Independence’s main street was pure chaos. 

All around her, men were bartering at the top of their lungs for their provisions while others were shouting and cursing at their ox or mule teams that they couldn’t yet handle. Mules brayed in annoyance as two wagons bumped into each other. 

Even louder was the incessant clanging and hammering coming from various blacksmith’s shops, where the prospective emigrants had their covered wagons repaired and their horses and oxen shod. 

Having been stationed in the nearby Fort Leavenworth, Luke had visited Independence before and could hardly believe that this was the same sleepy town she had seen on her last payday a few weeks ago. Every spring, Independence woke from its sleep. Emigrants began to arrive by steamboats or in covered wagons, and by the end of April, thousands of people were camped in and around Independence, giving it almost the look of a besieged town. Tents and hastily erected shacks dotted the hills between the town and the muddy banks of the Missouri River, three miles to the north. Saloons, gambling dens, and red-curtained whorehouses seemed to pop up overnight. 

By early May the prairie grass was finally long enough to provide enough feed for the livestock, and emigrants left Independence in a haste, trying to complete the two thousand mile journey before snow began to fall on the high mountain 33 





passes. Then Independence would once again become the sleepy town, but this time, Luke would not be there to witness it. 

The day after tomorrow, she would join a wagon train heading west and begin a new life. The shabby barracks of various forts had been the only home she had ever known, but now she longed for a place of her own, where she had to answer to no one but herself.  You still have more than two thousand miles to go,  she told herself, stopping the daydreams about the horse farm she hoped to build in Oregon. 

Living in close quarters with the other members of the wagon train for six months worried her a bit. There was almost no privacy on the trail, so she had to be constantly on her guard. She was convinced that no one would suspect her true identity from observing the way she moved or spoke. 

Luke had lived as a man for so long that it wasn’t an act any longer. In her own mind, she was former Lieutenant Luke Hamilton, not a woman. But actions and thoughts were one thing, the reality of her body was another. Bathing or relieving herself would be a real problem; the good camp sites were usually crowded, and she would be in constant danger of being discovered. 

Luke shoved her worries back in the recesses of her mind as she neared the livery stable. In front of the building, flames danced on the blacksmith’s forge as he worked the bellows. 

Luke dismounted and led her horse toward the stable doors. 

The stable owner appeared from somewhere inside and wordlessly reached for the reins. Just then, something small shot around the corner and barreled into Luke. The spooked mare threw back her head and tried to break free of the stable owner’s grip on the reins, almost kicking him in the process. 

Automatically, Luke caught the small body that had hit her and stared down at the child holding on to her leg for balance. 
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Had it been a horse or even an attacking dog bumping into her, Luke would have known what to do, but children were completely out of the range of her experience. She had lived a solitary life, and children had never been a part of it. 

The small girl stared up at her with wide, fearful eyes, a ragged doll clutched protectively to her chest. 

Before Luke could think of something to say or do, the stable owner started to yell and roughly grabbed the girl’s arm. 


*  *  * 

A knock on the door woke Nora. She groggily rolled around and blinked at the sun peeking in through the window. 
She had barely slept two hours and was tempted to just close her eyes again, but the knock came again. “Fleur? Fleur?” 

She promptly reacted to the name that by now was as familiar to her as the one her parents had given her and threw back the covers. Opening the door just an inch, she peeked into the hallway. “Sally!” She rushed outside when she saw the woman standing there. Sally had once been a prostitute herself, but at forty, she was long past the prime years for the trade. No other woman her age lived in the brothel, many of them killed by violence, addictions, disease, or suicide long before they had earned enough money to leave. When Tess had taken over the brothel, she had offered Sally a position as a cook for the girls. Sally also looked after Amy in the mornings while Nora slept. 

“Amy ain’t with you?” Sally asked, hopefully peeking past Nora into the room. 

Nora stared at her. “I thought she’s with you!”  Lord, what has that daughter of mine gotten into now?  
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Sally shook her head. “I was just kneadin’ the dough, and when I looked again, the young’un was gone. I thought maybe she came up here for a little nap.” 

“No. I haven’t seen her all morning.” With trembling hands, Nora reached for the long skirt and high-necked blouse that she wore whenever she left the brothel. Out on the streets, she had to dress more respectably, or she risked being run out by the proper ladies of the neighborhood. 

Sally watched her dress – both of them had long since lost any shyness concerning their bodies – and then followed her down to the kitchen. “I already checked the pantry,” she protested when Nora opened a door. “The li’l one ain’t in there.” 

Nora didn’t turn around. “I’m not checking for Amy; I’m checking the apples.” 

Sally counted with her, then nodded. “I think one’s gone.” 

Without losing another second, Nora gathered her skirts and ran. There was no doubt in her mind where Amy had gone. The missing apple told her that the girl intended to visit the horses of the nearby livery stable. Amy loved horses, and they’d often been there together, but it wasn’t safe for the girl to visit alone. Not only did Nora fear that one of the big horses might hurt the child, but there was also the rough stable owner. He hated children and had a reputation for scaring or even beating them if they ventured too close to one of his horses. Just last week, he had thrown a neighborhood boy into the manure pit, and Nora didn’t even want to imagine what he might do if he discovered the bastard child of a prostitute alone on his premises. 

She weaved between riders and wagons on the busy main street, almost falling when her heel caught on her skirt because she wasn't accustomed to its length. She stumbled but never slowed down. Gasping for breath, she rounded the last 36 





corner, just in time to see her daughter colliding with a man who was standing next to the stable owner. Nora squeezed her eyes shut for a second when she recognized him as the aloof stranger who had refused her services two nights ago. 

She clenched her hands into fists, sure that the unapproachable man would react none too kindly to being run over by a child. 

When she reopened her eyes, she saw him lift his hand. 

“No!” Nora rushed forward, determined to protect her child even if it meant being hit herself. 


*  *  * 

Luke shook herself out of her immovability when the girl cried out under the stable owner’s cruel grip. She quickly lifted her hand and gripped his wrist, forcing him to let go of the girl. The child ran away, but her sobs echoed across the yard. 
Luke again stopped the cursing man as he turned to follow the girl. “My horse could use a good rubdown.” She handed him a quarter dollar and held his gaze until she was sure that his greed exceeded his rage. When he led the Appaloosa away, Luke turned around and looked for the girl. 

The child stood with her face buried in the skirt of a woman, still sobbing. 

After hesitating for a second, Luke bent down and approached what she guessed to be mother and daughter. 

“Ma’am,” she politely tipped the brim of her hat, “I think your daughter lost something.” She extended her hand with the apple she had picked up from the ground. 

Her hand still resting protectively on the girl’s back, the woman looked up. 

Luke blinked, for a few seconds unsure if her imagination was playing tricks on her. She had thought about the 37 





prostitute she had left standing in the middle of her room quite often. Somehow, the young woman with the wary forest green eyes had made a lasting impression. “You... you have a child?” There was no doubt that the small girl with the mop of reddish curls was the daughter of the woman called Fleur. 

Clutching the child to her, Fleur turned so that she was between the girl and Luke. “Yes.” The green eyes stared at Luke with a hint of defiance. 

Luke studied her closely. The young woman wore no rouge today – and she didn’t need any to make her attractive even if there were dark circles under her eyes. Luke knew that working late at night and caring for a child during the day meant not getting enough sleep on a regular basis. 

Luke glanced over her shoulder. The stable owner lurked in the doorway, piercing Fleur and her child with hostile glances. “How about I accompany you back home?”  If you can call where she lives a home.  

Fleur looked down at the politely offered arm, then at the packed street and the boardwalk where a few elegant ladies had already begun to stare at them. “It would be better if you aren’t seen with me. People will talk.” 

Luke laughed, but it wasn’t a happy sound. “I don’t care what they say. I accompanied you to your room two days ago, so it would be pretty hypocritical if I refused to accompany you now, wouldn’t it?” 

Both of them were silent for a few seconds, then Fleur slowly shook her head. “You are a strange man.” 

Normally adept at hiding her emotions, Luke had to work to keep a neutral expression. A myriad of emotions shot through her: She was amused because she was an even stranger “man” than Fleur thought. She admired Fleur’s open words, liking the honesty much more than the virginal-prostitute act two nights ago. And there was also a stab of 38 





fear because for a second, she thought that Fleur, familiar with a variety of men, might recognize her “strangeness” for what it was. But then Fleur slid her hand into the curve of her arm, and the confident Luke Hamilton was back. 

Very much aware of the warm fingers on her arm, she set them off toward the brothel. 
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Independence, Missouri; 

April 29th, 1851 





“YOU WILL do as I say, bitch!” 

Nora struggled to break free but only succeeded in ripping the bodice on which her customer had an iron grip. She opened her mouth and took a deep breath. 

He used the opportunity to force his tongue past her lips, stifling her cry for help. 

Nora gagged. In desperation, she bit down on his tongue. 

A cruel hand grabbed a fistful of her hair and yanked her head back while the other fist hit her in the face almost casually. He spat in her general direction, spraying her with spittle and blood. “You redheaded little whore have quite the temper!” 

Her struggles only seemed to excite him more, so Nora let her body go limp and decided to let him do whatever he wanted while she busied her mind with other things – mainly worrying about how much it might cost to replace her ruined dress and how much rouge it would take to cover the bruises on her face. 
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Independence, Missouri; 

April 30th, 1851 





“FLEUR?”  SALLY’S VOICE came through the closed door. 

Nora forced her aching body up from her place on the edge of the bed and opened the door a few inches. “Hush, Sally,” 

she whispered, “I’ve just gotten Amy to settle down for a nap.” 

Sally lowered her voice, but the teasing grin never left her lips. “My, my, girl, seems I didn’t give you enough credit for your services! You musta been spectacular! That customer of yours is back and quite adamant that he see you right now!” 

Fear shot through Nora, and she had to swallow against the lump in her throat before she could ask, “The one from last night?” 

“Oh, no, girl, don’t worry; it’s not him,” Sally hastened to soothe her. 

Nora shook her head, irritated to have her private time with her daughter interrupted. She had promised Amy that she’d be there when she woke up, and she intended to keep that promise. “Whoever it is, send him away, Sally. You know that I never see customers in the middle of the day!” 

The creaking of the stairs made Nora look up. The young man who had rescued Amy from the stable owner’s wrath just yesterday stood on the top step, hesitating with one hand on the banister. 

Her furrowed brow stretched the skin over Nora’s bruised cheek. Her last two encounters with the strange man had left 41 





her confused, and now she couldn’t imagine what he might want from her. 

“Don’t worry,” he said as if reading her thoughts, “I’m not here for... I’m not here as a customer. I only want to talk to you for a moment.” 

The last two years and the beating she had suffered at the hands of a customer just yesterday had taught her to be cautious. The lack of facial hair might have made him appear young and harmless, but Nora had an inkling that appearances were deceiving in his case. His slender frame was all sinews and muscles, and there was a wary look in his eyes. 

“It will only take a minute,” the man said when she hesitated. He nodded at the half-open door but didn’t move toward her, calmly waiting for her decision. “I promise that you’ll be perfectly safe.” 

Finally, Nora nodded. If he had wanted her body, he could have taken it three days ago. With one last glance to Sally to make sure that she would keep an eye and ear on her room, she opened the door to let him in. 

She watched him closely as he took in the clean, lovingly decorated room with the personal nick-knacks and toys lying around. 

“This is not the same room as...” the stranger started to comment, and then awkwardly cleared his throat. 

It wasn’t. The other room was cold and businesslike, catering only to the desires of her customers. Here, she had tried to create a safe heaven, a home for her daughter. “You may think it’s a waste of money, but I pay Tess extra for this room. I won’t have my daughter grow up in the room where I...” Nora shook her head, interrupting herself. She positioned herself between her visitor and the sleeping child in the bed and defiantly raised her chin. “Anyway, what do you want?” 
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He took a step toward her, keeping his movements slow and nonthreatening. His intense gaze rested on her face. 

Nora studied him in the soft light of the afternoon sun. For the first time, she detected the faint lines at the corner of the gray eyes and the slight bump on the bridge of his nose, attesting to an old break. He was probably older than she had first thought. 

“I’m here because I wanted to ask you...” He looked away, hesitating, then back into her face. “I wish to marry you.” 

Silence. 

Nora blinked once, twice. Then anger erupted. “Which of your stupid friends put you up to this?” 

“What? No, this–” 

“If you think it’s funny to make fun of me like–” 

“I’m not trying to make fun of you; I’m trying to marry you,” he interrupted. 

Nora stared at him in disbelief. First he refused to lie with her and now he wanted to marry her? She laughed incredulously. “You want to marry me?” 

“I do,” he answered as if they were already standing in front of the altar. 

“This is ridiculous! I don’t even know your name!” She never asked customers for their name and never offered hers. 

He smiled calmly. “I don’t know yours either – unless it’s really ‘Fleur,’ which I doubt.” 

This man knew more about life in a brothel than she had expected. Nora continued to stare at him but didn’t offer her real name. She hadn’t trusted any man enough to do that for the last two years, and she saw no reason to start now. 
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It seemed he didn’t trust easily either, because it took a minute before he offered his hand. “Luke Hamilton.” 

Nora hesitated for another moment, then warily reached out her own hand. His palm was rough against her softer one and a bit clammy, indicating that he was not as calm as he appeared. “Now, if you would please explain to me what gave you the ridiculous idea to propose to me, Mister Hamilton?” 

“I’m about to join a wagon train heading west. Most other settlers are married or traveling with family, and so I thought it best to take a wife with me,” Luke Hamilton explained matter-of-factly. 

He didn’t try to impress her with a charming answer, and that secretly pleased Nora. She harbored no romantic illusions about marriage or love. She had long ago given up on waiting for the handsome hero to ride into her life and sweep her off her feet. “I understand why you’d want to take a wife, but why me? I’m not the type of woman a man would make his wife. You’re... handsome, I guess, and you have enough money to provide for a family. You would have no trouble finding a wife who’s not... soiled.” She knew very well that as much as men might enjoy her company in the bedroom, most preferred an untouched bride. 

“I have no use for one of those high-society girls, who’ll do nothing but whine and complain every step of the two thousand miles to Oregon.” He looked her right in the eye. “I figure you’ve had enough hardship in your life not to give up at the first sign of trouble.” 

Nora still wasn’t satisfied with the answer. “Why me?” she asked again. She gestured toward the door, indicating the hallway that lay beyond. “You could knock on any door up here on the second floor, and I suspect you’d get an immediate ‘yes’ from each and every one of the girls. So, why do you knock on my door? Why burden yourself with a prostitute you don’t desire and a child that’s not your own?” 

44 





Suddenly, her eyes widened. “You’re not expecting me to leave Amy behind, are you?” 

“Of course not, I could provide for your daughter and give her my name.” 

Nora was understanding less and less why he’d chosen her. When they first met, he’d clearly signaled her that he didn’t want to lie with her.  What else do I have to offer a man like him? I don’t even have a dowry! What is it that he wants from me?  Experience had taught her that most things in life came with a price. Surely men like him didn’t go around marrying fallen women for selfless reasons. “Why me?” she repeated. “Don’t tell me that you’ve suddenly become infatuated with me.” 

“No.” Hamilton didn’t pretend to have feelings for her. 

“This has nothing to do with love. We’ll be like... business partners,” he suggested. “I want to start a new life in Oregon, and I think you and your daughter could use the chance to do the same.” 

His words seemed honest, and for the first time, Nora really allowed herself to think about it. Every spring, when the emigrants left Independence, she had secretly wished she could travel with them. Rumor had it that people were less strict in the west. In the newly developing country of homesteads, cattle ranches, and mines, people didn’t ask prying questions about other people’s pasts. But most wagon trains refused to let single women join them, and even if they did, she didn’t have the means to afford the journey or to survive in the west. So she stayed because she had nowhere else to go even if she had long since grown tired of suffering daily humiliation at the hands of strangers.  But is it better to be subject to the whims and desires of one man than to those of many? You could jump out of the frying pan and into the fire here, girl.  

45 





“I won’t tell you that it’ll be an easy trip, and I won’t pretend to know anything about being a good... husband... 

and father, but I can guarantee you that no one’s gonna hurt you again.” He took a step closer, for the first time coming into touching distance, and gently brushed her bruised cheek with a single finger. 

Nora flinched. Not because his touch was hurting her – it wasn’t – but because he had seen through her carefully arranged rouge and the façade of normalcy too easily. She was so tired of constantly hiding her bruises, the occasional split lip, and the reality of her job from her daughter. The older Amy got, the harder it became to hide what she was really doing for a living. If she married this man, she could be a respectable woman and her daughter would have the future she deserved. 

 This might be your chance,  she told herself.  In a few months, you probably won’t be able to work anymore – what will you do then?  Tess was her friend, yes, but as the Madam of the brothel she couldn’t afford the luxury to keep on a woman who wasn’t able to work. If she couldn’t earn her keep anymore, she and her daughter would be put out on the street to fend for themselves. 

“So? What do you say?” His gray eyes were almost indifferent, just waiting for her answer as if it didn’t matter to him one way or the other. 

Nora knew that she didn’t really have a choice. “Are you sure that you’re not going to regret this?” 

“No. Not sure at all.” The honesty of his answer surprised Nora, and once again she thought what a strange man he was. 

“I admit it’s one of the craziest things I’ve ever done.” 
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 been!  She felt his gaze on her, knowing that he was still waiting for her answer. “Yes,” she simply said. 

A dark eyebrow rose. “Yes, this is crazy or yes, you’ll marry me?” 

“Both.” 

“All right.” He nodded matter-of-factly as if he had just closed a business deal. “Can you be ready in an hour?” 

Now it was Nora’s turn to lift an eyebrow. “One hour?” 

she echoed. How could her life change so dramatically in one short hour? 

He simply shrugged. “There’s not much time. My wagon train pulls out tomorrow at seven a.m. I’m leaving then – with or without you.” 

Nora gave a nod.  With me,  she silently decided. She was determined to take a chance and change her life. 

“All right. Then you better start packing your personal belongings,” Hamilton suggested. 

“Not much to pack.” 

He looked about the room as if counting her few belongings, then strode to the door. “I’ll be back in an hour with the judge and the ring.” 

Nora nodded numbly. The thought that she was going to be a married woman in an hour was still unreal. 

At the door, he paused and turned back around to look at her with his earnest gray eyes. “So, do I get to know your name, or should I just call you ‘darling’?” 

Nora had to smile. At least her future husband had a sense of humor. She hesitated only for another second, then decided that she had to trust him, if only just a little bit. “Nora will be fine,” she answered. “Nora Macauley.” 
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“Nora Hamilton,” he corrected over his shoulder and closed the door behind him. 


*  *  * 

“Luke? Luke, is that you?” 
Luke hadn’t even reached the stairs when Tess’ voice stopped her. She turned around with a sigh, not looking forward to explaining to her old friend what she was doing in the room of one of her girls in bright daylight. “Hello, Tess,” 

she tried for nonchalance. 

Tess folded her arms across her amble chest. “You know that I normally don’t allow male visitors upstairs in the middle of the day?” There was only the hint of a smile on her lips at the mention of “male” visitors, but Tess didn’t relax her threatening posture. Outside of the bedroom, she had never treated Luke any different from male customers she had befriended – and Luke didn’t want it any other way. 

“I...” Luke cleared her throat. “I know. I just wanted to speak to her for a minute, nothing else.” 

Tess looked at her for another moment, then finally relaxed and grinned. “So you liked... speaking to her, huh?” 

She winked at Luke. “I’d hoped that I didn’t make a mistake in introducing you to Fleur.” 

 So Fleur... Nora didn’t tell her that I refused to share her bed.  It was good to know her future wife knew the meaning of the word “discretion.”  Just in case.  “It’s not like that.” 

“Of course not.” Tess was still grinning, clearly not believing a word Luke said. “You visited her room in the middle of the day because you didn’t find her appealing at all, uh-huh.” 

With a sigh, Luke gave up her attempts to explain. A quick glance at her battered pocket watch told her that she had to hurry if she wanted to catch the judge before he left his office 48 





for the day. Suddenly she hesitated, not sure if the judge would require a witness to the marriage ceremony. She had been expected to take part in one or two military weddings, and as far as she could remember, there had always been a best man and a matron of honor. Taking a deep breath, she turned back around to face Tess. “I asked her to marry me. 

Would you do us the honor and stand up for us when the judge arrives?” she asked as fast as she could. 

Tess stared at her. “You are going to marry?” 

“Yes.” Luke could hardly believe it herself. 

“A woman?” Understanding came slowly, question for question, for Tess. 

Luke nodded. There had never really been another option for her. 

Tess’ eyes widened, and her gaze strayed to the room Luke had just left. “You want to marry Fleur?” 

Luke straightened her shoulders. “Nora, not Fleur,” she emphasized. One of the reasons why she had decided to propose to the redhead had been to give her the chance to leave behind her old pseudonym and the life that came with it. 

For a moment, Tess didn’t say anything, clearly surprised that Nora had told Luke her real name. Then she sighed. 

“Luke, I’m not sure that this is a good idea. I know in the heat of passion, everything seems–” 

“There was no heat of passion,” Luke interrupted. “I never shared a bed with her. She doesn’t even... She doesn’t know about... me.” 

“Are you insane?” Tess posed the question Luke had already asked herself a hundred times today. “You asked her to marry you even though she has no idea that you’re not–” 
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“Tess!” Luke looked left and right, making sure that no one had overheard their conversation. 

Tess lowered her voice but continued her argument. 

“...that you’re not exactly what one would expect in a husband?” The madam laughed roughly. “I’m sure Nora thinks that as a prostitute, there’s nothing left that could surprise her on her wedding night, but, Lord, the body under that male attire...” Tess shook her head. “You can’t hide that from her.” 

“Yes, I can,” Luke insisted gravely. “There’s no reason why she should know. I won’t share her bed on the wedding night – or on any other night. We both agreed that this marriage is gonna be some kind of business arrangement.” 

“A business arrangement?” Tess’ brows rose. “And in what way do you profit from this arrangement?” 

Luke shrugged. “Well, for one thing, it certainly won’t hurt my reputation to be married to a beautiful woman. If people think I’m married and even fathered a child, no one will suspect my true nature.” 

They stared at each other for a few moments, then Tess sighed. “I still think you should tell Nora and let her decide if she still wants to marry you.” 

That was not an option in Luke’s mind. She couldn’t believe that any woman who knew who she really was would ever want to share her life with her, not even a desperate prostitute. “So, will you be the matron of honor at the wedding?” she asked instead of answering. 

“I should really tell you no. You’re intending to steal my best girl.” Tess threatened her old friend with her index finger. 

 Best girl?  Luke swallowed and tried not to think about her future wife’s talents. “You’ll be there?” 
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Tess sighed. “I’ll be there.” 
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Independence, Missouri; 

April 30th, 1851 





S O, THIS IS MY WEDDING DAY...  It sure wasn’t what Nora had dreamed about as a girl. There was no flower-decorated church, no white wedding dress, and no reception. 

Instead, she was wearing her best respectable dark blue dress and was standing in the middle of her packed-up belongings with an impatient judge. Only the orange blossoms in her hair gave any indication that she was the bride. 

They had neither the time nor the money for anything else. 

The judge opened his worn Bible. “We are gathered here today in the face of this company,” he looked up and grimaced at the prostitutes who were the only guests, “to join together this man and this woman in matrimony, which is an honorable and solemn estate and should therefore not be entered into unadvisedly or lightly. If there is anyone here who has just reason why these two must not be lawfully joined together, let that person speak now or forever hold their peace.” 

Tess cleared her throat, and for a moment, Nora thought she might object, but then the madam only sighed. 

“Do you, Lucas Hamilton, take this woman to be your lawfully wedded wife; will you love, honor, and cherish her, forsaking all others, for as long as you both shall live?” The judge turned to a serious-looking Luke. 

Luke shuffled his newly polished boots and looked at Nora for an endless second. “I do.” His voice was a bit scratchy. 
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“And do you, Nora Macauley, take this man to be your lawfully wedded husband; will you love, honor, and cherish him, forsaking all others, for as long as you both shall live?” 

Now it was Nora’s turn to answer. “I do.”  No way back now.  She let out a shuddering breath. 

“The ring,” the judge, impatient to get back to his office, ordered. 

Nora looked down at the hand that took hold of hers. She could feel the calluses against her own soft skin. 

 Hardworking. Strong. Steadfast.  As Luke slipped the simple gold band on her finger, Nora really hoped that his hands told her the truth about the man. 

“By the powers given me by the state of Missouri, I hereby pronounce you husband and wife.” The judge snapped his Bible closed. The sound echoed through the room, giving his words an air of finality. “You may kiss the bride.” 

Nora lifted her face to his. For a second, she met his startled gaze before he lowered his head and brushed his lips over her cheek. 

 He’s strange,  Nora thought once again. Where any other man would have tried to establish his dominance and claim his wife with a passionate kiss, he settled for a quick peck on the cheek. 

When he stepped back, Nora tried to look into his eyes, but he quickly busied himself with signing the marriage certificate. 

Tess stepped over and enclosed her in a sisterly embrace. 

“I suppose congratulations are in order, Mrs. Hamilton.” 

For a few moments, Nora didn’t react to the unfamiliar name. Then she shook her head at herself.   You’re somebody’s wife now. Mrs. Lucas Hamilton. An honorable woman.  
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“So, you’re leaving in the morning, huh?” Tess nodded at a trunk and Nora’s packed-up bags. 

Nora shrugged. She pointed at Luke, who was paying the judge. “You know how it is: Whither thou goest I will go, whither thou lodgest I will lodge.” 

“I’ll miss you, but I’m glad to see you go and start a new life.” 

“Me too.” Over the years, she had bickered and argued with some of the girls and had competed with them over the most generous customers, but they had become the only family she had, and she would miss them. 

Only when Tess’ gaze strayed to the side did Nora realize that Luke Hamilton had silently stood next to her for a while. 

Tess leaned forward and embraced him. “Congratulations.” 

She brushed her lips against his in an affectionate gesture that should have probably made Nora jealous but mainly left her wondering how close the former soldier and the madam really were. 

“Can you be ready tomorrow morning at six?” Luke turned to Nora with a businesslike demeanor. 

Nora nodded. “I’ll be ready.” 

“All right.” He carefully tucked the marriage license behind his belt. “I’ll see you then.” 

“You won’t stay here tonight?” She had just assumed that he would want to spend their wedding night in the comfort of her room. 

Luke resolutely shook his head. “I have to stay with the oxen and check the provisions.” 

“Should I come with you?” 

“No.” Another shake of his head. “You stay here and enjoy your last night sleeping in a real bed. I’ll come for you 54 





tomorrow morning.” He strode away without another word to his new wife. 

“Oh, young love,” Tess commented wryly. 
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Independence, Missouri; 

May 1st, 1851 





NORA WADED THROUGH the muddy main street, half carrying, half dragging her overloaded travel bag while she desperately tried to rescue the hem of her dress from the red mud. She had traded the elegant silks and fine slippers to which she was used for a plain calico dress and sturdy boots, but she didn’t want them ruined before the journey started nonetheless. 

All around them, chaos was breaking out while emigrants prepared for the departure. The Courthouse Square with the red brick courthouse building in its center was jammed with wagons. Liberty and Lexington Streets were crowded by braying mules and slow-moving oxen. Men cursed and shouted as they completed the unfamiliar task of yoking their oxen while women tried to find a place for some family heirlooms in the already overloaded wagons. Children darted in and out of the wagons, treating the dangerous journey like one big game. 

Nora reached out to clutch Amy’s hand in hers, wanting to pull her away from the throng of people and nervous animals. 

The next step almost made her stumble over the hem of her dress as she let it go and it sagged to the ground.  I need a third hand! “Mister... Luke!” she called out to her new husband, who hadn’t noticed that they had fallen behind. 

He stopped and simply looked at her. 

“Could you...” He was already carrying her trunk, so she couldn’t very well ask him to take the heavy bag, too, so Nora nodded down at her daughter. “...could you please take her by the hand? I don’t want her to get lost in this chaos.” 
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He looked at her as if she had asked him to offer his hand to a rattlesnake. She saw him swallow, and then, after a few seconds, he hefted the trunk on one shoulder and slowly extended his hand to the child. 

“Amy.” Nora gently nudged her daughter, but the child didn’t budge. She clutched her mother’s skirts and refused to even look at Luke. 

Luke shifted and nervously looked back over his shoulder to the town square, where a wagon train was beginning to form. They didn’t have the time to stop in the middle of the street. 

When Nora leaned down to encourage her daughter, she heard her whisper, “Mama?” 

“What is it, sweetie?” Amy was clearly scared, but Nora wasn’t sure of what. 

“Who is dat man?” Her daughter peeked around Nora’s skirt, pointing to Luke with the doll in her hand. 

Nora swallowed. For a moment, she didn’t know what to say. Since she had agreed to marry Luke Hamilton, she had only allowed herself to think about the positive consequences it would have on Amy’s future. Never again would Amy be ridiculed by other children for not having a father, never again would the general store’s owner refuse to sell her candy because her mother was a prostitute, and never again would people on the street call her a bastard. Nora had only thought about what Amy having a father would mean to other people, not how Amy would deal with it. 

Amy had never met the man who had fathered her, nor had she had any other male role model in her life. Life in the brothel and in a neighborhood where everyone knew that her mother was a prostitute had taught Amy to be wary of men. 

So how could Nora explain what role Luke Hamilton would play in her life from now on?  I don’t even know what role he 57 





 wants to play! He agreed to take Amy with us, but that doesn’t mean that he’s willing to play daddy to a prostitute’s child.  

“That is...” She looked at Luke, hoping he would finish the sentence for her. She didn’t dare to give him a title or role he might not want. 

Luke stood frozen, not kneeling down to be at a level with Amy as Nora had hoped he would. He was clearly not used to dealing with children. “Luke,” he finally said. 

“He’s our friend,” Nora added. “He’s going to take us for a ride in his wagon. Do you want to see it?” 

Reluctantly, the girl nodded but still didn’t step toward Luke. Clutching the hem of her skirt and Amy’s fingers in one hand and the bag in the other, Nora finally reached the wagon that would be their home for the next six months. 

 Well, one thing’s for sure: He won’t have to carry me over the threshold of this home,  she thought as she looked the covered wagon over. A ten by four feet wagon box, covered by a still white canvas bonnet, held all their belongings. Nora leaned over the wagon’s tongue and lifted the flap to peer inside. 

The wagon was packed with neatly stored boxes and bundles. Even the canvas cover was lined with storage pockets, and pots and pans hung from the wooden bows. 

Hens were clucking in the coop that was tied to the end of the wagon. On the outside, tools and water barrels were fastened to the wagon. 

 I wonder where we will sleep.  

Luke stepped onto the wagon tongue and reached into the wagon, moving a sack of flour and a keg of pickles to find a place for Nora’s belongings. “Have you ever driven an ox team?” he asked when he turned back around. 
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Nora looked at the six oxen hitched to the front of the wagon. The huge beasts returned her stare without much interest. She swallowed. “Me?” She had assumed that Luke would handle the oxen. 

He seemed to guess her thoughts. “I need you to drive the oxen some of the time while I earn some extra dollars helping the captain out with his cattle.” 

“But what about my daughter?” Amy was only three, so she couldn’t leave her unsupervised. 

“She’ll be fine in the wagon or walking along. The oxen move real slow; you just have keep an eye on the child so she doesn’t get crushed by the oxen’s hoofs,” Luke advised. 

Nora tried not to let her emotions show as she stared down at the oxen’s heavy feet. Growing up as the only daughter of a wealthy family back east, she had never needed to do physical labor in her life, and she had certainly never driven an ox team, but she was not afraid to try. Anything would be better than working in a brothel. She nodded with determination. “Where are the reins?” 

Luke shook his head. “Oxen aren’t driven by reins. They don’t wear bits in their mouths.” He pointed to the wooden yokes around the oxen’s necks. “You walk alongside, shout commands, and crack your whip to keep them moving.” 

Nora’s fingers closed numbly around the whip Luke handed her. 

At the front of the wagon train, a bearded man on a large black horse lifted his arm in the air, and his yell “to Oregon” 

was repeated down the line of wagons. The wagon in front of them began to move forward, falling into line with the rest of the wagon train. 

“Your turn.” Luke gave her a nod. “Let’s get these boys movin’!” 
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Watching the teamsters in front of her for another moment, Nora lifted her arm and tried to imitate the elegant flick of the whip. 

“Whoa!” Luke quickly ducked. “Your aim’s a tiny bit off, dear wife.” 

Nora squinted and again sent her whip through the air. 

The oxen didn’t budge. 

“Hey, Hamilton!” the man perched on the seat of the mule-drawn wagon behind them shouted. “Need help with the oxen or the woman?” He laughed. 

Luke sent him a cold glance but didn’t bother with an answer. Nora had expected him to take the whip from her and show her how it was done, but he didn’t. “Try again,” he encouraged. 

“Move!” Nora yelled and prodded the lead ox with the whip’s handle. 

With an indignant “moo,” the oxen took a step forward, and Nora flicked the whip in their direction to keep them moving. 

“Think you can handle it?” Luke asked, looking down into her face. 

Nora quickly wiped a bit of sweat from her forehead. “Of course.” She was determined to prove that she would be a hardworking wife and useful partner for this man. 

“All right, then I’ll leave you to your new friends.” He untied his horse from the back of the wagon, smoothly swung into the saddle, and rode away. 

They reached the edge of town, and Nora looked back over her shoulder, her eyes quickly finding the two-story building that had been her home for two years. Weeping members of someone’s family stood waving along the streets, but no one 60 





was there to say good-bye to Nora and her family. Nora’s friends and colleagues were still sleeping after a long work night, and Luke...  Does he have any family or friends?  Nora didn’t know.  I don’t know a thing about my husband,  she realized. 

Her thoughts were interrupted when the oxen, left unattended for a few moments, began to slow down. Nora quickly cracked her whip through the air. She wasn’t sure that she would be able to get them moving again if they stopped. 

“Mama!” Amy piped up next to her. “Don’t hurt the cows!” 

Nora suppressed a groan. “They’re not cows, sweetie. 

They’re boy cows, and you call them ‘oxen.’ And I’m not hurting them, I promise. I’m just telling them where they have to go.” 

“Where do we go, Mama?” 

“We’re going to a place called Oregon.” Nora realized that she didn’t know their exact destination, and even if she had known the name of the town Luke planned to settle in, she would have been none the wiser because she had never been west of Independence and knew nothing of these far away places. 

Amy looked up at her with her innocent green eyes. “Is it pwetty?” 

Nora was spared from telling her daughter a possible lie about Oregon’s prettiness by a horde of children that ran by their wagon. 

Amy’s gaze followed them with longing. “Mama, can I go play with them?” 

Nora hesitated. Amy had never had a lot of friends to play with because their neighbors hadn’t allowed their children to even speak to the illegitimate bastard of a prostitute. She 61 





wanted Amy to build friendships, but would she be safe running around in this chaos of wagons, mules, oxen, and horses? 

“It’s all right.” A dark-haired woman fifteen years her senior walked over and smiled at Nora. “My Hannah will look after her. She’ll be fine.” 

Slowly, Nora let go of her daughter’s hand. “Don’t go too close to the animals,” she warned and watched Amy run off with a girl of maybe eight. 

“She’s your only child, huh?” the dark-haired woman asked. 

Nora nodded, still looking in the direction the children had gone. 

“Not for long, I’ll bet.” 

Nora whirled around. She stared at the woman. 

The woman chuckled. “I’ve seen your husband,” she said with a wink. 

Nora relaxed a bit. Yes, her husband was a young, healthy man, and on this journey with no single women, it wouldn’t be long until he wanted to share her bed. 

“Bernice Garfield.” The older woman extended her hand. 

Transferring the whip to her left hand, Nora greeted her new neighbor. “Nora M... Hamilton.” 


*  *  * 

Luke had a lot of time to think while she coaxed along the small herd of milk cows, spare horses, and extra oxen that plodded behind the wagons. Time to think and to curse herself. “What the hell are you doin’?” 
She had never imagined that she would start this journey as a married “father.” From the day when she had run away 62 





from home and started to disguise herself as a man, she had known that she was destined to live a solitary life. Over the years, she had sometimes longed for companionship and a place to belong, but she always knew that she would never have love or a family.  And you still haven’t,  she told herself. 

 She’s your wife in name only.  

“What on earth gave you the idea that you could get away with this?” Luke muttered, shaking her head at herself. She had acted on instinct, completely impulsive, when she had met the young prostitute. Something about Nora and her daughter just made her want to change their lives for the better. But now, Luke began to doubt her ability to play the role of husband and father without anyone discovering who and what she really was. 

Being around Nora made her a little uncomfortable. She couldn’t relax in her presence because she was afraid to give herself away or at least sound and act like a clumsy fool who had never been around women.  You haven’t,  she mocked herself. Luke had lived most of her life in a world without women. The only females she had any experience with had been prostitutes – and Nora wasn’t a prostitute any longer. 

“Hey, Lucas!” Abner McLoughlin, the wagon train’s captain, stopped his horse next to Luke’s Appaloosa and looked down at Luke from his large gelding. 

Luke’s mare was not a tall horse, but she was hardy and well-trained, and Luke knew that she would be part of a successful breeding program one day. 

“Luke,” she corrected. “No one’s called me Lucas since I was eight and broke my mother’s priced china plates.” No one had ever called her Lucas, and her mother had never owned china plates, but the captain didn’t know that. 

McLoughlin nodded and pointed to the last wagon in the line. “Isn’t that your daughter?” 
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Luke blinked. Hearing someone refer to the girl as her daughter was going to take some getting used to. Her saddle creaked as she shifted forward and stood in the stirrups to get a better look at the girl the captain had pointed out. 

She hadn’t really paid all that much attention to the girl and how she looked, but she assumed that Nora’s daughter was the only redheaded child in the wagon train, so she nodded. 

“Then you better go and take her away from there. She’s gettin’ mighty close to Potter’s cow,” McLoughlin warned. 

The red-haired girl was running and playing with an older girl and didn’t pay much attention to her surroundings, not noticing that she was getting closer and closer to the nervous cow that was tethered to the rear of the last wagon. 

Luke opened her mouth to shout out a warning, but then closed it with a curse when she discovered that she didn’t even know the girl’s name.  For God’s sake! You’re supposed to be her father, and you act like you don’t even know the child!  

The girl was dangerously close to the cow’s hind legs now. 

With a loud yell, Luke spurred her horse forward and, leaning sideways in the saddle, snatched the girl up, out of harm’s way. 

The girl’s eyes widened, and for a second, she just stared at Luke. Then, suddenly realizing she was in a stranger’s arms, she began to cry and struggle against Luke’s secure grip. 

Now it was Luke’s turn to stare wide-eyed. Even as a child, she had never been around children much, so she didn’t have the slightest idea how to comfort one. “Hey, hey.” The girl continued to cry, and Luke looked around nervously, afraid that someone would think she was hurting the child. “If you don’t stop struggling, you’ll fall off the horse!” 
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The girl sniffed and looked down with watery eyes, noticing for the first time that she was on a horse. Instantly, she relaxed in Luke’s nervous grip. “Amy rides horsie!” 

 Amy! Yeah, that’s her name.  Luke watched as the girl reached out a small hand and patted the mare.  Great! She can’t stand me, but she loves my horse.  

Amy leaned down to press her wet cheek against the mare’s neck. A sloppy kiss landed on the Appaloosa’s mane, and the girl giggled as the brown and white strands tickled her chin. “What is his name?” she asked, looking up at Luke with big eyes. 

“It’s a she, and she doesn’t have a name.” Luke had been calling her mare “girl,” but didn’t allow herself the sentimentality of naming the animal, because she hadn’t wanted to make her comrades think she was soft in any way. 

“No name?” Amy eyed her incredulously. 

Luke scratched her head. “Well, maybe you can find one for her.” 

The girl smiled for the first time, her tears now forgotten. 

“I know! Daisy! Dat is pwetty.” 

 Daisy?  Luke tried hard not to grimace.  That would ruin my reputation! “I think there already is a Daisy in the herd, and we wouldn’t want her to have to share her name, would we?” 

Amy nodded but hung her head. 

“You’re a clever girl; I bet you know another pretty name,” Luke hastened to say before the crying could start again. 

The girl looked up again. A shy smile dimpled her chubby cheeks. 

 I bet she didn’t have much praise and compliments from 

 “men” in her life,  Luke thought sadly. 
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Amy thought for a while and then mumbled, “Mea’les.” 

“What?” 

“Mea’les,” the child said again. 

“You mean ‘Miles’?” 

The little girl shook her head. “Mea’les,” she repeated. 

Sometimes, it didn’t seem as if Luke and the girl spoke the same language. “And what is Meales?” 

“I haved dat when I was vewwy sick. Look.” With a grave expression, Amy pulled the neck of her dress down a bit and pointed to a small, round scar just above her collarbone. 

Luke looked down at the white spots dotted over the mare’s hindquarters and almost had to laugh. Amy’s logic was impeccable. “Measles!” 

“Yes.” Amy grazed the clueless adult with a “that’s-what-I-said” gaze. 

 My priced mare is gonna be named after a contagious disease? Maybe Daisy isn’t so bad after all.  But Luke didn’t have the heart to reject another of Amy’s suggested names. 

“Measles,” she repeated. “That’s very... unique. No other horse has such a clever name.”   

“Mea’les don’t need to share,” Amy said proudly. 

“No, she doesn’t,” Luke agreed, suppressing a sigh. “She has that name all for herself.”  Lucky horse.  She directed the newly named mare along the line of wagons until she reached her own wagon. 

“Mama!” Amy squealed when she spotted her mother, who was still walking beside the oxen. “Mama, look! I ride Mea’les!” 
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Nora whirled around. Her eyes widened, and her hand flew to her mouth when she saw her daughter in Luke’s awkward grip. 

 She doesn’t seriously think that I’d hurt the kid, does she? 

Luke wondered as she watched Nora rush toward them. 

 Children make me nervous as hell, but I’d never hurt them!  

“Amy! What happened? Is she all right?” 

Luke watched as the girl happily jumped into her mother’s arms.  Who would have thought... a prostitute who is a caring mother. “She’s just fine,” she assured Nora. “My horse may be a bit traumatized, but otherwise, everything’s fine.” 

Nora kissed her daughter’s cheek and eyed the mare. 

“What’s wrong with the horse?” 

“Her name.” Luke grimaced. 

“Mea’les!” Amy squeeled. 

“She named her Measles,” Luke translated, pointing at the mare. “Because of the spots, I suppose.” 

Nora threw her head back and laughed. 

Luke felt her lips form an unfamiliar smile. She wheeled Measles around and rode back to the rear of the train. 


*  *  * 

Nora’s feet ached and burned, and she struggled with the weight of her sleeping daughter in her arms, but she was determined not to fall behind. She had walked fifteen miles today, but it felt more like fifty. When Luke had taken over the driving of the oxen, she had climbed into the wagon to travel more easily for a while but had soon given up on that idea. 
With supplies and tools piled high, there was hardly any place to sit. The springless wagon bounced and swayed along the rutted road. The inside of the wagon was stuffy and 67 





smelled of the various foods stored there, adding to the queasy feeling that the constant jostling caused. 

Like most of the other women in the train, Nora had preferred to walk most of the day. For the first few hours, she had talked with Bernice Garfield and Emeline Larson, the shy young woman from the wagon behind them. After years of being on the outside, Nora loved to be included and to be asked for her opinion by respectable women. But as the afternoon and the miles dragged on, the easy chatter had ceased. Now, only the creaking of the wagons, the shouts of the drivers, and the clanking of chains filled the air. 

Sometimes, when a wagon hit a rock or a hole in the muddy trail, the pots and pans hanging inside the wagon clang against each other, and the chickens in their coop raised a ruckus. 

In the distance, Nora could detect three large brick buildings, and she sighed with relief. That had to be the Shawnee Methodist Mission the captain had told them about when they’d stopped for an hour of rest at noon. Here, they would set up camp for their first night out of Independence. 

When the sun dropped over the horizon, the captain called a halt and swung his arm in a great circle. 

Nora watched as the wagons formed a circle, the tongue of each wagon extending under the rear wheels of the next one. 

Chains laced the wagons together until only one opening remained. 

Nora turned to Luke, who had begun to unyoke their oxen. 

“Is that really necessary?” She pointed to the circled wagons. 

“I’d have thought the Indians wouldn’t be hostile here at the Mission.” She had heard the whispers about ferocious Indian attacks and what they might do to captured women, but she tried not to think about that. 
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She looked down at Luke’s hands that trailed along the oxen’s backs, checking for sores. The rough hands were surprisingly gentle with the animals, and she hoped they’d be gentle with her, too. 

Luke turned around. “I know a lot of people spread rumours that’ll tell you otherwise, but I think Indians will be the least of our problems on this trip. With most tribes, bargaining skills will be more important than marksmanship.” 

“Then why do we circle the wagons?” 

“Not to ward off any Indian attacks,” Luke said, his gray eyes reassuring. “The circle provides a corral for the animals, that’s all.” Without another word, he led the oxen to the water. 

Nora stayed behind and looked around helplessly. She had never lived the life of a pioneer woman. She had never been expected to cook, build a fire, or milk a cow. For a few seconds, she stood helplessly, not knowing where to start and what to do. Then she observed what her neighbors did. 

“Come on, Amy, let’s gather some wood for a fire.” 

While Nora struggled to get a fire started with the mostly damp wood, the other women all around her were already heading for the nearby stream with dented pots or preparing their family’s dinner. Her stomach rumbled when Mrs. 

Garfield ladled out a delicious smelling stew to her brood of children. Her tired hands struck flint and steel together again but didn’t produce more than smoke. 

“Mama,” a sleepy voice said next to her, “I’m hungwy.” 

Nora bit her lip. “Soon, Amy, soon.” A shadow fell over her, blocking out the last light of the setting sun, and Nora looked up in irritation. 

Luke, having returned from tending the animals, stood there and looked down at her. 
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 Oh, no.  Panic started to rise. The other men were already enjoying their evening meal and coffee next to a warming fire while she had accomplished nothing. She had heard Mister Larson yell at his shy wife when she hadn’t worked as fast as he’d have liked. Would Luke get angry, too? He had married her to have someone who cooked, washed, and provided a comfortable home for him – and now it turned out that she couldn’t even get a fire started. 

She felt him kneel next to her, and her trembling hands wanted to relinquish the flint and steel to him, but he shook his head. “No. If I do it, you won’t learn. Strike it again.” 

Nora did and produced a spark, which Luke caught with a patch of dried grass, patiently coaxing a small flame to life. 

When the flames licked at the wood and the branches finally caught fire, he sat back on his heels and looked at her. “You didn’t grow up on a farm, huh?” he said with a sigh, but there was no anger in his voice. 

Nora looked down into the flames. “It’s painfully obvious, isn’t it?” 

“You’ll either learn or give up and turn back around,” 

Luke stated matter-of-factly. He moved to the back of the wagon and pulled off the tail gate to lift down the box of cooking utensils. He drove two forked sticks into the ground on both sides of the fire and swung the heavy water kettle up onto the pole between them. 

Hastily Nora began to grind coffee beans. 

“Mama,” Amy said around the thumb in her mouth, “we go home now, please?” 

Tears suddenly burned in Nora’s eyes, and she didn’t know what to say. They didn’t have a home anymore. 

“Sweetie...” 
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“Why don’t I take her to say goodnight to Measles before we eat,” Luke suggested gently. 

Amy smiled for the first time in hours, and she looked hopefully back and forth between Nora and Luke. 

Nora hesitated. She had never trusted anyone but Tess and Sally alone with her daughter, and she had certainly never sent her off with a man she didn’t really know. She looked into the gray eyes of the stranger who was her husband and finally nodded. 

Luke looked down at his hand, hesitating for long moments before he extended it. 

Equally hesitant, Amy slipped her small hand into his larger one and walked off with him. 

Nora only looked away from them when someone cleared their throat behind her. 

Bernice Garfield stood there, holding a steaming pot in both hands. “Would you like to have some stew for yourself and your family?” she offered. 

“Oh, no, thank you. I can make my own.” At least she hoped she could. Since she’d left her parents home, Nora had always been self-reliant and had never taken anything from anyone when she knew she couldn’t pay for it one way or another. She took a certain pride in making it on her own. 

“I’d consider it a favor,” Mrs. Garfield said with a smile. 

“I made too much, and we can’t possibly eat it all, so if you don’t take it, it’ll go to waste.” 

Nora bit her lip. Pride wouldn’t fill her daughter’s stomach. Finally, she nodded. “Thank you,” she said quietly. 


*  *  * 

With envy, Nora looked toward the Garfields’ fire, where most of the men had gathered with their pipes and a well-71 




thumbed pack of cards to play Pinochle. While the men relaxed after dinner, the women’s work was never done. With a little advice from Mrs. Garfield, Nora had milked and fed the two cows, scrubbed their tin plates clean, and used the embers of the fire to cook a kettle of beans for their noon meal the next day. Finally, she took their provisions out to air them and prevent mildew and made up a bed in the wagon box for the tired Amy. 

When she sat down to mend a few burn holes in the hem of her skirt, fiddles and a banjo began a lively tune, and men with mouth organs joined in. Soon, the younger couples were dancing around the fires. 

Nora set her needlework down and looked over at Luke, who kneeled by the fire and stirred the embers to keep it alive. All evening, he had kept himself apart from the other emigrants. He was clearly not a man of many words, but Nora saw his booted foot move to the music’s rhythm. She heaved her protesting body up and walked over to him. “Do you want to join the other dancers?” 

“I don’t dance.” His eyes were dark and mysterious in the light of the fire. “And you should save the energy and go to bed.” 

Suddenly no longer in the mood to dance or socialize, Nora turned away and forced her heavy limbs to climb into the wagon. She stared through the half-open flap and spent a few minutes trying to count the numerous campfires from other wagon trains all around them before she turned around and watched her peacefully sleeping daughter. 

The creaking of the wagon alerted her that someone else was climbing inside. Luke was opening the flap and slipped inside. He stood without speaking, silently watching her. 
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Her stomach roiled a bit, and she took an automatic step back until she reminded herself,  He’s your husband, and this is his wagon. He has every right to be in here.  

“Take off your dress,” he said, still not moving. 

Nora wasn’t really surprised. She had known this would come, but the time and the place were a little astonishing nonetheless.  Yesterday, when he could have had me in the privacy of my clean room, in my soft, comfortable bed, he refused. And now that I’m sweaty and smelly and can hardly move a limb, he wants to lie with me.  She suppressed a sigh. 

 Come on, you don’t need to move much for this. He’s your husband, and this is the price you’re gonna have to pay. It won’t be that bad.  She slipped into the familiar role of Fleur. 

“Why don’t you do it?” she answered seductively. 

“Nora.” His voice held a silent warning. 

With a groan, Nora lifted her arms and tried to slip off her bodice. Every inch of her body hurt, and her muscles, stiff from walking and swinging the whip all day, protested every movement. She knew that she would be in acute pain tomorrow, but she was determined that Luke would hear no complaint from her. She bared her fair shoulders as seductively as her aching muscles would allow her to, but when she looked up, Luke had turned around. 

“Lie down,” he commanded. 

Nora sighed.  He doesn’t want seduction. Right down to business it is. “Let me ask Mrs. Garfield if she would take Amy for tonight.” 

“What?” He stared at her but still didn’t look down at her half-naked body. “Why?” 

“I don’t want her to wake up and see...” 

“See what?” His brows lowered in confusion. 
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Nora stared at him. 

“Oh! Oh, no, no, no!” Luke took a step back, almost falling out of the wagon in the process. “That’s not what I... I don’t expect that of you... ever. All right?” 

Nora didn’t understand it, and she didn’t believe it. She stared at him in confusion. 

“I just wanted to rub your back for you,” Luke said quietly. 

Nora gave an incredulous laugh.  He wants to rub my back? 

She squinted and tried to read his expression in the almost darkness of the wagon.  What is this, some kind of fetish?  

“I know what you’re probably thinking, but this is not about... that. I’m doing this for strictly practical reasons. If I don’t loosen your muscles now, you won’t be able to move tomorrow, and I’ll need you to drive the oxen again,” Luke explained matter-of-factly. 

Stunned, Nora continued to undress. 

Luke bent down, searching in one of the bags for something, and when he straightened up, his arm brushed her bare shoulder in the cramped space of the wagon. “Sorry,” he mumbled. He lowered his head, but for a moment, Nora thought she had seen a blush on his face. “Lie down,” he said gruffly. 

With one last look up at him, Nora settled her sore body onto her bedding. 

“Scoot over.” Luke kneeled next to her, and she heard him open a tin. A moment later, she felt his calloused palms on her skin, spreading soothing ointment over her back. 

Nora shivered, not really sure if it was because of the cool salve or the strange, unfamiliar gentleness of his rough hands. 

She moaned as his fingers began to loosen her tight muscles. 
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From one of the nearby wagons came an answering moan as one of the other couples made love. 

Luke’s hands disappeared from her back, and he shifted uncomfortably. 

 So, he’s not as unaffected as he wants me to believe.  As a prostitute, Nora had learned to read her customers’ needs and wants – and she was good at it. She took no pride in that, but it had helped her and Amy survive when she had no other skills. She couldn’t make a fire; she couldn’t milk a cow; she wasn’t a good cook, and she’d never be able to give him the devotion and love a man deserved from his wife, but one thing she could give him, one thing she was good at. 

Nora rolled onto her back, took Luke’s hand, and pressed it against her breast. 

His fingers twitched against her skin, and for a moment, he stared down at her. Then he drew back with a growl. “I told you that I don’t expect you to share my bed!” 

Nora could still feel the heat emanating from his body, could still see the tension in his lean frame.  Why is he holding back? “If you’re worried about getting me with child while we are out here on the trail...” She had heard some of the other women worrying about giving birth on the trail, so far from their family and medical help. “You don’t have to worry about that. In my line of work, we know means of preventing pregnancy other than practicing abstinence.” She tried to draw him down again, but still he resisted. 

“It’s not that.” 

“What is it then?” Nora didn’t understand. She didn’t understand this man at all. In the last few years, her interactions with men hadn’t been pleasant, but at least they had been simple, easy to understand. It had always been clear what they wanted from her. With Luke, nothing was clear or simple. She didn’t know what he expected of her, what he got 75 





out of their marriage. If he had only married her to have a cheap cook and maid, he would have been more upset at her lack of skills in that department. And he clearly hadn’t married her for the conversation, because since becoming husband and wife, they hadn’t exchanged much more than a few polite words at mealtime.  What does we want from this marriage? I don’t have anything else to offer him.  

Why did he find her lacking? Why did he seem immune to her attempts of seduction? A sudden thought occurred to her. 

“Is it that you... prefer the company of men?” 

Luke’s eyes widened. 

She knew that another man might have struck her across the face for even suggesting such a thing, but even if she didn’t know much about her husband, her instincts told her that he was not a violent man. 

His chuckle made her look up in surprise. “No,” he said with a mysterious grin. “I do enjoy the company of women.” 

“Just not mine,” Nora concluded bitterly. 

Luke stood and moved to the front of the wagon. “Go to sleep now. Goodnight.” Without an answer to her comment, he slipped outside and vanished into the darkness. 


*  *  * 

Luke pulled off her boots and lay down on her bedroll that she had unrolled beneath the wagon. She lay awake for a long time, listening to the sounds around her. In the wagon next to theirs, someone was snoring loudly, crickets chirped down by the gurgling stream, and in the distance, a lone coyote called to its mate. 
The sounds were familiar; they weren’t the reason why she couldn’t sleep and neither was the coarse blanket that did little to cushion her body against the hard ground. Luke lay 76 





with her arms folded back and tucked under her head and stared up at the boards of the wagon above her. 

The tar that rendered the wagon watertight made it impossible for her to see Nora, but she could hear her tossing and turning and sometimes groan when she tried to stretch her aching muscles. 

 Am I really helping her? Or did I only manage to make her life harder instead of better?  She felt guilty even if she had tried to act like a “gentleman.” Luke had sworn herself long ago never to take advantage of a woman who was forced by circumstances to sell her body, and she didn’t plan on going back on that promise now, as much as her body wanted her to. She knew that Nora didn’t really want her, and she would want her even less if she knew who Luke Hamilton really was. 

With a sigh, Luke rolled onto her side and closed her eyes. 
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Shawnee Methodist Mission; 

May 2nd, 1851 





NORA WOKE SUDDENLY. She looked around bewildered until she remembered.  The wagon train. I’m on my way to Oregon.  Groaning, she lifted a hand and rubbed tired eyes. She wasn’t used to getting up early and felt as if she’d just gone to sleep. Every muscle in her body screamed at her when she turned around to look at Amy. 

The place at the rear of the wagon was empty. 

“Amy?” 

“She’s with the Garfields,” Luke’s voice said from right outside the wagon. “And you better get up if you want breakfast before we hit the trail.” 

Nora forced her tired body out from under the blankets and tugged on her boots. 

The sun had already risen, streaking the sky with pink, and the camp was already teeming with activity. The men were bringing in the oxen and mules and drove them to the wagons for yoking and hitching. The women had already milked the cows, gathered the eggs, and prepared breakfast and were now busy stowing away their cooking utensils and reloading the wagons. 

“We’re pulling out at seven,” Luke said without looking up from the running gear he was checking. 

Nora didn’t know what to say to him. After last night, the silence between them was awkward. 

She was glad when Mrs. Garfield wandered over with Amy. “He let you sleep in today, huh?” Bernice Garfield 78 





commented while she helped Nora to stow the blankets in the wagon. 

The smile she bestowed on the younger woman told Nora that she had heard the moans coming from their wagon last night – and had mistaken the groans of pain for sounds of passion. There was no privacy in a wagon train. Whereas the girls in the brothel would have teased her without mercy, Nora knew that as a “respectable lady” she wasn’t expected to comment on anything that might have gone on in her marriage bed.  Which is a good thing, seeing how I don’t have 

 anything to comment on.  

Luke had let her sleep in. From the looks of it, he had even prepared a quick breakfast of beans and bacon and milked the cows, tasks that most other married men would have refused to do. But Nora knew that it was not the romantic gesture of an enamored husband. He had simply wanted to avoid having to interact with her because he felt as uncomfortable around her as she did around him. 

With a sigh, Nora sat down for a hasty breakfast. 


*  *  * 

Luke leaned against the wagon, hidden in its shadow, and stared out into the darkness. The fires had finally burned down, and the camp was quiet. 
Everyone was asleep, exhausted from the twenty miles they had made that day. Luke was tired, too, but she couldn’t go to sleep until she had taken care of an urgent business. The monthly reminder that she was not the man she pretended to be had once again set in. 

The latrine, a hastily dug hole, wasn’t far away from the circled wagons, but Luke couldn’t use it to relieve herself and remove her soiled undergarments because anyone who was answering nature’s call at this time of the night might stumble upon her and discover her secret. The landscape around the 79 





camp had no trees for cover even the “lone elm” the campground had been named for had fallen victim to the axe of emigrants searching for firewood years ago. 

So, Luke had waited until after dark. The guard who had taken up position outside the wagon circle looked to his right when the howl of a lone wolf came from that direction, and Luke quietly slipped away from camp. 

The grass, growing tall as a man’s waist here at Lone Elm Campground, provided sufficient cover, and soon, Luke was on her way back to camp. She crawled forward on her knees and elbows, then paused when she noticed that the guard was not where he had been before. Had he fallen asleep? 

She parted the grass in front of her, trying to get a glimpse at his position. 

A gunshot shattered the silence. Fire burned across her skin, and Luke sank back down into the grass with a groan. 


*  *  * 

“Mrs. Hamilton? Mrs. Hamilton? Wake up, Mrs. 
Hamilton!” 

Nora shot up into a sitting position when someone touched her shoulder. “W-what?” She stared bleary-eyed into Captain McLoughlin’s bearded face and flinched away from his touch. 

“Your husband,” the captain said, looking down at her with a grave expression. 

Nora squinted in the light of the oil lantern the captain held and looked around the small tent they had bought from another emigrant who had decided to turn back. Amy was sleeping nearby, but Luke had once again preferred to bed down elsewhere. “He’s not here,” she voiced the obvious. 

McLoughlin nodded grimly. “He was shot.” 
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“What?” Nora, finally awake, scrambled out from under her blanket. “What happened? Was there an attack? Did he...? 

Is he...?” 

The flap of the tent opened. “I’m fine,” Luke said gruffly. 

“You didn’t have to wake her, Captain.” 

Even in the dim light, Nora could see that his face was pale under its tan. His expression was grim, but Nora wasn’t sure whether he was trying to hide pain, anger, or both. 

“What happened?” she asked again. 

“Some goddamned overzealous greenhorn wanna-be-guard shot at me because he thought I was an attacking Indian; that’s what happened!” Luke grunted. “Can you imagine all the letters home? Former lieutenant and war hero Luke Hamilton shot while following the call of nature!” 

Nora almost had to giggle in sudden relief. She quickly lifted her hand to hide it. 

Luke’s head snapped up. His dark gaze seemed to pierce her. “You think that’s funny?” 

Captain McLoughlin stepped back. “I don’t think I’m needed here.” He hastily retreated from the tent. 

Silently, Nora looked at Luke until he stopped scowling at her. “Are you hurt?” 

Luke was searching through his saddlebags. “My pride, more than anything else,” he said without looking up. 

Nora had to hide another smile. “Well, I can’t help you with that, but I can tend any other wound that you might have.” 

“That’s not necessary.” With bandages and a small bottle in hand, Luke strode toward the tent’s opening. 

Nora quickly blocked his way. “I’m your wife. Let me help you.” 
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“It’s nothing,” Luke insisted. “The bullet just grazed me.” 

He pointed to his left upper arm, where his white shirtsleeve was quickly turning red. 

It had been a long time since Nora had been a squeamish girl, but suddenly, her stomach threatened to revolt at the sight of Luke’s blood. A few inches to the side and... “It’s not nothing!” she snapped. “You could have died!” 

Luke just stood and stared at her. 

“You could have died,” Nora repeated, this time in a whisper. “And what would have become of Amy and me then? A woman and a child alone on the trail for two thousand miles? Even if we made it to Oregon, we could never build a cabin and survive the winter on our own!” 

Luke swallowed. It was obvious that he hadn’t thought about that. He had married her, yes, but he hadn’t really thought about the responsibilities that came with being a husband and father. 

“Mama,” came Amy’s small voice from the darkness. 

Nora kneeled down next to her. “Everything’s all right, sweetie. Go back to sleep.” 

But the girl was wide awake now and stared up at her with wide eyes. “Why are you yellin’?” 

“I’m not yelling. I’m just talking to Luke,” Nora said, caressing her daughter’s reddish locks. 

“Luk’,” Amy repeated, looking around in search of her stepfather with a smile. 

In the last two days, Nora had watched her daughter go from fear and distrust toward Luke to shy hero worship. Amy was still cautious, but something about this new person in her life seemed to fascinate her, and it wasn’t just his horse as Luke had repeatedly commented. 
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“Hello, little one,” Luke said quietly. He kept his left side with the bloody sleeve away from Amy, something Nora was thankful for. “Do as your mother says and go back to sleep.” 

“We go and say Mea’les goodnight,” the girl demanded. 

Luke shook his head. “She’s already asleep.” 

“Oh.” Amy’s lower lip quivered in disappointment. 

Luke uncomfortably cleared his throat. He still didn’t know how to handle threatening tears from the girl. “But she told me you could come visit her tomorrow if you are a good girl and go to sleep right now.” 

Obediently, Amy closed her eyes, and a few moments later, she was fast asleep again. 

“Now let me look at that wound,” Nora said. 

“It’s just a scratch. I can dress it myself.” 

Nora raised a skeptical eyebrow.  Why do men have to be so darned stubborn?  “With one hand? Let me do this.” She took the bandages from the still protesting Luke and pressed him down to sit on her blankets. “Take off the shirt,” she said when he just sat there without moving. 

Luke started to roll up his left sleeve. 

“No.” Nora shook her head. “I can’t reach the wound that way. Take it off.” She watched impatiently as Luke fiddled with the top button of his shirt but didn’t open it. She was tired and just wanted to slip back under her blanket. “Excuse me if I have to be blunt for a second. It isn’t as if I have never seen a man in his altogether before. I won’t faint if I see your bare chest.” 

The corner of Luke’s mouth twitched into a cynical smile, and he mumbled something that almost sounded like “I’m not so sure about that,” but then he finally pulled his suspenders down, undid the buttons, and slid the shirt off his left 83 





shoulder. Under the shirt, he wore a sleeveless undershirt. 

“This doesn’t have sleeves,” he told her. “You can reach the wound.” 

Nora carefully took his arm, a little surprised how smooth it was. She was used to the hairy, beefy limbs of her customers, and Luke’s slender muscles were surprisingly appealing.  He’s bleeding, so stop ogling and start helping him,  she reminded herself. 

She took a clean piece of cloth and gently wiped away the blood around the wound. The bullet had just grazed him, but it had left a deep cut across his upper arm. “I think it would be better if I stitch it up.” 

Luke’s eyebrows raised. “Do you know how to do that?” 

“You mean am I as bad at it as I am with most other tasks around here?” Nora said with a smile. 

Luke grinned. “Are you?” 

“You’re gonna find out. Do you want some whiskey?” 

Alcohol was forbidden in the wagon train, but each family had packed some for medical emergencies. 

Luke shook his head. Nora had already noticed in the brothel that he didn’t care much for whiskey, and after meeting far too many violent drunkards, she was glad about it. 

She kept her eyes on his face as she poured herbal tincture from the small bottle onto the wound to clean it. She knew from experience that the liquid stung, but Luke’s expression remained calm. 

Nora threaded her smallest needle and tried to pretend that it was a ripped shirt she was piercing with the needle and not someone’s flesh. She had done this a few times before, but it never got any easier. By the time she was tying off the thread and put a light bandage over the stitches, she felt lightheaded 84 





and queasy. Swallowing heavily, she looked up into his face. 

“You all right?” 

“Yeah, but you look a little pale.” He shrugged his shirt back on while he studied her. 

Nora resolutely put away needle and thread. “It’s nothing.” 

“That’s exactly what I said, but you didn’t believe me either.” 

Without really wanting to, Nora answered his smile with one of her own. “It is nothing,” she insisted and rubbed her palm over her nervous stomach. “I wasn’t the one who got shot.” 

Luke buttoned the cuff of his shirt. “You should be thankful for that because I’m not half as good as you are with needle and thread.” He nodded down at his arm. “Thank you.” 

“You’re not going back out to sleep under the wagon, are you?” Nora asked when he strode toward the opening of the tent. 

“Yes, I am,” he answered without stopping. 

Now that they had bought a perfectly good tent, Nora saw no reason why he should sleep under the wagon any longer. 

She had no real desire to share his bed, but she knew that people would start to talk if he continued to sleep apart from her. After two years on the edge of society, she didn’t want to be the woman everyone talked about again. “People will talk, you know,” she said quietly. 

His hand had already lifted the flap, but now he stopped and turned back around. “Are you afraid of what people might say about us?” 

“Afraid?” Nora listened to the sound of that word. “No. 

But it is nice not to be looked down upon for a change.” 
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Luke shook his head. “No one’s gonna look down upon you just because I prefer to sleep outside instead of in a stuffy tent.” 

 Is he really that naïve about human nature? Of course there’s gonna be talk! “I’m your wife, and therefore they’ll judge me by how happy I make you.” 

He didn’t even try to tell her that she did make him happy. 

It was clear that he had never relied on anyone else for his happiness and had always been his own master. With a sigh, he stared through the half-open flap into the darkness outside. 

“If it makes you happy, I’ll sleep inside tonight.” 

 Happy?  Nora had long ago given up on waiting for another person to make her happy.  That’s one thing we have in common at least.  She didn’t even strive for personal happiness anymore but would be content with a quiet life and a good future for her daughter. She couldn’t tell him that, so she hid her somber mood behind a smile. “Well, if you stay inside, at least it’ll decrease the probability that anyone’s gonna shoot at you again.” 

“That sense of humor is gonna get you into trouble one day,” Luke grumbled as he reached for a blanket and lay down at the far edge of the tent. 

Nora blew out the lantern, hiding her smile in the darkness. 
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Blue Mound; 

May 4th, 1851 





W HY DID IT HAVE to be Oregon?  Nora sent her husband, who was riding just ahead of her, a resentful glare. 

 Why not settle down in a nice place in Missouri? A nice, dry 

 place!  Nora had been tired, wet, and miserable for hours. Her daughter slept in the wagon, but she didn’t want to add to the weight of the already overloaded wagon the oxen had to pull. 

The animals appeared to be as miserable as she was. 

A steady drizzle had been falling since they broke camp that morning. The rain turned every rut in the trail into a muddy obstacle that each passing wagon carved deeper and deeper into the earth. 

Nora sighed as the wagons in front of theirs stopped again because one of the wagons had gotten stuck in the clinging mud. Cursing, the men began to dig and push the wagon free. 

Nora adjusted her soaked through bonnet and looked down at herself with another sigh. 

She had never really been a vain woman, but the way her physical appearance had changed in the last few days was disconcerting nonetheless. For the last two years, her looks had been a means to attract men and make money, and it worried her that that ability might slowly fade away. Her once fair porcelain skin was now sunburned and dusted with freckles; her formerly soft hands were blistered and rough; mud splatters and burn holes covered her skirt, and the once elegant red tresses hung down in sodden strands.  Just what I need when Luke didn’t find me all that appealing to start with!  
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Nora looked up from the calluses on her hands when the wagons began to roll again. She sent her whip cracking through the air, and the six oxen strained heads-down against the rattling chains. “Come on, Cinderella! Pull, Snow White!” 

Next to her, she saw Luke grimace at the names Amy had given to the oxen, and her lips formed a tired smile. “What’s this?” She pointed ahead, where a tree-covered hill was rising from the flat grassland surrounding it. 

“Blue Mound,” Luke answered. 

Nora waited for further explanations, but none were forthcoming. “Can we climb it to get a look at what lies ahead?” She was eager for anything that might interrupt the monotony of traveling over endless prairie. 

Luke shook his head. “We don’t have the time. If we don’t reach the Wakarusa River soon, we won’t be able to cross it for days.” 

“I thought you said the Wakarusa is a narrow river with a gentle current?” 

“Normally, it is, but after all this rain...” He shrugged and looked down at her. “We better hurry. Do you want to ride for a while?” 

Nora eyed the Appaloosa. “Measles” was well-trained and went smoothly under her experienced rider, but Nora had never ridden a horse before – it hadn’t been considered ladylike in her family. “No, thanks.” 

“You know, pride is a ballast we can’t afford on this journey.” 

 Oh, now he lectures me when he was the one who was too proud to let me tend his wound?  Nora secretly rolled her eyes. 

“It’s not pride.” With a deep breath, she swallowed her pride and admitted, “I don’t know how to ride.” 
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Luke stared at her, then he moved forward in the saddle and pulled his foot from the left stirrup. “Why don’t you ride with me, then?” 

Her feet hurt, and she was too exhausted to argue. She gripped his offered hand and placed her foot in the stirrup. 

When he pulled, Nora gave a hop and swung up behind him. 

“All right?” Luke turned his head to look at her. 

Nora looked back down to the ground. The horse had looked much smaller from down there. She exhaled. “Yeah.” 

Luke nudged the mare forward, and Nora quickly wrapped her arms around him, afraid to fall off if she didn’t. She felt the body under her hands stiffen, but he didn’t say anything. 

Quickly, Nora backed away, thinking she had pressed against his still healing arm. “I’m sorry! Your arm! Did I...?” 

“No. No, you didn’t. It’s healing fine. It’s just...” Luke cleared his throat. “I don’t like to be hugged.” 

She stared down at her hands that rested on muscled hips. 

“This is not a hug,” she said bewildered. “I’m just holding on so I don’t fall off the horse!” She wasn’t particularly fond of hugs and physical closeness either, at least not with men. 

Being physically close to men had always gone hand in hand with having to endure their unwanted attentions, but to her surprise, she found that she didn’t find Luke’s closeness repulsive at all. 

The oxen next to them fell into a faster trot. 

Luke looked up. “There’s the river.” 

Nora looked down the steep, muddy banks to the river that winded through limestone rocks. As Luke had predicted, the once sluggish river was swollen by the rain. “Is it already too deep to ford?” 

“Yeah, looks like it.” 
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“Then how will we get across?” There was no ferry that Nora could see, and they couldn’t afford to wait for the river to go down because with every day they lost, they risked getting caught by a snowstorm in the Rockies. 

Luke dismounted and helped Nora down. “I guess we’ll build a raft and float everything across.” 

Nora helped to unload the wagons while she watched as the men cut trees and built a raft. The wheels were taken off the wagons, and the wagon beds were slowly lowered down the steep banks by ropes. The best swimmers of the train swam across with the end of a rope that was attached to the raft. The first wagon bed was slid onto the raft and then pulled across by the men on the other side. Men with poles balanced on the raft, helping to push it in the right direction. 

It was a slow process, and it was almost dark when it was finally Nora’s turn to step onto the raft. She directed Amy toward a place in the middle of the raft, so she wouldn’t be in any danger to go over, and took the place closer to the edge. 

Next to her, Luke and a few other men began the backbreaking work of poling the raft across. 

They had almost made it across when a huge wooden trunk, which had broken free from one of the wagon trains crossing upstream, crashed into the raft, threatening to tip it over. Nora, who had let go of the raft to rescue Amy’s beloved doll, lost her balance when the raft swerved. With flailing arms, she tumbled over the side. 

Cold water crashed over her, pulling her down and choking her. The raging current shoved her downstream, and the weight of her soaked clothes pulled her down. 

Panic rose. Her lungs began to burn. Nora kicked and thrashed until she finally broke through the surface with a gasp. Air! She breathed in deeply, swallowed water, and almost went under again. 
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She glanced around wildly, searching for something to hold on to. She saw Luke, leaning forward over the edge of the raft, extending the pole as far as he could in her direction, but not knowing how to swim, Nora couldn’t reach him. 

Luke watched helplessly as the current swept her away. 

Items that had gotten loose from other wagons and were now carried downstream slammed into Nora, and she struggled to keep her head above water. She cried out when something broke through the water’s surface right next to her, thinking it was another object that would crash into her. 

Then Luke’s gray eyes looked at her through sodden bangs. 

She threw her arms around his neck and clung to him with a stranglehold. 

They both went under, and Luke fought to pry her fingers from his neck. Gasping and coughing, they resurfaced. 

“Let go!” he yelled at her over the roar of the water. “Let go or we’re both going to drown!” 

Reluctantly, Nora loosened her frantic hold on him and felt him grasp her under her arms. With powerful kicks of his legs and a one-armed sidestroke, he slowly towed her toward the riverbank. Finally, after what seemed like hours to Nora, they reached the other side. 

Coughing and spewing water, Nora crawled up the muddy bank. “Amy,” she gasped. 

Luke plopped down into the mud next to her. “She’s fine,” 

he said, slicking his hair back. “I told McLoughlin to stay with her. They should have made it safely across by now.” 

Nora stared upstream, where she could barely make out the wagons. 

“How long did you live in Independence?” 
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“What?” 

“How long did you live in Independence?” Luke asked again. 

 He’s asking me about my sordid past now of all times? “A little over two years,” she said, her teeth chattering from the cold water and the shock. 

“You lived right next to the Missouri for more than two years, and you never learned how to swim?” he asked incredulously. 

Nora looked down at her soaked boots. “I didn’t exactly spend my time there taking swimming lessons.” 

For a few seconds, Luke was silent, not knowing what to say. Then he cleared his throat. “Why didn’t you tell me that you don’t know how to swim?” 

“I didn’t think it was important,” Nora mumbled. 

“Not important?” 

Nora shrugged and felt her wet bodice cling to her skin. “I didn’t plan on swimming across.” 

Luke sighed. “Come on.” He helped her up. “We have to get back to the wagons. You need to get into some dry clothes before you catch your death.” 

Captain McLoughlin met them halfway, some blankets and a crying Amy in tow. 

“I’m fine, sweetie.” Nora wrapped her sobbing daughter into her arms. She absentmindedly nodded her thanks at Luke as he awkwardly hung a blanket around her shoulders. 

By the time they reached the wagon train, all wagons had made it safely across, and Nora went in search of their wagon to change into some dry clothes. “Luke?” With Amy still clinging to her, she turned toward him when he made no 92 





move to follow her. “Aren’t you coming? You’ve got to get out of those wet clothes, too.” 

He tugged his wet shirt and vest away from his skin with two fingers but shook his head. “I have to go back and help swim the cattle across. There’s no sense in changing now because I’ll be wet again by the time I finish.” 

Nora noticed how he kept his gaze fixed firmly on her face, and she drew the blanket a little closer around her shoulders, aware of the way her wet clothes were clinging to her. 

“Mama,” Amy mumbled against her shoulder. “Rosie falled in the water.” She looked up at her mother with sad green eyes. 

“I know, sweetie.” Trying to grab onto Rosie, Amy’s beloved doll, had been the reason why Nora had gone over the side of the raft. “We’re going to get you another doll as soon as possible, all right?” She knew that out here on the trail, it would be nearly impossible, and she couldn’t afford the overpriced toys in one of the forts along the way. Sighing, she climbed into their wagon. 


*  *  * 

The smell of gunpowder, sweat, and blood burned in Luke’s nose. She squeezed the trigger of her Walker Colt again and again, but the Mexicans just kept coming. With a click, the hammer fell onto an empty chamber. Cursing wildly, Luke grabbed the Hall carbine from the scabbard at the side of her saddle. As she swung the barrel up, the smoke of the artillery and rifles lifted for a moment, and she caught a glimpse at her friend, fighting right next to her. 
“Watch out! Behind you!” she yelled, but he didn’t seem to hear her. “Duck, Nate! Duck!” 

A shot rang out. 
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“No!” Luke sat up, breathing heavily. She wiped her sweaty brow and listened in the darkness. There were no voices bellowing out commands, no whinnying horses, and no screams of terror, only the sound of the steady rain that pelted the canvas of the tent. 

Luke sank back onto her blanket.  God.  It had been a long time since she had last dreamed of the war.  Maybe it’s that damp hardtack you had for dinner,  she tried to joke with herself. The continuing rain had made a fire impossible, so their dinner had consisted of cold beans and hardtack, a salty cracker that had been army food since the Mexican War. 

Of course, Luke knew that the nightmare had nothing to do with the food. Having to watch someone she felt responsible for be in danger had brought back the memories of Nate’s death. She clenched her hands into fists as she remembered the helplessness she had felt when she had seen Nora being swept away by the swift waters. 

She turned onto her side, facing the other side of the tent where Nora slept, intent on letting her quiet breathing lull her back to sleep. But Nora wasn’t breathing quietly, Luke noticed. She could hear her teeth chattering from across the tent. 

Luke took the blanket that had served as her pillow and tiptoed through the tent. As she settled the blanket over Nora, she noticed that the sleeping woman was already covered by three blankets. Still, she was noticeably shivering under her pile of blankets. 

“Nora?” she whispered. 

Nora’s eyes opened, and she stared up at Luke through the almost darkness, but Luke was still not sure if Nora was really awake. 

“Hey, everything all right?” Luke asked quietly. 
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“C-can’t g-get w-w-warm.” 

Luke looked down at her. “You have four blankets.” 

“S-still c-cold.” 

 I hope she’s not gonna suggest we share body heat to warm her up! “It’s just the shock,” Luke tried to soothe her. 

She had been in battle, so she knew how terrifying it was to come this close to dying. 

Nora didn’t answer, but her teeth continued to rattle against each other. 

 I’ve never been good at that whole giving-comfort thing. 

With a sigh, Luke lifted her hand to fleetingly brush it over Nora’s cheek. “Jesus!” She pulled back in surprise. “You’re burning up!” 

“A-Amy?” 

“She’s fine.” No teeth chattering came from under that blanket. “I’m gonna make you some tea,” Luke announced, not knowing how she’d manage to do that in the rain. She didn’t know what else to do, so she stumbled outside in search of some at least half-dry wood to build a fire. 

“Luke? Is that you?” Jacob Garfield stood from the place where he’d settled down for guard duty. 

“Yes, it’s me.” Luke looked up at the sky. Rain drops pelted her face, and a sudden idea came to her. “Your wife wouldn’t happen to own an umbrella, would she?” 

Garfield stared at her. “An umbrella?” 

“It’s not for me,” Luke said quickly. She didn’t want him to think she had any personal interest in ladies’ accessories. 

“Nora is sick, and I want to make her some tea, but I can’t get a fire going in this rain.” 

An hour later, Luke returned to the tent, her arms piled high with every medicine she could think of. She kneeled 95 





next to a still shivering Nora and pressed a tin cup of hot tea into her cold hands. “Here. It’s willow bark tea. That should help with your fever.” 

She looked down at the poultice of fried onions that Mrs. 

Garfield had told her to place around Nora’s neck, but hesitated to touch her.  Oh, come on, Luke Hamilton! This is not about having relations, this is about helping her!  

Reluctantly, she pulled the long, red hair away from Nora’s neck and stared down at the fair skin for a second before she quickly put the poultice in place. She took the empty cup from Nora and helped her lie back down. 

“C-cold!” Nora protested when Luke lifted the blankets away from her feet. 

“Just for a second,” Luke said. She had wrapped hot stones from the fire into an old shirt to help warm Nora’s feet, but as she set them down, she noticed that Nora’s stockings were damp from the rain. Hot stones wouldn’t help her any if she let Nora sleep with damp feet. “Is it all right if I take off your stockings? They’re wet.” Luke didn’t want to remove any article of Nora’s clothing without her permission. 

Nora nodded weakly. 

Pulling back her skirts a bit, Luke rolled down the black cotton stockings. She allowed herself just a second of admiring the subtle curve and soft skin of Nora’s calves, then reached down to dry off her feet. Luke stopped when she got a good look at Nora’s feet. Blisters covered the soles of her feet, and some had broken already, leaving her feet raw. 

 Oww, that must hurt!  

She looked up into Nora’s pale face. Despite the pain she must have felt, despite the hardships on the trail, she had never complained, had never asked for help. She was clearly a woman who had been on her own for years and had gotten 96 





used to taking care of herself. Suddenly, Luke yearned to be there for her. 

She reached for the ointment in her saddle bag and applied a thick coat of salve to Nora’s feet before she replaced the stockings with dry ones from Nora’s bag and covered her with the blankets again. 

Nora finally stopped shivering and lay still when the hot stones warmed up her feet. 

“Better? Do you think you can sleep now?” Luke knew that sleep would be the best medicine now. 

Nora nodded and closed her eyes. 
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Wakarusa River; 

May 5th, 1851 





HER HEAD BEGAN TO pound as Nora sat up. She sat still and waited until her vision had cleared. Looking around the tent, she saw that Luke had already risen. “All right,” she mumbled. “Get up. There’s work to do.” 

Every single bone in her body ached, but she clenched her teeth and forced herself upright. She ignored the burning in her feet as she slipped into her boots. 

Amy crawled out from under her blanket just as she wanted to leave the tent. “Mama? Me go, too!” 

Nora didn’t really feel up to dealing with the energetic child and her endless questions, but she nodded nonetheless and kneeled down to help Amy dress. She grabbed the dented pot they used for carrying water. Even in its empty state, it seemed much heavier than usual, and Nora had to struggle not to drag it through camp. 

Finally, she reached the river and bent down with a groan. 

She filled the pot with water, but when she tried to lift it, she almost fell into the river as the heavy weight pulled her down. 

Gasping for breath, she half-emptied the pot and tried to lift it again. Her head pounded, and she started to sweat. 

Suddenly, another hand grabbed the pot. It was too big to be Amy’s. 

Nora flinched away from the unexpected touch. Her unsteady feet slipped on the muddy bank. She flailed her arms as she began to pitch forward. 
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Strong arms grabbed her around the waist and pulled her back against a warm body. “What the hell are you doing?” 

Luke’s annoyed voice rumbled through her. 

Nora broke his grip and moved away from him. If he got to touch her, she wanted it to be on her terms – in a short, businesslike encounter with clear roles, not in this half-angry, half-worried embrace. “Getting water for breakfast,” she answered with a hint of defiance. 

Luke snorted. “You can hardly stay on your feet, much less carry that pot or cook breakfast. You’ll stay in the wagon today.” 

Nora would have liked nothing more than to crawl back between the covers and stay there for the rest of the day, but she knew that she couldn’t. She had to gather eggs, milk the cows, and prepare breakfast, then wash and repack the dishes. 

She needed to set some dough to rise, or she would have no bread to bake this evening. “I’m fine, just a little bit off-kilter; that’s all,” she said, but her voice ended on a croak. 

“Bullshit! You’re anything but fine! Go and lie down in the wagon. It’s only going to get worse if you don’t,” Luke warned. 

She hesitated. He was right, of course, but that didn’t change the fact that she had a lot of things to do before she could allow herself to rest. 

“I managed not to starve before I met you,” Luke said as if guessing her thoughts. “I’ll take over your chores for today.” 

“But...” Nora swallowed against her sore throat. She looked down at Amy, who listened with wide, scared eyes. 

“What about Amy? I can’t lie abed all day. Someone has to take care of her, and I can’t impose on Mrs. Garfield again.” 
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Luke cleared his throat and stared down at the child. For a moment, he looked helpless, then he shrugged. “Um. I suppose I can do that, too.” 

“You suppose?” Nora arched an eyebrow. “Luke, either you look after her or you don’t. There is no supposin’ about it.” She would take no half-hearted promises when it came to the well-being of her daughter. 

“I will look after her,” Luke said with more determination. 

Then he admitted, “I have absolutely no experience with children, but I’ve trained stubborn mules, wild horses, and hundreds of recruits, so I guess we should be all right.” 

Nora opened her mouth to object, but a sneeze shook her body, and she shivered. She had never before let anyone but her closest female friends take care of Amy and had never trusted a man enough to leave Amy in his care. But now, she had no choice but to start trusting this man who was her husband. “Just for a few hours,” she said, sniffling. She relinquished the pot to Luke and shuffled back to the wagon. 


*  *  * 

“I don’t need no naps no more!” 
Luke forked her fingers through her hair. “Amy...” 

“No!” The girl stomped her foot and stuck out a pouting lip. 

 Lord, give me the most stubborn mule, the wildest horse, and a dozen recruits on their first day! Anything but this! 

After half an hour of fruitless discussion, Luke was at her wit’s end. The girl had started rubbing her eyes and yawning at noon break but had stubbornly refused to follow Luke’s suggestion that she lie down in the wagon with her mother. 

An hour later, Luke had tried again, this time ordering Amy to take a nap. 
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Once again, Amy had refused, and Luke didn’t know how to react to that blatant insubordination. She had been a soldier for most of her life and was used to the clear military hierarchy. Giving and following orders was the most normal thing in the world for her. 

But Amy was not a soldier, but a three-year-old, and ordering her around obviously didn’t work. The girl didn’t need a drill sergeant; she needed someone to comfort her. 

 You’re her father... or her second mother or whatever, not her commanding officer.  That was the problem. Luke knew how to be a soldier and an officer, but she had no idea what being a parent meant.  It’s not like I had great role-models. 

She pinched the bridge of her nose.  You’re a woman, remember? You’re supposed to have these maternal instincts, so use ’em!  

She took a deep breath, listening to whatever her instincts might tell her. Her first panicked thought was to just take the kid and stuff her into the wagon with her mother, but that probably wasn’t a good idea when she had promised to take care of Amy while Nora was sick.  She’s your responsibility now,  she chided herself.  When you said “I do,” you agreed to be there for her, too.  

Luke exhaled sharply.  Obviously, I didn’t think this through.  She had only thought about the fact that others would see her as a father and therefore as someone who was unquestionably male, but she had never thought she’d have to take over the day-to-day caring for a child. 

She scratched her head when whatever innate sense of how to interact with the girl remained utterly silent.  All right. 

 Think. What would Nora do or Mrs. Garfield? They’re both so good with children. How do they do it?  A mental image of Nora cuddling her crying daughter popped into her mind, but this was not her way of interacting with people. In order to hide her true gender, she had made it a habit of keeping 101 





people at a distance – not only physically, but also emotionally. In her effort to blend in and appear totally male, she had forgotten what it meant to be a woman, how to reveal her emotions and show affection. She had been so afraid of being thought effeminate and weak that she had buried her softer side deep inside. After acting tough and “manly” for so long, she now found it hard to be affectionate and soft-spoken with the child and her sick mother. 

Luke eyed the teary-eyed, still pouting girl.  What does she need from me?  She tried to think back to her own childhood, but that wasn’t much help either. Her mother had never been the caring type.  All right. Try to put yourself in her shoes. 

 She’s a little girl who has been taken away from the only home she has ever known and from the people who were her friends. She had to watch her mother almost drown, and now she’s sick, and that leaves you, a total stranger, to take care of her. She’s not rebellious; she’s just scared,  Luke suddenly realized. 

“Amy?” 

The girl turned away, refusing to even look at Luke. 

Luke sighed.  All right. Last resort... good, old bribery. 

“Do you want to go for a ride with Measles?” She managed to say the name without wincing. 

Slowly, Amy turned back around and cautiously studied the adult. 

Luke sent her a smile of encouragement. “Come on, she’s waiting for us.” She left Wayne, the oldest Garfield boy, in charge of the ox team and bent down to pick up Amy. Small arms wrapped around her neck, and suddenly, she was eye to eye with the three-year-old. “You can even hold the reins this time,” Luke said, uncomfortable with the girl’s silent stare. 
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A delighted grin broke out on Amy’s face. She threw herself forward against Luke’s body and pressed a wet kiss on her cheek. 

Luke’s hands clutched reflexively at the girl’s dress, then she forced herself to relax and returned the embrace. She lifted one hand to caress the silky red locks and stood just inhaling their scent for a few seconds. 

“Mea’les?” 

“Right.” Luke shook herself out of her almost trance. She unhitched the horse from the back of the wagon and lifted Amy up before she swung into the saddle behind her. 

The girl bounced in the saddle and squealed in delight as Luke urged the mare into a fast trot. Soon, she slowed the horse to a walk. The slow, rhythmic gait and Luke’s warm arms around her made Amy sleepy. It didn’t take long until her small hands loosened their grip on the reins, and with a sleepy sigh, she slumped back against Luke. “Rosie?” she mumbled. 

“Huh?”  Rosie? Was that a friend of hers? One of the girls in Tess’ establishment, maybe?  

“Rosie.” Only half-opened sad green eyes looked up at Luke. “She falled in the water.” 

Luke suddenly remembered. Rosie was the name of Amy’s doll. “We’ll look for a new toy later. Now sleep.” 

Amy snuggled her head against Luke’s shoulder and did just that. 
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Uniontown; 

May 7th, 1851 





NORA BLINKED OPEN her still heavy eyelids when the creaking of the wagon told her that another person was climbing inside. 

“Hey.” Luke’s face appeared in her line of sight as he cautiously looked down at her. “How are you?” 

“Better,” Nora croaked. It was a lie, and they both knew it. 

She had spent the last two days in bed, and she felt weak and feverish. Her violent shivering made her head ache. 

Luke settled down next to her. “Here. You should eat a little.” 

Nora didn’t even look at the tin plate he held out to her. 

“I’m not hungry.” 

“But this’ll be good for you,” he insisted. 

Weakly, Nora lifted her head and looked. “What’s that?” 

“Raw onions with cucumbers in vinegar on bread and butter. Mrs. Garfield says it’ll help with your cold. Come on.” 

He invitingly lifted the bread to her mouth. 

Nora stared up at him.  For someone so detached from his own emotions, he’s not bad at playing nursemaid for his sick wife.  She was still not sure whether he really cared about her well-being or was just eagerly awaiting the moment she could take over caring for Amy again. She reluctantly opened her mouth and took a small bite. It was painful to swallow, and she sank back after only that small crumb. “Did we stop for the night?” 
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“No. We reached the Uniontown ferry across the Kansas River and are still waiting our turn to cross.” 

“Uniontown?” Nora repeated. 

Luke nodded. “It’s not much more than a trading post, but it’s the only town for many miles.” 

Nora looked up hopefully. “Could we go to town and buy a new doll for Amy?” This might be a chance to make her daughter smile again. Being in a new environment with her mother too sick to take care of her had been hard on the three-year-old. 

“I don’t think so. The town’s just being re-established; I doubt that they have anything but the bare essentials to buy.” 

Nora’s thoughts seemed much slower than usual. “Re-established?” she echoed. 

Luke nodded grimly. “The town was burned down after cholera broke out last year.” 

 Cholera.  Nora grimaced. “How long do you think it will be until I’m back on my feet?” 

“I don’t know.” 

Nora’s head started to pound as she raised an eyebrow. 

Her heart echoed the frantic beat. It was the first time Luke hadn’t known the answer to a question. He seemed to have a vast knowledge about anything that might occur along the trail.  Does he really not know, or does he want to spare me from the truth?  she thought with sudden fright. Nora wasn’t stupid. Like many of the other women of the train, she had counted the hastily dug graves alongside the trail that were a constant reminder of the fragility of life. In some years, only one third of the people that had started out from Independence had reached their final destination. Many succumbed to cholera, influenza, infections, and other 105 





diseases, or they died in accidents or shootings. “I will eventually get better, won’t I?” 

“Of course you will,” Luke said immediately. 

His reassurance didn’t really make her feel better. Even if she did survive this sickness, whatever it was, there was no guarantee that she wouldn’t succumb to any of the other many dangers on the trip. She had already almost lost her life when she had fallen into the Wakarusa River without knowing how to swim. Suddenly, panic gripped Nora, an overwhelming fear of dying and leaving Amy behind. She was all Amy had.  What would become of Amy if something happened to me?  Luke might be a somewhat acceptable stand-in for a few days, but Nora couldn’t see him raise Amy on his own. 

Luke bent down to look into her face. “Are you in pain?” 

“I’m...” Nora hesitated. After two years as a prostitute, she had learned to hide emotions like disgust and fear, but she didn’t want to lie to the man who was doing his best to take care of her daughter. “I’m afraid.” 

“Afraid?” Luke repeated as if that emotion was completely foreign to him. His eyes widened, and he moved back from her. 

“No!” Nora closed her eyes for a second. For such a confident man, he was surprisingly unsure of himself when it came to human interactions. “I’m not afraid of you. It’s just... 

it suddenly occurred to me how dangerous this whole journey will be.” 

Luke studied her with narrowed eyes. “You’re afraid to die.” 

It was hard to look into his steady gray eyes. “I’m not afraid for myself, just for Amy. She would be all alone if 106 





something happened to me,” she whispered as if saying it out loud would somehow make it happen. 

Luke rubbed his nose, playing with the bump that attested to an old break – clearly a gesture of nervousness. “She would have me,” he said in an equally low voice. 

Nora didn’t know what to say, how to react. She didn’t dare to reject his offer to take responsibility for Amy, but she also didn’t dare to accept it. She didn’t know and trust him enough to let him raise her daughter. 

When she just stared at him without answering, Luke looked away. “Do you want to turn around? It’s been less than a week. I could take you back to Independence.” 

Nora’s gaze snapped back to him.  Take you back,  she mentally repeated. He was clearly not intending to stay in Independence, too.  He would leave us behind without a second thought. This farce of a marriage obviously doesn’t mean much to him. So much for “Till death do us part.” 

“No.” She slowly shook her pounding head. “There’s nothing there to return to.” 

“All right.” Luke stood. “Sleep now. I’ll wake you when it’s our turn to cross.” 
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Rock Creek Crossing; 

May 11th, 1851 





NORA SANK DOWN ONTO the wagon tongue, stretching out her sore feet for a moment. She was exhausted, as she had been for every one of the last ten days. She wasn’t sure if the hardships on the trail were especially hard for her because she wasn’t used to living off the land with no stores to provide for her. Or maybe the constant state of exhaustion was a symptom of something else. 

She looked across the long grass, sprinkled with wildflowers, that was gently undulating in the soft May breeze. They had followed the Little Blue River northwest, traveling over rolling prairie where water, wood, and grass were always available. For the most part, it was an easy way to start the trip and get used to handling the oxen, but there had also been thunderstorms and downpours that flooded creeks and rivers and made them difficult to cross. 

Fording Rock Creek the day before had been difficult for another reason. Here, the country became hilly, with an abrupt descent into the valley and an equally steep, rocky bank on the other side. The oxen had pulled the wagons halfway up the bank, but when they stopped exhausted, the wagon began to slip back. The men had to grip the spokes and help push the wagon forward until the narrow path widened farther up the bank. 

For the first time, Captain McLoughlin decided to stop traveling and remain in camp this Sunday. The week before, after long discussions, they had pushed on, afraid that losing a day a week on the trail might mean getting caught in snowstorms on the western end of the journey. 
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While most men had set off to hunt – more for sport than food – the women had started on the laundry. The banks of Rock Creek were lined with fires, kettles, and piles of unwashed clothes. 

Mrs. Garfield came over and sat next to Nora on the wagon tongue while they both waited for their water to heat up over the fire. 

Nora studied her new friend and sometimes-mentor. The older woman looked tired, too, but there was still a friendly smile on her face. Bernice Garfield stretched out her feet and dried her hands on the white apron that was tied around her ample waist. Nora looked down at her hands – they were as rough and reddened as her own. The hot water, the sun, and the harsh lye soap were hard on their bare skin. 

Doing laundry – pounding clothes against washboards or stones, then lugging the heavy, sodden laundry to the line strung between wagons – was back-breaking work. 

Emeline Larson, the young woman from the wagon behind Nora’s, hesitantly wandered over and stood silently staring into the fire. 

“Hey!” Mrs. Garfield looked up in surprise. “What happened to your eye?” 

Emeline shyly fingered her black, swollen eye. “I stumbled with the kettle and bumped into our wagon,” she said without looking at them. 

Nora didn’t even need to look to know that she was lying. 

She had been beaten enough times by moody or drunk customers to recognize the signs.  He’s her husband, she told herself.  It’s none of your business how he chooses to treat her.  

“You should put some ointment on it,” Mrs. Garfield advised. 
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Emeline just nodded and continued to look at anything but the two other women. “Your husband,” she nearly whispered, peeking up at Nora, “is a real sweetheart.” 

“Yes,” Mrs. Garfield agreed resolutely, “you were lucky to land such a good husband.” 

Nora turned her head to look in the same direction. Luke was sitting on a rock at the edge of the river, carefully balancing Amy on his lap. They were both holding on to a fishing pole, and Nora had to admire his patience with the small hands that hindered more than they helped.  Well, yes, I suppose I’ve been lucky in some regards.  

Unlike Emeline’s husband, Luke didn’t drink, didn’t smoke, or chew tobacco. She had never seen him engage in fist fights, lose his temper, or raise his voice. He was always polite and respectful toward any woman to whom he spoke. 

He even helped her with chores that no other man would do, and he had begun to praise her cooking skills even if there sometimes were mosquitoes in the bread dough or the meat had an ashen crust. It was a strange experience for Nora. In all her life, no man had ever shown her any appreciation for anything she did – except maybe for her skills in the bedroom. Luke was still reluctant to show too much affection, but he never made her feel unimportant or inadequate as her father and brothers often had. 

 And the most important thing,  Nora thought, smiling when she watched Amy fall asleep on Luke’s lap,  he’s trying hard to be there for Amy even if it doesn’t come naturally to him.  

Even in her sleep, Amy was clutching the wooden horse that Luke had carved for her, complete with little dots that resembled those of Measles. Nora giggled as Amy’s head fell limply back against Luke’s shoulder, and she began to drool on his jacket. The look on his face was priceless. 
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Even Emeline Larson had to smile. “I think you better give that jacket a good scrubbing, too.” 
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Alcove Springs; 

May 14th, 1851 





“WE SHOULD START crossing right now,” Jacob Garfield said, pointing in the direction of the large, deep Big Blue River. 

“What’s the hurry?” Bill Larson argued. “This is the best campsite we've had since we started. I say we stay here until at least tomorrow.” 

Luke looked around. Alcove Springs really was the most idyllic campsite. Lush grass and wildflowers grew everywhere. A spring of clear, cold water cascaded over bluffs and splashed into a rocky pool twelve feet below. The boulders around the spring had the names and dates of emigrants from past years carved into them. Luke could understand that many of her fellow travelers wanted to stay and enjoy this place. 

Many of the wagon trains around them had already set camp, and most would stay for several days before they continued west. The roads from St. Joseph and Ft. 

Leavenworth joined the main trail just north of Alcove Springs, making it a favorite campsite. Last year, Luke had led a military expedition to the Rocky Mountains, and she had seen thousands of emigrants encamped at Alcove Springs. This year, word of the cholera epidemic of 1850 had spread and had discouraged many prospective emigrants. The trail was less crowded this year, and Luke was thankful for it. 

“The Blue rises fast,” Garfield objected. “If a rainstorm breaks, we’ll be stuck on this side for a long while until the water goes down again.” 
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Larson rolled his eyes. “You old croaker! Someone said there’s a ferry somewhere, so we won’t have to ford the river.” 

“Yeah, if you want to pay through your nose! Five dollars per wagon!” There were many rivers, toll-bridges, and ferries ahead of them, and the Garfields and many others just didn’t have the money to pay for each and every one of them. 

Other men began to voice their opinion, and soon, a loud argument began. 

Luke leaned back against a rock and said nothing. 

Disputes were all too common in the wagon train. Men seemed to argue about every decision they had to make along the trail: how fast or how slow to move, when and where to camp, whether to take a shortcut, how many guards to post at night. 

Not that Luke didn’t have an opinion about these things; she did, but fistfights and shouting matches were not her thing. Part of her successful disguise was never to draw attention to herself. She avoided making enemies – and, for the most part, making friends, too – so that no one had a reason to take a closer look at her. 

The hotheaded Bill Larson took a swing at one of his opponents, and Luke wandered off in search of a quieter spot. 

She walked along the rocky basin, where several emigrants were splashing and playing. One of the Garfield boys called out for Luke to join them, but she just waved and walked on by. After two weeks on the trail, she would have loved a bath, but it would have to wait. Maybe she could take a quick dip when it was dark. With that appealing thought in her mind, Luke went to scout out a more secluded spring. 

She left the busy camp behind and wandered until she came to a place where the valley was more heavily timbered with cedar, oak, and ash trees. Through the trees, she heard 113 





the gentle gurgling of another spring and parted a few branches to get a glance at her possible “bathing tub.” 

Instead, she got an eyeful of something else... or rather someone else. 

There, in the middle of a small, natural basin, stood a stark naked Nora, scrubbing the scalp of her giggling daughter. 

Luke had upheld the image of a gentleman for many years, but now she couldn’t help staring. Only once or twice in her life had she seen a naked woman, and never one so beautiful. 

Nora had none of the worn, excessively made-up looks of a typical parlor-house girl. Her gaze flickered up Nora’s shapely legs, opaque beneath the water of the pool, and paused on a gently rounded stomach to admire the creamy skin there before it wandered up to the flaming red curls that loosely tumbled down over full breasts. 

Her fingers let go of the branches she still held parted, and one smacked her in the chin, finally making her look away from the unsuspecting woman.  Stop staring!  she sternly told herself.  You’re not a fifteen-year-old boy!  The thought that the woman in the pool was her wife made her head spin and her heart pound. 

When Nora and her daughter waded to the edge of the pool where their clothes lay, Luke hastily backed away and hurried back to camp. 
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The Narrows; 

May 21st, 1851 





NORA’S EYES NARROWED as the trail in front of them did the same thing. The Little Blue River, which they had followed for days, flowed on one side of the trail, and on the other side rugged bluffs rose high above them. 

Whenever possible, the wagons had spread out to avoid the dust that the wagons in front of them had thrown up, but in this bottleneck the trail became so narrow in some places that the wagons had to proceed single file and the pace slowed to a crawl. 

Nora watched as Luke directed his mare toward her. 

Unlike her, he looked like a born horseman. The reins rested loosely in his hand, and he seemed to mainly steer the horse with little movements of his slender body. Nora quickly looked away when he dismounted and glanced at her. 

“Do you want to take over?” she asked as he fell into step next to her. She moved to hand him the whip and climb up onto the wagon seat next to Amy. Behind them, Bill Larson had long ago taken the whip from his wife, sure that she wasn’t able to guide their team safely through the bottleneck. 

But Luke made no move to take the whip from her. “Nah,” 

he said. “You’ve gotten really good with them. I think they like you better than me.” 

Nora’s head jerked around, and she stared at him suspiciously. Was he making fun of her? But he just looked at her calmly. There was no hidden agenda, Nora realized. He really believed in her skills. Stunned, Nora flicked the whip again. She noticed that Luke no longer had to duck or risk 115 





having his ear taken off. Maybe she really had become good at this. 

“Amy!” Nora whirled around when her daughter started to fidget on the wagon seat. “Sit still, or you’re gonna...” 

Amy started to topple forward. 

Nora threw away the whip and tried to reach her daughter in time. 

Before she could reach her, Luke’s determined hands snatched her up. “See! You almost fell! Your mother told you to sit still!” 

Nora let a shuddering breath escape. Just last week, one of the Mason children had fallen out of the wagon and had been run over by the heavy wheels. The little boy had died within an hour, and Nora shuddered to think that it could have happened to her daughter, too. 

Amy started to cry, and Nora took her from Luke, who was still berating the girl. “Stop. You’re scaring her.” 

Startled gray eyes looked up at her. 

Nora realized that he had probably thought about the Mason boy, too, and was quite shaken by Amy’s near accident. He just didn’t know how to deal with his emotions and how to make sure that it wouldn’t happen again. “Amy,” 

she said seriously but didn’t raise her voice, “look at me.” 

She waited until teary green eyes looked into her own. 

“Falling off the wagon is a really, really, really bad thing. 

You could get hurt. You have to sit very still up there on the wagon seat, and if you want down, you just tell me and don’t try to climb down yourself. All right?” 

Amy held her gaze for a second, then she nodded and looked away. 

116 





“Good. Now, why don’t you go and play with Hannah?” 

She pointed to the eight-year-old Garfield girl and watched Amy run off. Turning to Luke, she repeated his words from earlier, “You’ve gotten really good with her.” 

Luke squinted at her. He laughed, a sound bare of any humor and full of sarcasm. “I just scared her to death.” 

“It wasn’t that bad. And you probably saved her life – 

again.” She wanted to lean forward and kiss his cheek, thanking him for saving the most precious thing in her life, but something in his stiff posture told her that he wasn’t ready to accept her thankfulness. 

“Well, that seems only fair, seeing as to how I’m the one who’s responsible for her starting on this dangerous trip,” 

Luke muttered and turned away. 

Before Nora could think of a response, he started to run. 

Nora stared after him in puzzlement, but then her eyes widened when she caught sight of Amy bending down to pick up something that she probably thought was a stick. “Amy! 

No!” she yelled and ran after Luke. 

The Narrows was a haven for rattlesnakes. One of the poisonous rattlers had uncoiled from its hiding place and was clattering menacingly, warning the curious child to back away. 

Luke reached Amy just as the snake was about to strike. 

There was no stone or stick to find in the vicinity, and his weapons were back in the wagon. Never slowing down, Luke careened into the rattlesnake and tried to crush it beneath his boot. 

The snake slithered around and sank its fangs into Luke’s leg before his other boot came down on its head. 
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With a curse, Luke scanned the sandy ground for other snakes. When he found none, he sat down and pulled off his boot. 

Nora wrapped a crying Amy into her arms. “Did it bite you?” she asked over her daughter’s red locks. 

“Yeah.” Luke pulled up his pant leg, revealing two small puncture marks right above where the edge of his boot had been. He unwrapped the bandanna from around his head and tied it around his upper calf, pulling it tight with a groan. 

Without hesitation, he moved his knife across the bite marks in an x-pattern. 

Nora groaned and felt bile rise in her throat as he squeezed with both hands and blood squirted out. She swallowed heavily. “Is it bad?” 

“Not if I get all the poison out right away,” Luke murmured without looking up. He was bending down as if trying to get a better look at the wound. 

“What are you doing?” 

“I have to suck the poison out,” Luke grunted while he tried to reach the back of his calf. 

Nora stared. “I don’t see how you’re going to do that, unless you’re a contortionist.” 

“A what?” 

Nora didn’t answer. “You can’t reach the wound. Let me do that.” 

“No!” He wrapped his hands protectively around the leg, holding it out of Nora’s reach. 

“We don’t have the time for childish discussions!” Nora kneeled down and pulled his hands away. She gently laid her hand against his calf. It was already hot to the touch and starting to swell. Nora bent her head down, absentmindedly 118 





noticing the fine black hairs that dotted the soft skin of his leg. 

She felt Luke shudder as her lips met his skin. His breath came fast and hard, and sweat glistened on his forehead.  This poison works fast! It’s already in his system.  Nora had seen other men die from snake bites, and she knew that time was of essence, so she took a deep breath and started to suck. 

The taste of blood and the bitterness of the venom made her head spin. Her stomach started to rebel, and she quickly wrenched her mouth away, spitting out blood and poison. 

Luke moaned. 

“Oooh, you like that, huh?” She winked at him, trying to lighten the mood even if she was nauseated and scared to death. She was only half-joking, though. That moan had been pretty sensual. 

“That was not a moan of pleasure! I’m in pain here!” Luke grumbled. 

Nora lowered her lips to the wound again. 

Amy tried to crawl around her to see what she was doing, but Bernice Garfield came over and pulled her away. “Mama kiss the owie! Make it good!” the girl explained. 

Nora nearly spat blood all over her clothes. Her tattered nerves almost made her break out in wild laughter. 

Jacob Garfield handed her a small flask of whiskey and a bandage, clearly expecting Nora to handle her husband’s injury. 

Her hands were trembling just a little bit as she opened the flask and poured some whiskey onto the incision. 

Luke groaned but held still. 

“I’m sorry,” Nora whispered. 
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Luke looked up. His normally silver-gray eyes were now a darker color, like the sky seconds before a thunderstorm broke loose. “It’s all right; it just burns a little.” 

“That’s not what I’m talking about,” Nora said, nodding down to the flask in her hand. “You got hurt while you rescued Amy – for the second time today.” 

Luke awkwardly cleared his throat. “Well, better me than her. I don’t think she would have liked it if I cut her leg with a knife.” 

Nora shuddered and wrapped her arms around herself. Her stomach roiled again, and her tongue was starting to go numb from the poison. Her body was going into shock, and only her responsibility for her daughter kept her from breaking down completely. 

“Come on, let’s get him into the wagon,” Mrs. Garfield took charge. “And you, li’l one, better keep your father company before something happens again!” 

Nora followed them numbly, not even bothering to correct Mrs. Garfield’s assumption that Luke was Amy’s father. 
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Between the Little Blue and the Platte River 

May 22nd, 1851 





LUKE LEANED BACK against her saddle and stared out into the darkness with her carbine on her knees. She swung the barrel around when she heard soft footfalls. Then she lowered the weapon as Nora stepped into the circle of the firelight. “What are you doing up?” she asked gruffly, mainly to hide that Nora’s silent approach had scared her for just a second. 

“I brought you something to eat.” Nora held out a tin plate like a peace offering. “You hardly touched your dinner.” 

Luke had been too exhausted to eat. Soon after leaving the Narrows with its serpent inhabitants behind, they had said farewell to the Little Blue, the river they had followed for days, and trudged over low sand hills – a strenuous twenty-mile trek without creeks, water, or trees for shade to rest in. 

After a sleepless night, sweating with the remnants of a fever, Luke hadn’t had any appetite. And she, like every other emigrant, had long since gotten tired of beans and salt pork, day after day. 

But when Nora set the plate down next to Luke, it wasn’t leftover dinner. “What’s this?” she mumbled around the first forkful. 

“Fried dried apples with cinnamon,” Nora said with a proud smile. 

Though she would never admit it, Luke had a sweet tooth, and she made short work of the dessert. Finally, she offered Nora the empty plate. “Thank you. After that steady diet of beans and pork, it was a real treat.” 
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Nora took the plate but didn’t stand and walk away as Luke had thought she would. Instead, she settled down next to Luke. 

 What does this mean? What does she want?  She nervously studied Nora from beneath the brim of her hat. 

A spray of sparks popped up from the fire, and they both watched them float back to earth. 

“How’s the leg?” Nora finally broke the silence. 

“Fine,” Luke answered. 

Nora looked at her, clearly expecting more of an answer. 

“The swelling has finally gone down,” she added. 

“Do you already feel fit enough to stand guard?” Nora peered at her more closely than Luke would have liked. 

Luke was not used to someone worrying about her. She wasn’t sure whether she should be annoyed or thankful. “I told you; I’m fine. I can’t very well advise the captain to double the guard, and then refuse to take a turn.” 

“Bill Larson did,” Nora said. 

Luke held herself back from spitting into the fire. She was coming to detest Larson. He was always starting fights, avoiding the most hated male chores like chasing lost stock and standing guard at night, and if Luke wasn’t mistaken, he was beating his wife. “I wouldn’t want to do the same things that Larson does.” 

Nora’s gaze met her own, and she was suddenly sure that Nora knew about the daily beatings Emeline Larson had to endure even if she had never said something about it.  She probably thinks it’s his right as her husband to treat her however he sees fit.  

A loud howl interrupted the awkward silence. 
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Nora stared into the darkness, trying to pinpoint the source of the howling. “Wolves?” 

While traveling along the Little Blue River, the emigrants had grown used to the company of wolves at night. But this time, Luke wasn’t so sure. “That or Pawnees.” 

“Pawnees?” Green eyes widened. “You mean Indians made that noise?” 

Luke shrugged. “It’s possible. This is Pawnee country, and in this area, between the Little Blue and the Platte, they like to do most of their thieving.” 

“They’re thieves?” The Indians they had encountered so far had mainly been the so-called “civilized” tribes, the Shawnee and the Potawatomi, who spoke English, had learned the white man’s customs, and had become farmers. 

“It’s a sport for their young braves. They don’t attack outright. They’re clever and silent, so you don’t notice that your horses are gone until the next morning,” Luke explained. 

“It’s said that they can almost steal a horse from under its rider.” 

“Why the howling, then?” 

 She’s a clever one,  Luke noticed again. “They make all that noise to hide their advance. You’ll never hear rustling grass or the snap of a dry branch when wolves are howling all around you.” 

“That’s why you made them chain the wagon circle and keep the livestock inside,” Nora realized. 

Luke simply nodded. 

Nora turned her head and looked at her, making Luke want to squirm under the intensity of her gaze. “How do you know so much about all the things along the Oregon Trail?” 

Luke shrugged. “Ah, I’ve been around...” 
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“You don’t like to talk about yourself, do you?” 

It wasn’t really a question, so Luke didn’t bother to answer. 

“Do you mind if I ask a question anyway?” 

Luke sighed but had to suppress a smile nonetheless. On the surface, Nora was as submissive and as eager to please the men she depended on as she had expected it from a woman who had worked in a brothel for years. But if you looked a little closer, you got glimpses at a courageous and caring woman. “I mind, but you can ask anyway.” 

“What made you give up your military career and want to leave the States? I mean... what are you gonna do in Oregon?” 

Luke was not used to giving explanations for her decisions. As an officer, she had never had to justify her orders, and before she’d joined the Dragoons, all her decisions had only affected her and no one else.  It’s not only you anymore. She’s your wife,  Luke told herself. The word still sounded strange.  She’s got a right to know why you’re dragging her across the country. “I felt like the Dragoons didn’t have anything to offer me anymore.” She had joined the military because she wanted order, structure, and stability in her life, but as she grew older and more secure in herself, that need began to fade. Now, she wanted to make it on her own. “I saw Oregon when I led an expedition after the Cayuse Wars, and it’s good land with fertile soil in the Willamette Valley.” 

Nora frowned. “You’re a farmer?” 

Obviously, Nora couldn’t imagine Luke spending her life farming either. Many of their fellow travelers were farmers, but not Luke. “No. I want to raise horses, not crops. I plan on building a horse farm.” 
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Nora lowered her head, dragging a branch through the ashes of the fire. “Horses, huh?” 

“Yeah.” 

Nora snapped the stick apart and hurled the pieces into the fire. “You couldn’t have picked a worse wife for a horse rancher than me.” 

It was true. Nora had no experience with horses; she couldn’t even ride, but that hadn’t bothered Luke. She had never thought further than reaching Oregon. A wife had never been part of her plans. In her mind, she had always been alone when she was going to build a log house, when she dug a well, and when the first filly was born. She couldn’t imagine sharing her life with someone when she couldn’t share who she really was. But she also couldn’t just leave Nora and Amy upon reaching Oregon. An inexperienced woman and a child alone wouldn’t make it through the first winter. 

 Maybe she’ll find someone who’ll care for her,  Luke told herself.  There are a lot of bachelors in Oregon who would give their right hand for a beautiful wife like her. “You’ll learn whatever you have to in order to survive,” she said vaguely. 

Nora turned her head to look at her. Her green eyes appeared almost black in the light of the slowly dying fire. 

“Like I always have.” 

Luke awkwardly cleared her throat, uncomfortable with Nora’s allusion at her job as a prostitute. It was clear that Nora still thought her and Amy’s survival depended solely on herself. Part of Luke wanted to tell Nora she could depend on her, but she knew she couldn’t make such promises – not when she knew Nora would go her own way as soon as she discovered her secret. 
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Another howl came out of the darkness. Nora shivered. “I think I’ll turn in now.” 

Luke watched her walk away until she disappeared into the night. 
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Platte River; 

May 25th, 1851 





NORA’S WAGON TOPPED a rise, and she halted the oxen next to the other wagons, looking down across the prairie. In the distance, she could make out a line of white shapes that marked another wagon train, and beyond that, a broad, muddy river formed lazy S’s. 

After miles and miles of only level prairie and the dust of the sand hills, the Platte River was a welcome sight. The oxen seemed to sense the water, and they quickened their steps. 

As they neared the river, Nora curiously studied the valley of the Platte that would provide the path westward they would follow for more than a month. It was a wide, shallow river that flowed quietly around its many islands. Nora had heard the captain joke that the Platte was “a mile wide and an inch deep” and Jacob Garfield had added that it was “too thick to drink and too thin to plow.” Its color resembled more that of coffee than that of clear water. 

The plains on either side of the river were covered with grass, ensuring that their livestock would find enough to eat, but Nora could see no trees along the banks of the Platte, and she wondered how they would build a fire tonight. 

Then she flicked the whip again and grinned, thinking about herself. Only a few short weeks ago, she would have naïvely enjoyed the sight of the river without wondering about such practical things like feed for the animals or wood for a fire. 

“Mama, look!” Amy peeked out of the wagon and pointed forward. “Dat’s where the piwats live!” 
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Nora looked into the direction her daughter indicated. 

There was a long island in the river, bigger than any of the others. It went on for miles and was covered with green grass and dense timber.  Ah, there’s wood on the islands!  

She nearly forgot about Amy’s comment until Luke directed his mare around the wagon and asked, “Piwats? Is that a native tribe I’m not aware of?” 

Nora grinned. “I think she means ‘pirates.’ I’ve read her a bedtime story yesterday where a bunch of pirates lived on an island.” 

“There are no pirates on Grand Island, I’m afraid, but there’s a fort at the western end of it.” Luke winked at the girl in the wagon. 

Mrs. Garfield strode over, her skirts rustling loudly, while Emeline Larson followed more meekly behind her. “Have you heard?” Bernice Garfield was grinning from ear to ear. 

“We’ll reach the fort by this evening! We can visit together and see what their stores have to offer! Maybe they have fresh apples, so we could bake a pie!” 

Nora smiled at her older friend’s enthusiasm. She glanced at Luke, knowing that she was expected to get his permission. 

Luke nodded without hesitation. 

“Great!” Bernice Garfield clapped her hands. “We’re going!” 

Nora looked at Emeline, who was hanging her head. “Hey, don’t worry if you don’t have any money to spend. We’re all just looking at things for the most part. We don’t have much to spend either.” 

Emeline didn’t meet her eyes. “It’s not the money. Bill doesn’t want me to go. He says I’m to stay here and keep an eye on the wagon.” 
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“What?” Bernice crossed her arms over her ample chest. 

“But no one stays here except for a few guards, the sick, and the old!” 

“He doesn’t want me to go,” Emeline repeated in a whisper. 

Bernice still couldn’t let it go. “But why?” 

Emeline picked a piece of lint from her apron. “I don’t know. He didn’t say.” 

 I bet I know why he doesn’t want her to visit the fort,  Nora thought glumly.  He wants complete control over her.  She had encountered a lot of men like Bill Larson since she had left her parents’ home. 

“I could talk to your husband,” came an unexpected offer from Luke. “I’d offer to accompany you ladies to the fort and back if he doesn’t think it’s safe for you to go alone.” 

Nora looked at him. She studied the sincere gray eyes, noticing for the first time the fine lines that touched the outer corners of his eyes.  That’s sweet. Sweet, but clueless. “That’s not a good idea, Luke.” 

He blinked in surprise. “Why not?” 

Nora sighed. How could she explain to an honorable man who would never even think of beating his wife, of trying to control every aspect of her life? She knew that any attempt to intervene in behalf of Emeline would only result in more complications for the shy woman. Bill Larson would take his anger about them butting into his business out on his wife. 

 Luke is a man . He has never thought about what power a man holds over his wife, because he just takes it for granted. 

 Bill Larson is Emmy’s husband, and he has the right to decide. There’s nothing we can do about it.  

“Please, don’t,” Emeline begged. She clutched Luke’s sleeve, then quickly let go when she became aware of it and 129 





backed away. “It’s all right. I don’t really feel up to going anyway. I think I might be with child,” she told them in a whisper and forced a smile onto her lips. 

 With child?  Nora stared at her in horror even if it should have been a joyful occasion. She couldn’t imagine Bill Larson as a loving father, but she knew that Emeline had no other options but to stay with him. 

“Well,” Bernice finally said after an awkward pause, “then we’ll bring you back some nice fabric for baby clothes from the fort.” 


*  *  * 

Bernice Garfield and most of the other women were behaving like children when a circus came to town and they got to see an elephant for the first time, but Nora was still thinking about Emeline and the baby that might soon be born into the Larson family. 
The fort was not as impressive as she had imagined and couldn’t distract her from her glum thoughts. Fort Kearny was not the proud “Gateway to the Great Plains” that many emigrants had expected. Instead of a walled fortification, it was a collection of rugged sod huts, a few adobe buildings, a store, a small post office, a blacksmith, and a crude hospital. 

Most soldiers were unshaven and wore patched up uniforms, and many of them were not much more than homesick young boys. 

Prices were too high for Nora and most others to buy anything, but they planned on visiting other wagon trains later and trade their excess supplies for things on which they’d fallen short. 

“Well, at least there’s a post office,” Bernice Garfield commented. “We can write home and tell our families that we made it safely so far.” 
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Unlike most of their fellow emigrants, Nora had no family who was anxiously awaiting news from her, but she had already penned a letter to Tess and the other girls. She turned to Luke. While almost every other man and woman on the train had been writing letters last night, he had busied himself with carving another wooden animal for Amy. “Is there no family you want to write to?” 

“No.” 

“What about friends? I know that Tess would love to hear from you,” Nora suggested gently. She didn’t understand why he tried to constantly hold himself apart from other people. 

“I don’t have time for such sentimentalities!” Luke snapped. 

Only weeks ago, Nora would have flinched back from his anger and quickly apologized, but in the meantime, she had gotten glimpses at his gentle nature, and she was no longer afraid of him. She had noticed that his gruffness mostly served to hide any insecurities on his part. She watched as he shoved his hands into the pockets of his pants and lengthened his strides to walk away from her. “Wait!” Nora lifted her skirt a bit and hurried to keep pace with his long strides. 

Reluctantly, he slowed down but didn’t look at her. 

“You can’t write,” she said with sudden insight. 

“I can write just fine!” he growled. 

Nora had been born into a wealthy family and had a good education. She was very aware that he must feel like a stupid fool in comparison to her. “I know that you can sign your name,” she said, thinking back to their wedding day when he had signed the certificate, “and for most people, that’s all they ever need to be able to do.” Just a few years ago, Nora had dreamed of becoming a teacher even if she knew that her father would never allow it. He had sternly insisted that no 131 





Macauley woman had ever needed to work and that he would provide anything she needed until she married and then her husband would take over that role. Her mother had always told her that men didn’t like women who were more intelligent than they were. They didn’t marry a woman for her intelligence; they married for beauty, docility, and householding skills. Her father had often yelled at her whenever he caught her with a book in her hands, accusing her of daydreaming. For the last three years, her parents’ advice had served her well: The customers of a brothel paid well for beauty and submissiveness, but most didn’t care about having a well-read, intelligent conversationalist. 

She didn’t really know why, but something about Luke made her hope that he was different from all the other men. 

He hadn’t married her to have a beautiful bed partner or a skilled housewife, so maybe he would come to appreciate her other talents. Hesitantly, Nora peeked up at Luke. “If you want to, I could teach you to write and to read.” 

“We’ll see,” Luke said noncommittally. “I doubt that we’ll have time for that.” 

Nora didn’t say anything else, not daring to pressure him. 

She didn’t even comment when, upon reaching the post office, he muttered something about having to see the blacksmith. She balanced her heavy daughter on her hip and entered behind Bernice. 

A long line had already formed in front of the counter. 

Nora looked around, trying to distract herself from her aching feet. On the whitewashed adobe wall in front of them hung a poster, and Nora began to read while they waited. The poster informed her that the Donation Land Claim Act, which had become law just last autumn, granted a hundred and sixty acres of land in the Oregon Territory to every single white man who staked out his land and filed a claim. A married man could claim another hundred and sixty acres for his wife. 
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Nora stared at the poster, forgetting about the letter in her hand.  A man can claim twice the amount of land if he’s married?  Nora hadn’t known that, as she knew very little about life in Oregon.  Is that why Luke married me? To get more land for his horse farm?  

Suddenly, it all made sense to Nora. Why else would a man marry a woman without an even passing interest in sharing her bed? He had married her for strictly practical, egoistical reasons. Nora had assumed that from the start, refusing to believe that he harbored any romantic feelings toward her, but now that she knew for sure that her gentle, kind husband had only used her like every other man, she was disappointed nonetheless.  Why did you allow yourself to think that he might be any different from the rest of ’em? You should know better by now!  she chided herself. 

A frightening thought occurred to her:  Will he try to divorce and abandon me once he owns that extra quarter section of land?  Then another thought came, and her eyes widened even more.  He doesn’t even have to get a divorce! 

 He can have an annulment because we never consummated the marriage! That’s why he refused to lie with me! Does he plan on just leaving me and Amy to our own devices once we’ve reached Oregon?  

Every bit of excitement about visiting the fort had suddenly vanished as she worried about her future and began to frantically think of ways how she could prevent Luke from filing for an annulment. 
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Platte River; 

May 26th, 1851 





LUKE LEFT HER MARE behind and tiptoed through the grass, listening intently. The wind howled, but she was far away enough from the wagon train not to hear anything else. 

After leaving Fort Kearny, they had traveled uphill along the sandy left side of the Platte. Now it was almost dark, and Luke could see the glow of campfires on both sides of the river in the distance. Sweat and sand clung to her skin and made her itch. Her clothes smelled of smoke and buffalo chips, the dried dung that they used to build fires in the absence of wood. Clouds of mosquitoes made her even more miserable. 

When they had encamped near Twenty Islands, two dozen islands of varying size, for the night, Luke had decided to risk a quick bath in the river tonight. She knew that this might be her last chance for many miles because the treeless country ahead would provide no cover for her. 

Luke pulled off her boots and pants and waded into the yellowish water of the Platte. She rounded a small island, hiding behind its trees and shrubbery. When she was sure that no one had followed her, she continued to undress. She slipped off her shirt and hung her clothes on the branches of a tree to prevent them from getting wet. After pausing to listen into the darkness once again, she lifted her hands to the bindings around her chest. Slowly, she began to unwrap them. 

She looked down at herself and smoothed her hands over the lines that the broad strips of fabric had carved into her skin. She splashed water onto her chest and watched as drops ran down her small breasts. 
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Sometimes she would go for days without consciously thinking about the fact that she was not a man until moments like this reminded her of what she was – and what she was not. 

The last month on the road had shown her that she was not really “one of the boys.” She had kept herself at a distance from the men on the train, especially those who secretly indulged in drinking and gambling whenever the captain looked the other way. She was not a man, but she didn’t want to live the life of a woman either. She felt as if she was stuck somewhere in the middle, not really a part of either world. 

Nora and Amy had eased her loneliness a bit, but she still couldn’t really relax around them, and she saw no chance that this would ever change. As long as she had to hide a major part of her identity, no true emotional intimacy could develop, and she didn’t plan on revealing her secret to Nora or anyone else. 

Measles nickered softly. 

Luke looked up in alarm. Her hands automatically wrapped the bindings back around her chest, hastily pulling them tight. She ducked behind the shrubbery when she heard soft footfalls come closer. Luke had lived with horses long enough to know who had found them out here. Horses generally had little to say to humans, so Measles’ nickering probably meant that the mare hoped for some delicious treat from a person she knew. 

 Nora,  Luke concluded. For a woman without any experience with horses, Nora sure had a soft spot for the gentle beasts. Luke snatched her shirt from the tree and quickly slipped it on. 

Water splashed, and then Nora’s voice reached her through the darkness. “Luke? Are you out there?” 
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Luke hesitated for a second, but she didn’t want to scare Nora by not answering. “Yes, I’m here.” She waded back through the shallow water and joined Nora on the river’s bank, quickly pulling up her pants and closing the top button on her shirt. 

“What were you doing out here on your own?” Nora tucked her hand into the bend of Luke’s arm as if they were out on a stroll along the river. 

“That’s the question I should ask you,” Luke responded without answering her question. She didn’t like to stress her domination and make Nora feel inferior, but at times like this, being thought of as a man came quite in handy because it gave her the freedom to go wherever and do whatever she wanted. Nora had to answer to her husband, but not the other way around. 

Nora’s warm hand wandered up her arm. “I’ve been searching for you. I missed you.” 

Luke narrowed her eyes. She had seen that act often enough to know that Nora was once again falling back into her role as a prostitute.  What the hell is she doing? I thought we got that over and done with! “I just needed a bath,” she said matter-of-factly. 

“It seems I found you just in time to help.” Nora’s fingers skimmed over Luke’s shoulder and re-opened the first button of her shirt. 

“I already had my bath,” Luke corrected quickly. 

Nora didn’t listen. She leaned forward and pressed soft lips against the skin that the opened button revealed. 

Heat shot up and down from that place just below Luke’s collarbones. “Nora!” she got out, partly a warning, partly a groan. 

136 





Ignoring the warning part, Nora pressed closer until Luke felt the warmth of her body against her own. 

Luke’s eyes threatened to close. Her rational mind fought against her bodily instincts that were telling her to wrap her arms around Nora and pull her even closer. In a haze, she felt Nora undo another button. 

The soft lips wandered lower, caressing the skin of Luke’s upper chest. 

Luke swayed. A teasing tongue created a blazing path downward, and she moaned in desperation, knowing that she had to stop this, but not really wanting to. 

Nora’s skilled fingers scraped lightly over her neck, tracing the rim of a sensitive ear before following the path of her lips. 

With a groan, Luke pulled back from the gentle touch. 

“Wait!” One more button and Nora would encounter the bindings and probably become suspicious. 

“Why? It’s just you and me out here, and Amy is asleep and with the Garfields.” Nora quickly stepped forward into Luke’s space and reached for the buttons of her shirt again. 

Luke sidestepped her and captured her wrists, careful not to hurt her in the process of trying to escape her seduction. 

“Stop it, Nora! I meant it!” 

Nora bit her lip and hung her head like a rejected child. 

For a moment, Luke thought she would just turn around and slink away, but then Nora looked up, and a hint of defiance shone through the tears in her eyes. “Why? I’m your lawfully wedded wife, Lucas Hamilton! Tell me one good reason why we shouldn’t do this!” 

 No, you’re not Lucas’ wife, and I doubt that anything about this marriage is really lawful,  Luke thought darkly, but she couldn’t very well tell Nora the actual reasons for 137 





refusing to sleep with her. She was at a loss at what to say. 

“Nora...” 


“Is it because...? Did you get hurt in the war?” Nora asked quietly. 

The question caught Luke off guard.  What does the war have to do with this? And how does she even know I fought in the war? Did Tess tell her? And what else did she tell her about me? “How do you know that I fought in Mexico?” She eyed Nora suspiciously. 

Nora looked down and tugged at her skirt. “Well, sometimes you’re crying out and talking in your sleep.” 

Luke froze.  I’m talking in my sleep? That’s not good, not good at all!  What if she accidentally gave away her secret while she slept? She took a deep breath and forced the panic down, concentrating on Nora’s words instead. “Hurt?” she repeated belatedly. 

“Yes, um...” Nora gestured down Luke’s body, nodding toward the padding that Luke wore in her pants. “Did you maybe suffer an injury of certain... important body parts? 

Because if that’s the case, there are other ways to make love to a woman, you know? And I’m an excellent teacher if I do say so myself.” She gave Luke the rakish grin that Luke had seen hundreds of times in various brothels. 

For a few seconds, Luke just stared at her. Nora was so much blunter than the officers’ wives in Fort Leavenworth, and Luke really didn’t know whether this was a good or a bad thing. At the moment, it was mainly embarrassing. “No,” she choked out. “No important body part of mine suffered any lasting injury in the war.” 

“All right.” Nora nodded slowly. Her green eyes studied Luke intently. “What is it then?” 
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Luke suppressed a groan.  Damn! I should have told her that I had a disabling injury and left it at that! But no, your pseudo male pride wouldn’t allow that, huh?  She didn’t know how to answer Nora’s question without revealing her true identity, so she used her husbandly dominance as a last resort. 

“I don’t want to. That’s all you need to know. End of discussion.” 

“I think I know the reason anyway,” Nora whispered, facing the ground. 

Luke swallowed against the lump that had suddenly developed in her throat. She doubted that Nora really knew the true reason, but her heart began to thump anyway, pounding in her ears until she almost missed what Nora said next. 

“You... you want to have our marriage annulled once we reach Oregon. I saw the poster.” 

“Poster?” Luke was too stunned to do much more than repeat the last word of Nora’s revelation. She shook her head to clear it. “You saw a poster that said I want to get an annulment in Oregon?” 

Nora dug the tip of her boot into the muddy riverbank. “It said that as a married man, you’re entitled to twice the amount of land that you could claim as a bachelor.” 

Nora might have been just a whore in a frontier town, but she’d had a good education and was really intelligent.  She must have read a poster about the Donation Land Claim Act and immediately assumed that it was the reason why I married her.  

 Isn’t it?  Luke asked herself.  You sure as hell wouldn’t turn down a hundred and sixty acres of free land, would you? It sure was a nice side effect of marrying Nora.  It hadn’t been the only reason, but Luke couldn’t fault Nora for thinking that.  She must have figured it all out in her mind: As soon as I 139 





 claimed the land in her name, I’d abandon her and the child and keep the land for myself.  

The thought of getting an annulment had never occurred to Luke because she hadn’t really thought about what would happen once they reached Oregon. Whenever she thought about the future, she had never pictured herself living with someone, sharing bed and table, even if that was what was traditionally expected of husband and wife. “Maybe getting an annulment would be for the best,” she offered hesitantly. 

Nora’s eyes widened when she saw her worst fear confirmed. “But... but what would happen to Amy and me? 

We can’t survive in a strange, wild land all on our own!” 

“No! That’s not what I meant. I won’t just leave you while you still need me.” Luke stopped as if to listen to what she had just said.  They need me.  

“While we still need you?” Nora echoed incredulously. 

“We will always need you! The West is no place for a woman and a child living on their own!” 

Luke knew that better than anyone else. If anyone suspected her true gender, she would have never had the chance to build a new life for herself out west. A single woman would have to find a husband or work as a schoolteacher or a seamstress to survive, but no one would employ an unmarried woman who had a child out of wedlock. 

Without a husband, Nora would soon be back at working as a prostitute. “If we annul the marriage, you’re free to find yourself another husband. With your good looks and the number of unmarried men in Oregon, you could have another husband in a matter of days if not hours,” Luke reasoned. 

 Someone who can really make you happy, someone who can share your bed and give you children, someone who doesn’t have to keep secrets from you.  
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Nora shook her head. Her green eyes looked at Luke in confusion. “Why would I want to take another husband? I’m already married to you, and marrying another man wouldn’t improve my situation.” 

Luke almost had to smile at Nora’s practical mind. Nora didn’t associate marriage with love. All she really wanted was someone who would take care of her and be kind to her daughter.  From Nora’s point of view, I must be the perfect husband. She doesn’t want to take the risk of marrying another man who might be abusive.  This discussion would get them nowhere. With a sigh, she took Measles’ reins. “We should get back before we get shot by our own guard again.” 

She looked back over her shoulder and saw Nora follow silently behind her. She knew that Nora would try to seduce her again. Seduction had been her primary means of survival for so long that she knew no other way to convince Luke of her worth as a woman and wife. The journey to Oregon would be a long one indeed. 
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South Platte Crossing; 

June 10th, 1851 





NORA CHUCKLED AS SHE watched her daughter make a game out of gathering buffalo chips. Since traveling along the Platte, the scarcity of wood had forced them to resort to dry buffalo dung for building fires. After leaving Fort Kearny, the landscape had changed. Long green grass had given way to short brown grass, and the road was very sandy. Sagebrush and thin-bladed yucca plants had taken the place of the cottonwoods. 

Amy and the other girls were racing around their camp, trying to see who could fill the sack hanging from the side of their wagons the fastest. Nora had gathered chips all day while she walked because she knew that they would burn so rapidly that she would need three whole baskets to cook their dinner. 

She grinned to herself, knowing that just a few weeks ago, she would have refused to touch the dried buffalo droppings with her smooth hands that were a requirement for her former profession. Now, her hands were no longer soft and without calluses, and she picked the buffalo chips up without any hesitation, jokingly referring to them as “Bois de Vache” or 

“Wood of the Cow” to Bernice Garfield. 

While she dug a trench to prevent the wind from blowing the burning chips away and quickly lit a fire with a skillful stroke of flint and steel, she thought about her first pitiful attempt to build a fire. 

Under Luke’s patient guidance and with Bernice’s help, she had learned a lot about living on the trail. Since her last failed attempt to seduce her husband, she had even tripled her 142 





efforts to learn. She wanted to be the best wife he could wish for and make herself indispensable for him until he no longer thought about annulling their marriage. 

While Bill Larson in the wagon behind them constantly complained that eating his wife’s food was like chewing shoe leather, Luke had repeatedly praised Nora’s pancakes, and he always took a second helping of her stew. 

Learning to cook over the campfire was even more challenging than Nora had thought. Her first attempts at baking bread had resulted in a lump that was burned on the outside and still doughy on the inside, but now she was finally beginning to master it. 

Nora ignored the shouting that once again came from the Larson wagon while she chopped up bits of antelope meat and added it to the boiling pot of beans. At last, she seasoned the meal with wild onions that she had found while she walked. 

She spread freshly churned butter on a slice of bread and handed it to Amy. 

Buttered bread in hand, Amy ran toward the riverbank. 

Nora tensed when she saw her running toward the river’s edge until she noticed that Luke was standing there, talking with some of the other men. Luke’s initially non-existing protective instincts had gotten much better in the last few weeks. Nora watched in relief as he caught Amy before she could slip in the mud near the water. He swung her up into his arms and playfully took a bite from her bread before he sent her back to the wagons. 

Sometimes, he still seemed a little clumsy and uncomfortable when dealing with a child, but he treated Amy with a patience and gentleness that she had never witnessed from man concerning a child that was not his own. She 143 





sensed that behind the tough, aloof outer shell, there lay a sensitive man. 

She didn’t love him – and had never expected to – but she was convinced that she was unlikely to find a better husband, and she was determined to wear him down until he gave in. If her job in Tess’ brothel had taught her one thing, it was to be perceptive about the wants and desires of the men she had serviced. That night at the river, she had sensed that he was not as indifferent toward her feminine charms as he pretended to be. 

When she saw the men walk back toward the camp, she began to ladle the stew onto tin plates. 

Jacob Garfield and three of the other men took their own plates from their wives, but then walked over to the Hamilton fire. “That’s one crossing that shouldn’t be too difficult,” one of the men commented. “What do you think, Luke?” 

The three men stopped eating and looked up from their plates, waiting for Luke’s answer. 

Luke scooped a large forkful of beans into his mouth and chewed thoroughly as if stalling for an answer. 

Nora had often watched how he kept himself apart from his fellow travelers, never taking part in any of the social gatherings. She had never understood his tendency to keep people at a distance. After being shunned by the citizens of Independence and the forced seclusion of her life in the brothel, she enjoyed being part of a community. 

On the trail, the importance of status and the veneer of respectability faded while they shared their struggle to survive. As Luke’s wife, she even enjoyed a certain standing in the wagon train. Despite his attempts to separate himself from the rest of them, the others came to him for advice. He seemed to know even more than the captain about the Oregon Trail and all the things they encountered on their journey, and 144 





with every mile, he became more and more of a natural leader for them. 

Nora studied him while he sat with the other men. He wasn’t taller than the rest of them, but he had a powerful, if unassuming presence to him. He was a man of few words, but when he spoke, everyone listened. Nora took a certain pride in belonging to a husband like that. 

“Don’t underestimate the South Platte,” Luke warned them quietly. 

“Hamilton, you yellowbelly!” Bill Larson strutted over to their fire and looked down at Luke with an expression of repulsion. “You are not afraid of that little river, are you? It’s shallow, with gentle banks, and not moving too fast. But, of course, if you’re scared, I could take your wagon and your wife over for you.” 

The other men around the fire tensed, but Luke never even looked up. He kept eating as if Larson had never spoken. 

A part of Nora was glad that her husband was too levelheaded to engage in fistfights. In the brothel, she had seen so many brawls that she didn’t find them heroic anymore. But another part of her couldn’t understand that he would sit quietly while Larson insulted him. He hadn’t even reacted to Larson’s thinly veiled threat to take Nora away from him. 

Nora shuddered, and her stomach flipped at the mere thought of that. 

“All I’m saying is that we should be careful,” Luke said without raising his voice or looking at Bill Larson. “The river bottom is partly quicksand, and if a wagon gets mired down in it...” 
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the river crossing, but she knew that they had no choice but to cross the river. The Platte River divided into a north and a south branch at this point, and they had to cross the South Platte to gain access to the north branch of the river, which would lead them west. 

After the midday meal, they raised the beds of the wagons a few inches by putting blocks under them. Nora hoped that it would be enough to keep their belongings and the food that was stored in the wagon dry. 

Bill Larson’s wagon was the first in line to cross. They double-teamed, so that now six yoke of oxen were pulling the wagon across the river. Larson forced the oxen through the murky water with an iron hand, yelling at them over the dim of the roaring waters. 

As they had learned to do, the wagon crossed at an angle. 

When he reached the middle of the river, Larson turned the oxen upstream to finish the crossing. He paused for a moment, throwing a triumphant glance back at Luke, who was watching from the bank. 

Then Larson flicked his whip again. The oxen strained against the harness but didn’t succeed in moving the wagon forward. The wagon wheels only sank deeper into the quicksand of the riverbed. The more Larson yelled and the more the oxen struggled to free themselves, the more the sand held and sucked them deeper. Water smashed against the wagon, nearly upsetting it, and the oxen bellowed. 

“He’s mired,” Luke shouted. Without hesitation, he waded into the river, yelling at the others to throw him a rope. 

Nora watched with growing concern as the water rose on Luke’s chest as he strode forward against the current. She clutched Amy’s hand when he finally had to swim. 

“Mama.” Amy looked up at her with frightened eyes. 
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“It’s all right, sweetie.” Nora gently stroked the red curls. 

“Luke will be back soon. He’ll be fine.” She prayed that fate wouldn’t make her a liar. 

Luke let the current carry him past the wagon. At the last moment, he grabbed hold of the lead cattle’s yoke and quickly attached the rope to the stuck team. 

With the help of a dozen oxen on the shore, they freed the wagon. 

Nora breathed a sigh of relief when Luke finally emerged from the river, stumbling up the bank in sodden clothes. 

Lifting Amy up into her arms, she went to meet him halfway. 

She had planned on offering him dry clothes, but instead she found herself saying something else. “Why did you risk your life for him?” She angrily jerked her head in the direction of Bill Larson, who had safely reached the other side by now. 

“Just an hour ago, he called you a coward in front of the entire wagon train, and now you...” Nora trailed off, feeling as if she didn’t understand her husband one iota better than on the day she had met him. He certainly didn’t understand how afraid she was that something would happen to him, leaving her and Amy without a protector and provider. 

He looked up, pushing wet strands of hair from his face with a weary hand. “I didn’t,” he said as he fell into step next to her. 

Nora shot him an incredulous glance. 

“I didn’t do it for Larson,” Luke added. “I did it for his wife.” 

Nora stopped walking for a second, then hastened to catch up with him. “You wouldn’t have swum out to rescue him if Emeline hadn’t been in the wagon?” 

Luke didn’t answer. 
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He didn’t need to, as far as Nora was concerned. She was certain that she already knew.  He would have waded out to save Larson’s life. He’s just that kind of man.  She really wasn’t sure whether that was a good or a bad thing. “You should change into some dry clothes,” she said as they reached their wagon. 

Luke shook his head. “No sense in that. I have to wade right back in, ’cause we’re the next to cross the river.” He glanced inside the wagon. “We should leave a few things behind to make the wagon lighter. Every extra ounce could cause us to get stuck.” 

Nora swallowed. The abandoned items that littered the side of the trail had become an everyday occurrence. She had seen stoves, trunks, anvils, china plates, and even food left behind to lighten the load of the weary oxen, but this would be the first time that she had to leave something behind. 

She turned back the flap and looked into the wagon, studying each item. Unlike most other emigrants, Luke had packed wisely and without overloading the wagon, so now she was at a complete loss as to what she should discard. 

She didn’t dare to leave any of the sacks or kegs of food behind. The cooking utensils, Luke’s weapons, their bedding, and some extra clothing were also indispensable, and they would need the tools once they reached Oregon. 

With a sigh, Nora lifted the fine linens that Tess had given her as a wedding gift as well as the heavy trunk that came with it and set both down on the sandy ground. After a second’s hesitation, she put her leather-bound diary down on top of it. Quickly, she turned around before she could change her mind. 

Her heart pounding in her throat, Nora perched on the wagon seat with Amy behind her in the wagon. She stared down as their wagon reached the river’s edge and began to 148 





travel through the moving mass of sand that was the river bottom. The water became deeper and deeper as they traversed the river diagonally down with the current. She glanced longingly at the other side, more than three-quarters of a mile away. 

A few times, she felt sand give way beneath the wheels, jarring the wagon, but Luke kept the oxen moving. They both knew that if they stopped for even a moment, the wheels would bog down. 

Amy squeaked when a flood of water soaked her feet, but then they were finally past the halfway point, and Luke turned the oxen, making them struggle back up against the current. After forty endless minutes, they reached the opposite bank. 

By the time all wagons were safely on the other side of the river, the oxen and mules were exhausted. Each animal had been double-teamed and used repeatedly to haul the wagons across. As soon as the last wagon struggled up the bank, Captain McLoughlin gave the go-ahead to make camp for the rest of the day. 

Luke disappeared into the wagon while Nora was busy building a fire. When she put on a pot of coffee to brew, she heard Emeline Larson’s surprised gasp and her stammered apology, “Oh, I... I’m sorry. I didn’t know. I just wanted to...” 

She turned around and watched Luke emerge from the wagon, quickly closing the top button on his shirt and slipping into the vest, while Emeline Larson looked away in embarrassment. Nora grinned when she saw both of them blush, wondering if she had ever been that innocent. 

“I... I just came over to tell you... to thank you,” Emeline stammered, still not raising her eyes to Luke’s face. “You saved our wagon today... and probably our lives.” 
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Luke nearly crumpled his hat between his hands. “You don’t need to thank me, Ma’am.” 

Nora watched him study the tip of his boots. He seemed almost embarrassed at Emeline’s thankfulness, and if she hadn’t known how confident and self-assured he could be, she would have thought he was shy. Once again, she wondered just how much experience with women he had. She still wasn’t sure if he had ever lain with a woman. 

“Here,” Luke grumbled, pressing something into Nora’s hands as he shouldered past her on his way to take care of the oxen. 

When Nora looked down, she discovered that she was holding her leather-bound diary that she had left behind on the other side of the river. Smoothing her hands over the leather, she looked up at Luke with a question in her eyes. 

Luke seemed to feel her gaze on him. He shrugged and said back over his shoulder, “I threw out two cans of peaches instead.” 

 Canned peaches.  Nora pressed the diary against her chest. 

 He can’t read, so the diary holds no importance to him, yet he traded it for the canned peaches.  She knew that it was quite a sacrifice for the man with the sweet tooth. 

“He’s a good man,” Emeline Larson whispered next to her. 

Nora saw the longing and the sadness in her eyes. She just nodded.  Better than yours, you mean.  With a sigh, she went back to work. 
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California Hill; 

June 11th, 1851 





NORA GASPED FOR breath, struggling to keep up with Bernice Garfield as they trudged up a long, steep grade. 

After crossing the South Platte, the scenery had changed abruptly. Nora had gotten used to the flat, open prairie and suddenly found climbing up the steep hill that was pitted with deep ruts unusually exhausting.  This is the first hilly terrain since Blue Mound. You just have to get used to it again,  she told herself. 

She had attempted to ride in the wagon for a while, but the constant jolting motion of the wagon had made her queasy, so she had quickly climbed back down. Wiping a damp strand of hair away from her overheated face, she looked back over her shoulder and gave Luke a small nod. She was glad that he had offered to carry Amy because if she was honest with herself, there was no way that she could carry the extra weight up the hill. 

After what seemed like hours to Nora, the terrain finally stretched out into a high, flat tableland. She gratefully accepted the canteen that Bernice offered her. “Thanks.” She took a large swallow and quickly handed the canteen back when the tepid water almost made her gag. 

“You can take a little more,” Bernice encouraged. 

“No, it’s all right.” Nora wiped her mouth, hoping that her nervous stomach would finally settle down. “Luke said that we won’t find fresh water until we reach the North Platte tonight. We have to make do with what we have.” 
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Bernice gripped her elbow and turned her around to face her. “Are you all right?” She lightly cupped her cheek, and for a moment, Nora allowed herself to lean into the motherly touch. “I noticed you didn’t touch your breakfast this morning.” 

Nora swallowed. Her stomach rolled at the mere thought of food. “I’m fine.” 

The older woman squinted at her. “Do you have a stomach ache?” 

With a sigh, Nora nodded but added, “It’s not too bad. 

Probably just all these beans we’re eating.” 

“Vomiting?” Bernice asked. 

Nora hesitated.  Anyone would have vomited after traveling in that stuffy, bumpy wagon, right?  

“Convulsions?” 

“What?” 

“Diarrhea?” Bernice continued. 

Nora shook her head. Whatever might have been going on with her, she hadn’t experienced that. “What are you getting at?” 

“Well, you know what they’ve told us about cholera.” 

Nora’s head jerked around, and she swayed for a moment as a wave of dizziness hit her. “You think I have cholera?” 

“Are you sure that’s not it?” Bernice Garfield eyed her with concern. 

“Quite sure,” Nora said. She hadn’t felt quite right for some time, and cholera victims usually were in intense pain within minutes and often dead within hours. 

Bernice heaved a sigh of relief. The worry about cholera was omnipresent on the wagon train. “Well, what is it then?” 
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Nora had a long, internal battle with herself while they continued to travel over the high plateau. Biting her lip, she turned to see where Luke and Amy were, only to find that Luke had dropped back a bit and was no longer within earshot. He had probably done it deliberately, giving the women some privacy for whatever they might have to discuss. Nora had never encountered a man with that much sensitivity and instincts that fine about the needs of women. 

With a frown, Bernice followed her gaze in Luke’s direction. “Is everything all right between you and your husband?” she asked hesitantly. 

Nora knew how much courage the simple question must have required. Things between a man and his wife were generally thought to be no one’s business but the husband’s even if Nora happened to be miserable in her marriage. She squeezed Bernice’s hand while they walked. The older woman had become the first friend she had made for herself on the train. “Everything is fine,” she quickly assured her, praying that this wouldn’t change if her suspicion proved to be true. “This has nothing to do with my marriage.” She didn’t want Bernice to think that Luke was the kind of husband that Bill Larson was. 

The expression of concern didn’t leave Bernice’s face. 

“What is it then? There is something wrong with you,” she insisted. 

Nora couldn’t deny that any longer even if she had tried to explain it away to herself. “I’m not sure.” She didn’t want to voice her suspicion, maybe because that would lend an air of finality, of reality to it. 

Bernice gave her an encouraging nod. “Tell me.” 

“I’m not sure, but...” Nora looked over her shoulder, making sure that neither Luke nor any other emigrant was 153 





within earshot. “Well... maybe... There’s a possibility that I... 

I might be pregnant.” 

“A baby!” Bernice squealed, then quickly lowered her voice as Nora shushed her. “A baby! That’s wonderful.” 

Nora suppressed a grimace.  It might have been if the baby had been my husband’s, she thought bitterly. She had missed her monthly cycle, had been constantly tired, and had experienced some bouts of nausea and dizzy spells since before she had left Independence, but she had blamed it on the beating at the hands of a customer and then the strains of the journey. But in the last few weeks, she had also gained weight, and the poor quality of their food sure couldn’t explain that, so Nora finally had to face the fact that she was pregnant again. 

“Oh, come on, girl!” Bernice hugged her exuberantly. 

“You have every reason to celebrate! Why that long face?” 

Nora licked her lips. How could she explain that to the warmhearted older woman without revealing her past? She turned to glance at Luke again. 

Bernice followed her gaze. “What did he say? I bet he’s...” 

“I didn’t tell him.” Nora could hardly accept the fact that her life, which had finally started to go into the right direction again, was changing once again, much less reveal it to Luke. 

Bernice blinked. “What? Why not?” She gave her a disbelieving stare. “Surely you don’t believe that he wouldn’t want a second child? He clearly adores his daughter; just think how happy he would be having a son!” 

Nora pinched the bridge of her nose. It just wasn’t that easy.  Nothing in my life ever seems to be. Maybe I’m just not destined for a quiet, happy life.  Yes, Luke had married her, even knowing that she already had a daughter, but another child that was not his own hadn’t been part of the equation 154 





when he had proposed to her. She still wasn’t sure what made him refuse to share her bed even though he wasn’t totally indifferent toward her female charms. Her most plausible hypothesis was that he wanted to avoid binding himself to a wife and a child for the long term. Nora was almost sure that he would attempt to buck that more constant responsibility if a baby was added to the mix. “It’s complicated,” she told Bernice. 

“Complicated?” Bernice raised thick brows. She clearly couldn’t see what would be so complicated about being pregnant. 

“Yeah...” Nora trailed off, not knowing how she could explain. 

“But you will tell him, right? You can’t hide this from your husband!” 

Nora sighed. She knew that she couldn’t go on like this for much longer. Soon, her pregnancy would be obvious even to an unsuspecting man who didn’t have Bernice’s keen eye for female problems. She had no choice but to tell him, but she lacked the courage to do it. 

She was still searching for the right words that might magically make Luke not want to run away as soon as she revealed her secret when they reached the edge of the high tableland hours later. 

The wagons halted at the edge of the steep slope where the tableland suddenly dropped toward the North Platte River below. Nora gazed down Windlass Hill. With growing anxiety, she took in the splintered wood and torn canvas that littered the trail down. Could they really make it safely down that steep grade? 

Her gaze searched for Luke, automatically looking at him for assurance and practical advice. When he turned toward 155 





her, she quickly pinched her cheeks to give them some color. 

She didn’t want him to know how queasy she once again felt. 

Luke stepped next to her and lifted a protesting Amy down from his shoulders. “Are you all right?” 

Nora jumped. She had to fight down her rising panic.  It’s a harmless question,  she soothed herself.  He doesn’t suspect anything.  Nonetheless, she found that Luke was surprisingly observant at times. “I’m fine,” she quickly told him. “I just wonder how we’re ever going to make it down this hill. 

Bernice said it’s called Windlass Hill. Do we really need a windlass to get down?” 

“No,” Luke said with a small smile. “We’re gonna lock the wheels and slowly skid the wagons down by ropes.” 

Nora watched as the men did exactly that. The brakes were set, and the hind wheels were chained to the wagon boxes. 

Long ropes were tied to the wagon, and every available man took up a position behind the wagon, tightly clutching the rope in gloved fists. 

Then the oxen were urged forward, and the men holding on to the ropes were dragged down the steep hill. Nora saw Luke dig in his heels, his arms straining to resist the downward pull and slow the wagon’s descent. Sometimes, they had to lift the wheels to ease them over solid rocks. It seemed to take forever before the bumping wagon finally reached the bottom of the canyon. 

The men unfastened the chains and ropes and trudged back up the hill to use them on the next wagon. 

Wagon after wagon was slowly skidded down the steep slope. After watching them master the difficult journey down the hill, Nora relaxed a little. Another wagon had almost made it safely down when one of the men slipped on the rocky, trampled ground and lost his grip on the rope. The 156 





wagon jerked forward. The other men on the ropes were pulled down the hill. 

Men yelled; women screamed, and the oxen being dragged down the hill roared. Rising dust and the wagon cover that had come loose obstructed Nora’s view, but then she saw Luke take a desperate leap. He raced after the wagon, refusing to give up his grip on the rope. 

But then one after another of the men fell or had to let go of the rope to avoid getting dragged down the hill at a break-neck speed. Luke fell and disappeared in a cloud of dust. 

Nora froze. Helplessly clutching Amy’s hand in her own, she watched as the wagon tumbled down the hill, crashing at the bottom in a shower of splinters. Her stomach flipped when she heard the pained moans from somewhere within the cloud of dust. After a few seconds, Jacob Garfield emerged and began to limp down the hill. The dust settled a little, and Nora discovered another man sitting on the ground, spitting and cursing. 

It wasn’t Luke. 

“Mama?” Amy’s worried voice drifted up to her. 

“Luke’s fine, sweetie,” Nora quickly assured her, praying that she was right. “He’s just... resting a bit.” She stepped closer to the edge of the plateau, but she still couldn’t see Luke. Bile rose in her throat. Darkness threatened on the edge of her vision. A dull roar filled her ears, and she realized numbly that she was going to faint. 

“Hey!” A secure grip on her elbow brought her back to reality. 

Bonelessly Nora slumped against the dust-covered form. 

“Oh, God, Luke!” She clutched at his back, holding on as if for dear life. His body was reassuringly solid against her own trembling form. 
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“What? What is it?” Luke finally managed to loosen her grip on him and stepped back to take in her expression. 

Nora stared at him. “I thought you... you...” She gestured down the hill, where men and women tried to salvage what they could from the Bennetts’ destroyed wagon. 

“You weren’t really worried about me, were you?” His lips curled into a disbelieving smile. 

Nora wasn’t sure whether she should kiss him or slap him. 

He still had no idea how important his survival was for her and Amy – not for sentimental reasons, but because they needed a provider and protector. She abruptly turned away from him when her upset stomach roiled again. 

“Nora?” Luke bent down to look into her face. “Are you all right? You’re kind of green.” 

Nora tried to straighten, but another wave of nausea overtook her, and she lost what little she had eaten at noon. 

When she was finally just dry heaving and holding her stomach, she became aware of a comforting touch at her back. She turned around, swaying a little, and looked into Luke’s worried gray eyes. 

Amy pressed herself against Nora’s legs, clutching her skirt. “Are you sick, Mama?” The girl stared up at her with wide eyes. 

Nora rested a soothing hand on her daughter’s head while her other hand remained on her roiling stomach. “Just a little tummy ache. It’ll soon go away.” She knew that it wouldn’t, but she didn’t want to worry Amy, and she was very aware of Luke’s presence next to her. 

“Why didn’t you tell me that you’re sick?” His arm wrapped around her in an unconscious gesture, supporting her. 
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Where Nora had usually recoiled from men’s touches outside the context of her work, she found herself leaning on him. “I’m not,” she said, almost wishing she were sick. “I’m fine, just an upset stomach, that’s all.” 

Luke studied her. His expression told her that he didn’t believe a word she said. He had seen through her not inconsiderable acting skills right from the start. “Maybe you should leave that strong, silent routine to... us men,” he suggested with a half-smile. 

“Oh, yes, because you’re so much better at it than I,” she agreed, nodding down at his hands. 

The taut rope had ripped through his gloves, and Nora could see blisters and raw skin through the rips in the material. 

“Let me patch them up,” Nora said. 

Luke shook his head. “There’s no time for that. It’s our turn to go down the hill. We can lick our respective wounds when we’re down there. Will you be able to make it?” 

Nora straightened and squared her shoulders. She was determined to prove that she was no shrinking violet, but a hardy pioneer woman. “Of course.” 

Luke’s intense gaze rested on her for another second, then he nodded. “All right. Then let’s tie everything in the wagon down.” 

Nora climbed into the wagon. The stuffy air inside made her gag again, but she quickly suppressed it and started to tie down every loose item in the wagon. “Why don’t you let me finish this while you check on the oxen?” she suggested when she saw Luke fumble with his stiff fingers. 

She half-expected him to decline due to male pride, but he nodded without hesitation. 
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Minutes later, Luke urged the oxen forward over the edge of the plateau and down the steep hill. 

Nora watched with anxious eyes as the wagon bumped over rocks, barely held back from tumbling down the hill by the men holding the ropes. 

Bernice Garfield joined her as she started to walk down the hill. She set Amy down so that she could walk with Bernice’s children. 

“How’s Jacob?” Nora asked. 

“He hurt his leg, but otherwise he’s fine. How about Luke?” 

Nora watched her slender husband grip the brake handle. 

“His hands are badly scraped and blistered.” 

“Did you tell him?” Bernice grinned expectantly up at her. 

The mere thought of telling Luke threw Nora into a state of panic, but she couldn’t tell Bernice that. She quickly looked around, making sure that Amy was still running around with Bernice’s youngest daughter and wouldn’t hear any of their conversation. She didn’t want her to repeat anything of what was said to Luke. “No, I’m... I’m still waiting for the right moment.” 

“Ah!” Bernice laughed. “You want it to be romantic, huh?” 

“Something like that,” Nora mumbled. 

“I’m so happy for you and Luke!” Bernice beamed like a proud grandmother-to-be. “You’re such a nice couple.” 

Nora forced a smile. She loved Amy, and she loved children, and under other circumstances, she would have been happy to find herself pregnant again.  Everything would have been perfect if this was Luke’s baby.  But Nora knew that there was no possibility of that, and Luke would know it, too. 
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They would never be the happy little family that Nora wished for. 

She breathed a sigh of relief when their wagon finally reached the bottom of the valley. 

They camped in Ash Hollow, a wooded canyon named for its ash trees. After their strenuous, dusty trek down Windlass Hill, the place seemed like an oasis with its cool springs, tall trees, and bushes with sweet berries. The lush grass was sprinkled with a carpet of colorful wildflowers. Nora deeply inhaled the fragrance of roses and jasmine that permeated the air. 

“Well, looks like this is the romantic place you’ve been searching for.” Bernice winked at her. “Do you want some time alone with your husband? I could take Amy tonight.” 

Nora grimaced. Romantic place or not, she didn’t intend to tell Luke anytime soon. She was just not ready to have her new life end so soon. “No, thank you. I think I’ll wait a few weeks until I tell Luke. You never know what could go wrong, and I don’t want him to worry.” 

She busied herself with wandering through the meadow and picking berries with Amy. When she walked over to the clear pond in the middle of the meadow to wash Amy’s berry-smeared face, she found Luke next to the spring, trying to clean his hands. 

“Good berries?” Luke asked, fondly watching as the girl climbed into his lap. 

“Vewy good! Mama make a pie!” 

“I’m planning on baking a gooseberry pie,” Nora explained. “Don’t smear your face on Luke’s shirt, honey!” 

She took her protesting daughter away from him and started to clean her face. “Now you.” She turned to Luke. 
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Luke smiled, and it made his clean-shaven, normally stoic face appear years younger. “I didn’t eat any berries.” 

“I’m talking about your hands. Let me clean them for you.” Nora held out her hand and waited until Luke laid his own into her palm. She gently stripped off the remnants of the gloves and looked down, studying his hands. They were slender, but strong, equally capable of handling a dozen oxen or shoeing a horse and rocking her daughter to sleep. Nora gently dapped at the blisters and scrapes, and then, without really thinking about it, bent down and pressed a kiss to a calloused palm. 

Luke’s hand jerked in her grip. “What are you doing?” he demanded to know, his voice rough. 

Nora looked up. His half-tempted, half-angry expression told her that he thought that this was another one of her attempts of seduction. It wasn’t. There had been nothing planned or calculating about it. Even if she had wanted to, she was too scared that Luke would discover her pregnancy should she share his bed now. It had simply been a gesture of relief, sympathy, gratitude, and a grudging affection. To her astonishment, she felt herself blush under his gaze. “Sorry, I didn’t think. It’s just what I do when Amy has a boo-boo.” 

He drew his hand back and flexed it. “Well, I’m healed, then. Thank you.” A quick nod and he strode away. 
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Ash Hollow; 

June 12th, 1851 





LUKE STARED THROUGH the darkness toward the gurgling Ash Creek. Everyone else had already bedded down for the night, except for Luke, who had volunteered for guard duty tonight. She leaned back against her saddle, deliberately staying out of the circle of firelight. This way, she would make no target for any enemy that might lurk out into the darkness. 

She knew from experience that Sioux often camped near Ash Hollow, and she was determined to take no risks. As a soldier, her life had been a constant alternation of boring routine and life-threatening danger. She had fought in wars and skirmishes, but she had never been afraid to die. Her only fear had been to get injured that badly that her true identity would be discovered by the Army doctor or her comrades. 

But now, with each mile that they got farther away from Independence, the possibility of her own death took on another meaning for her. Nora’s reactions whenever Luke’s life was in danger had been far from indifferent, and Luke wasn’t naïve enough to believe that it was selfless love for the 

“man” she had married just six weeks ago. Nora’s concern was for her own future and for that of her daughter. 

With each day, Luke comprehended more and more that her life was inescapably entwined with those of the two Macauley females.  At least until we reach Oregon,  she told herself.  I’ll think of something by then.  She knew that she couldn’t spend the rest of her life with Nora even though she had come to appreciate the courageous woman, who had 163 





managed to hold on to her warmth and friendliness despite her former occupation. 

Nora was also a lot more intelligent and cultured than the average prostitute, and that was one of the reasons why Luke was afraid to spend more time than necessary with her. 

Sooner or later, Nora would discover her secret. Out here on the trail, she could always sleep apart from Nora and Amy, and she could take a quick bath at some out-of-the-way corner of a creek. If they lived under the same roof, Nora would expect her to share her bed and bath in the tub she prepared for her “husband.” There would be no hiding for very long. 

Luke snapped out of her gloomy thoughts when she heard footsteps. She lowered her carbine when Jacob Garfield stepped into the circle of firelight. 

He sank down next to Luke and looked at her with an eerie smile. 

Normally not one for idle conversation, Luke felt the need to break the silence. His grin made her somehow nervous. 

“How’s the leg?” 

“Suppose it’s gonna give me trouble for a few more days, but it could have been a lot worse.” He reached into the pocket of his jacket and offered her a small flask of whiskey. 

Luke shook her head. “I’m still on guard duty,” she reminded him. 

“Oh, come on, young man!” He gave her a friendly slap on the back. “You can make an exception this once! You have a very good reason to celebrate, after all!” 

Luke shrugged. The antelope she had shot this afternoon wasn’t a big reason for celebration in her mind, but it provided a nice change in their steady diet of salt pork and beans. 
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Jacob Garfield took a healthy swig. “Let’s just hope it’s a boy this time, huh?” 

 A boy? He isn’t really talking about the antelope, is he? 

Luke stared at him in confusion. “I’m not sure I know what you’re talking about.” 

“Oh, no false modesty now! My wife can’t keep a secret to save her life, so I know that congratulations are definitely in order!” Jacob offered her the flask again. 

Luke made no move to take it. “Congratulations?” she repeated slowly, hoping to catch up with his weird thought process. “For what?” 

Jacob laughed. “Don’t tell me you don’t know that your wife is with child?” 

“What? W-what do you mean... with child?” 

“With child... in a family way... in a delicate condition... 

pregnant,” Jacob explained, his grin widening with every word. 

He was definitely enjoying this a bit too much for Luke’s comfort, but by now she knew him well enough to know that he wasn’t joking. Jacob wasn’t one for silly pranks. “Nora... 

she’s pregnant?” 

Jacob nodded, still grinning. 

Luke stared at him in confusion. “B-but... how...?” 

“The usual way, I’d imagine.” Jacob laughed heartily. 

“Come on, boy, take it like a man!” 

Luke grimaced.  I’m not a man!  she suddenly wanted to shout.  And this is not my child!  But of course she said nothing while questions, doubts, and assumptions somersaulted through her mind.  Who is the father of this child? A customer? A beau back in Independence? Someone from the wagon train? Did she cuckold me?  Luke   gazed toward the 165 





wagons, trying to picture Nora’s interactions with the men on the train. Nora had always been friendly toward everyone, but Luke had never noticed her behaving inappropriately toward one of the mostly married men. 

 Was she already pregnant when she agreed to marry me? 

 Was that the reason she accepted my proposal so readily? 

 Was that why she tried to get me to share her bed? Did she want to make me believe that she was expecting my child? 

Luke snorted at the irony of the situation. 

 What am I gonna do now?  She felt trapped in a situation that she had never counted on happening. She had planned on finding a way to end her sham of a marriage, not take on even more responsibilities. 

“Well? What are you waiting for? Get going!” Jacob gave her a good-natured slap on the back, pointing toward the tent that Nora was sleeping in. 

With a great deal of effort, Luke held herself back from glaring at him. He couldn’t know that she wasn’t the overjoyed proud father that he expected her to be. “I’m still on guard duty,” she grumbled. 

“I’m taking the rest of your watch,” Jacob offered. “You can go and be with your wife.” 

Luke wanted to refuse. Being in the small tent with Nora was the last thing she wanted to do, but she knew that the close-knit community of the wagon train would soon become suspicious if she kept away from the woman who was supposedly expecting her child. “All right.” She bent down and picked up her saddle, taking her time because she wasn’t in any hurry to reach the tent and the woman it housed. 

She slowly raised the flap of the tent and tiptoed inside. 

Everything was quiet, and Luke breathed a sigh of relief. A sleeping Nora meant that she wouldn’t have to face the reality of this new situation just yet. 
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Quietly, she settled down in her bedroll even if she already knew that she wouldn’t be able to sleep tonight. She slammed her eyes shut as she detected movement from under Nora’s blankets and pretended to be asleep. 

From under lowered lids, she watched as Nora abruptly threw back her blankets and hurried past her to the flap. She had barely made it outside when Luke heard her gag and retch. 

Luke pressed three fingers to the bridge of her nose and stared at the flap. She wanted to pull the blanket up over her ears and ignore the pitiful sounds and what they meant, but as the minutes went by and Nora didn’t return to the tent, she sat up and listened into the darkness. 

There were no more sounds. No vomiting, no retching, no footsteps. 

With reluctant concern, Luke stood and wandered outside. 

“Nora?” she asked quietly. 

“Uh.” Nora cleared her throat. “I’m... I’m here.” 

Luke’s eyes adjusted to the darkness, and she could make out Nora, who was huddled on the ground, her arms wrapped around herself. “Are you all right?” The question sounded stupid in her own ears, but the thousand other questions in her mind were much more complicated, and she wasn’t ready to ask them yet. 

Nora quickly wiped her mouth. “I’m fine. I just couldn’t sleep and came out here for a breath of fresh air.” 

 Looks like we’re evenly matched. She’s as good at lying as I am.  Suddenly, Luke couldn’t stand the many lies that made up her life. “I don’t think a breath of fresh air will cure what ails you,” she said bluntly. 

With a half-suppressed groan, Nora straightened and looked up at Luke. Her green eyes were wide and scared. 

167 





“Is there by any chance something that you wanted to tell me?” Luke found herself holding her breath. She wanted to hear it from Nora, half hoping that Jacob was wrong. 

She heard Nora swallow heavily. Her gaze darted away from Luke’s. “You... you know, don’t you?” 

Luke closed her eyes for a second.  It is true.  She nodded. 

“How?” Nora whispered. 

Luke snorted. “That’s exactly what I want to know. How can you be with child when we both know...” She quickly closed her mouth. Nora didn’t know just how impossible the thought of her fathering a child was. 

Nora hung her head. “It’s not yours,” she admitted in a whisper. 

“That much is obvious. Whose child is it, then?” Luke demanded to know. An unexpected wave of jealousy swept over her. 

“I... I don’t know.” 

“Who...?” Luke began to ask again, but then stopped herself when she realized that Nora wasn’t protecting the identity of the father – she really didn’t know it. “A customer,” she said with sudden clarity. 

Nora raised her head for the first time and pleadingly looked into Luke’s eyes. “I haven’t been with anyone else since I agreed to marry you. I know that you probably won’t believe the word of a prostitute, but I swear to you that I haven’t–” 

“I believe you,” Luke interrupted. 

Nora still looked at her warily, waiting for the other shoe to drop. 
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Luke took a deep breath and posed the crucial question. 

“When did you first learn that you were with child? Before or after you agreed to marry me?” 

“I wasn’t sure for a long time. I thought I might be exhausted and queasy because of the strain of the journey.” 

“Look at me.” Luke waited until green eyes reluctantly met hers. “This isn’t something that you discovered just now. 

You probably began to worry the moment you missed your monthly courses.” Luke knew too much about life in a brothel to believe otherwise. Children had no place in a prostitute’s life; they only meant a loss of money. “How far along are you?” 

“I’m not sure, but I’d guess five months,” Nora mumbled, quickly looking down again. 

Luke eyed the still mostly slender woman. “Five months? 

That’s impossible!” 

Nora bit her lip. “I assure you, it is possible. You haven’t seen me naked, and these skirts and the apron are hiding my little bulge quite well. It was the same when I was pregnant with Amy – I could hide it until I was six months along.” 

 She had to hide that pregnancy as well?  Luke instantly started to speculate about Amy’s father, but then stopped herself. She had other problems at the moment. “You agreed to marry me and travel two thousand miles through mountains, wastelands, and flooded rivers, knowing that you’re with child? What the hell were you thinking?” 

“Thinking?” Nora’s head snapped up, and she met Luke’s gaze without submissiveness for the first time. “I wasn’t thinking at all – I was just trying to survive!” 

“By trying to pass off a customer’s bastard as my child? 
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bed with me?” Heat shot up Luke’s body as she glared at the pregnant woman. 

Nora blinked, and the glimmer of anger that had started in her eyes died. “I’m... I don’t know. I really don’t. I didn’t want to lie to you, but...” 

“Then why did you? Why didn’t you tell me from the start?” Luke wanted to know even as she thought to herself, Oh, you’re one to talk about trust and telling the truth, Luke Hamilton!  

Nora wrapped protective arms around her middle. “Would you have married me if you knew?” 

They both knew that the answer was “no,” but Luke’s reasons were not the ones that Nora was probably thinking of. 

It wasn’t only that she didn’t want to be responsible for a pregnant woman and later a baby that wasn’t her own; mainly it was that she didn’t want to expose a pregnant woman to all the dangers along the trail. She shuddered when she thought about all the stories about miscarriages and death in childbirth she had heard along the trail. 

“What is going to happen now?” Nora finally asked in a small voice. 

“We’re going back inside, and we’ll make you some ginger tea. That should help with the nausea,” Luke answered, intentionally misunderstanding Nora’s question. 

Nora stared at her for a moment, then found the courage to ask again. “No, I mean... what’s going to happen with me, with this baby?” She gently touched her rounded stomach. 

“With us?” Now she pointed at Luke and herself. 

Luke shook her head. “I don’t know, and I don’t want to think about it just now.” She rubbed her temples where a dull throbbing had started. “Give me some time, all right?” 
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Without waiting for an answer, she headed back inside and started searching for some ginger root. 
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Courthouse Rock; 

June 15th, 1851 





NORA GROGGILY LIFTED her head from the pillow and blinked her eyes open. The first pale light of pre-dawn was just starting to filter in through the canvas. She could make out Luke’s blanket-wrapped body on the other side of the tent, his back to her. His position illustrated the distance that had sprung up between them. Not that they had been overly close before, but in the five hundred and fifty miles since Independence, an easy camaraderie and mutual respect had developed between them. Nora had cherished that wary friendship because she had never thought that she would ever have that kind of relationship with a man. But now... 

It had been three days since he had learned of her pregnancy, and still they hadn’t spoken about the future. His silence became more frightening with every hour that went by. She pressed both palms to her middle, hoping to calm her unborn child. She had started to feel its movements two days earlier, but the joy of the moment had been overshadowed by constant fears and worries about her uncertain future. 

After passing Ash Hollow, the trail had begun a slight, but constant uphill climb, and the nights grew colder with the rising altitude. Far off on the horizon, they could sometimes catch glimpses at the snow-patched Laramie Mountains. Nora knew that they were well past the point where Luke could just send her back to Independence – not on her own, at least. But every time they met a family or a group of disillusioned gold seekers traveling back east, fear shot through her when she saw Luke talking to them. Each time, she was afraid that he was arranging for her to go back with them, but it hadn’t happened yet. 

172 





Luke had been distanced, but not unfriendly with her. He hadn’t yelled when she didn’t have breakfast ready when he rose, because just the smell of the food made her nauseated. 

He had calmly taken over the task of frying the bacon and sent her back to the wagon to rest. 

As far as Nora knew, he hadn’t even told anyone that it wasn’t his child that she was expecting. Whenever someone from the wagon train congratulated him on the baby, he pressed his lips together but accepted the congratulations with an embarrassed shrug. So far, no one suspected that he was not the baby’s father. Everyone was still treating Nora with respect, but she lived in the fear that this would change very soon, and she would be on her own once again. 

With a sigh, she rose to begin her chores. 

When she turned to the place right next to her, where Amy always slept, she froze. The blankets were empty. Amy was gone. 

In panic, Nora stumbled to the flap of the tent but stopped when she passed the place where Luke slept. 

Her daughter slept peacefully next to Luke. Her red curls were peeking out from under the blanket that he must have covered her with. She had cuddled up to Luke, clutching him like an oversized doll. 

Nora stared at the two of them. She suddenly realized that, if Luke should leave them, it would break Amy’s heart. Nora had taken care to protect her own heart by hiding it away behind a protective shield, but her daughter didn’t have that kind of protection. For the first time in her life, Amy had given her trust to a man, and Nora didn’t want to see that trust trampled on. She knew exactly how much that hurt. 

She watched as Amy moved in her sleep, snuggling closer into the fabric of Luke’s shirt. 
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A strong hand came out from under the blanket they shared and spread protectively across Amy’s small back, keeping her warm and safe. 

Nora bit her lip. She had never thought that she would trust any man with the welfare of her daughter, but now she found that she did trust Luke. Despite Luke’s inexperience with children and Amy’s distrust of men, they had bonded during the last few weeks on the trail. 

Everything in her life had been perfect for once, but Nora had been afraid to let herself be truly happy, afraid that something would happen that would destroy her happiness – 

and now something had happened. 

With one last glance at the two sleeping forms, Nora slipped from the tent. She shivered in the cool morning air and hastily stoked the fire. When she bent down to pick up the dented kettle, she heard footsteps behind her. 

“Morning,” came Luke’s sleep-roughened voice. 

Nora turned and took her yawning daughter from him. 

“Good morning. I didn’t wake you, did I?” She didn’t want to annoy him any more than she already had by hiding the fact that she was pregnant with another man’s child. 

“No,” Luke answered shortly. “Let me do this.” He took the kettle from her and started toward the river. 

Amy began to struggle in her arms, demanding to be put down. “Amy go too!” 

Nora looked down. Dew clung to the grass and would soak Amy in seconds. “No, Amy, you stay with me. You’ll only get wet in the grass.” 

Amy bent down to look at the dew, too. Her lower lip quivered. 
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“How about you help me make your favorite breakfast?” 

Nora suggested quickly before tears could start to fall. 

Amy stopped struggling. “Apple pancakes?” 

“I don’t have any apples, but pancakes, yes.” Nora was fairly sure that her stomach could handle making pancakes. 

She set Amy down and showed her how to stir the flour and the milk for the pancake batter. 

All around them, other campfires came to life as the other women started breakfast. 

Nora pressed her lips together, trying to ignore the various smells of bacon, beans, bread, and onions that wafted over. 

Bile rose in her throat. She turned away from Amy and the pancakes for a second to take a deep breath. 

When she turned back around, Amy had set the pancake batter down and was running through the grass toward the river. “Amy! Amy Hamilton! Stop and come back here right this second!” 

But Amy had almost reached Luke now, who was returning with the water kettle. “Papa!” she shouted across the distance between them. 

Nora froze in mid-step. She watched as the kettle almost slipped from Luke’s suddenly nerveless grip. He had stopped, too, and was now staring at Amy with an expression that almost made Nora laugh despite the grimness of her situation. 

“Amy!” She hastily caught up with her daughter. “Don’t call Luke that, sweetheart.” Calling him by that title meant forcing him to adopt the role of a father when he was neither Amy’s nor the unborn baby’s. She didn’t want him to think that she had told Amy to call him “Papa,” even when it was clear that he was reluctant to accept that role in their lives. 

Amy stopped hopping through the grass toward Luke. She turned and stared up at Nora with an expression of utter 175 





confusion. Her lower lip was trembling – a clear sign that she was fighting to hold back tears. “Sowwy,” she mumbled. 

Nora bit her lip. She was sure that Amy didn’t even know why she was apologizing. She was afraid that she had done something wrong, but it was clear to Nora that her daughter had no idea why it would be so wrong to call Luke “Papa.” 

From the day of her birth, Amy had been the child of a prostitute, and she had been treated as such. Amy had often been yelled at and disapproved of by “respectable” 

townspeople. Even now that she was around people who treated her like any other child born in wedlock, she was oversensitive toward disapproval. 

With a sigh, Nora kneeled down next to her daughter. 

“You didn’t do anything wrong, sweetheart. You didn’t know.” She lifted her head and looked pleadingly into Luke’s eyes. “She must have heard the other children on the train calling their fathers by that name, and she must have thought... Amy, sweetie, Luke is n–” 

“No.” Luke held up a hand, stopping her mid-word. 

“It’s...” He cleared his throat. “It’s all right.” 

Nora stared at him. “It’s all right?” she repeated. What did that mean? It was all right as long as Amy never referred to him like that again? 

“Your children need a father, and I’m willing to fulfill that role for as long as it takes you to find a better man,” Luke explained. 

 A better man?  Nora felt like laughing and crying at the same time.  Then you’re gonna be their father for as long as you live, because the longer I know you, the surer I am that you are the best man I could ever wish for.  Slowly, she stood and rested her hand on Amy’s shoulder. “You really mean that? You would accept this child as your own?” She couldn’t hide the hope that shone in her eyes. 
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Luke shrugged as if it was no big deal. “As long as you’re my wife, your children will be mine, too.” 

Nora blinked and dazedly shook her head.  His wife, his children... Is it really that easy for him?  She couldn’t imagine that any other man that she had ever met would have reacted like that. Some might have tolerated that stepsisters or stepbrothers were growing up along with his own children, but she had never seen a proud man like Luke Hamilton just accept another man’s child as his own. 

Doubts immediately began to grow in her. Pessimistic thoughts and worries crept back into her mind, but then she watched Luke pick Amy up, out of the dewy grass. The wet hem of her dress soaked his shirt, and she saw him shiver in the cool morning air, but he didn’t set Amy back down. 

 Maybe...  Nora allowed a timid hope to grow in her chest as she followed them back to the fire. 
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Chimney Rock; 

June 15th, 1851 





LUKE LOOKED BACK over her shoulder. When she saw the Buchanans’ wagon slow and then stop, she raised her arm and shouted out a warning to Jacob Garfield in the wagon in front of hers, who repeated it until the message had reached the front of the train. The command to halt was repeated back the same way until every wagon had stopped almost level with the slender stone column that jutted nearly five hundred feet into the sky. 

Chimney Rock was one of the rock formations that rose from the plains along the banks of the North Platte River. 

Landmarks like Courthouse Rock or Chimney Rock loomed on the horizon for days and always appeared to be much closer than they really were. Some of the emigrants had walked three or four miles out of their way to climb the cone or etch their names into the sandstone, but their halt had other reasons. 

Mrs. Buchanan had been too sick to walk when they had set out this morning. By noon, the captain had sent riders out to other wagon trains in search of a doctor. 

Luke’s gaze searched out Nora to make sure she was all right, something she found herself doing regularly since she had found out that Nora was pregnant. 

Thankful for the breather, Nora had sat down on the wagon tongue while they waited for word from the Buchanan wagon, stretching her swollen feet out before her. 

Now that Luke knew, she could detect a slight bulge where the baby grew. She was still alternating between horror and 178 





awe at the thought that she would soon be the “father” of a newborn baby. 

Mr. Buchanan emerged from his wagon with a shovel and began to dig a hole right in front of his wagon. 

Luke pressed her lips together and silently grabbed her own shovel to help him. She didn’t need to ask to know that Mrs. Buchanan had just died. She had known when the doctor from a nearby train had told them it was cholera that this was the most likely outcome. 

Cholera had killed more emigrants than anything else. She had seen people in good health start out cheerfully whistling in the morning. By noon, they writhed in agony with horrible cramps, vomiting, and diarrhoea, and they were dead before evening. 

Luke dug silently, shoulder at shoulder with Jacob Garfield and Tom Buchanan. Bill Larson, the neighbor from the wagon behind Luke’s, didn’t come out from his wagon; he just predicted a quick, horrible death for the helpers if they didn’t stay away. 

Luke didn’t believe that cholera was contagious. Last year, when she had seen a lot of people die along the Platte, she had gotten the impression that cholera had to do with the low quality of the drinking water from the shallow river. She couldn’t prove it, but Bill Larson’s superstitious assumption was not enough to make her abandon her neighbor when he needed help. Digging a grave in the packed ground of the trail was hard work, but Luke knew that it was the only way now that they’d come this far west. 

Chimney Rock had marked the end of their travel over flat plains and the start of the mountain portion of the journey. 

The scenery had changed from lush green to dry, brown grass. There was no wood in the area, and that meant that they couldn’t build a coffin for Mrs. Buchanan. 
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Luke watched as Mr. Buchanan wrapped his wife’s body in a quilt and lowered her into the shallow grave that they had dug into the ruts of the trail. They hoped that the constant passing of wagons over the grave would wipe away the scent and disguise the location of the grave so that the body would be safe from Indians, grave-robbers, and scavenging animals in the packed earth. 

Finally, the emigrants stood together in a loose semi-circle around the fresh grave. Nora stepped next to Luke when the captain started to read from his Bible. 

Out of the corner of her eye, Luke watched Nora sniffle and wipe her eyes as she helped Amy join her hands in prayer. 

Luke wasn’t really familiar with the Lord’s Prayer that the others were mumbling in chorus, so she just moved her lips and watched the others. 

Mr. Buchanan stood with his head hanging while those of his children that were old enough to understand the irrevocability of what had happened wept openly. 

Suddenly, a picture of Nora and Amy weeping at her grave shot through her mind. She gritted her teeth as she realized the grimness of the situation that Nora would be in if something happened to her. If she died or were too sick to continue, if her identity was exposed in the process, Nora and Amy wouldn’t even have the support of the usually close-knit community of the wagon train. No one would have much sympathy for a woman who had lived as the wife of such a freak of nature. No one would believe that she hadn’t known, that she had never shared Luke’s bed. 

Luke looked at the assembled emigrants. She had no doubt that Nora would stand alone at her grave if it ever came to that.  That is, if she’ll stand at my grave for longer than it takes to spit on it.  If anyone attended the funeral at all, they 180 





would whisper and talk behind Nora’s back, just as they had talked behind Luke’s back during her childhood. 

Luke had long since gotten used to it. She had learned to distance herself from others. Luke hadn’t cared about anyone, and no one had cared about her or what happened to her. She had only ever been responsible for herself. 

Now all that had changed. The sudden impulse to take Nora’s hand almost scared her. It was something a husband, a lover would have done, and she was Nora’s spouse in name only. No sense in letting Nora – or herself – hope for something that could never be. 

When the prayer ended, she quickly strode away and readied the oxen. 

“Are you all right?” Nora’s voice came from behind her. 

Luke didn’t turn around. “Sure.” She shrugged as casually as possible. “I didn’t even know Mrs. Buchanan all that well.” 

Nora stepped next to her and idly rubbed the lead ox’ 

flank. “She was a really nice woman. In the beginning, when I couldn’t bake bread to save my life, she shared hers with me more than once.” 

Luke shuffled her feet as she watched Nora wipe at her tears. While she had taken care to hold herself separate from the rest of the emigrants, Nora had become a part of the community. She didn’t know what to say. 

“I’m sorry,” Nora mumbled, obviously noticing how uncomfortable Luke was with her open display of emotions. 

“I think it’s all that...” She gestured at her growing belly. “It’s making me a bit emotional.” 

Luke just nodded. For the last few days, she had avoided discussing the pregnancy with Nora, preferring to just ignore it for the time being. Avoiding the topic once again, she 181 





looked away from Nora and detected Amy laying a small bouquet of hand-picked wildflowers next to the grave. 

“You’re a good mother,” she suddenly found herself saying. 

Nora blinked up at her, and her hands came to rest on her stomach in an unconscious gesture. “Do you really think so?” 

Hope and doubt mixed in her voice. 

“I do.” Luke had never thought that she would say that about a woman who had once been a prostitute, but there was no doubt in her mind that Nora loved her daughter and tried everything she could to do right by her. 

The last of Nora’s tears disappeared, and she smiled up at Luke. Golden highlights twinkled in the green eyes, and the charming smattering of freckles across her nose and cheeks seemed to dance as dimples formed. 

Irritated with herself for noticing such irrelevant details about Nora’s looks, Luke turned away and urged the oxen forward. 
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Near Chimney Rock; 

June 15th, 1851 





NORA LICKED DRY LIPS that had cracked during a long day’s travel over a sandy road. Clouds of dust had hung in the air all day like fog. A thin layer of dirt had coated her skin, and it had been a relief to dip into the small creek where they had set up camp. Even Luke had returned from one of his solitary walks with hair still damp from a bath. 

Finally, after their evening meal, rain had begun to fall, settling down the clouds of dust and turning them into mud, which had forced them to retreat into their tents. 

Her tongue flicked over her cracked lip as she concentrated on threading her needle in the dim light inside the tent. When she had finally managed the task, she slipped the bodice of her dress over her head and looked down at the frayed cuff. 

She pierced the needle through the fabric. When she pulled the thread through, her gaze fell on Luke. 

He quickly turned away, making it obvious for Nora that he had been watching her. 

Nora looked down at her thin chemise and smiled to herself. Moments like this were a healing balm to her battered self-confidence concerning her ability to entice her husband with her female charms. 

The other men on the train were already engaged in more than just looking at their wives. Judging from some of the sounds that came from the tents around theirs, some of the other couples took advantage of their forced retreat from the rain to make love behind the canvas walls. Nora had worked 183 





in a brothel during wartime, so she understood that they were basically celebrating life, reassuring themselves and each other that they were alive and well. 

“You know, I don’t mind,” she quietly told him. 

Luke barely looked up. “You don’t mind what?” He sounded gruff, but Nora had learned that this was his way to avoid showing his emotions. 

“I don’t mind you looking at me, at my body,” Nora explained. “You are my husband. You are allowed to look.” 

Luke glanced up fleetingly but didn’t answer. 

“You’re allowed to do more than just look,” Nora added. 

She moved over to him and took his hand. She felt it jerk nervously in her grip, but she held on and gently pressed his hand against her belly. She could feel his calluses through the thin fabric of her chemise, the slight trembling of his fingers an astonishing contrast. That sign of vulnerability in the normally self-assured man affected Nora. There was none of the revulsion that usually accompanied a man’s touch. 

He tried to pull away, but then his fingers hesitantly fluttered over her growing belly as if trying to communicate with the unborn child. 

To her own surprise, Nora felt herself relax into the gentle touch. She had endured men’s touches hundreds of times in the last two years, but somehow this was very different. The small tent forced them to sit close together, and she deeply breathed in the unobtrusive scent of leather, horse, and something that was just Luke. There was no hesitation on her part as she slowly led his hand upward and pressed it to her only half-covered breast. 

Luke froze. His gaze flickered over to Amy. 

“Don’t worry,” Nora whispered. “She’s fast asleep. She won’t wake up.” 
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“Yeah.” Luke’s voice was raspy. “Because we won’t give her any reason to. I told you before that I have no intention of sharing your bed.” He slid his hand out from under hers. 

Nora had almost expected him to refuse her again, but she still found herself a bit disappointed. Every time she thought she had finally established any sort of intimacy between them, he distanced himself from her again. “But why? 

There’s no risk now. I can’t get pregnant twice after all.” She forced a grin. 

Luke clenched his hands into fists. “This arrangement would be much easier on both of us if you finally stopped trying to seduce me.” 

“Arrangement?” Nora repeated slowly. The word left a bitter taste in her mouth. “The business relationships that I had with my customers were arrangements. What we have is a marriage, Luke.” 

Still keeping his gaze fixed on his knees, Luke folded his arms across his chest. “I gave you and Amy my name and a chance to start a new life; I do my best to provide for you and protect you, and I agreed to be a father for your children until you find someone else. Isn’t that exactly what you wanted from our marriage? What more do you want from me?” 

Nora swallowed heavily. Having a protector and provider was exactly what she had hoped for when she had agreed to marry him. If she was honest with herself, she had to admit that Luke had already surpassed all expectations. He treated her with a kindness and respect that had been missing from her life for a long time, and he showed more interest and patience toward Amy than her own father had ever had for Nora. So what more could she expect of him? What more did she want from him? 

Shouts from outside their tent interrupted Nora’s thoughts. 
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in the opening of the tent. Thick droplets of rain splashed from his graying hair and beard. “Strike the tent!” he shouted over the pouring rain outside. “We have to get away from here right now!” 

Then he was gone. In the shocked silence, they heard him repeat his shouted message in the next tent. 

Nora blinked and looked at Luke. 

As she had expected him to, he immediately took charge of the situation. “You wake Amy and pack up the bedding; I’ll take care of the tent. We’ll meet at the wagon.” 

“Amy! Amy, wake up!” She frantically shook her daughter. 

Amy’s eyes opened, and she blinked sleepily. With a groan of protest, she tried to turn around and go back to sleep. 

“No, Amy, you have to wake up. We have to leave.” 

While her daughter sat up and began to struggle half-heartedly to free herself from her sleep-warm blanket, Nora rolled up her own bedding and Luke’s. 

Loaded down with Amy perched on her hip and the bedrolls under her other arm, she ran outside. Raindrops pelted her face, and she bowed her head as she fought against wind and rain. The fire had long since gone out, so the camp lay in darkness. Nora could hardly make out the contours of the wagons, and she had no idea which one was theirs. Mud clung to her boots. Every step was harder than the one before. 

Chaos prevailed all around her. Everyone was shouting, hurrying through the rain with crying children and a few belongings clutched to their chest. 

Nora stumbled. She stopped for a second and turned back around, peering through the rain. She couldn’t make out their tent and hoped that meant that Luke had already struck it. 
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to know a way out of the troubles they found themselves in, and Nora realized that she felt safe with him.  No,  she told herself.  I have to make it on my own. Luke can’t deal with helping me and taking care of the tent at the same time.  

She bent down to protect Amy’s body from the rain with her own, and then hastened onward. 

A bolt of lightning zigzagged across the sky and gave her a brief glimpse of the wagons.  This one!  She veered to the right and breathed a sigh of relief when she finally reached their wagon. She lifted Amy inside and climbed after her to stow away the now wet bedrolls. 

Another lightning lit the sky, revealing the small creek where they had set up camp this evening.  Small creek?  Nora stared for the second the lightning lasted. It wasn’t a gentle stream any longer. Right next to the circle of wagons a raging river was bursting over its banks and threatened to overturn the wagons if they stayed any longer. 

“Nora?” Luke’s voice was almost drowned by the booming thunder. 

Nora stuck her head through the flap. “Here! We’re here!” 

With her voice guiding him, he reached the wagon and lost no time strapping the tent poles on the sides of the wagon. 

“Stay here. I have to bring in the oxen,” he said when he handed her the folded tent cover. 

Nora could only imagine how frightened the animals must be by lightning and thunder. From what she had experienced on their journey so far, she knew that a stampede could break out any second. “Luke!” she shouted against rain and thunder as he started to turn away. 

He turned back around. In the glaring light of another lightning, she could see that his soaked through shirt was plastered to his skin, and for a second, she thought she saw 187 





something like a bandage under the half-transparent fabric. 

Then the surrounding of the wagon was once again thrown into darkness, and Nora thought she must have been mistaken.  Surely he would have told me if he’d been hurt?  

“What?” Luke urged her to speak. 

“It’s just...” Nora swallowed. “Take care, all right?” 

“I will.” He disappeared into the night. 

Nora forced herself to move away from the flap. She bundled Amy into a halfway dry blanket and pulled the strings to draw shut the covers at Amy’s end of the wagon. 

“Amy,” she addressed the shivering child as calmly as she could, “I have to go outside and help Luke. You stay here. 

Don’t climb out of the wagon by yourself. I’ll be back soon, all right?” 

She waited until Amy nodded, then climbed back out. The rain was still falling hard, but she ignored it and started to ready the wooden yokes and unchained the wagon from the others that it had been bound to overnight. 

When Luke returned with the nervous oxen, the wagon was ready to go. 

They worked together in silence, yoking the oxen and urging them forward, away from the dangerous river. Theirs was the first wagon to pull out, but Nora could see others following behind them. With a firm grip on the lead ox’ yoke, Luke led them through the night. 

Nora concentrated on putting one foot in front of the other, trying not to stumble or get stuck in the ankle-deep mud. She almost fell when Luke suddenly brought the wagon to a halt. 

“Careful!” Luke’s arm caught her but pulled back when she had secured her footing. “I think this is far away enough from the river. We should camp here for the rest of the night. 

It’s not safe traveling in the dark.” 
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The captain agreed, and the soaked through emigrants settled down for the night in their wagons. 

Between trunks, sacks of flour and beans, and a keg of pickles, there wasn’t much space for them in the wagon bed. 

Nora settled down between a feeding bag and her butter churn, curling herself around Amy’s body for added warmth. 

She closed her eyes but couldn’t sleep. 

The wagon covers had been rubbed down with linseed oil to make them waterproof, but the night’s downpour had been too much for them, and now they leaked anyway. A steady succession of drops hit her shoulder, and she moved a little to the right to avoid them. She closed her eyes again, but now another leak had built at her feet. 

She had just resigned herself to a sleepless night when she felt another blanket being settled over her and Amy, followed by the rainproof tent cover. 

Without a word, Luke returned to his place at the end of the wagon, staring out into the rain with his back resting against a sack of flour. 

“Thank you,” Nora whispered. She tried to make out his face in the dark but couldn’t. “Do you want to join us in our little nest?” She lifted the edge of the covers in invitation. 

“There’s no room,” he answered. 

Careful not to wake Amy, Nora stood and balanced the butter churn on top of the keg of pickles, then shoved the feeding bag back as far to the side as it would go. “There’s room now.” She lay back down and again lifted the covers for him to join them. 

“No, it’s all right. I have to go out in an hour anyway to ride guard over the herd,” Luke declined once more. 

Nora was determined not to give up this time. Luke had taken care of everybody tonight, and now she would take care 189 





of him. “Then you should rest for that hour, not sit up and be miserable. Come on, it’s getting cold in here.” She tugged at the edge of the blankets that she held up for him. 

Slowly, Luke edged toward them. He lay down with his back pressed against the keg of pickles, careful to keep as much space between them as possible. 

“You have to move a little closer, or the blanket won’t cover you,” Nora told him. 

He hesitated, but then inched closer. 

Amy turned around in her sleep, feeling his heat, and snuggled up to him. 

This close, Nora could make out his expression and stifled a laugh as she saw him blush. She settled the blanket down over him, leaving them in a warm cocoon of shared heat.  Now he is sharing my bed,  she thought triumphantly and had to giggle. 

“What?” Luke asked, sounding a little irritated. 

Nora quickly pressed a hand against her lips. “Oh, nothing.” 

“We have to break up camp in the middle of the night or risk getting drowned; our wagon is leaking; a stampede could break out any second; I don’t even want to imagine tomorrow’s travel through knee-deep mud, and you’re giggling over nothing? Uh-huh.” He gently poked her in the shoulder, making Nora giggle again. “Tell me.” He raised his finger in mock threat. 

If any other man had raised his hand and used a tone this threatening with her, Nora knew that she would have been scared to death, but this time, with Luke, her finely honed instincts told her that she had nothing to worry about. “Well, it just occurred to me... you’re finally sharing my bed.” Not 190 





giggling now, she stared into his face and held her breath while she waited for his reaction. 

Luke snorted. “This is not exactly what you had in mind, huh?” 

 Isn’t it?  Suddenly, Nora wasn’t so sure what she had or hadn’t wanted anymore. She had never really enjoyed going to bed with men, and after two years in a brothel, she certainly wasn’t eager to have relations with one of them again. Yes, she had wanted to have Luke share her bed, but not for carnal reasons. The only thing she had wanted to achieve was getting closer to her husband, sharing an intimacy that would ensure that he wouldn’t leave her. 

“Nora? You asleep?” he whispered when her answer didn’t come. 

“No, just thinking.” 

This close, his gray eyes were like silver mirrors in the light of the moon that peeked out from behind heavy clouds. 

“About what?” he asked after a minute of silence. 

Nora hesitated. She had been taught from a very early age that women should never speak their mind. Life in the brothel had only enforced that. Her first instinct was to keep her thoughts to herself and tell him that she had been thinking about what condition the trail might be in tomorrow. Then she shook her head. She wanted to start a new life, be a new, respectable woman. She didn’t have to keep up her old habits. 

“I was thinking about what I want from you.” 

She heard Luke suck in a breath. He was quiet for so long that Nora began to fear that she had annoyed him. When she opened her mouth to try soothing his ruffled feathers, he asked, “And what is it that you want?” 

That was the point where Nora’s ruminations had stopped. 
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him; she just knew that it wasn’t just his protection. “I... I want to... be closer to you.” She closed her eyes for a moment, realizing the truth of her words as she spoke them. 

“I feel like I don’t really know the most important person in my life. Adult person,” she added, briefly looking down at her sleeping daughter. “I don’t know anything about you.” 

Luke’s formerly relaxed expression became reserved again. “You know everything you have to. Why would you want to know more?” 

“Because I–” 

“Hamilton?” A shout from outside interrupted Nora. “Hey, Hamilton, are you in there? We need your help with the animals!” 

Nora recognized the voice.  Bill Larson. One more reason to hate him,  she thought as she watched Luke scramble out from under the blankets. She knew that he would avoid discussing this topic again. With a sigh, she settled back down and pressed a kiss into Amy’s red curls. “Sleep tight, sweetie.”  At least one of us should.  
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Scotts Bluff; 

June 17th, 1851 





FROM UNDER THE BRIM of her hat, Luke glanced up to the high cliffs that loomed like a bastion above the plains. An hour ago, she had glimpsed a band of Indians watching the wagon train from the pine-covered top of the massive bluff. 

This was Sioux territory, so as far as Luke was concerned, they had every right to be there. She kept a watchful eye on them from time to time, but otherwise didn’t pay them too much attention. She didn’t really have the time to, because unlike Chimney and Courthouse Rock, Scotts Bluff was an obstacle for the wagon train. 

Ravines and eroded wastelands stretched from the bluffs to the river, making it impossible to continue on their usual trail along the North Platte River. Luke and two other scouts had been sent out to look for a pass through the bluffs. 

From the distance, the bluffs seemed to be an impenetrable barrier, but Luke knew from her military expeditions that there was a lower, less rocky area several miles to the south. 

Larson and some of the other men grumbled about the detour, but in the end, the captain had agreed to use Robidoux Pass instead of the shorter, but steeper and more dangerous Mitchell Pass. 

Luke wiped the sweat from her brow. After the downpour two days before, the weather had turned oppressively hot. 

Men and animals suffered alike under the blazing sun and the clouds of mosquitoes. Fortunately, the ascent was a gradual 193 





one until the last half mile before the summit, where they had to double-team the oxen to navigate the hundred-foot rise. 

They stopped at the crest of the pass to rest in the shadow provided by nearby cedar trees and to renew their water supplies. Luke gratefully took the ladle of cool, clear water that Nora handed her and took a moment to look around. 

In the distance, the faint blue shadow of the Black Hills loomed on the horizon to the west. The snow-capped Laramie Peak seemed to reach into the clouds. Luke watched Nora stare west with as much anxiety as awe. 

Luke couldn’t blame her. Laramie Peak signalled the beginning of their ascent into the mountains. Ahead of them lay difficult terrain. Firewood, water, and even buffalo chips would become scarce. They would have to leave more of their possessions behind to lighten the load of the weary oxen as they tried to cross the Rocky Mountains. 

Luke dipped the ladle into the water barrel again. When she lifted it, she caught a glimpse of half a dozen Sioux that crested the rise. 

“Indians!” Bill Larson had seen them, too, and he reached around his faint-looking wife for his rifle. 

“No!” Luke sprang forward, grabbing the barrel of Larson’s rifle. 

Larson refused to let go. A tug-of-war ensued. “Let go, you fool, or we’re all gonna die!” Larson barked, trying to kick Luke from his elevated position on the wagon seat. 

Luke used his momentum forward to pull Larson down from the wagon. She never let go of the rifle because she knew how it would end. The Lakota, as the Sioux called themselves, hadn’t attacked emigrants so far, but they started to eye the streams of white men passing through their land and leaving behind herds of slaughtered buffalo with distrust. 
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They were a powerful and proud tribe, and when pushed by trigger-happy settlers, they would respond with hostility. 

“Stop it! Both of you!” Captain McLoughlin stepped between them. “We have to show strength in front of the Indians; fighting among ourselves doesn’t help with that!” 

Slowly, Luke let go of Larson’s rifle. The captain was right. She straightened and watched as the six braves slowly led their horses toward the wagon train. 

“Keep on your guard,” Abe McLoughlin said over his shoulder, “but nobody lifts a weapon without me ordering it!” 

He stepped out of the shadow of Larson’s wagon and greeted the Lakota in their own language. From time to time, he turned back around to translate for the other emigrants. 

Luke didn’t really need the translation. In her eight years with the Dragoons, she hadn’t made a lot of friends and had kept to herself a lot, particularly after Nate’s death. She had spent a lot of time with the other outsiders of the company, including the native and half-blood scouts. As a result, she understood at least some words of half a dozen native languages. She caught that they wanted to trade before McLoughlin translated it for them. 

“They want to trade?” Bill Larson roared with sarcastic laughter. “I don’t need no stinking Indian blankets! Tell them no!” 

“Abe,” Luke said before the captain could turn back around to translate Larson’s refusal, “if we refuse to trade with them, they’ll follow us for days and try to steal our stock at night. Let’s trade with them, give them some clothes or coffee. That’s all they want.” 

The captain nodded. He turned and asked the barrel-chested leader what they had to offer. 
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The tall Lakota pointed to the only female in his group, then at Measles. 

Luke could only stare for a moment. She wouldn’t trade her horse and certainly not for an Indian wife. 

Bill Larson started to laugh when the captain translated the offer. “Hamilton can’t handle one wife; what would he want with two?” 

Luke ignored him.  I’m getting quite good at that. “That’s a very generous offer,” she said slowly, in the Lakota’s language, “but I already have a wife.” 

The tall Lakota fixed the gaze of his intense black eyes on Nora, who was inching closer to Luke. 

He looked at her for much longer than Luke was comfortable with. She half-turned toward Nora, trying to understand what had captured the Lakota’s attention. Now that she was no longer hiding it, it was quite obvious that Nora was pregnant, but to Luke’s continuing surprise, that was only adding to her beauty. Officers that she had served with had often extolled the glowing beauty of their pregnant wives, but Luke had always taken it for the sentimental talk of love-sick fools. Now she had to reconsider that opinion. 

Nora didn’t have the perfect porcelain complexion that she had started out with in Independence any longer, but still she was much more fair-skinned than anyone else on the wagon train. The constant sun had tanned her skin to a creamy, golden complexion. She had taken off her bonnet while they rested in the shadow, and her flaming red hair contrasted nicely with her sea green eyes. 

The Lakota agilely slid from his horse and offered Luke the braided leather reins. 

“That’s the ugliest pony I’ve ever seen!” Bill Larson began to laugh. “You still want to trade, Hamilton?” 
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The horses of the native tribes were much smaller than that of the white settlers. Compared to the captain’s large black gelding the chief’s gray mare looked downright tiny. But Luke knew better than to think the small horse inferior. She let her gaze pass over the mare’s flank, shoulder, legs, and chest. She knew without a doubt that the horse was hardy, fast, a good climber, and able to live on vegetation that wouldn’t sustain McLoughlin’s pampered gelding. “What do you want for the mare?” 

The Lakota didn’t hesitate. He pointed at Nora. 

A wave of possessiveness swept over Luke, making her ears burn. She felt Nora press against her back. Trembling fingers closed around her own, and she gave them a reassuring squeeze. She had to unclench her jaw before she could speak. “No.” She looked the chief right in the eye, leaving no doubt about the finality of her decision. 

But the Lakota didn’t give up. He now offered three horses for “Red Hair.” 

Luke understood: The Lakota were fascinated with Nora’s flaming red hair. She shook her head again. “She is my wife. 

I won’t trade her.” 

The Lakota chief shoved the young Indian girl in her direction. “Three of my best horses and her. You’ll still have a wife to care for you,” he said in his language. 

“No. I already have the wife I want. I won’t trade her for anything you offer,” Luke said firmly. 

The Lakota frowned and turned to his braves. One of them fiddled with his bow, and Luke saw one brown hand resting on the butt of an old smoothbore musket. 

The emigrants began to reach for their weapons, too. 

“Maybe we should just turn her over,” Bill Larson mumbled. 

197 





Before Luke could turn toward him, the Lakota chief stepped forward. “If you don’t want to give away the red-haired woman, give us the child.” 

Luke turned in the direction he pointed in. Amy’s flaming red curls peeked out from under the wagon cover’s flap. 

Cursing under her breath, she faced the Lakota. She knew that she had to do something before the situation would escalate. 

Briefly, she thought about offering Measles, but then she had another idea. “The woman is not a good worker.” She squeezed Nora’s hand in silent apology. “And the child is weak and sickly. I have something better that I can offer you.” 

The Lakota stood waiting, his face expressionless. 

With slow movements, careful to keep her hands half-raised so that no one could misinterpret it as an attack, Luke turned toward the wagon and opened one of the trunks. She unfolded her navy-blue uniform coat. Suppressing a sigh, she turned back around and presented the jacket to the braves. 

She pointed out the row of the carefully polished brass buttons and the shoulder board with an embroidered gold bar. 

The Lakota chief stepped closer and extended a hand to finger a gleaming button with almost childlike curiosity. He seemed interested, but then he lifted his head to look at Nora. 

Before he could decide that the red-haired woman would be a better deal than an old military jacket, Luke reached into the trunk again and pulled out her saber. She showed him how to unsheathe it, then handed the weapon over to the chief. 

The chief carefully tested the blade’s sharpness and nodded with grim satisfaction as he lifted a bloody thumb in the air. 
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“Luke,” Nora whispered, gripping the back of her shirt. 

She seemed to know what the saber and the uniform meant to Luke. 

“It’s all right,” Luke answered so lowly that only Nora could hear her. “I promised to take care of you and Amy until you find another husband. You don’t want to marry him, do you?” She nodded at the chief. 

The grip on Luke’s shirt tightened. “No.” 

“You’re supplying the Indians with weapons?” Bill Larson grumbled. “Do you want to encourage them to slaughter us all?” 

Luke didn’t even turn toward him; she kept her eyes on the chief, who was still weighting the saber in his hand. “A saber is a dangerous weapon in the hands of a trained Dragoon officer, but it won’t do much harm in the hands of a Lakota brave fighting against white men armed with revolvers and rifles.” It was the truth. She had seen how much trouble the volunteers in the Mexican War had learning how to handle a saber. In the early months of the war, there had been a lot of lop-eared horses in their remuda. 

She took a step forward, extending the saber’s sheath in the chief’s direction. “Do you want to trade for it?” 

The Lakota took one final glance at Nora, then nodded and handed Luke the reins of his mare. Without another word, he took the saber and the uniform jacket and mounted one of the other horses he had initially offered Luke. 

Within a minute, the emigrants were alone on the crest. 
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Fort Laramie; 

June 20th, 1851 





LUKE COULD HEAR THE collective sighs of relief when the fifteen-foot adobe walls of Fort Laramie, topped with a wooden palisade, came into view. Someone had said that the fort represented the halfway mark on the way to Oregon, but Luke knew that it was closer to the one-third mark. 

After crossing the deep Laramie River, the captain had decided to set up camp two miles from the fort. They would remain there for a couple of days, because their mules and oxen needed to regain their strength before continuing their way to the Rockies. 

After taking care of the animals, most emigrants had decided to visit the fort. 

Situated in the foothills of the Rockies, near the conjunction of the Laramie and North Platte Rivers, Fort Laramie was a much more impressive sight than Fort Kearny. 

Towerlike bastions in the form of blockhouses had been erected at two of the corners and over the main gate. 

As they neared the main entrance, Luke could see a group of Lakota selling beaded moccasins and leather leggings outside the fort. Some where reclining on the low roofs of the buildings, looking down at them. 

Luke could feel Nora tense next to her. After passing through the Robidoux Pass, they had sometimes caught glimpses at a band of Lakota braves that had followed them for two days, hoping that Luke would reconsider and offer them the scarlet-haired woman or the child. Nora had stayed 200 





in the wagon, suffering the constant jolting and jostling in silence. “Don’t worry,” she said, gently pulling Nora a little closer. “This is not the same group, and your hair is barely visible beneath your sunbonnet. You’ll be fine.” 

Nora settled her hand into the crook of Luke’s elbow but didn’t answer. 

Then they passed through the gate, and Nora was instantly distracted. Luke smiled as she watched her take in the two-story frame-houses with white porches, the blacksmith building, the wagon-maker’s shop, the sutler’s store, three bakeries, and the garden that belonged to the fort. 

“It’s like a town!” Nora said in delight. 

“Do they have candy?” Amy piped up from her perch on Nora’s hip. 

Luke laughed. “Come on, we’ll go look for some peppermint candy sticks while your mother sends off her letters.” 

Without hesitation, the girl grabbed two of her fingers and swung their joined hands back and forth as she dragged Luke across the parade ground. 

Like every other item in the store, the price for candy was outrageously high. Luke gritted her teeth but handed over the coin. On the trail, Amy had to do without any of the luxuries that the children in towns back east enjoyed. She didn’t have much entertainment, and neither Nora nor Luke had much time for her while the wagons were rolling. They hadn’t had the opportunity or the money to replace Amy’s doll yet. Now she wanted the girl to have something extra. 

After a moment of hesitation, she counted out another dollar for a pound of tea that she knew Nora liked. When they left the store, Luke’s gaze fell on the wooden sign posted 201 





outside of a small building. She couldn’t decipher much more than that whatever was offered in the building cost a dollar. 

One of the two doors opened, and a man emerged. 

Amy took a nervous step back, hiding behind Luke’s leg. 

The stranger stopped and looked down at her with a smile. 

“Don’t be afraid, li’l one. I’m not a monster, just an old man. 

I even took a bath.” 

Luke rested a protective hand on Amy’s shoulder. She studied the stranger but could not detect anything threatening about him. He was tall and slender, his black hair neatly cut and damp from a recent bath. He looked down at the girl with twinkling gray eyes. “A bath?” Luke repeated, looking at the wooden sign that she couldn’t read. “Is that what they offer in there?” 

“Yeah.” The stranger rubbed a clean-shaven chin that was noticeably paler than the upper half of his face. “The only bathhouse within a few hundred miles.” 

 A bathhouse. Privacy. Not having to hurry for fear of someone seeing me.  It sounded like heaven to Luke. Her gaze wandered down to Amy, who was still holding on to Luke’s leg with one hand while she nibbled on her candy.  Damn. 

 That bath is gonna have to wait.  She had assumed responsibility for the girl, so she couldn’t just sent her off in search of her mother. As they walked toward the post office, she looked back over her shoulder.  Later,  she promised herself. 


*  *  * 

Fiddling with the letter in her hand, Nora waited for her turn to step up to the counter in the post office. It had taken hours for her to decide what she should write last night. Tess had been much more than her employer, the Madam of the brothel she worked in – she had been the only true friend that 202 




Nora had ever had, and there had never been many secrets between them. Nora had even told her the story of how she came to work in a brothel. 

But now... Nora had delayed writing about the most important topic. She had started out the letter with some descriptions of the ever changing country they had traveled through, and she had written about the Lakota’s attempt to trade her for three horses, laughing it off for Tess’ sake. Then she had paused with her ink pen over the paper, hesitating for a long time. In the end, she had carefully penned the words. 

 I’m with child again.  

What she hadn’t added was the fact that it was not her husband’s. It was a fact that she would rather forget about herself. It was not that she was ashamed of it – she wasn’t proud of it either, she just tried not to lose any sleep about the things she had done to survive. But Luke was a friend of Tess’, and somehow being pregnant with another man’s child while she was married to Luke felt like a betrayal. So, worrying that Tess would also think that, she had only written two sentences about being pregnant before quickly folding up the letter. 

Still occupied with the content of the letter she had just mailed east, Nora stepped back outside. She wandered aimlessly over the parade ground, looking for Luke and Amy. 

Instead, another voice stopped her. “Hello.” 

She was long since used to that suggestive tone of voice. 

Nora forced a smile onto her face. Then she remembered: She was no longer a lady of the evening. She didn’t have to grin and bear it any longer. Straightening her shoulders, she slowly turned around. 

A tall, clean-shaven man leered down at her. “Don’t I know you from some place?” 
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“I’m sure you confuse me with somebody,” Nora said with as much dignity as she could muster. 

The gaze of the gray eyes seemed to drill into her. “I don’t know. You sure look–” 

“No,” Nora said firmly. “You don’t know me. I don’t think we’ve met.” She eyed the stranger, trying to remember if they had met before. Usually, if someone approached her like this, he’d been a customer or at least someone who had seen her in the brothel, but she wasn’t sure. In the course of more than two years, there had simply been too many customers, and she had tried to forget these encounters as fast as possible. 

She breathed a sigh of relief when Amy came running to proudly show her her candy stick. Feeling Luke’s comforting presence at her side, she relaxed further. “This is Lucas Hamilton – my husband,” she emphasized. This was one of the reasons why she had agreed to marry Luke. Surely the stranger wouldn’t dare to bother her anymore. Maybe he would even think he really had her confused with some prostitute back east, now that he knew she was a married, respectable woman. 

“We already met,” Luke said, readily offering his hand to the other man. 

Nora frowned as she watched them converse. Was it just her imagination or was Luke much more friendly toward the stranger than usual? Under normal circumstances, Luke was not exactly a social person. While the other emigrants sat together every evening, playing cards, dancing or telling stories, he mainly watched the others from afar. Now he was having a lively conversation about their journey and what lay ahead – with a former customer of all people! 

“You should talk to our captain, Abe McLoughlin,” Luke said. 
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Nora stared at him in alarm. She hadn’t really listened to their conversation, but now she feared the worst. What business would the stranger have with the captain if he didn’t want to join their wagon train?  God, no! Not that, please. Not now, when I have just built a new life. If he remembers where he knows me from, he’ll destroy everything! Is this never gonna end?  

“I certainly will.” The stranger tipped his hat and walked away. 


*  *  * 

With a wry grin, Luke stepped through the door that was marked “men.” The cabin that housed the bathhouse was partitioned into two sections, strictly separating the men from the women. 
She locked the door and tested it, making sure that no one could walk in on her. Only then did she take the time to look around. The small room was pleasantly warm and smelled of soap and smoke. Stacks of towels and jars of bath salts lined the shelf against one wall. Steam rose from the tin tub in the middle of the room. She noted with satisfaction that the room had no windows. 

Intent on enjoying every single minute that she had paid for, she tested the door once more and then stepped toward the tub. She dipped a finger into the water and found it just the right temperature. 

Quickly, she pulled off her boots and socks. Her hat and her bandanna were placed on top of a small stool, then she slipped the suspenders from her shoulders and shucked her pants. Standing in the middle of the room, she paused and glanced down at herself. The shirttails hung down her thighs, covering them, so all she could see were her lower legs. They were muscular and covered with fine, dark hairs.  Not much 205 





 different from a man’s,  she thought while she lifted her hands to her shirt and began to release the buttons one by one. 

Finally, she parted the cotton and slid it down her arms. 

With movements that were practiced a thousand times, she unwrapped the bindings around her chest and let them fall to the ground. Her gaze followed the path of the fabric downward.  Now that is very different.  

The tight bindings had left a criss-cross pattern of red welts across her skin, and Luke smoothed her hands over them. The touch of her callused palms on her breasts brought the image of a lover, a woman, touching her there. She had dreamed of such touches frequently in the last few weeks, but in reality, she had never allowed anyone to touch her without restraint, not even Tess. 

She shook her head, trying to shake off the fantasies.  Stop daydreaming and get into the tub – the clock is tickin’.  

Carefully, she stepped into the tub and slid down until the water covered her shoulders. She leaned back and shivered pleasantly as the hot water engulfed her. The water got into her ears, muffling every sound as if it came from very far away. Luke closed her eyes and allowed herself to relax for the first time in weeks or even months. The world, her complicated life, seemed far away for the moment. 

Minutes later, she jerked awake, sputtering and spitting out water. Her neck hurt from resting on the rim of the tin tub, but the rest of her body felt limp and relaxed. Noticing that the water had begun to cool, she reluctantly sat up and fished for the small bar of lavender soap next to the tub. 

She scrubbed her hair and behind her ears, then smoothed the soap bar over her arms, enjoying the creamy bubbles on her skin. She rubbed her hands together and slid soapy palms over her breasts, then down her stomach and to the curls between her legs. 
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The sensations made her whole body tingle, and still, it sometimes felt as if what she was touching wasn’t really her body, but that of a stranger. It was not that she hated her body, she’d just never had the opportunity to get to know and like it. 

 And this is not the place or time to make up for it,  she reminded herself. Her time was almost up and a lot of work was waiting back in camp. Reluctantly, she stepped out of the tub and thoroughly dried herself off. One last stroke with the towel over the fair skin of her chest, then the wrappings covered it again. 

Lucas Hamilton was back. 
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Warm Springs; 

June 22nd, 1851 





NORA SWALLOWED THE last mouthful of the cold meal of beans and buffalo meat that she had prepared that morning. The ever-present dust made her feel as if she were swallowing wood shavings. 

Since leaving Fort Laramie, they had traveled uphill over sandy, rough roads. They were still following their constant companion, the North Platte River, but it was wider and clearer now and flowed much faster, slowly assuming the character of a mountain stream. At the same time, the landscape was becoming more barren. The wagons bumped over rocks and stones, jostling up and down steep ravines. No longer could they spread out to avoid choking on the dust generated by the wagons in front of them. 

Nora’s lips were cracking, her skin itched, and her eyes were stinging. With a groan, she got to her swollen feet. The morning sickness had all but disappeared in the last few weeks, and she finally felt better, but her growing stomach didn’t let her forget about her “delicate condition.”  Your stomach’s not all that’s getting bigger.  She looked down at her bosom with a half-grin.  Not that Luke would ever notice or even appreciate it.  

“You all right?” Luke asked while he put away the last of the washed dishes and readied the wagon. 

“Uh, yeah, of course.” Nora quickly straightened, a bit embarrassed to have been caught ogling herself. “My eyes are bothering me; that’s all.” 
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Luke took something from the back of the wagon. After a second’s hesitation, he stepped close to Nora. “Hold still,” he ordered. 

Nora did. She automatically held her breath as his fingertips gently touched her face. It took a second for her to understand that he was spreading zinc sulfate ointment over the irritated skin around her eyes. 

“Better?” The gentleness in his gray eyes belied the matter-of-fact tone of his voice. 

Nora had to swallow. It was just because of the dust, she told herself. “Yes, thank you.” 

“Me, too! Me, too!” Amy hopped up and down next to the wagon, eager to receive the special treatment from her stepfather, too. 

Nora watched him bend down. A smile played about his lips as he applied the ointment to Amy’s eyes. “There you go.” He tried to straighten, but Amy had grabbed an edge of his shirt and held fast. 

“Papa need, too!” 

Nora noticed with a smile that the new title still made him blush. She watched as he held still while Amy’s clumsy hands spread ointment over the majority of his face. 

“Uh, thank you.” He waited until Amy ran off to search for her friends, then hastily wiped at his face, trying to get the excess of ointment off. 

“Here, let me help.” Nora lifted her hand to his face. 

Luke shook his head, trying to move away from her. “No, it’s all right; I have it.” 

Of course he hadn’t. Streaks of white still remained across his forehead and his left cheekbone. Nora smiled up at him. 
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her hand. She touched the skin of his face, wiping away the ointment with her thumbs. For a second, she admired the smoothness of his skin, but then Jacob Garfield’s yell broke the silence, and the wagon in front of theirs started to roll again. 

Luke quickly turned away from her. His whip cracked through the air with more vigor than necessary. 

With a sigh, Nora fell into step next to him. 

Just a few minutes later, Bernice Garfield hurried over from her wagon. She nodded at a point to the right of the road and grinned at Nora. “Do you feel like a hot bath?” 

“Lord, yes.” Nora longed to get the sweat and dust off her skin. “But I don’t think that’s gonna happen for some time – 

or do you have a tub full of hot water in the back of your wagon?” She flashed a regretful smile at Bernice. 

“You won’t need one. Jacob says there’s a hot spring ahead, and we’re gonna camp there for the night.” 

Nora’s eyes closed as she imagined sinking into clean, pleasantly warm water. “Mm-hm. That’s my kind of campsite.” She did her chores in camp with growing impatience while she waited for her turn to use the natural tub. 

Finally, her half-hour to use the thermal springs had arrived. Quickly, she grabbed her precious bar of soap and reached for Amy’s hand. Then she stopped in mid-step and looked back over her shoulder at Luke. “Do you want to go first?” 

“No, no, you go ahead.” He waved her away. 

“You could come with us?” 

210 





Again, Luke shook his head. “I already had a bath in Fort Laramie. Go on, don’t waste your time; the Larsons are already waiting for their turn.” 

 For a man who always smells good, he sure is shying away from every opportunity to bathe.  With one last glance at Luke, Nora led her daughter toward the hot spring. 

Amy began to squeal as she saw the steam rising up from the rocky tub. 

As the wagon train approached the Rockies, the air grew colder in the evenings, and the bubbling hot water filled the air with steam. 

Nora helped Amy, who was vibrating with impatience, with her clothes and held her hand while she carefully tiptoed over the rocks. When Amy was safely settled in the tub, she stripped off her own clothes and slipped into the water. “Oh, this is nice!” 

Amy splashed water at her. 

Taken by surprise, she swallowed some of the water and quickly spat it back out.  Ugh.  The spring’s water was unpalatable.  Sitting in it is much nicer than drinking it.  

Amy giggled as she made a face. 

“Oh, you want to start a water fight, little lady? You can have that!” She shoved a wave of water at her squealing daughter, who began to splash with her hands and feet, drenching Nora to the very last hair on her head. 

“My, my, look at that! The whore and her daughter, the picture of domesticity!” 

Nora almost slipped on the slippery rocks as her head jerked around. There, right in front of her, stood Broderick Cowen, the man who had probably once been one of her customers. She hadn’t objected when the captain had asked 211 





the assembled members of the wagon train if Cowen could join them. She simply hadn’t known what reason to give for her objection, short of telling them about her former occupation. 

He leered at her, letting his gaze wander over her naked body with a grin. 

She crossed her arms in front of her chest and tried not to let him see how scared she was. She knew that it would only encourage a man like him. “Leave us alone. You shouldn’t be here,” she said, trying to keep her voice steady. 

“I shouldn’t, huh? Who’s gonna stop me?” Cowen took a step closer. 

Nora moved her own body in front of Amy’s. She didn’t want her to have anything to do with Cowen or any of her other former customers. “My husband–” 

“Oh, yes, I almost forgot!” Cowen laughed. “You got yourself a gullible little husband, huh? Does he know that you would open your legs for any man who had a piece of silver in his hand?” 

Nora’s teeth ground against each other. His dig at Luke made her cheeks burn, but this was not the time or place for pride. In the last two years, she had trained herself never to show any of the pain or humiliation she might be feeling. 

Cowen took another step forward. He was right at the edge of the rocky pool now, and Nora scrambled back as far as she could, wrapping a protective arm around her trembling daughter. She nervously eyed her surroundings, but there was no help, no chance to hide or flee. “Please.” 

“Does he know that the bum you’ve got warming in the oven is not his?” Cowen continued to taunt. “Hell, for all I know, it might be mine!” 
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Nora felt her eyes widen. Every muscle in her body stiffened. The metallic taste of fear coated her tongue, and for a moment, even breathing was difficult. The hand that wasn’t wrapped around Amy came to rest protectively on her belly. 

 God, don’t let him spread that around!  The worst thing was that she couldn’t even rule out the possibility that he had fathered her baby. She hadn’t kept book on her customers, had always tried to forget about them as soon as possible, so there was no way for her to know if and when he had shared her bed. “It... it isn’t. This baby is my husband’s,” she said with as much determination as she could muster. 

“Mrs. Hamilton?” Bill Larson shouted from some distance away. “Your time’s up!” 

Nora had never thought that she would be glad about Larson’s presence in the train. 

With one last smirk, Broderick Cowen turned around and was gone. 

Her knees shaking, Nora stood and lifted an equally trembling Amy from the rocky tub. She dried them off and dressed quickly. Afraid to be caught alone by Cowen again, she headed straight for the wagon and Luke. 

“That was quick,” Luke commented from his place by the fire. He didn’t look up from the frying pan that he was watching over. 

“There was a bad man!” Amy blurted out. 

 Amy, no!  Nora wanted to shout, but it was already too late. 

Luke was already taking the frying pan from the fire and turning around. He kneeled down to be at eye level with Amy. “A bad man?” 

Amy’s head bobbed up and down as she nodded. “Vewwy bad! He scared Mama and me!” 
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Still kneeling, Luke fixed his gaze on Nora. “What happened? Who frightened you?” 

“Nobody,” Nora said quickly. She didn’t want Luke to know what had happened because it would give him one more reason to send her away. She could tell that one of the reasons why he had married her had been to fit in with the other emigrants of the wagon train. Every other settler was taking his family with him, had someone to care for him. 

Even with a wife and a child, Luke was already the outsider of the wagon train, and Nora felt that she was somehow a link to the others for Luke. To be able to do that, she had to keep up appearances. 

“Nobody?” Luke raised both brows, clearly not believing her. 

“It’s just... Mr. Cowen just scared her a bit,” Nora downplayed what had happened. “He came upon us bathing. 

It took us by surprise; that’s all.” 

“Hm.” With a nod, Luke returned to his frying pan. 

Nora breathed a sigh of relief. For once, Luke’s blind spot where Broderick Cowen was concerned came in handy. For some reason, Luke seemed impressed with Cowen and would never think him capable of tormenting a woman and her child. Luckily, Amy was quiet now, and Nora prayed that she would forget the incident soon.  And that it’s gonna stop with this one incident.  
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Ayers Bridge; 

June 26th, 1851 





“NOT MUCH FARTHER now,” Luke said back over her shoulder. Her rifle watchfully settled in the crook of her elbow, she led the way. She and Brody Cowen had been sent out to hunt. They had sighted a herd of antelopes, but the animals seemed to have spotted the riders and stayed just outside of gun range. Their hunt had taken them down to Bridge Creek, and they had decided to leave the horses behind and try their luck down at the creek where the animals came to quench their thirst. 

Luke had explored the area around Bridge Creek before, and she knew of the special place not far from the watering hole. Her spontaneous decision to take Brody there had surprised even Luke herself. 

She wasn’t sure why she had taken an instant liking to the older man. Maybe it was because Brody had fought in the Mexican War, too, and was as reluctant as Luke to speak about his experiences in the war. Many of the emigrants that Luke had met along the way were telling stories around the campfire about how they had single-handedly won the war, but Luke was sure that most of them had never even been in Mexico. Only people who had never experienced war seemed to think it an heroic adventure. 

Brady didn’t brag about his wartime experiences. Maybe that was why Luke had taken a liking to him. 

 Oh, come on, Hamilton! Have you gotten so used to lying to the world that you’re starting to lie to yourself? You know exactly where that sympathy is coming from!  
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Growing up, she had often asked herself – and her mother 

– who her father might be. Was he a good man; was he tall; were his eyes gray like her own; did he like horses? Her mother had soon grown tired of the questions and had forbidden her from ever asking about her father again. But the questions in her mind had never stopped. During her years as a cowhand, then as she worked herself up through the ranks of the Dragoons and fought in Mexico, whenever she had met an older man that resembled herself, she had thought: could this be my father? 

Brody’s black hair and gray eyes had started these questions again. As a child, she had often dreamed that her father would come and take her with him until she had realized that, even if he ever learned of her existence, he probably wouldn’t care. Still, those old daydreams were hard to extinguish. 

“So, where is that wonder of yours?” Brody asked from behind her. 

“There.” Luke stopped and pointed. 

Ahead of them, in a hidden red canyon, a natural bridge of solid rock arched across the little stream. 

“Wow!” Brody gave a surprised whistle. 

They slowly walked closer, fighting through thickets and undergrowth, balancing from rock to rock and over the pebbles in the low-level creek. Wading into ankle-deep water, they stood right under the stone arch that spanned thirty feet high over the water. The singing of the birds that were swooping into their nests echoed around them. 

“Idyllic, huh?” Luke automatically lowered her voice not to disturb the peaceful atmosphere in the little canyon. 

“Not bad, yeah, but I think we better hunt down our dinner and rejoin the others before they’re too far ahead.” 
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 He’s not one to stop and smell the flowers, huh?  With a suppressed sigh, Luke started up the bank and through the thicket. 

They circled back around until they had reached the waterhole again. 

“Look at that!” Brody pointed with the barrel of his rifle. 

He flashed a grin. “I think your little wife is gonna make some buffalo stew tonight!” 

 Little wife?  Luke’s hackles rose, but she said nothing. She didn’t want to start a fight with the older man. Instead, she looked in the direction he indicated. 

A lone buffalo stood at the edge of the creek, his muzzle in the water, drinking heavily. 

A few years ago, when Luke had first started riding expeditions along the Platte River, big herds of the shaggy beasts had roamed the prairie. Sometimes, the soldiers had to stop and wait for hours until the herd had passed. 

On this trip, there hadn’t been moving masses as far as the eye could see. Instead, the valley of the Platte had been dotted with buffalo skulls. Whenever they had encountered a small group of buffalos, most of the men had abandoned the wagons and rushed off to shoot a buffalo, not for food, but for sport. 

Luke laid a hand along the raised barrel of Brody’s rifle. 

“It’s an old bull – very tough meat. We should wait for an antelope.” 

Brody shook his head. “That could be a very long wait. I say we size the moment. I don’t want to return with empty hands.” He looked pointedly at her hand that still rested on his rifle. 

Reluctantly, Luke lifted her hand. 
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Careful to stay downwind of his prey, Brody slowly swung up the barrel and took aim. He didn’t aim at the head – the skull was too hard to penetrate – but set his sights on the spot right behind the shoulder. Brody exhaled, then pulled the trigger. 

The shot echoed through the canyon. 

The bull threw up his head and started to run. After the second step, his legs collapsed, and he went down. Sand and pebbles scattered in all directions as his massive weight came crashing down. 

Finally, the bull lay still. 
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North Platte Crossing; 

June 29th, 1851 





“I COULD DO THIS FOR you, you know?” Nora offered again. She watched as Luke skillfully mended his torn pant leg. This was something that she could do for him, offer him in return for his name and his protection. 

He didn’t look up from his task. “No, thank you. I’ve done this for years. No need to change the procedure now.” 

The grass along the trail had given way to sage and thorny greasewood, and Nora knew that the roads would only get worse, so there was still hope that she would get an opportunity to mend his torn pants another time. 

Today, they had encountered a bend in the North Platte. 

The river swung sharply away to the south, blocking their way, so they’d had to cross it. The North Platte with its swift current and deep waters was notorious, leaving them no choice but to pay the overpriced toll of the ferry that the Mormons had established. 

The captain had warned them that the next fresh water was twenty miles away, so they had decided to start out for Willow Spring before dawn the next day and encamp here for the rest of the day. 

While Amy spent the afternoon under the watchful eyes of the older Garfield children, Nora was determined not to stray away from Luke even for a second. She had learned that Broderick Cowen would pester her the moment Luke’s back was turned, but he was never anything but polite when Luke was around. That made sure that Luke’s odd hero worship for the man wouldn’t stop anytime soon, but at least Nora had 219 





some moments of peace while she stayed close to her husband. 

So Nora sat back and busied herself with sewing baby clothes while she watched him ladle some hot water from the kettle over the fire into a washbasin.  What’s this?  Nora wondered.  Is he going to wash up right in front of me? Now, that would be something new!  She continued to watch from under half-lowered lids. 

He set the washbasin down on the wagon tongue, but instead of unbuttoning his shirt, he took his razor blade and ran it over a broad strap of leather. With nimble fingers, he lathered his brush with shaving soap and spread the thick foam over his cheeks and chin. 

“Why do you shave every day?” Nora suddenly found herself asking. “Why not just grow a beard like every other man on the trail?”  Not that I’m complaining, mind you!  She didn’t care for the straggled hair and matted beards of many other men. 

Luke paused with the razor blade raised halfway to his cheek. “I don’t like feeling like an unkempt drunkard; that’s all.” 

“You wouldn’t look unkempt even if you didn’t shave every day. For a man with black hair, your beard is very light.” When she’d first met him, the soft downy hairs on Luke’s cheeks had made her think he was young and inexperienced. 

Luke’s expression darkened. Obviously, his boyish looks wasn’t something he liked to be reminded of. “Every man in my family had light facial hair. It’s nothing unusual.” 

“Of course not,” Nora quickly agreed.  Ouch! I think I’ve hit a tender spot.  She watched in silence as he moved the razor blade over his face, carefully removing the lather and whatever facial hair there might be. 
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When he wiped away the rest of the shaving soap, Nora let her gaze wander over his face. “You could use a haircut.” 

Luke lifted a hand and self-consciously touched the hair in the back of his neck. 

“Why don’t I cut it for you?”  Yes!  Nora triumphed. Finally she had found something that she could do for him.  He certainly can’t cut his own hair without risking to lose an ear or looking like a herd of buffalo munched on his head.  

“All right.” 

His answer came with hesitance, so Nora knew that she had to move quickly or he would change his mind. She gently pressed him down to sit on the trunk that held their cooking utensils and grabbed the scissors she had used for her mending and sewing. She stepped closer until she could rest one hand on his shoulder for balance. Experimentally, she let her fingers glide through his hair, surprised by the silkiness of it. “How do you want it?” 

“W-what?” 

Nora rolled her eyes and hid a grin. She had often asked that question in a very different context, and Luke seemed to be well aware of that. “Your hair. How do you want it cut?” 

“Short.” 

Stepping even closer, Nora lowered the scissors to his neck. “Relax,” she said right into his ear. She wanted to run her hands soothingly over stiff shoulders and down rigid back muscles, but she knew that it would only chase him away, so she concentrated on her task instead. She fingered a strand of hair, enjoying the way the sunlight danced over it, making it shine like the fur of the panther whose picture she had once seen in a book. 

Luke turned his head to see what she was doing. “Are you gonna use those scissors or not?” 
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Nora gently turned his head back around. “Hold still.” She started with the dark waves that fell onto the collar of his shirt. When she had it all at the same length, she leaned forward to work on the hair around his ears. Her rounded belly pressed against his shoulder, and both of them froze for a second. 

“Is that...?” Luke turned and stared up at her with wide eyes. 

The childlike awe on the usually stoic face robbed Nora of speech for a moment. “Yeah. He’s really active today, moving around a lot.” 

“He?” Luke echoed. “You know that it’s gonna be a boy?” 

Nora laughed. For a mature man, he was surprisingly naïve about some things, and to her surprise, she found it endearing. 

“There’s no way to be sure. I can’t look inside, you know?” 

She grinned at his embarrassed expression. “But I figure it’s a fifty-fifty chance, and I know most men wish for a boy. A son.” She spoke the last words cautiously, watching his reaction. Would he really accept the baby as his own, now that its existence was no longer just an abstract concept but became more real each day? 

“Not me,” Luke said after long seconds of silence. 

Swallowing heavily, Nora blinked to fight down threatening tears. She started to turn away, but Luke’s next words stopped her. 

“I like girls, you know?” He winked at her. 

The wave of relief swept away the last remains of her composure. She swung around and hit him in the shoulder, laughing while she felt hot tears run down her face. 

“Hey, hey.” He caught her as she threatened to fall. 
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Nora burrowed her face against his neck, deeply breathing in the scent of him and his shaving soap. 

“What is it?” he asked in alarm. “I was only joking. I would care for a boy as much as I would a girl. It doesn’t matter to me, I’ll take care of you all until you’ve remarried.” 

Nora drew back and sniffled. She didn’t know what to say, embarrassed about her blatant display of emotions. 

“Do you think you can finish that haircut now?” He fingered the hairs above his right ear. “It’s gonna look a little uneven like this.” 

With a smile, Nora went back to work. 
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Saleratus Lake; 

July 2nd, 1851 





“EEK! PAPA, THAT smells bad!” Amy wrinkled her nose. 

Luke smiled down at the child that sat in the saddle in front of her.  Lord, I never thought I would grow used to having someone call me “Papa”! “Yes, Amy, it smells very bad, and it tastes even worse. It’s very important that you never drink that water.” 

Since leaving behind the Platte River, they had encountered the worst section of the trail so far. They had to struggle up steep hills, through barren land with almost no grass for their animals. All around them, clouds of mosquitoes swarmed that were so big that Jacob Garfield jokingly said that he often mistook them for turkeys. The worst was the foul-smelling alkaline swamps they now traveled through. The soil and the water in this area were heavily impregnated with salt, alkali, and sulphur, making what little water there was undrinkable. 

Luke was riding circles around the herd of spare oxen, cows, and horses, trying to keep the thirsty animals away from the poisonous water. The bleached bones of animals around the alkali ponds told them what would happen if their livestock drank from this water. 

“Take care; there’s another one,” Jacob Garfield said from the back of his gelding. He pointed to the left of the road. 

Luke turned in the saddle, careful to keep an arm wrapped around Amy. Another small lake lay in front of them, ringed with a yellowish crust around its shore. “Oh, at last! That’s 224 





Saleratus Lake. Now it won’t be long until we reach Sweetwater River.” 

“Saleratus Lake?” Jacob repeated. 

“Yeah. See that alkaline crust on the shore? That’s saleratus,” Luke explained. “Tell your wife to gather some of it. It makes a good substitute for baking powder.” 

In front of them, Luke could see her wagon, with Nora walking along, urging the tired oxen onward with a practiced crack of her whip. The oxen plodded through the sandy ground, their heads bobbing with weariness. 

Finally, a large valley opened in front of them. The oxen fell into a clumsy trot. 

The glittering band of the Sweetwater River appeared in front of them, clear and a hundred feet wide. 

They stopped to water the animals, but then traveled on. 

An hour later, they reached the large granite mound that had loomed in the distance for days. It rose a hundred and thirty feet from the Sweetwater Valley, looking like a giant turtle. 

The river ran by the foot of the giant boulder, and there was enough grass to last their animals for days. Captain McLoughlin decided that they would stay here for two days, celebrating Independence Day around the rock with the same name, as many other emigrants had done before them. 

They circled the wagons and erected the tents under tall cedars and pines next to the river. As soon as they had tended the animals, most of the emigrants set out to climb Independence Rock. Wayne, the oldest Garfield boy, started the climb with two young girls of the train, promising to carve their names on top of the rock. 

Luke had climbed Independence Rock before. She knew that it was covered with thousands of names from emigrants, 225 





trappers, and explorers, earning it the nickname “Great Desert Register.” 

“Mama, I want to go, too!” Amy begged, tugging on Nora’s apron. 

“I’m sorry, sweetie.” Nora stroked the red curls with one hand while the other rested on her belly. “I’m too tired to climb that rock, and you’re not old enough to go on your own.” 

“Amy vewwy old!” the girl protested. 

Nora sighed. “Amy.” 

“It’s all right,” Luke interrupted. “I can take her.” When she saw Nora’s concerned motherly gaze, she added in her most reassuring voice, “It’s an easy climb, and I promise to take good care of her.” 

“I go with Papa!” Amy hopped up and down, her big eyes begging Nora to allow it. 

“All right,” Nora finally conceded. 

Amy skipped toward Luke and grabbed her hand. It was an easy climb, but Luke was glad nonetheless that Nora had decided to stay down in camp. Since she had learned of Nora’s pregnancy, every slight risk the young woman took tended to make her nervous as hell. She looked back over her shoulder. 

Nora stood watching them walk away, an expression almost like fear or maybe sadness on her face. 

 Is she sad that she can’t go, too? “Just a second,” she said to Amy and turned back around. “How do you write ‘Nora’?” 

“What? Why?” 

“Since you can’t make it, I thought I would carve your name into the rock for you,” Luke offered. 
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Nora’s smile was oddly shy for a woman who had once been a prostitute. “I’d like that. Thank you.” She picked up a stick and drew the letters into the sandy soil. 

“And Amy? How do you write that?” 

Nora scratched three letters into the dust. “Can you remember that?” 

Luke flashed a smile. “Well, you’ll never know if I get the letters mixed up, and Amy won’t tell, will you?” 

“Nooo!” The girl giggled and shook her head even though it was clear that she didn’t really know what the adults were talking about. 

“All right, let’s go.” Luke held firmly on to the girl’s hand as they slowly made their way to the top. From the summit, she could see the Sweetwater that was meandering through the surrounding prairie until it tumbled through Devil’s Gate, the next landmark on their journey, to the west. 

“Look, Papa! Little, little wagons!” 

Luke kneeled and wrapped an arm around the girl’s shoulder, making sure that she didn’t step too close to the edge. Only then did she take the time to look down. From on top of Independence Rock, other wagon trains that were approaching the Sweetwater looked tiny, like children’s toys. 

“I see them, Amy.” Truthfully, she was more preoccupied with the trustful way that Amy had tucked her small hand into her bigger one. 

Amy finally grew tired of watching the wagons below. She turned to study the host of names, dates, and initials that were chiseled into the rock or painted on with axle grease. “There no more place!” she said with alarm. 

“Oh, yes, there is.” Luke assured her, smiling. “Amy is a really short name, and so is Nora. There’s plenty of space for your names.” In her mind, she repeated the letters that Nora 227 





had drawn into the dust, hoping that she had memorized them correctly. 

Amy gazed up at her. “Is ‘Papa’ a short name, too?” 

 Papa Hamilton, huh?  Luke suppressed a grin. “Yes, it is. 

There’s enough place for all of them.” Directing Amy another step away from the edge, she drew her knife and started to carve a “‘N’” into the rock. 

Compared with the softer sandstone of Register Cliff, another “natural register” of emigrants to the east, this was much harder work. She broke out in a sweat, but she continued to work, determined to leave the girl’s name and that of her mother on the rock. Finally, she stepped back. 

“There.” 

Carved into the gray stone, side by side, were three names: Nora, Amy, and Luke Hamilton. 

 Carved in stone,  Luke repeated silently, staring down at the names with a sudden, frightening realization.    She had never planned on being linked to a woman and a child for eternity, but now she was.  It’s just a dumb rock, not a divination of your life.  

“Papa?” 

“Yeah?” She turned toward the child, but half her attention was still on the names in the rock’s surface. 

Amy affectionately clutched her legs. “I love you.” 

Luke told herself that it was only the thin air on top of the rock that robbed her of breath. She dragged the back of her hand over her eyes.  Damn, that stingin’ dust is everywhere, even up here!  With burning eyes, she stared at the girl, who expectantly gazed back. She wanted to remain silent or change the topic of conversation, anything to avoid making promises that she couldn’t keep, but she could still remember 228 





the many rejections during her own childhood and how much they had hurt. 

Amy still stared at her without even blinking. As the seconds went by without a word from Luke, the hope in her eyes began to dim and was replaced with fear and disappointment. 

“I...” Luke cleared her dry throat. “Amy...” She searched for words, but then she realized that there could only be one answer to Amy’s declaration of daughterly love. She took a deep breath. “I love you, too, sweetie.” 

A big smile spread over Amy’s face. 

Suddenly uncomfortable, Luke reached out a hand and tussled the girl’s locks, trying to relieve the emotionality of the moment. “All right. Let’s get back down that rock before your mother starts to worry.” 


*  *  * 

“It’s green,” Nora announced, holding up the freshly baked loaf of bread. 
Bernice Garfield looked up from her own bread dough. 

“Green as Irish clover,” she agreed with a grin. 

“Mine, too.” Emeline Larson gazed at her loaf of bread with a horrified expression. 

“Oh, don’t look so gloom. You used a bit too much saleratus; that’s all. It’ll taste slightly bitter, but it’s still eatable,” Bernice said, shrugging. 

Nora nodded. Greenish bread wouldn’t impress Luke, but it certainly wouldn’t kill him either. 

“I c-can’t let Bill see this!” 

“Oh, come on; he’s no better than the rest of us. We all had to eat things that we wouldn’t have touched back home. 

He’s gonna have to eat it or go hungry,” Bernice told her. 
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Nora knew that it wasn’t that easy for Emeline. Bernice’s husband was good-natured and quiet, but Emeline’s wasn’t. 

The green bread would give Larson a reason to beat up his wife again – not that he really needed a reason most of the time. Just the way she was breathing seemed to enrage him sometimes. 

Nora shuddered every time she thought about the fact that she could have ended up married to that kind of man. She had been lucky, but she never forgot that she could have easily been in Emeline’s place instead. “You know what? I’m gonna help you bake a new one, and this time, we’ll use less saleratus. Bill won’t have to know.” 

“Oh, thank you, thank you! That’s so kind of you.” 

Almost embarrassed by Emeline’s gratitude, Nora stood and moved toward her wagon.  I better give her a bit from our supply of flour. Larson controls every aspect of her life; I’m sure he knows exactly how much flour was in their sack.  She rounded the wagon and collided with the person who had leaned against their wagon’s back. 

 Broderick Cowen!  Fear shot through her, paralyzing her for a few seconds. “What...?” She wanted to take a proud stance, wanted to demand to know what he was doing by their wagon, but she didn’t dare to. She couldn’t even look him in the eye. 

“Ah, look at that.” He grinned down at her, but there was no humor in his gray eyes. They were cold as steel. “Nora Hamilton... or should I say Fleur, the Whore?” 

Nora gasped. It had been more than two months since she had been called by that name. She had thought that she’d left that part of her life behind, but with Broderick Cowen, her past had caught up with her. 

“What? You thought I wouldn’t remember you?” Cowen laughed. “We had an unforgettable night back in 230 





Independence, so how could I forget you? Imagine my delight in meeting you here, just when I thought that I wouldn’t have a woman until we arrive in Oregon.” 

Thoughts and emotions were somersaulting through Nora’s head. “I-I’m married now!” was all she could get out. 

Cowen snorted. “You don’t fool me. You’re no respectable woman, married or not. Once a whore, always a whore.” He grabbed her by the arms, pulled her against his body, and roughly covered her mouth with his. 

The feel of his body pressed against her rounded belly and his rough cheek against her skin made her stomach roil. Panic shot through Nora, but with instincts that had long since grown used to humiliations like that, she forced herself to stop struggling. She held still and hoped that it would be over soon and that no one in the wagon train would notice and start to question her past.  Once a whore, always a whore. Maybe he’s right.  

“Nora? Do you think you could maybe lend me some flour?” Emeline Larson’s voice came from the other side of the wagon, just a few steps away. “Nora?” 

Cowen pushed her back, and she stumbled, almost falling. 

At the last second, she grabbed the edge of the wagon, preventing a fall, but scraping her hands in the process. With trembling fingers, she wiped her mouth and tried to put her hair into some semblance of order. Still holding on to the wagon, she stepped toward Emeline. “Yes, of course you can have some flour,” she answered, hoping that her voice wasn’t trembling. 

Emeline came around the wagon. “Was that Brody Cowen? What did he want?” 

 Me.  Nora pressed both hands against her stomach, feeling the nervous fluttering as the baby moved. “He... I... I think he wanted to talk to Luke.” 
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“About what?” Luke’s voice came from behind her. 

Nora almost fell for the second time in less than a minute. 

 No! Why does he have to return just yet?  She was not ready to face him and his keen gray eyes. 

“Mama, Mama, I goed all the way up the big rock! All on my own! Papa only helped a little!” Her cheerful daughter was a welcome distraction. 

“That’s great, sweetie. I’m proud of you. Did you carve our names into the stone?” Nora tried to lose herself in the normalcy of the conversation and forget about her unpleasant encounter with Broderick Cowen. Up until two months ago, that was what she had been doing on a daily basis. 

While Amy started to chatter away, Nora could feel Luke’s gaze on her. 

“Are you all right?” he asked her quietly. 

Nora bit her lip. Had she gotten so bad at hiding what she truly felt in such a short time? Or had he gotten so good at reading her? “I’m fine,” she quickly assured him. 

“Your hands are bleeding,” Luke pointed out. His gray eyes gazed at her with concern, so unlike that of Brody Cowen even if they were exactly the same color. 

Nora looked down to where he was pointing at. Her hands were still resting on her belly, so the scratches were on open display. “Just a scratch. I stumbled and caught my clumsy self; that’s all.” 

Emeline stared at her with wide eyes. 

Nora imagined that she was all too familiar with “being clumsy.” She quickly shook her head at the young woman, begging her to say nothing. 
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“You stumbled? I thought those dizzy spells were finally over?” Luke awkwardly pointed at her stomach, indicating the pregnancy that had caused dizziness a few weeks ago. 

“They are. My heel just caught on a stone; that’s all.” 

Being a good liar and actor had been a part of her former work, and she hoped that she was still good at it. 

“Maybe you should rest for a bit,” Luke suggested. 

The sincere concern in his voice began to thaw Nora’s heart that had been frozen with fear. “I will, as soon as we’ve finished baking bread.” 

Luke nodded. “Good. Then I’m off to see what Brody wanted.” 

Nora almost bit through her lip, tasting the bitter tang of copper on her tongue.  No. Stay away from him.  But she didn’t know what to say, and before she could think of something, Luke was gone. 


*  *  * 

Something wasn’t quite right with Nora. Luke could sense it, but she didn’t have the slightest idea as to what it was. 
 Maybe it’s the baby.  She had never been around pregnant women for any length of time, so she wasn’t sure what to expect as the pregnancy progressed.  Maybe pregnant women do become clumsy when their bellies grow.  

She shook herself out of her concerned brooding when she detected Brody sitting by his fire, smoking a pipe. 

He smiled as she took a place next to him and immediately offered her the pipe. 

Luke didn’t care for tobacco, but she had learned that this was part of the price that she paid for living in disguise. 
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and if she wanted to be regarded as a man, she couldn’t reject these offers. 

With an inward sigh, she took the pipe and inhaled as shallowly as she could get away with. 

“So,” Brody began, taking back his pipe, “how was Independence Rock?” 

Luke shrugged. “Big.” She had learned that most men didn’t lose a lot of words describing the scenery, so she acted accordingly. 

“Not too big for that young’un of yours?” 

A mental picture of Amy bravely marching up the rock appeared before her mind’s eye, and she felt an affectionate smile build on her lips. “No, she was fine. She’s a feisty one.” 

“So is her mother, huh?” Brody looked at her through a veil of smoke. 

Luke frowned. Feisty wasn’t the first word that came to mind when she thought about Nora. If she had to use just one word to describe the woman she had married, it would have been “survivor.” Nora was good at adjusting and doing anything necessary to ensure the well-being of her daughter. 

Luke knew from experience that the men that visited brothels liked their women to be submissive, so Nora had learned to hide away her feistiness, a quick wit, and a keen intelligence. 

Only now that Luke had shown her again and again that she wanted a wife who thought for herself and was not afraid to offer her opinion, did she catch glimpses of how Nora had been before she had become Fleur. 

But from what she had seen, Nora didn’t feel comfortable with Brody. She eyed Luke’s new friend with distrust and tended to keep her distance, so Luke wasn’t sure what Brody’s comment was referring to. 
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“Feisty?” she asked, trying to discern Brody’s expression through the smoke of his pipe. 

Brody shrugged but didn’t explain why he thought Nora feisty. “How did you meet her?” 

Luke blinked. No one had ever asked her about their marriage, so she hadn’t worked out what details to tell people about their imaginary first meeting or courtship. “Oh, you know... the usual...” 

“And what’s that? I’ve never been married, so you better explain,” Brody said with a grin. 

“We kinda... ran into each other in front of the livery stable, and I offered to escort her home.” Luke didn’t want to lie to her new friend, and this was at least partly true. 

Brody blew rings of smoke into the air. “Did her family own that stable?” 

 Why does he ask all these questions?  In Luke’s experience, men seldom asked a lot of questions about relationships, but for some reason, Brody seemed to have taken a special interest in Nora. “No, she... had an employment nearby. She was a seamstress,” she added before he could ask. 

“Seamstress? Is that what she told you?” 

A piece of wood cracked under Luke’s feet as she half-straightened and turned more toward Brody to stare at him. 

Despite the cautious friendship she had formed with him, she felt her hackles rise. “What are you implying?” 

Brody knocked out his pipe against the felled trunk he was sitting on. “I’m not sure I should tell you. I don’t want to cause trouble between you and your wife.” 

“You won’t.” Whatever Brody might tell her about Nora, she was sure that it wouldn’t surprise her, but she wanted to 235 





know what Brody knew about Nora’s past and what she had to do to protect Nora from becoming the object of gossip. 

Brody leaned forward, fixing an intense gaze on Luke. 

“Well, this will come as a shock to you, but... I have reason to believe that your wife is a prostitute.” 

Luke felt the blood rush to her face, coloring her cheeks – 

not with embarrassment, but with anger. She forced herself to remain sitting and unclenched her hands before she answered stiffly, “She is nothing of the kind. She’s my wife, a good mother, and a decent person.” 

“I understand that you don’t want to believe –” 

“I know what she’s been, but that’s the past, and it doesn’t matter now,” Luke interrupted. Brody probably meant well and thought he was doing Luke a favor by enlightening her about Nora’s past, but she didn’t want it spread around camp. 

“You know that she worked as –?” 

“Yes.” 

Brody shook his head in confusion. “And still you think it doesn’t matter? It doesn’t matter to you that she shared her bed with thousands of men before you? It doesn’t matter that you’re probably not the father of the bastard that she’s trying to pin on you?” 

Every muscle in Luke’s body stiffened. She felt protective instincts rise that she hadn’t even known she possessed. “This baby is not a bastard, and Nora is not trying to pin anything on me!” She saw other emigrants look over from their own campfires and quickly lowered her voice. “I know you mean well, but you’re not doing me any favors by bringing up Nora’s past. I’m asking you to keep quiet about it. Please.” It had been a long time since she had asked a favor of someone, but protecting Nora was more important than pride. 
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“You’re running headlong into disaster, son.” Brody pointed the mouthpiece of his pipe at Luke. “What spell has she put you under? I know that she’s an enticing woman, but 

–” 

“Stop.” Luke had waited all her life for someone to call her son –  or daughter – and show her some fatherly concern, but right now it was only annoying her. It was a bittersweet experience. “I know of her past, and if it doesn’t matter to me, it shouldn’t matter to anyone else. So please keep quiet about it.” 

“If that’s what you want.” Brody stiffly put away his pipe and stood. “But you’re gonna change your mind when that naïve infatuation has worn off.” Not waiting for an answer, he walked away. 
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Independence Rock; 

July 4th, 1851 





NORA LEANED BACK against the wagon wheel, slowly nibbling on the tender meat of a quail to make it last while she listened to the lively music. 

All around her, her fellow travelers were laughing, singing, and dancing to celebrate Independence Day. Nora watched as Wayne Garfield swung around one girl after another, and even Bill Larson stiffly led his wife across the improvised dance floor. 

“Hey.” Bernice Garfield leaned over to offer her a piece of freshly baked bread. “Why don’t you join the others? You’re still young, so why not enjoy a dance with your husband?” 

Nora stole a glance at Luke. He was sitting back, only watching the activities around him. After the harsh rebuff at the hoedown the day before they had left Independence, she didn’t dare to ask him to dance again. “I’m pregnant and tired and my feet are swollen enough as it is,” Nora told her. 

“Oh, nonsense!” Bernice gave her an encouraging shove toward the other dancers. “None of my pregnancies kept me from dancing! I had to be dragged off the dance floor the night I gave birth to Wayne.” 

“I don’t remember it quite that way,” Jacob Garfield started to say, but Bernice quickly shushed him. 

“You two are the most newlywed couple among us, so you should lead out the next waltz,” Bernice explained resolutely. 

Jacob tapped Luke on the shoulder as the three-man orchestra struck up the strains of a waltz. 
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Dragging his feet, Luke tried to escape the inevitable, but when the captain joined Jacob Garfield in his efforts, he finally slunk over to Nora. “May I have this dance?” He awkwardly offered her his hand. 

Nora closed her fingers around his. Luke’s palm was a bit clammy, despite the coldness of the night air. She had a sudden insight that he hadn’t danced with too many women. 

 I’m not sure if he’s done anything with too many women – or any woman at all. “Do you know how to dance?” she asked him quietly. Maybe that was the reason why he refused to dance with her. 

One corner of Luke’s mouth curled upward. “Are you afraid for your toes?” 

Nora felt herself returning the smile. “Do they have anything to fear?” 

“I’ve been an officer,” Luke said with false indignation. 

“You’re stallin’, Lucas Hamilton!” Bernice said from behind them. “Dance with your wife!” 

Hesitantly, Luke took a step toward her and rested his hand on her waist in a touch so light that she could hardly feel it. He made sure to keep a more than respectable distance as he led her in the dance. 

Nora’s fingers came to rest in the curve of his shoulder. 

She could feel his muscles flex under the linen of his shirt, and she followed his movements in the swirling steps of the dance. The gentle pressure of his hand on the small of her back guided her without force. 

The fingers that held hers twitched, and his gaze often slid away from hers, clearly showing her how uncomfortable he felt.  I don’t. I don’t feel uncomfortable at all,  she realized. In fact, she couldn’t remember when she had felt so comfortable with any man. 
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Not even in the presence of her father or one of her brothers had she felt so relaxed, as if she truly could be herself. 

She had often danced with the customers of the brothel, but it had been nothing like dancing with Luke. Her customers had constantly tried to press her against their bodies, had trailed their hands down her back and grabbed her bottom, or had taken advantage of their closeness to ogle down her cleavage. Luke did none of these things. Even when her protruded belly rubbed against his lap, he didn’t try to pull her closer. The only reaction was the blush that crawled up his neck. 

 He’s truly unlike any man I’ve ever known.  She sighed. 

 He’s also the only man who’s ever resisted my charms.  

“Are you all right?” Luke asked. “I didn’t hurt your toes, did I?” 

Nora quickly shook of her thoughts and looked up from the place where her belly touched his body. “No. No, they’re fine.” 

Luke nodded, but she could feel him pull her a bit closer as if he was trying to ward off anything that could hurt her or make her sad. 

Another couple danced too close to them, almost causing a collision. Nora felt herself swung around in a tight circle and almost lost her balance, but Luke’s arms held her. She stared up into the gray eyes. Something flickered in the silvery irises, and Nora was sure that it wasn’t just the fire’s reflection. 

She wasn’t sure how it had happened or who had started it, but suddenly, she found herself kissing him. His lips were softer than she had expected, and they moved against hers in a movement as gentle as a whisper. 
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She clutched his shoulders, not aware and not caring whether they were still dancing. 

With a gasp, Luke pulled back and held her at arm's length. His face looked flushed in the firelight. “I... I can’t.” 

A wave of dizziness swept over Nora. 

Once again, Luke caught her before she could fall. 

She closed her eyes for a second, enjoying the warmth of his body against hers, warding off the cool air. “I told Bernice that it wasn’t a good idea to waltz while pregnant,” she mumbled into the fabric of his shirt even though she wasn’t sure if the pregnancy had anything to do with her wobbly legs. 

“Come on, I’ll take you home... to the tent, I mean,” he quickly corrected. 

 Home.  The tent or the wagon weren’t exactly comfortable homes, but they had become places that she belonged to. 

They quietly slipped into the tent, where Amy was already sleeping. 

While Nora undressed, Luke turned away and busied himself with covering Amy with another blanket. “Luke?” 

she said into the darkness. 

He didn’t turn around. “Yeah?” 

“Why...?” She faltered, not knowing how to continue. 

There were so many whys, so many unasked questions between them that she didn’t know where to start. 

Luke’s sigh echoed through the darkness. “It’s complicated.” 

That was the one thing that she had already known. From their very first meeting, nothing between them had ever been easy and uncomplicated. “Then please try to explain because, frankly, I don’t understand you at all – and I want to.” She 241 





moved closer, trying to make out his face in the darkness. 

“You enjoyed that kiss.”  As much as I did,  she silently added but didn’t voice the thought. Her mother had taught her that a good woman was not supposed to react in any way to her husband’s sexual attentions, she only endured her husband’s desires for the sole purpose of bearing children. 

Luke was silent for a long time. When his answer came, it was barely audible. “Yes, but –” 

“Then why did you stop?” 

“It’s just not right.” 

“Not right?” Nora repeated, disbelief coloring her voice. 

“We’re married, Luke, what could be wrong with –” 

A shadow against the tent cover showed Luke tearing at his hair. “You don’t understand the situation!” 

“No, I clearly don’t.” Nora was beyond frustration. 

“Nora, I...” 

“Mama?” Amy sat up under her blankets. 

Nora didn’t know whether she should be angry or glad at the interruption. Too upset to speak, she kneeled down next to her daughter. 

Amy immediately reached for her. “Mama.” 

“I’m here, sweetie.” She settled the girl against her, careful not to press her too hard against her growing belly. “Did you have a bad dream?” 

Amy nodded, snuggling against her with a relieved sigh. 

“Mama?” she asked after a moment, her small fingers tentatively feeling Nora’s belly. “Is there a baby growing in your belly?” 

Nora stroked the reddish locks. “Yes, sweetie. You’ll have a sister or a brother soon.”  Not soon enough for me, but soon.  
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“How did it get in there?” Amy thumbed her belly, testing its solidness. 

“Uh.” Nora had been afraid of that innocent question for some time. She had heard another expecting mother explain her pregnancy to her children... when a man and a woman love each other very much and they get married... But her husband wasn’t the baby’s father, and it certainly hadn’t been conceived in love. 

Behind her, Luke awkwardly cleared his throat, clearly embarrassed by the girl’s question. 

“Papa!” Amy let go of her mother, crawled into his lap, and promptly fell back asleep. 

“Uff!” Luke looked down at the sleeping girl. “Saved by the sandman, huh?” 

“She’ll ask again,” Nora predicted. 

Luke stood and gently settled Amy back down under her blankets. “Then you’ll have to handle that. I don’t have any idea what to tell her.” 

“You think I do?” 

Luke shrugged. “You’re her mother.” 

“And you think that guarantees that I have an answer to all her questions? Well, I don’t. I don’t know how to explain this to her. She’s much too young to understand the line of work that I was in – and I pray that she’ll never have to know.” 

“She won’t,” Luke said fiercely. 

With men like Broderick Cowen in the train, Nora wasn’t so sure, but she said nothing. 
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Devil’s Gate; 

July 5th, 1851 





“DEVIL’S GATE? DAMN, that sounds inviting,” 

Brody Cowen muttered. 

Luke half-turned in the saddle to look back at him. “It’s not that bad. We’re not going through it; we have to go around.” 

Right in front of them, still in sight of Independence Rock, was Devil’s Gate, a huge, narrow cleft that the Sweetwater River had carved through the high granite rocks on either side. The cleft was only thirty feet wide at the base, where the Sweetwater shot through the crack, much too narrow for the wagons to pass through, so they had detoured to the south. 

Some emigrants had left the wagon train to climb to the top and peer over the edge or wade the river through Devil’s Gate. 

As much as Luke had wanted to join them, to escape from the wagon train and Nora’s intent gaze that she could feel rest on her throughout the day, she kept a watchful eye on the gathering clouds and preferred to stay with the wagons and the herd. 

From time to time, she would relieve Nora from steering the wagon, but she found that she couldn’t really look her in the eye after last night’s kiss.  You’re an idiot,  she told herself again and again.  What did you think you were doing, huh?  

Guilt and confusion had kept her awake half of the night. She told herself again and again how wrong it was to kiss Nora even if it had felt so very right. Nora didn’t know who she really was, and Luke was sure that she wouldn’t have even 244 





thought about kissing her if she had known.  By kissing her without her knowing, you’re taking her choice away! You’re doing exactly what all these customers did from whom you wanted to rescue her.  

The heavy bank of clouds above them was as dark as her mood, blocking out the sun and throwing shadows over the rolling prairie. The wind had picked up and brought with it a damp smell that promised rain. The sky got darker by the minute until Luke could hardly see Split Rock anymore, the 

“gun-sight notch” in the top of the Rattlesnake Range that aimed them directly at South Pass. 

From the front of the wagon train came the sign to make camp. They hastily set up the tents and anchored the wagons by driving stakes into the ground and fastening the wheels to them with heavy chains. 

Before they could even think about making a fire, the first rain drops mingled with the wind, and within seconds, a pelting shower was falling from the sky. 

Luke turned in a circle, searching for Nora, and found her wading through the mud to unyoke the oxen. “Stay in the tent with Amy!” Luke shouted over the sounds of chaos in camp. 

“I’m gonna take care of the oxen.” Not wanting to take the risk of Nora slipping in the mud, she took over the task. 

“But –” 

“Go!” 

Without further protest, Nora clutched Amy against her side and hurried over to the tent. 

Luke quickly freed the oxen from their wooden yokes and led them into the corral formed by the circled wagons. When she finally reached the tent, she was soaked to the bone. She took off her hat and shook her head. 
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Amy giggled as droplets of rain sprayed to all sides. 

“Eeww! Like a dog!” 

“Here.” Nora came over with a towel and began to rub down Luke’s hair. 

“I can do it.” Luke tried to take the towel from her, but Nora didn’t let go. 

She continued down Luke’s neck, gently dabbed her face with the towel, and took care to dry her ears. When the gentle touch made Luke shiver, Nora ordered, “Take off these sopping clothes.” 

Despite the wet clothes, heat shot up Luke’s body as a wave of panic hit her. She gazed around wildly, looking for a way out, any excuse to leave the tent. 

Finally abandoning the towel, Nora bent down and searched in one of the bags for a dry shirt. “Aah!” She froze in mid-movement and clutched her belly with both hands. 

Luke leaped forward. In one big step, she was at Nora’s side and reached out a hand to touch her, to make sure she was all right. “What is it? Is it the baby?” 

Nora was still bent over, but she had let go of the shirt. Her face was paler than the linen as she stared up at Luke with wide, scared eyes. “It hurts,” she groaned through clenched teeth. 

“Mama!” Amy rushed forward and reached out her hands to clutch her mother’s skirts. 

“No!” Luke quickly stopped her, enfolding the girl in her own arms instead. “Don’t touch your mama, little one. She has a bellyache.” She felt Amy tremble in her embrace, and for a second, she was completely overwhelmed, not knowing what to do. Then she took a deep breath.  No time for panic now! They’re depending on you. “Maybe you should lie down?” she suggested. 
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One palm still pressed against her belly, Nora reached out a trembling hand. 

Gently gripping her elbow, Luke helped to ease her down. 

“Amy,” she said as calmly as she could, “I have a very important task for you. Run over to the Garfields’ tent and tell Bernice to come. Can you do that?” 

With tears running down her face, the girl nodded. 

“Good. I’m proud of you.” Luke gently directed the girl to the tent’s flap, away from her whimpering mother. “Stay with Jacob, all right?” 

As soon as the crying Amy had slipped from the tent, Luke kneeled down next to Nora. “Nora...” She gently touched the clammy face, stroked damp red strands. “What can I do?” 

“I-I don’t know. I don’t know what this is.” Every muscle in her body was tense. “It’s almost like... It feels like it did when I gave birth to Amy. It’s too soon, Luke, it’s... God, that hurts!” 

Luke stared down at her. Fear gripped her, so intense as she hadn’t experienced since fighting for her life against the Mexicans. Hot tears burned her eyes at the terrifying thought that Nora might lose the baby. She slid down until she was sitting on the damp ground and pulled Nora up so that she was resting across her lap, steadied in her embrace. 

“If I... the baby...” 

Luke gently laid a finger across Nora’s lips. “Hush, you’re gonna be fine. Both of you. It will be all right. Rest now, relax. I’m here with you.” She pressed her lips against the crown of Nora’s head that rested just under her chin. She concentrated on the almost translucent skin, on the tendrils of hair that hung damply into Nora's face. Suddenly, everything about Nora seemed fragile and precious. 

“Luke...” 
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“It's all right. It's all right,” Luke said, willing it to be so. 

She could feel Nora tremble in her arms, and she tightened her hold on her. Luke hadn’t prayed for a lot of years, preferring to take her fate into her own hands, but now, as they waited in terrified silence, she found her lips moving in silent prayer. 

“That box...” Sobs shook Nora’s body. “I shouldn’t have lifted it down from the wagon. “If –” 

Luke shushed her once again. “You’re only making yourself more upset. You didn’t do anything wrong.” She stroked her face with her fingertips, soothingly trailed her palms down Nora’s arms, and then gently laid her hand on Nora’s belly, silently telling the unborn child to stay put. 

Nora rested both of her hands over Luke’s, clutching her fingers in a death grip. 

They waited while heavy raindrops pelted the tent cover. 

Thunder boomed from time to time, sounding closer and closer. The tent started to leak, and pools built. Rainwater saturated the soil. Luke felt the water soak through her pants, but she ignored it and pulled Nora higher on her lap, concentrating on keeping her warm and dry. 

Their own little universe that consisted just of the two of them and their shared fear was interrupted as the tent flap lifted. “What happened?” Bernice Garfield entered, shedding her wet coat. 

“I don’t know! I bent down, and suddenly, there was this sharp pain, and now I have these cramps. I think it’s the baby!” Nora’s fingers bore into Luke’s forearms, but she suffered the pain in silence as if she could somehow take away Nora’s pain by bearing it herself. 

Bernice kneeled down. 
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Glad that help had finally arrived, Luke tried to move back to give Bernice room to work, but Nora didn’t let go of her. 

“Please, stay.” 

Bernice gave her a silent nod and continued her examination around her. 

Anxiously watching the older woman, Nora pressed her cheek against Luke’s shoulder while they waited for Bernice to say something. 

“Just a second,” Bernice mumbled and hurried out. She returned just a minute later, carrying a cup. “Drink this.” 

“What is this?” Luke asked while she helped Nora hold the cup steady and bring it to her lips. 

“A mixture of herbs,” Bernice answered. “It should help with the cramps.” 

Nora grimaced but swallowed bravely. She emptied the cup and let her head sink back against Luke’s shoulder. 

They all waited with baited breath. 

“Luke?” Brody Cowen stuck his head through the flap. 

“The captain needs you.” 

Luke looked up, glancing at the waiting Brody, then back down at Nora, who was looking up at her with pain in her eyes. After a lifetime of following orders and respecting authority, Luke didn’t even hesitate. “Not now.” 

“But –” 

“Whatever it is, it has to wait,” Luke decided. “I won’t leave my wife now.” 

“You... You can go. I’ll be fine,” Nora said bravely, but the grip of her fingers on Luke’s sent another message. 

Luke didn’t move from her place, holding Nora. “Get someone else to help you, Brody. I won’t come right now.” 
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With a grunt, Brody turned and disappeared. 

Nora’s fingers tightened around Luke’s, and then they slowly began to relax as the herbs did their work and the cramps started to ease. 

“How are you? Better now?” Luke noticed that she was whispering, almost afraid to talk too loudly. 

She felt Nora’s head bob against her shoulder as she nodded weakly. “Tired,” she mumbled. 

“That’s the herbs,” Bernice explained. “They help her relax, stop the cramps, and make her sleepy.” She picked up the empty cup and stood. 

Luke suddenly realized that Bernice was about to return to her own family and would leave her alone with Nora once again. “Bernice,” she said with alarm, looking down at the drowsy woman in her lap, “is she gonna be all right?” 

“Yeah, I think so. She needs some rest now.” 

“And the baby? Is it...?” Luke couldn’t finish the sentence, too afraid to voice her worries out loud. 

Bernice lifted her hands in a helpless gesture. “We won’t know for sure until it’s born. But for now, it should be all right. The contractions stopped. Let’s just hope that everything stays quiet tonight and we don’t have to break up camp in the middle of the night again. It wouldn’t be good for Nora.” 

Luke nodded grimly and watched her walk toward the flap. “Bernice?” She waited until the older woman had turned around to look at her. “Thank you for coming over to help us.” 

“You’re welcome. Amy can stay with us tonight if you want to,” Bernice offered. 
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Looking at Nora, who was already half asleep, Luke started to nod. She would have enough on her hands just caring for Nora. But then she thought about how Amy would feel if they left her with the Garfields. She could still remember the many times when she’d had to stay with other people as a child, staring at the wall all night and wondering what and how her mother was doing. “No, thank you. I think it would be better if she stays with us. She has to see for herself that her mother is well.” 

Bernice nodded with appreciation. “You’re right. I’ll bring her over.” 

As Bernice left, Luke stood and crouched down. “Hold on to me.” With a groan, she lifted Nora and carried her over to her bedroll. Gently, she settled her down and spread the covers over her. 

“You should finally change out of that shirt,” Nora mumbled, looking up at her. 

Luke fingered her sleeve. The fabric had dried in the meantime. “It’s dry now, but we should get you into your nightwear.” She searched in Nora’s bag until she found a nightshirt that hadn’t gotten wet in the rain. Then she looked down at Nora, waiting for her to undress, but Nora lay without moving, her eyes half-closed. Biting her lip, Luke began to unbutton her bodice. 

Nora didn’t react, but her gaze followed Luke’s fingers as they moved from button to button and finally stripped off bodice and skirt. 

For a second, Luke gently touched her fingertips to Nora’s bulging belly. 

Their gazes met. 

“I was so scared,” Nora whispered. 

Luke took her hand, squeezing it. “Yeah, me too.” 
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“Really?” 

Luke just nodded. She didn’t know how to explain what she had felt during those terrifying minutes. 

“Mama?” Amy’s voice came from outside. 

Quickly, Luke eased the nightshirt over Nora’s head and pulled it down just as Bernice entered with the girl. 

Nora held out her arms. A sobbing Amy sank into her mother’s embrace. 

Luke settled one arm around each of them and nodded her thanks at Bernice over their heads. 

With a nod in return, Bernice slipped from the tent. 

“Will you lie with us?” Nora asked, turning her head to look into Luke’s eyes. 

Luke rubbed the bump on the bridge of her nose. She knew that she should probably head out and help the captain with whatever task he needed her to do, but she couldn’t bring herself to leave Nora just yet. Awkwardly she slid down until she rested along the edge of Nora’s bedroll. 

Amy immediately snuggled down between them, and with a content sigh, she fell asleep. 

Knowing she would not sleep tonight, Luke kept her eyes open and gazed over Amy’s small body at Nora. 

Nora’s eyelids drooped, but she fought against sleep, returning Luke’s gaze. 

“Sleep now,” Luke encouraged her. 

“Luke?” the captain’s deep voice came from the tent’s opening. “You there?” 

With a regretful gaze to Nora, Luke turned. “I’m here.” 

She stood and stepped toward him. For some reason, she didn’t want him to enter and disturb the peace in the tent. 
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Abe McLoughlin stood in the still pouring rain, his beard dripping and his eyes wild. “Luke, we need you. The herd is nervous as hell in this weather, and I don’t trust those deadbeats and greenhorns with ‘em. One wrong move and they’ll stampede for sure!” 

Sighing, Luke looked back over her shoulder. In the almost darkness, she could see Nora’s gaze resting on her and saw her reluctant nod. “All right. I’m coming.” Under the pretense of collecting her hat, she turned and kneeled down next to Nora. “Will you be all right on your own?” 

Nora felt for her hand and squeezed it. “I’ll be fine. Take care of yourself, please.” 

With a grim nod, Luke settled the hat on her head, turned, and walked out into the rain. 


*  *  * 

She directed Measles along the edge of the herd, circling them in some distance. One lightning bolt after another flashed across the sky, showing her the restlessly milling oxen, mules, and horses. One of the dairy cows lifted her head, the white of her eyes gleaming, and gave a panicked moo. 
On the other side of the herd, barely visible through the curtain of rain, Wayne Garfield ventured a little too close to the nervous animals. Gripping the reins tighter, Luke tried to give him a sign to back away, but Wayne didn’t even look in her direction. She wanted to shout a warning, but she knew that every yell, every unexpected sound could cause a stampede, so she just watched with growing concern. 

Another flash of lightning zigzagged across the sky, bathing the prairie in white light for a second. Then thunder boomed right above them. 
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The herd bolted into the darkness of the night, not caring what stood in their way. 

 Oh, shit!  Luke suddenly realized that they were heading right for her. The black drove looked like one big, impenetrable wall as they came closer and closer. Luke reacted instinctively. Ducking over Measles’ crest, she let the mare surge forward, racing just ahead of the stampeding herd. 

One quick glance over her shoulder showed her that she was gaining a lead on them, and she breathed a sigh of relief 

– until she remembered in which direction they were running. 

They were heading straight for the corralled wagons and tents less than a mile away. 

Luke could make out the lanterns in some of the tents, but there was no movement. She couldn’t even see a guard watching over the camp. Everyone who wasn’t out with the herd was probably asleep or resting unsuspectingly in one of the tents.  They probably think that roar in the air is caused by thunder, not a stampeding herd.  

 Nora! Amy!  

There was no time, no place for letting the herd run themselves out. If they didn’t change their direction, they would trample right over the tents and the sleeping emigrants. 

Even if someone noticed the herd before it reached them and the emigrants hastily fled from their tents, Luke knew what that could mean for Nora. Bernice Garfield had warned them that she might lose the baby if she didn’t get some rest tonight. 

Instead of breaking off to the left, away from the herd behind her, Luke galloped straight ahead. With one hand, she lifted her Walker Colt, firing shot after shot into the air to frighten the animals behind her away from the camp. 

254 





Another bolt of lighting illuminated the sky, giving her a glimpse of the roiling mass bearing down on her. They hadn’t changed their direction. The sounds of her shots had mingled with the roar of thunder and hooves, and had done nothing to slow the herd. 

 Damn!  Gritting her teeth, Luke drew her rifle from its scabbard and turned around in the saddle. She was holding on just with her legs now. She lifted the rifle and sighted down the barrel. 

In the darkness, it was almost impossible to make out individual animals in the black mass. Then, a bolt of lightning momentarily shattered the darkness. 

There was no time for hesitation. Luke pulled the trigger. 

McLoughlin’s big lead steer fell. The confused cattle that followed behind him veered slightly to one side. 

 Not enough!  They had almost reached the camp now. 

Luke squeezed the trigger again. The ox that had taken the lead stumbled, then fell, making the others veer even more to the side. 

Then, suddenly, Wayne and Brody were there. Luke slowed her mare, and the three of them forced the cattle in the front even farther to the side. With the first tents just ten yards to the right, they thundered past the camp. 

The riders forced them to the left until they ran themselves out in a wide circle. 

Coughing and gasping, Wayne Garfield slid from his horse. He was visibly trembling as he looked up at Luke. 

“I’m sorry, I...” 

Luke was too shaken to talk. The thought of how close she had come to losing Nora and Amy was the only thing on her 255 





mind. She just nodded at the young man and directed her mare toward the tents without a word. 

“Luke?” Nora blinked up at her when she slipped quietly into the tent. “Is it still raining? I thought I heard...” 

“Yeah, just raining,” Luke said. “But I think it’ll be quieter now.” 

Nora reached out a hand, gently touching Luke’s shoulder. 

“Your shirt is wet again.” 

She gazed down. Not only was her shirt dripping wet, it was covered in sweat, mud, and grass. Knowing that neither she nor Nora had the energy for another fight about changing clothes, Luke turned around and, in the darkness of the tent, slipped the wet shirt off and a new one on, hoping that Nora wouldn’t notice that she had left the damp undershirt in place. 

“Doesn’t the captain need you anymore?” 

“No.” The herd was all run out now, too tired for another stampede. “He doesn’t.” 

“Good,” Nora whispered, “because I do.” 

Suddenly, Luke wanted to step out into the rain and run in blind panic, as the herd had. She didn’t know what, but something had definitely changed between them tonight. 

Staying aloof and objective was no longer an option. 

Searching for words, but finding none, she lay down next to Nora but took care to keep Amy between them. She closed her eyes and concentrated on her aching muscles, everything to keep her thoughts away from the woman next to her and what could have happened to her tonight. She still hadn’t succeeded when she felt Nora’s hand grasping her own. 

“Do you mind? I don’t think I can sleep without...” 

Luke smoothed her thumb over Nora’s palm. “It’s all right.” In the dim light in the tent, she studied the slender 256 





fingers, the work-roughened palms, and the delicate curve of her wrist. “Hey, what’s this?” She gently rubbed over a greenish, almost faded spot at the underside of Nora’s wrist, easily visible because the skin was paler there. 

Nora turned her hand, hiding the bruise. “It’s nothing. One of the oxen got a bit overzealous when I fed them; that’s all.” 

“Even naming one of them Snow White didn’t make them more cautious about food, huh?” Luke smiled down at her, then closed her eyes. For the first time in her life, she fell asleep holding someone’s hand. 
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Three Crossings; 

July 6th, 1851 





“I COULD REALLY LEARN to hate this river,” 

Bernice sighed, sending resentful glances toward the gentle Sweetwater River. “This must be the hundredth time we had to cross it.” 

Nora smiled tiredly. It wasn’t the hundredth time, but it felt pretty close to it. The Sweetwater was notorious for twisting back on itself. Unlike the river, the emigrants had somewhere to be and weren’t content to meander gently across the landscape. Therefore, they were forced to cross the river time after time. “Didn’t someone mention that we could avoid three crossings if we take the Deep Sand Route?” 

“Yeah, we could, but after last night, the oxen are too exhausted to pull the wagons through the deep sand,” Bernice answered, looking up from the noon meal that she was preparing. 

 After last night?  Nora furrowed her brow, but Bernice oldest daughter distracted her from asking about it. 

The sixteen-year-old girl sat down next to Nora and rested her chin on her folded hands, intently gazing at Luke, who was using the noon break to grease the wagon’s axle. “Oh my, he’s marvelous,” she sighed. 

Nora gave her a tolerant smile. She hadn’t been much older than the girl when she had gotten pregnant with Amy, but she could barely remember ever being so naïve and innocent.  But I have to admit, if I had to spend my time gazing adoringly at someone, it would probably be Luke.  
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“He’s a true hero! Wayne told me exactly how he led the stampeding herd away from camp, risking his own life!” 

Mary Garfield enthused. 

Nora’s frying pan almost slipped into the fire. 

“Stampeding herd?” she echoed. “Risking his own life? What are you talking about?” 

Mary finally looked away from Luke. “You haven’t heard?” 

Now Nora was the one staring at Luke. “No, obviously I haven’t. What happened?” 

“The herd stampeded last night and raced right toward the camp, with only Luke between them and us to stop them! He was so close to them that he could have touched them! They had almost reached us when he shot the lead steer and forced the herd to veer to the side!” Mary’s eyes sparkled with excitement. 

Nora however wasn’t excited at all to hear that Luke had risked his life without even telling her about it. 

“It was a very foolish thing to do,” Bill Larson said from his place at the fire. 

Nora looked at him in dismay. She knew that her levelheaded husband wouldn’t have risked his life if there had been another way, but it wasn’t her place to openly contradict a male member of the wagon train. 

“He should have just ridden ahead and warned us, instead of shooting our best steer,” Larson grumbled. 

“There wouldn’t have been enough time to break up camp,” Bernice objected. 

Nora froze.  Breaking up camp?  Again, she heard Bernice’s words from the night before:  Let’s just hope that everything stays quiet tonight and we don’t have to break up 259 





 camp in the middle of the night again. It wouldn’t be good for Nora.  She stared at Luke, who was just crawling out from under the wagon.  Is that why he risked his life to direct the herd away from camp? For me?  

Last night had certainly changed the way she saw her husband. To see his reaction to the almost miscarriage, to see the fear in the gray eyes told her more than any declarations that he would accept the baby as his own. She could still feel his gentle hands soothing her as cramps had racked her body. 

Never before had she felt so safe, so comforted in the presence of a man. Some of her customers had been kind and gentle; a few had even professed feelings of love for her, but Nora had never felt close to any of them. Being in Luke’s company felt different from being with any other man. She tried to pinpoint what exactly it was that made Luke so different, but she couldn’t put her finger on it. 

“I think your beans are done,” Bernice interrupted her thoughts. 

Quickly, Nora stood to take the big kettle off its hook over the fire. 

“Ah, ah, ah! Hold on, let me do this!” Luke stepped around her and lifted the pot down. When he saw the astonished gazes of Nora and the others, he added, “There’s no need for you to lift these heavy things when I’m around.” 

After years of having to fend for herself, it was hard to depend on someone for everything. “But it’s not fair that you have to do all the work,” she protested. At the very beginning of their journey, she had sworn herself that she would prove herself a worthy pioneer woman, not a pampered city wife. 

“You’re doing the most important work,” Luke emphasized, pointing at her belly. 
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Automatically, Nora’s hands wandered to her belly. She pressed her lips together as she felt the lack of movement that continued since last night. 

“Besides, if you want to do some work, you could take your daughter to the river and clean her up,” Luke suggested with a grin. 

“I helped Papa!” a grease-smeared Amy piped up. 

Nora had to laugh. “I can see that. Come on, let’s go clean up.” As she led Amy down to the river bank, she could feel Luke’s gaze on her. Luke had stayed close to her all day, which was a relief for more than one reason. On top of her worries about the baby, she didn’t feel up to dealing with Brody Cowen, and since Luke hadn’t strayed from her side, he had kept away. 

As she kneeled down at the river’s edge, a healthy kick almost made her topple into the water. With flailing arms, she fought for balance. 

“Nora!” Luke leaped over the fire and skidded down the bank. “What is it?” 

“The baby!” Nora felt hot tears slide down her cheeks. 

Luke’s eyes widened in panic. He started to wave for Bernice. 

“No! It’s kicking! I felt it move for the first time since last night!” Nora laughed in delight. She grabbed Luke’s hand and pressed it against her belly. Right at that moment, the baby gave a second kick, then a third. 

Luke almost stumbled in relief. “Oh, thank God!” 

They came together in a spontaneous embrace, his hand still between them, resting on Nora’s belly. 

Nora tightened her arms around his neck, breathing in his comforting scent. 
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“Mama, I want to feel the baby, too!” Amy shouted next to them. 

Luke quickly loosened his hold on her, visibly embarrassed that he’d been so overwhelmed by emotion. 

Amy took his place, eagerly touching Nora’s belly with her small hands. 

As she held still, Nora swore that she would never complain about the baby’s kicks keeping her awake again. 
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Ice Slough; 

July 7th, 1851 





LUKE DREW BACK HER aching arm and flicked her whip again to keep the sluggish oxen moving. The big animals strained heads-down against the rattling chains. They were moving even slower than usual in the stifling heat. Their pace was too slow to escape the cloud of dust, so it had settled over their clothing and coated the flanks of oxen and horses. 

Even Nora’s reddish eyebrows were almost white under a layer of dust. Luke watched her sneeze and lick her chapped lips. 

Luke squinted against the bright sun and gazed ahead, hoping to find a resting spot for Nora and the others. Behind them lay only miles of shadeless trail, but ahead she could see a shallow basin covered with a variety of marsh grasses and green-brown tufts. Water glittered silvery in the sun. 

“Hold back the oxen,” Luke shouted back to the other wagons. “The water’s alkaline.” 

Nora gazed longingly at the water, then, after Luke’s warning, marched on with a sigh. 

“How would the two of you like a glass of cool lemonade with ice?” Luke asked, grinning down at Nora and her daughter. 

“You’re being mean, Lucas Hamilton!” Nora accused. “To tease us with something that you can never deliver is pure torture!” 
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Luke lifted her arm, giving the signal to stop for a while. 

“Come on, let’s see how mean I am.” She shouldered a spade and took Nora’s arm, not wanting her to stumble on the swampy ground. Nora held out her other hand for Amy to take, and they cautiously wandered through the small valley. 

After a while, Luke stopped and began to dig with the spade, cutting away the swamp grass. Then she rammed the spade down a few times. Grinning, she lifted a small block of ice to the surface. “Voílà, Madame. Your ice, as promised.” 

With an enthusiastic squeak, Amy grabbed a bit of ice and put it into her mouth. 

“Don’t worry,” Luke said at Nora’s alarmed gaze. “The ice is pure, no alkali in it at all.” 

Nora cautiously lifted a sliver of ice and touched it to her chapped lips. “Where is it coming from, right in the middle of this barren land during a very hot July?” 

“The water from ponds and creeks freezes in the winter. 

The tapestry of marsh grasses and sedges acts as an insulating layer and keeps the ice frozen until summer,” Luke explained. 

She found that she liked pampering Nora and Amy a bit even if it was just with a glass of ice-cold lemonade. 

While Nora and Bernice prepared the promised lemonade, Luke and the men dug up large chunks of ice, storing it in their water barrels so that they had cool water for the journey ahead. 

After half an hour of rest, they traveled on. Luke relinquished her place next to the ox team to Nora and rode ahead to scout for a spot where they could camp for the night. 

She continued west along the banks of the Sweetwater, sometimes dozing in the saddle under the blazing sun. 

Suddenly, the surface gave way beneath them. Measles snorted in terror as she sank belly-deep into the sand. Luke 264 





lost her grip on the reins as her world suddenly tilted and she was catapulted over the mare’s head. She tried to twist in mid-air to cushion the fall, but the ground was already too close. 

The air was knocked from her lungs. An edgy rock ripped along her forearm as she skidded across the ground. Then, finally, she lay still. Cautiously, she moved an arm, then a leg. Everything seemed to be in working order. 

Groaning, Luke stood and beat the dust out of her clothing. 

When she turned to look for Measles, her heart began to race. 

The horse was thrashing helplessly, fighting in vain against the quicksand that was sucking her in. She was already submerged to the belly, and her struggles only caused her to sink in deeper. 

Luke rushed toward her, taking care not to get mired down herself. She grabbed the reins, then as she noticed how useless it would be to pull on the reins, she tried to help the mare by pushing from behind. 

Still, the mare was stuck. The sand climbed even higher on her flanks. 

Luke raced around and pulled on her neck instead, but that was equally useless. 

Then, suddenly, her fellow travelers were there. Jacob Garfield threw a rope around the mare’s neck and began to pull with his sons while Tom Buchanan, Brody, and even Bill Larson pushed from behind. 

Nora hurried forward to join their efforts. 

“No!” Luke took one hand from the saddle horn to hold her back. “Not you. Stay back. I’ve got enough help now.” 

She wouldn’t take the risk of causing a miscarriage even if it might mean losing Measles. 
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Nora blinked. For a second, Luke could make out the hurt expression on her face before she hid it away behind the mask she had acquired while working in a brothel. She regretted her sharp tone but had no time to reassure Nora. Digging in her heels, she pulled with all her might. 

From somewhere, a second rope was fastened to the saddle 

–horn, and with their combined efforts, the terrified mare was pulled from the treacherous ground, inch by inch. Finally, she stood by the water’s edge, her flanks heaving and her long limbs trembling. 

Luke felt herself trembling, too. Measles was a key element to her plans of building a horse ranch, but she meant more than that to her. The mare had been her companion for many years, faithfully carrying her through long expeditions and a dozen battles. Now she had come close to losing that trusted friend. Much too close. 

Had she been alone, as she had often been during expeditions, the mare would have been dead by now. Only the unselfish help from the other emigrants had saved her. 

 Maybe being part of a community, building friendships, is not so bad.  

On wobbly legs, she walked over to Nora, who held a crying Amy in her arms. “I’m sorry,” she told her immediately. “I didn’t want to yell at you, but I don’t want anything to happen to you or the baby. I didn’t want to save Measles at the cost of losing you.” 

Nora stood frozen for a few seconds. She stared at Luke over Amy’s head. “I... I didn’t think. I just saw Measles and –

” 

It was clear to Luke that Nora was not used to hearing apologies. In the past, people had hurt her feelings without even noticing or caring. “It’s all right. No one got hurt, not you and not Measles. That’s all that counts.” 
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Nora let out a trembling breath. Without answering, she carried Amy over to lavish kisses on Measles. 

267 





South Pass; 

July 12th, 1851 





“WHERE’S AMY?” Bernice greeted her as she wandered over with her youngest daughter. 

Nora pointed to the horizon. “Off with Luke and Measles.” 

“That girl sure loves her Papa,” Bernice said with an affectionate smile. 

Nora sighed. “Yeah, she does.” She stared off into the distance where snow-covered peaks were looming, their white-and-brown flanks looking like chocolate cakes dusted with powdered sugar. 

“So tell me, what do you think about Sarah?” 

 Sarah?  She had missed whatever Bernice might have said before that. “Which Sarah?” There were three women with that name in the wagon train. 

Bernice rolled her eyes but kept smiling. “I’m talking about names in general. For your baby, you know? Didn’t you already think of some names?” 

Actually, Nora hadn’t. The birth wasn’t that far off, but still, she was just getting used to the thought that she would soon have another child. Only since Luke had promised to treat the baby as his own had she started to look forward to having another baby. “I’m not really sure yet,” she answered vaguely. 

“Any nice names in Luke’s part of the family tree?” 

Bernice asked. 

Nora swallowed. Like so many things about her husband, this was something she didn’t know. “I’ll have to ask him if 268 





he has any favorites.” Searching for a way to distract Bernice, she pointed to two twin hills ahead of them. “Is this South Pass?” 

“I don’t think so. I would imagine a pass over the Rocky Mountains to be a bit steeper, narrower.” 

“Then your imagination is much too vivid, dear Mrs. 

Garfield,” a male voice said from behind them. 

Nora didn’t have to look. Brody Cowen had sneaked around her wagon since Luke had ridden off with Amy. 

“South Pass is not the steep, narrow passage that you’ve envisioned. There are no sharply rising mountains on either side; it’s just a broad valley that looks more like a meadow than a mountain pass,” Brody explained. He pointed at the wind-swept, sage-covered slope ahead of them, but his gaze remained fixed on Nora. “If you ride ahead, you can be the first to reach the other side of the Rockies and to enter Oregon Territory.” 

“Please, Mama!” Bernice’s daughter tugged on her hand. 

“Let’s go! I want to be the first on the other side!” 

With a sigh and a shrug to Nora, Bernice let herself be dragged to her wagon, where a saddle horse was trailing behind. 

Nora shivered, but it had nothing to do with the cooler air on the pass. She watched in dreadful silence as the Garfields rode off. 

“Alone at last.” Cowen grinned crookedly at her, his steel gray eyes devoid of any humor or kindness. 

“Leave me alone,” Nora said. To her surprise, she found that her voice was barely more than a shaky whisper. 
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Cowen reached for her. “Where would be the fun in that? 

But don’t worry, I’ll even pay and leave you a nice tip. It won’t be your loss.” 

Nora didn’t want his money. She wanted nothing from him, but she couldn’t find her voice to tell him that. For too long, she hadn’t been allowed to say “no” or to voice her wishes at all. “Mr. Cowen...” 

“You can call me Brody,” he told her patronizingly. 

“No, I...” 

“You think you’re too good for me now, huh?” He reached for her, shackling her hands with his broader paws. With a rough jerk, he pulled her against his body. “Let’s see if you still think so when I’m through with you. It’ll be good, you just wait and see.” 

Nora struggled, but she was as powerless against his strong grip as Measles had been against the suction of the quicksand. 

“Brody? Nora?” Luke’s confused voice interrupted Cowen’s plans. “What’s going on?” 

“Nothing,” Cowen answered smoothly, letting go of Nora. 

“Just talking, right?” He laid a friendly arm around Nora’s shoulders, but she recoiled, flinching back from his touch. 

She could see Luke’s gaze dart back and forth between her and Cowen. “Nora?” he asked. 

For the first time, someone was asking her, believing her word about what had happened above that of a man.  Tell him! 

a voice in her head urged, but another one cautioned,  Cowen will only take revenge if you do. He’ll claim to be innocent, and if Luke believes the man he admires, where does that leave you?  

270 





“Nora?” Luke asked again. “Tell me what’s going on, please.” 

Nora stepped away from Cowen, searching out Luke’s comforting presence. Her fear eased a bit as she looked into the familiar gray eyes of the man she had married. Then her gaze fell onto Amy, who was sitting in the saddle in front of Luke. Her entire front was covered in vomit. “Amy! Sweetie, what happened?” Nora forgot about her own situation as she rushed forward and pulled her groggy daughter into her arms. 

“She vomited,” Luke explained the obvious. “We weren’t going all that fast, really. It must have been something she ate.” 

She carried Amy to the wagon, feeling Luke follow behind her. 

Brody Cowen hurried away as she began to tend to her daughter. 

“Nora?” Luke peeked over her shoulder at the now blanket-covered girl. 

“It’s not your fault,” Nora consoled him. “It has happened before. Sometimes, children just get sick to their stomach. 

Nothing a little rest won’t cure.” 

“Nora?” Luke’s voice came again. 

With a sigh, Nora turned. She stared at the collar of his shirt, not wanting to look him in the eye. 

“Nora, look at me. Please.” 

She lifted her head. The gray eyes weren’t judging, just waiting. 

“What happened with Brody?” 

 Nothing that hasn’t happened a hundred times before. And I’m sure it’ll happen again, wherever I go.  Nora hesitated. A part of her wanted to tell Luke the truth, to finally break her 271 





silence. But in the past, complaining and voicing the injustices she had suffered had never helped her. Suffering in silence had become her philosophy. 

Luke stepped closer. He touched a single finger to her chin, keeping her gaze level with his. “Are you afraid of him?” 

Sometimes, Luke was much too perceptive. “He... he touched me. He tried to fondle me and kiss me.” 

Under his tan, Luke paled visibly. 

Nora clenched her teeth, afraid that he wouldn’t believe that his friend had tried to molest her. For some reason, he seemed to have a blind spot for that man’s character flaws. 

“Why didn’t you fight him off? Or at least call for help?” 

Luke asked. 

Nora shrugged helplessly. At least, he believed her, but she didn’t know how to explain. 

“Why did you just stand there, letting him touch you?” 

Anger was creeping into Luke’s voice. 

“I... I don’t know. I didn’t know what to do,” Nora stammered. 

Luke closed his eyes. He took a deep breath. When he reopened his eyes, they were calm again. “It’s not your fault. 


I know that you weren’t allowed to fight back in the past. 

Enduring and suffering in silence has been your method of survival for too long. But this part of your life is over now. 

You’re allowed to fight back if someone touches you without permission.” 

 Allowed to fight back.  These words were pure theory for Nora even if she was glad to hear them from Luke. Fighting against a tall, strong man like Brody Cowen was not something she could see herself doing. “I don’t know how to 272 





fight back,” she admitted, looking away from him in embarrassment. 

“Then you come to me and tell me. I’ll try to protect you, whatever happens,” Luke promised. Gray eyes gazed at her in earnest. 

“But you can’t always be around. He’s clever. He waits until you’re gone before he goes anywhere near me.” 

Luke’s expression darkened. “He’s done this before?” 

Nora hung her head. 

Luke took it for the affirmation that it was. “You could have told me, you know,” he grumbled. 

Nora nodded weakly. “Yeah, I know.” 

“Then why didn’t you?” 

“I... I wasn’t sure if you’d believe me over Brody Cowen.” 

She saw him open his mouth to protest and quickly added, 

“And I didn’t want to put you in an awkward situation.” 

“The situation seems quite straightforward to me. You’re my wife and –” 

“And he’s like a father figure to you. At least you’d like him to be,” Nora said. She had watched Luke’s behavior toward Brody Cowen, had seen him act with natural respect toward the older man. He tended to defer to Cowen’s opinion and didn’t question his advice, seeming only to expect good things from him. It was clear to Nora that he must have had a happier childhood with a better father than she had. Her own father had never paid her much attention; the only things that were important to him were his business and his three sons. 

When his ambitious plans to marry her off to his business partner failed, he no longer had any use for her and left her to fend for herself. 
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Luke gazed down at the fading bruises on Nora’s wrist. 

“Not if he molests my wife.” 

Nora had to swallow as she looked into his eyes. Even though he had repeatedly told her that he wanted her to find a 

“better man” in Oregon, there was something possessive in his gaze. “What if he refuses to stop?” 

For a few moments, there was only silence from Luke. 

Nora knew that he had always tried to lead a quiet life. 

Since leaving Independence, almost every man on the train had gotten into at least one fistfight and a dozen shouting matches. Not Luke. No matter how much others provoked him and tried to get him involved in a confrontation, he quietly walked away. He wasn’t a coward, but still, Nora wasn’t sure if he would get into a fight with Brody for her. 

She wasn’t sure if she wanted him to. 

“Well, I could teach you to defend yourself,” Luke finally offered. 

 Little old me, learning how to fight?  Nora had her doubts, but on the other hand, learning how to defend herself and Amy could only be of value, no matter where and with whom she ended up in life. “You would do that?” 

Luke nodded. 

 Another thing he’s doing for me “I could teach you how to read and write in return,” she offered hesitantly. He had repeatedly rejected other “services” from her, but this was something she could do for him. 

He shrugged. “We’ll see. Your lessons are more urgent. 

So, tonight, after Amy is asleep?” 

“All right.” It was the oddest rendezvous she had ever made. 
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Pacific Springs; 

July 12th, 1851 





LUKE LEANED AGAINST the wagon and breathed into her hands to warm them. This afternoon, they had crossed the backbone of the Rocky Mountains, the ascent and descent through South Pass so gradual that they hadn’t really believed that they had crossed the Continental Divide until they had reached Pacific Spring, a green oasis in the harsh eastern region of the Oregon country. 

The animals were grazing contently, and the other emigrants were busy celebrating that they had reached the border of Oregon Territory. No one would miss them, and Bernice Garfield had promised to look in on Amy while they were out on their “romantic stroll” along the creek. 

She leaned against the wagon and listened to the story that Nora read Amy inside the wagon. Listening to Nora’s stories had been one of the guilty pleasures that she allowed herself every evening. Her own mother had never told her any of these fairy tales, adventures, and legends. 

Finally, Nora came to the “happily ever after” part of the story and kissed her daughter goodnight. A few seconds later, she slipped from the wagon. She froze when she saw Luke’s form in the darkness. 

“It’s only me,” Luke quickly announced herself. 

Nora visibly relaxed and strolled over as if she hadn’t been afraid at all. 

Luke knew better. She promised herself that this would change. Nora shouldn’t have to live in fear any longer. 
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Silently, they left the circle of wagons and wandered up the creek until they were far enough away from camp not to be seen or heard. 

Luke stopped and began to roll up her sleeves. 

“I’m not sure if this is a good idea,” Nora said. 

Luke looked up from her cuffs, meeting Nora’s gaze in a silent question. 

“I mean... I can’t win against Cowen. He’s much taller and stronger than I.” 

“You don’t have to win,” Luke assured her. “All you have to do is fight him off long enough to call for help or run away. Do you think you can do that?” 

Nora straightened her shoulders. “Show me how.” 

“All right. I’m playing Brody, and you... you’re yourself. 

So, what does he usually do?” 

“He... He grabs me.” 

A vivid picture flashed before Luke’s mind’s eye. She felt anger boil up in her, coloring her cheeks. She took a deep breath. “How?” 

“He grabs my wrists.” Nora demonstrated, closing her fingers around her other arm. 

Luke took hold of Nora’s wrists. “Like this?” 

“No, he... he holds my wrists with just one of his hands, leaving his other hand free to... And he holds on more roughly,” Nora explained. 

With a nod, Luke laid both of Nora’s wrists against each other and encircled them with her left hand. It was hard to get a secure grip like this, not only because her hands were not as big as Brody’s, but mainly because she didn’t want to hurt Nora in the process. “And then? What does he do now?” 
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“He pulls me against his body, as close as possible, so that I can feel him press against me, his breath on my face...” 

Nora shuddered. 

Luke looked down at her in concern. “We don’t have to do this.” 

“Yes. Yes, I have to. I want to learn how to stop him.” 

Luke gazed into the determined green eyes. She had never thought that she would one day admire a former prostitute, but Nora’s courage had earned her respect. “All right.” Now it was her turn to hesitate. Slowly, she pulled Nora closer. 

“Closer,” Nora whispered. “He holds me so close that I can’t move.” 

She moved Nora another inch closer. Then another. She could feel Nora’s belly press against her hip now, felt the warmth of her skin against her own, her breath on her neck. 

She forced her thoughts back to what they were doing. “What are you doing when he holds you like this?” 

“I try to break free, but it only makes him hold on tighter.” 

Nora demonstrated her struggles, pressing their bodies even closer together. 

 Good God.  Luke’s eyes threatened to close. “And then?” 

Her voice was rough. 

“Then he usually tries to kiss me.” Nora stopped her struggles and looked up at her. 

 Reenacting this was not a good idea,  Luke thought but couldn’t look away from Nora’s lips. Her free hand lifted without conscious thought, touching a smooth cheek. 

Nora didn’t pull back. She held her place, still gazing up at her. 

Their lips touched, and Luke lost her grip on Nora’s wrists and on reality. Heat rushed through her. She felt Nora’s 277 





fingers slide up her neck and into her hair, holding her in place as Nora deepened the kiss. 

Nora’s tongue teased her bottom lip, asking for entrance that Luke gave without thinking. 

She wasn’t sure if it was the lack of air, but suddenly, she felt faint. With a gasp, she tore her lips away from Nora’s. 

“I’m sorry. This is not what I wanted to show you,” she panted. 

“Well, it was a lot nicer than being manhandled,” Nora said with the teasing smile that was second nature to every prostitute, but in her eyes, Luke could see the same confusion that she felt. When Luke didn’t return the smile, her expression grew serious again. “We don’t have to do this,” 

she used the same words that Luke had used before. 

“You have to learn how to defend yourself,” Luke reminded. “All right, once again.” With more control this time, she held Nora’s wrists and pulled her against her body. 

She took a deep breath, forcing herself not to react to Nora’s closeness. “When he holds you like this and tries to kiss you, the best thing to do is bite him. Then you stamp down on his foot as hard as you can, and when he loosens his grip on you... I don’t think I need to tell you where to kick a man, do I?” She glanced down at Nora with a grim smile. 

Nora’s lips were a thin line. “What if I freeze in panic and just can’t do it?” 

“That’s why we’re here. You have to practice. So, let’s try it with me.” 

Nora stared up at her. “You want me to kick you?” Her gaze wandered down Luke’s body. 

Luke swallowed and grinned nervously. She fought against the sudden urge to clasp her hands in front of a certain body part that she didn’t really have. She knew that a kick 278 





between the legs wasn’t a pleasant experience, even for a woman. “Maybe you could be so kind and leave out that last part of the maneuver,” she suggested. “Try the moves, but don’t hit me full force. And please skip the lip biting, too.” 

“All right.” Nora took a deep breath. She looked down, aiming at Luke’s foot. 

“Don’t look down,” Luke said. “You have to surprise him, and gazing down could alert him to your plans.” 

Nora bit her lip in concentration. She was so obviously trying not to look down that it was suspicious on its own. 

Luke said nothing. She didn’t want to discourage the younger woman. She grimaced when the sole of Nora’s boot scraped along her shin and then almost crushed her little toe. 

“That’s great,” she gasped. “You’re doing fine. Now hint at that kick. Don’t hesitate; you have to kick him as soon as he’s distracted by the pain in his foot.” 

Trying to kick out with her foot, Nora stumbled. 

Quickly, Luke caught her and held on until she had found her balance again. “Don’t try to kick out with your foot. It’ll only make you stumble over your skirts, especially now that your center of balance is shifting.” She pointed to Nora’s growing belly. “Try to thrust with your knee.” 

Again, they took their positions, with Luke holding Nora close. Nora’s boot scraped over her shin again, and she mentally prepared herself for a day of limping along the wagon tomorrow. Then Nora’s foot stepped on her own, and her knee pressed against her in a much softer imitation of a kick. 

Luke groaned – not in pain, but in pleasure. She tried to move back, away from the intimate contact, but Nora’s foot on her own held her pinned to the place. “That’s enough! You 279 





can stop now!” She took several deep breaths when Nora finally moved away. 

“Was that good enough?” 

 You have no idea! “Yeah. If you use these moves with enough force, Brody will be in enough pain for you to make an escape. But just to be sure...” She drew her revolver from its holster. It wasn’t the heavy Walker Colt, but a smaller, lighter model. 

Nora’s eyes widened. “You want me to shoot him?” 

“No. I want you to do whatever it takes to defend yourself. 

You’ve got a right to decide by whom you want to be kissed and by whom not.” 

Nora gazed at her lips, making Luke uncomfortable, but then she hesitantly took the small revolver. 

Luke stepped behind her and reached around her with both arms so that she could show her how to hold the weapon. She paused for a moment when she noticed how intimate their position was, almost an embrace. “To load it, you swing out the cylinder. You put paper cartridges into each chamber, then place percussion caps on the nipples at the rear of each chamber.” 

“What are they for?” Nora asked as she tried to imitate Luke’s movements. 

“When you squeeze the trigger, the hammer snaps down and hits the cap. It explodes; the resulting spark ignites the powder in the paper cartridge, and the bullet is discharged,” 

Luke explained. “Come on, try it. Pull back the hammer with your thumb.” 

Nora did it. 

Luke nodded. “Now, point the revolver at that big stone in the creek.” 
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Nora turned her head to look at her, her gaze full of doubt. 

“Go on. It’s not loaded. We can’t take the risk of alerting Brody or worrying anyone within hearing distance.” 

Finally, Nora lifted the weapon. She pointed it directly at the stone, without lifting it to eye level. 

Luke smiled in grim satisfaction. “You’ve got a very good hand-eye coordination.” 

Nora looked down at her hand. “I do?” 

“Yeah, like a first-class gunslinger.” 

“You’re making fun of me.” Nora pouted a bit. 

Luke turned so that she could see the serious expression in her eyes. “No. You could be very good with this weapon with just a little practice.” 

“Really? You can tell just by me pointing an unloaded weapon at a stone?” Nora was still doubting her ability. Her confidence in her own skills was sometimes less than stellar. 

Too many years of only being appreciated for her skills in the bedroom, Luke suspected. 

“I’ve taught enough recruits to be able to judge this with a single glance. A few more ‘romantic strolls’ outside of hearing distance, and you won’t have to fear anyone ever again,” Luke promised. She knew that this would be the biggest gift that she could give Nora. A part of her was almost sorry, because deep down, she wanted to be the one to protect Nora. She reached out her hand to take back the weapon for today. 

But instead of handing her the revolver, Nora slid her own hand into Luke’s. “Thank you.” 

Luke swallowed. “You’re welcome.” 
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Parting of the Ways; 

July 14th, 1851 





NORA SHIELDED HER face with her hand, but still, there wasn’t much to see. Luke had told her that right here, in the middle of the endless sagebrush-covered plain, was a major decision point. The trail divided, with wagon ruts continuing to the left and to the right, though Nora couldn’t see where they were going. 

“I say we stay on the main route and take the road to Fort Bridger,” Tom Buchanan said, pointing to the left fork. He was low on supplies, and his youngest child was sick again, so Nora couldn’t blame him for wanting to choose the safe route that had enough water and made a visit to Fort Bridger possible. 

“Do what you want, but I’m gonna take the Sublette Cutoff,” Bill Larson announced, already steering his mules to the right. “It’ll save us over fifty miles.” 

Nora stared at the road to the right.  Fifty miles?  That would shorten their journey by two or three days – and given her exhaustion, that almost seemed like an eternity to her. 

“Yeah, but it’ll mean traveling through a desert area,” 

Jacob Garfield pointed out. “Fifty miles with no water, very little grass, but plenty of rough road and alkaline dust.” 

The emigrants argued back and forth, but no unanimous vote could be reached. Nora looked at Luke, but as usual, her husband didn’t voice his opinion. He just stood there, eyeing both trails with a furrowed brow. 

282 





Finally, the captain sighed. “Seems like we have to split up. I’ll take the shortcut. Those of you who don’t want to take the risk go with Tom to Fort Bridger.” 

 Splitting up?  Nora bit her lip.  Won’t that weaken our defense if we encounter Indians or thieves?  At the same time, hope began to blossom deep inside her. She was sure that Brody Cowen, the adventurer, would take the risky shortcut. 

If Luke decided to detour to Fort Bridger, as she thought he would, Cowen would be out of her life for good. 

Luke stepped closer to her. “What do you think?” he asked, pointing first at the left, then at the right trail. 

Nora blinked. Luke was probably the man who knew most about the road that lay ahead, and he was asking her, a former prostitute, who had never been west of Independence before? 

Most other men hadn’t bothered to ask their wives’ opinions. 

“I’m not sure. We don’t really need the supplies, so a detour to the fort isn’t a necessity, but fifty miles through the desert...” 

“I think we should risk it,” Luke said, his lips a grim line. 

“Really?” In the past, Luke had avoided to put her or Amy at risk, and now he decided against the safe route? 

“Yeah. Two or three days could mean the difference between you giving birth in the middle of a snowstorm in the Cascade Mountains or safely in a doctor’s cabin in Oregon City.” Luke directed a glance down at Nora’s belly, then up into her eyes. 

Nora pressed her palms against her belly.  So, Luke’s decision is based on our welfare. I should have known.  

The other emigrants began to gather in two groups at both sides of the fork. 
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preferring the safer route. A glance to her right showed her that Brody Cowen had joined Bill Larson and the captain at the start of the Sublette Shortcut. 

“So, which way do we go?” Luke asked once again. 

Nora forced her gaze away from the Garfields and looked down at her dusty boots. “Whatever you think is best.” 

“No. That’s not the way I want it to be,” Luke said. His steel gray eyes gleamed with determination. 

Nora turned her head to squint at him. “W-what do you mean?” 

“You’re not my servant; you’re my wife. I don’t want you to just follow my orders; I want to hear your opinion. This is something that we have to decide together.” 

Sometimes it seemed to Nora that with each step west, she discovered not only the unknown land but also new things about her husband.  Have I been too sheltered in the brothel? 

 Are there other men out there like him, and I just didn’t know it?  

“So?” Luke prompted. 

Nora took a deep breath. “Then we take the shortcut. 

Giving birth in the middle of a snowstorm is not exactly an appealing thought.” It wasn’t only that, though. Nora didn’t want to take the easy way out, choosing only what was best for her. If it would shorten their journey considerably, she’d pay the price of suffering Brody Cowen’s presence a little longer. 

“You sure?” Luke’s gaze traveled over to Brody Cowen and then meaningfully back to Nora. 

Nora’s fingers felt for the small revolver hidden in one of the pockets of her apron. “Yes,” she answered. 
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With a final nod, Luke turned away to tell the captain they’d join his group. 

Nora wandered over to the Garfields’ wagon. 

Bernice’s gaze rested on her the whole way. “You’re not coming with us, are you?” 

“No, we’re not.” Suddenly, Nora had to fight back tears. 

Bernice had been the first friend she’d made for herself, almost like a mother or a big sister. “I guess this is good-bye.” 

“Yeah.” Bernice sniffled and engulfed Nora in a warm embrace. “You take care of yourself and the little ones, you hear?” She gently touched Nora’s belly. 

“Is Jacob really determined to take the detour to Fort Bridger?” Nora asked. She had hoped that Bernice would be with her if she had to give birth on the trail. She hadn’t formed close friendships with any of the other women on the trail. Emeline Larson had enough of her own problems and didn’t need to deal with Nora’s on top of it. 

Bernice squeezed her one last time. “We have to. Our supplies won’t last until we reach Fort Hall.” 

Jacob came over to them. He awkwardly patted Nora’s arm instead of hugging her. “I’m sorry to hear that you won’t come with us. We could have used someone like Luke.” 

Right on cue, Luke wandered over. He shook Jacob’s hand and politely nodded at Bernice while Nora hugged the Garfield children. 

Amy, who had enthusiastically shared hugs with everyone, began to cry as they walked toward their own wagon, and she began to understand that the Garfields weren’t going to follow. 
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Nora bit her bottom lip. She hadn’t really thought about what their decision to take the shortcut would mean to Amy. 

It would mean saying good-bye once again to people she’d gotten to like. Bernice had been almost like a grandmother or an aunt for Amy, and her youngest daughter was Amy’s favorite playmate. Now she would be a lonely child again. 

For a second, Nora wanted to turn around and tell Luke that she’d changed her mind, but then she watched Luke urge the oxen forward. He didn’t look back, his gaze fixed only on the trail that led west. With a sigh, Nora vowed to do the same. Reaching Oregon before the first snow fell was the most important thing; everything else was pure luxury. 
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Big Sandy River; 

July 14th, 1851 





NORA SAT WITH HER back leaned against a sack of flour, biting the end of her quill deeply in thought. 

They’d reached the Big Sandy at noon and had decided to camp until nightfall to rest. The wind threw up clouds of dust and made it impossible to build a fire or set up the tents, so each family retreated to their wagon, the covers drawn shut as tightly as possible. 

Amy was finally asleep, and Luke had gone with the other men to drive the cattle toward the hills where they would find grass. Nora was alone with her diary and her thoughts. 

Sitting in the wagon while the wind howled around the wagon and ripped at the covers, Nora felt isolated and alone as she hadn’t for a long time. Bernice, her only friend west of Independence, was probably many miles away by now.  Only friend...  She stared down at the blank page of her diary.  Is Bernice really your only friend? What about Luke?  

In the last few months, she had learned to trust him as she’d never trusted a man before. He’d held her life and Amy’s in his hands more than once on their journey west, and each time, he’d proven worthy of her trust. But she did more than respect his skills and admire his integrity.  Admit it, you like him.  

The cover at the end of the wagon was opened, interrupting her thoughts. 

Luke climbed into the wagon. 
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Immediately, Nora set her diary aside and moved to bring him a plate of bread and cold beans. 

“Stay.” Luke gestured for her to sit back down. “You don’t have to wait on me. Finish your writing.” 

With a relieved sigh, Nora sank back down against the sack of flour. With every day that her pregnancy progressed, her feet were more swollen and her back seemed to ache more than the day before. 

A plate in one hand, Luke settled down in the only empty place in the wagon – right next to Nora, leaning against the same sack of flour that served as Nora’s backrest. “Can’t think of something to write?” he asked after a while and pointed at the empty page with his fork. 

Nora sighed. It was exactly the opposite. There were too many thoughts going through her head. She closed the leather-bound diary. “The words just don’t come tonight. 

How about I give you that promised reading and writing lesson instead? It’s too windy to go out for target practice anyway, so I might as well take my turn in playing the teacher.” 

Luke chewed thoroughly, taking his time to answer. 

Finally, he swallowed. “I’m too old to learn this.” 

“Nonsense! It’s never to late to learn. Don’t give up before you even tried.” 

He took another bite, then set his plate aside. “All right. 

I’ll try.” 

Carefully, Nora pulled an empty page out of the back of her diary. She began to scribble down the letters of the alphabet, and then showed it to Luke. “This,” she pointed at the first letter, “is an ‘a’ like in ‘apple.’” 
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Luke took the page from her to study the letters. Their hands touched, and both of them quickly looked away. “Why are there two letters for the ‘a’?” 

“You use the capital ‘A’ in names like ‘Amy’ and at the beginning of a sentence,” Nora explained. She circled the letter for him. 

Luke studied the many unknown symbols on the page. 

“There’s a lot to learn.” 

“Yes, but there’s also a lot of time until we reach Oregon. 

If you study for an hour or even half an hour each day, you can write the letter, telling your friends that you arrived in Oregon, on your own.” 

Still, Luke looked skeptical. “If you don’t run out of patience before that.” 

“You never lost patience with me, so why should I?” Nora held his gaze. “I told you, I dreamed of becoming a teacher, and you can’t be worse than an eight-year-old, can you?” 

Luke laughed roughly. “Let’s hope not. At least, I can already count and know how to write the numbers.” 

“You do?” Nora knew nothing about his past. Had he been born in a poor family that couldn’t afford to send him to school? But then how and why had he learned the numbers, but not to write and read? 

“Keeping count of her money was important to...” Luke stopped himself. “It was important where I grew up.” 

Nora laid the quill down. “Tell me about it. Where did you grow up?” 

Luke pointedly looked at his pocket watch. “Let’s get this lesson over with. We won’t have the time again until we reach the Green River.” 

With a sigh, Nora reached for the quill again. 
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Green River Desert; 

July 15th, 1851 





LUKE LOOKED AROUND, making sure that nobody was watching her before she discreetly spat out the dust in her mouth. It might have been a manly gesture, but Luke didn’t like the constant spitting anyway. Here, in the middle of the Green River Desert, it was a necessity. 

They had filled every water casket and every canteen in the Big Sandy and had waited for dusk before they started their journey across the grassless fifty-mile tableland. The boys of the train walked ahead of the wagons, carrying lanterns to show them the way. Traveling by night was cooler, but the wagons still stirred up the alkaline dust and sand. 

They’d traveled all night, through deep sand, steep ravines, and dried-up alkali lakes. By sunrise, they still hadn’t reached the Green River, but they knew they weren’t lost because the trail was marked by abandoned wagons and the bleached bones of dead cattle. 

By noon, the oxen began to slow under the blazing sun. 

The morning dew that provided some meager fluid for the cattle had long since evaporated. There was no grass for them, even wild sage hardly grew in the sandy soil. 

They stopped for half an hour of rest while the sun beat down on them. Luke carefully dipped a tin cup into the water barrel, measuring the amount of water for each animal. She checked their hooves and found that Snow White had lost an ox shoe. The hoof of one front leg threatened to split in the dry, hot air and on the rough trail. Luke used the break to apply hot tar to the hoof, sealing the split. 
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“Here.” Nora came over, offering her a tin can in which two slices of peach remained. 

Luke licked dry lips but made no move to take the can. 

Instead, she held up her hands that were smeared with tar. 

“I’ll eat it later.” 

“There’ll be more sand in the can than peaches if you don’t eat it now.” Nora carefully stepped around the bucket of tar and held out a slice of peach. 

Luke swallowed – not because of the mouth-watering sight of the peach, but because Nora obviously wanted her to eat the slice right out of her hand. “No, I’ll –” 

“Come on, or it’ll go to waste in this heat.” Again, Nora held out the piece of fruit. 

Reluctantly, Luke bent her head and picked up the slice with careful teeth. Her gaze met Nora’s, and she swallowed the peach in one bite, too distracted to chew the fruit thoroughly. Coughing, she forced it down her throat. 

“Thanks,” she gasped. 

Nora turned away with a smile. “You’re welcome.” 

A few hours later, the first wagon began to lag behind. 

Amy and the other children complained of thirst every few minutes, and Luke started to watch Nora with concern. Her ankles were swollen, and she kept pressing a hand to the small of her back. “Nora!” she called to get her attention. “Do you want to ride for a while?” She pointed to Measles who was walking along behind the wagon. The riders had dismounted hours ago to spare the horses the extra weight. 

“No, I’m fine,” Nora answered bravely. 

Just then, the oxen that had just plodded on with lolling tongues and glassy eyes began to pick up their pace. After a few more yards, they broke into a clumsy run. 
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With relief, Luke looked down the bluffs. The Green River, a wide, swift-flowing stream, lay below them. The water glittered in the sun. It looked clear, and Luke had heard that it was filled with trout and other fish. Cottonwoods lined its banks, and mountain sheep grazed on the lush grass in the valley. 

Most of the emigrants broke out in victory dances and hurried down to the river. 

Luke followed a bit more slowly. She knew that they had overcome one problem only to be met with another. Unlike most other rivers they had encountered, the Green River was not going in their direction, but bisected the Oregon Trail as a north-south barrier. They had no choice but to cross the Green River, said to be the most difficult crossing on the way to Oregon. A dozen graves downstream provided testimony to the dangers of the crossing. 

The Mormons operated a ferry that carried the emigrants over on pulleys, but they charged eight dollars per wagon and an extra dollar for every horse or head of cattle. 

“The water’s not that high for July,” Luke said, gazing down to the river. “I think we should save us the money and hire a guide instead.” She knew that every dollar that they saved now would help them start their new lives in Oregon and survive the first, hard winter. 

“Trust a dirty Indian with our lives and our wagons? Ha!” 

Bill Larson spat out, barely missing Luke’s shoulder. 

Luke stiffened but remained calm. She’d learned not to react to provocations like that. She felt a fleeting touch to her back and straightened further, knowing it was Nora, offering silent support. “The Shoshone are traditionally friendly to us, and they know the Green River better than anyone else. We’d be fools to refuse their help.” 
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“He’s right,” the captain decided. “An Indian guide won’t charge as much as the Mormons, and we won’t have to wait our turn at the ferry.” 

Without waiting for Larson’s protests to die down, Luke started to loosen the bolts that fastened the wagon bed to the running gear and propped the bed up, above the reach of the water, with blocks. 

Soon, two Shoshones were guiding the double-teamed wagons into the river. 

“Do you want to take over?” Nora offered her the whip. 

“Do you want me to?” Luke gave back the question. She knew that they were following a gravel bar so narrow that the smallest misstep by the driver could overturn the wagon and send their provisions rushing downstream. The fear and self-doubt in Nora’s eyes told her that she was aware of it, too. 

Nora’s jaw clenched. Slowly, she straightened her shoulders. “I think I can do it... if you trust me to.” 

Luke didn’t hesitate. “You know I do. The boys are playing favorites anyway.” She nodded at the oxen. They had gotten used to Nora’s gentler, but equally determined approach of handling them. 

“All right, then.” With a tight grip on the whip, Nora waded into the river, urging the oxen along. 

Luke’s gaze followed her. She couldn’t help the proud grin that curled her lips. It was good to see Nora begin to trust in her skills and in herself. She swung up into the saddle and followed Nora, keeping an eye on her and on Amy, who was peeking out from the back of the wagon. 

The river was deep, and she heard Amy shriek when the water ran into the wagon box, but their guides never hesitated, and within an hour, they were safely on the other side. 
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While they waited for the last of their fellow travelers to cross, Luke took Nora and Amy to the gray sandstone bluff that ran parallel to the river at a few hundred yards distance. 

Many other emigrants had left their names behind on Names Hill, and Luke had looked forward to carving Nora’s name in a place where the younger woman could see it. 

Nora watched as she worked the sandstone with her knife. 

“You still know the letters. See, I told you you’d be a good student.” 
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Soda Springs; 

July 24th, 1851 





NORA LOOKED BACK over her shoulder. In the past week, they had traveled over steep mountain ridges and crossed clear streams like Ham’s Fork. Finally, they had reached the green Bear River Valley. Here, the Sublette Cutoff rejoined the main route from Fort Bridger, but, of course, there had been no sign of the other part of their wagon train. 

Nora knew that the Garfields and their companions were still many miles away, but sometimes, she couldn’t help looking out for them anyway. 

“Mama, it stinks,” Amy complained from her place inside the wagon. 

Nora nodded. A strong rotten egg odor wafted through the air. “Yeah, it does.” She pinched her nose. 

“That’s Sulphur Springs,” Luke explained, “one of the springs along the banks of the Bear River.” 

Nora saw the disappointed faces of the other emigrant women.  We won’t be able to bathe in that particular spring; that’s for sure.  She didn’t know whether she should be disappointed or relieved. Since her encounter with Brody Cowen in the hot spring, Nora had mixed feelings about taking a bath. Her tired, pregnant body longed to sink into a tub of hot water, but she knew she was much too scared of Cowen to fully relax.  Maybe it’s just as well that we can’t bathe here.  

But it seemed as if her conclusion had been rash. They rounded a bend in the Bear River and found themselves in a landscape filled with cones, craters, bubbling springs, and 295 





geysers. Some of the springs were cold, some warm, and others hot. 

The men gathered around one spring, declaring that its waters tasted like beer. With a shake of his head, Luke told them that it tasted like rust and walked away. 

Nora began to gather their dirty clothes, determined to use one of the hot pools to do their laundry. 

“Ah, ah!” Luke blocked her way and took a pile of shirts from her arms. “You’re not lugging around heavy, sodden clothes!” 

“But the laundry needs to be done,” Nora protested. She wasn’t keen on doing the heavy work. The fear of losing her baby was constantly on her mind. There wasn’t much of a choice, though. Now that she no longer had Bernice to help her, she had no choice but to do it alone. She vowed to be as cautious as possible. 

“Then I’ll do it.” 

Nora stared at him until he began to squirm. 

“What?” 

“You want to do our laundry?” she asked in disbelief. No other man on the train had ever offered to do a woman’s chores. 

Luke shrugged. A blush of embarrassment began to climb up his neck. “You said it yourself: The laundry needs to be done, and you sure as hell are not going to do it. So that leaves me.” 

“Do you even know how?” 

“You think I never washed my clothes before I met you?” 

It was a gentle rebuke. His grin took the sting from his words. 

“No, of course I don’t.” She had to admit that compared to most other men, Luke was always clean and neat. 
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Luke dumped the pile of soiled linens into one of the warm pools. “You can watch and correct me if you want.” 

Nora sat down on a rock and watched. It was hard to sit still while all around her, the other women did their own laundry. Even Emeline Larson, obviously pregnant and with new bruises on her arms, was scrubbing her husband’s shirts. 

From time to time, one of the other women would take a surreptitious glance at Luke. The younger ones giggled as they watched him scrub one of Nora’s chemises. 

Luke blushed each time, but he never paused in his task. 

Finally, he hung the wet clothes on a line strung between two wagons. 

Nora glanced at Amy, who watched her stepfather with curiosity.  What kind of woman will she become if she grows up around Luke?  she suddenly wondered. For a moment, she heard her family’s scornful words about suffragettes and feminists again. Then she straightened her shoulders.  She’ll become a woman who doesn’t think she’s worthless just because she’s not the son her father longed for.  

She watched Luke take care of his own chores, checking on the oxen and horses. Not allowed to do any hard work, she felt useless. “I could –” she began to offer. 

“Why don’t you go and have a bath before all the best hot springs are taken?” Luke suggested. 

Nora gazed with longing at some of the other women who were heading off with towels and a bar of soap. “Maybe later.” 

“Why not now? Later you’ll have to help with the cooking because, frankly, you’re a much better cook than I.” 

Once again, Nora marveled at his ease in complimenting her. No other man had ever praised her for skills beyond the walls of the bedroom. She couldn’t help the pleased grin that 297 





formed on her lips, but then remembered that she still had to answer his question. The smile disappeared from her face. 

“Is it...” Luke looked around, making sure no one could hear him. “Brody? Are you afraid that he’s gonna catch you bathing alone and helpless?” 

He’d guessed her thoughts before she could voice them. 

Nora’s hand felt for the small revolver in her apron. “I’m afraid my bathing suit has no pockets.” 

A blush inched across his face. 

Nora smiled again.  So he knows that my bathing suit consists of nothing but bare skin, huh? I wonder if he’s trying to picture me like that. “I think I better stay here, with you, where he won’t try anything. It’s just not worth the trouble.” 

“That’s just not right!” Luke’s voice was rough and louder than usual. “It’s not right that you have to make sacrifices just because...” 

Nora briefly touched his arm. The muscles under her fingers were like stone as he clenched his hands into fists. 

“It’s all right.” 

“No, it’s not.” Luke stared at the ground, brooding. 

Finally, he lifted his head and fixed his steel gray gaze on her. 

“Well, you could take your bath while I’m watching... 

watching for Brody, that is, not you of course, because I wouldn’t... I would never...” 

His embarrassed rambling made her smile. “I know you’re a gentleman.”  Even in situations when it’s not required.  

“So, you want to take a bath? I could sit down on a rock, facing the opposite direction, and... well, there’s still today’s reading lesson to go over.” 

Nora hesitated. Finally, she looked down at her dusty clothes and skin and nodded. She wanted a hot bath more 298 





than anything else right now, and with Luke standing guard, she was not afraid. The thought of Luke seeing her naked wasn’t scaring her. 

She slung a towel across her shoulder, quickly grabbed her bar of lavender soap, and called Amy away from her 

“conversation” with Measles. Hand in hand, they went in search of the best bathing tub. 

Luke followed a few yards behind them, taking care not to intrude even though Nora wasn’t even undressed yet. 

Without warning, a high-pitched whistle shrilled somewhere in front of them. 

Amy jumped and clutched Nora’s skirt. “What’s dat, Mama?” 

“I’m not sure. It almost sounds like...” She turned to look at Luke. “Surely there can’t be a steamboat right here in the middle of the wilderness?” The whistle had sounded exactly like that of the steamboat that had brought her to Independence three years ago. 

Luke grinned. “No. But you’re not that far off. That’s Steamboat Springs.” He pointed to a large, flat rock in the midst of a grove of trees, right next to the riverbank. 

As they walked closer, Nora could hear gurgling and hissing sounds from under ground. Curious, she took another step. 

“No.” Luke quickly caught up with her and held her back with a gentle touch to her shoulder. “Don’t go any closer.” 

A four-foot geyser shot out of a crevice in the rock, emitting the steamboat whistle sound once again. 

Amy stared with big eyes and an open mouth, and Nora suspected that she didn’t look any more sophisticated than that. “How... how does this work?” 
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“I think it’s the gas that gathers below the rock,” Luke explained. “The water recedes for a few minutes, then the pent up gas escapes and the water shoots out. That’s what causes the pipe sound.” 

Three of the wagon train’s young boys had gathered behind them and stared at the geyser, too. When it receded, they plugged the exit hole with a handful of sod. 

Amy clapped in delight when the hissing gas blew the grass skyward. 

Nora let her watch for a few minutes, then tugged on her hand. “Come on, Amy, let’s continue our search for the perfect bathing spring.” 

“No! Watch!” Amy pulled her hand back. She only had eyes for the small geyser and the game of the boys with the sod. 

“All right. One more time.” She waited until the water bubbled up and then receded once again. “Now...” She tried to get Amy to move away again, but the girl still didn’t budge. “Amy, come on!” 

“No!” 

It wasn’t often that Nora had to be strict with her normally obedient daughter, and she hesitated to take her away from the spring by force. There were so little entertaining things for a child of her age on the journey, and now that the Garfields were no longer traveling with them, Amy had lost her favorite playmate. Was it really fair to pull her away from this fascinating spring just because she longed to sink into a pool of hot water? She gazed at Luke. 

“We should go before it gets dark and you’ll get eaten alive by mosquitoes while you bathe,” he said. 

“Amy...” 
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“Don’t wanna! I watch the spring!” 

Nora looked at Luke again. “Do you think we could let her stay here on her own?” 

For a second, Luke blinked, obviously startled that he had a say in the matter of Amy’s upbringing. “It’s too dangerous. 

The water here is very hot.” 

“Did you hear that, Amy? The spring can be very dangerous for children, so you have to come with us. I promise that we’ll visit the geyser again before you have to go to bed, all right?” 

Amy didn’t look convinced. Her lower lip was trembling, her brows knitted, and her arms stiffly pressed to her body. 

 Uh oh!  Nora knew this position. She knew that one would rather move a rock than Amy when she was like this. She took a deep breath and prepared to order her daughter away from the spring. 

“Amy, did you know that I visited Steamboat Spring before?” Luke’s quiet voice surprised her. He was talking to Amy in an adult voice, and it made Amy look up. 

She shook her head but didn’t answer verbally. Her lips were still pressed together too tightly for that. 

“And when I was here, a family was watching the geyser, too. They had a little boy not much older than you. While his Mama wandered over to see the next spring, he bent down and drank from the spring. Guess what happened?” 

Amy was listening intently now. “Don’t know,” she mumbled with wide eyes. “The boy falled in?” 

“No, but he badly burned his tongue, because the water is very hot.” 

“Uh-oh!” 
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Luke nodded gravely, almost making Nora giggle. She held her breath as she watched them interact. “Do you know why that was a very bad thing?” Luke asked. 

“It hurts!” 

“Yes, it did. But that wasn’t the worst thing.” Luke didn’t offer what had been. He made her wait and ask. 

Finally, Amy relented. “What was the bad thing?” 

Luke put on his saddest expression. “Because he hurt his tongue, he wasn’t able to drink the delicious lemonade his mother made that evening from the carbonated water from another spring. He had to watch the other children drink the lemonade while he couldn’t have any.” 

Amy’s whole body relaxed as she turned to Nora. “Mama, can I have lemonade? Please?” 

Nora had to hide a smile. “Well, that depends.” 

“Please!” The girl tugged on Nora’s skirt. 

“Then you shouldn’t risk burning your tongue, huh?” 

Amy moved away from the bubbling water of Steamboat Spring. She grabbed Nora’s hand. “I go with you now.” 

As Nora led her away, she grinned back at Luke over her shoulder. “How manipulative of you, Mister Hamilton! How did you learn to handle unruly children like that?” Just three months ago, small children almost seemed to scare him, and now he had handled the situation as if he’d dealt with Amy’s more difficult moments for years. 

“Well, let’s just say that I learned from the best, Mrs. 

Hamilton.” He winked at her. 

“Me?” Nora pointed at her chest, trying hard to look indignant. “I’m not manipulative!” 


*  *  * 
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Luke laughed. “Yes, you.” Manipulation and seduction were the main means of survival for a prostitute. They learned to be good at acting and manipulating their customers, or they didn’t survive in the business for long. 

Luke knew that Nora had been no exception.  She pretended to be a virgin when we met even though she has a child and is pregnant with another!  

But still, Luke believed that after the first few days of their journey, after she had given up on her attempts to seduce Luke, Nora had always been honest with her. Yes, hiding her pregnancy from Luke hadn’t exactly been a prime example of honesty, but she told herself that it had only been a lie of omission because Nora feared the consequences. 

All thoughts about Nora’s honesty suddenly vanished as Nora reached the warm spring of her choice and slipped out of her bodice and skirt without much warning. 

 Or any warning at all!  Luke quickly turned away and fixed her gaze on a nearby cedar, but not fast enough. 

It was impossible not to register the smooth, fair skin that her clothes normally covered. Nora’s belly was more rounded than she remembered from watching her bathe in Alcove Springs a little more than two months ago, but Luke didn’t find her unappealing at all. 

Quickly, she settled down cross-legged and let her gaze wander over the surrounding hills and trees, everything to distract herself from the sounds of rustling clothes and then the splash of water as Nora sank into the warm spring with a sensuous groan. 

As the pregnancy progressed, it had become a bit easier to see Nora only as a mother and try to forget how attractive she was. Now, with even a fleeting glance at her half-naked body, it was impossible to miss that she was still very much a beautiful woman, not only a mother. 
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More splashing sounds and Amy’s excited squeaks came from behind her. “Papa, look!” 

Luke stiffened. “Very nice, Amy,” she answered without even turning around. 

“Looook!” Amy demanded again. 

Luke took a one-second glance over her shoulder, trying not to look at anything but Amy, who had a crown of soap froth piled high on her head. She had to clear her voice before she could tell her, “Very nice” again. 

“That’s true,” another voice agreed. “Verrrrry nice!” 

Luke whirled around. She stiffened when she saw Brody Cowen stroll over, his gaze fixed on Nora. She had hoped that Brody would just cease his inappropriate behavior toward Nora, now that Luke was aware of it.  Obviously, he’s not going to just stop. Nothing in my life can ever be that easy, right?  

Amy began to cry when she saw Brody. 

Clenching her jaw, Luke rose to block Nora and Amy from his gaze with her own body. She didn’t want to start a fight. 

All her life, she had always avoided getting into trouble. Each argument, each fight she got into held the risk of her getting hurt, possibly leading to her secret being discovered. She had simply walked away from situations that had other officers scramble for their weapons and demand satisfaction in a duel. 

But now, she couldn’t just walk away. There was more at stake here than her honor and her image. “I suggest you turn around and leave,” she demanded. She kept her voice as quiet as possible, not wanting to attract the attention of the other emigrants. 

“Why?” Brody leered in Nora’s direction. “She’s more than enough for the two of us. I’ve seen her service two customers in a row before.” 
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 You goddamn bastard!  Any residing hero worship she might have felt for Brody vanished in a wave of heat and rage. Without thinking, she took three steps toward Brody before she remembered her rule.  No fistfights. “I’m not her customer; I’m her husband,” she said through clenched teeth. 

“And I’m not sharing! Now go, or I’ll tell the captain and have you banished from the train!” 

Brody casually folded his arms across his chest. “What’ll you tell him? That your beloved wife was the most sought-after whore in Independence? That’d get you banished from the train, not me!” He laughed mockingly. 

The worst thing was that he was probably right, at least partially. Revealing Nora’s former profession wouldn’t get them banished from the train, but there would be negative consequences nonetheless. The women who had formed friendships with Nora would now start to talk about her behind her back. Some men might even react as Brody had and think they could take liberties with Nora. And Amy would once again be mocked as the bastard child of a prostitute. So, telling the captain was out of the question. 

Luke realized that she had to handle the situation on her own. 

“I’ll make you an offer.” Brody’s leering gaze was still fixed on Nora. 

Luke cursed the fact that he was a few inches taller than her and could glimpse Nora over her shoulder.  A real man wouldn’t let his wife be humiliated like that! A man would have shot him or at least punched him out by now! “We won’t make any deals with you, so move on and leave us alone,” 

she told him tiredly. 

Nora and Amy had hastily dressed, and Luke wrapped a protective arm around each of them and ushered them past Brody, back to camp. 

Brody’s mocking laughter burned in her ears for hours. 
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Soda Springs; 

July 24th, 1851 





NORA STARED AT the tent’s wall. It was well past midnight, and she was tired, but still, she couldn’t sleep. She lay still, trying not to wake up the other occupants of the tent, but her mind was whirling. Thoughts of Brody, her past, and the uncertain future kept her awake. 

Weeks of travel were still ahead of them, and that meant that she would have to endure Brody’s presence in the train for much longer. She’d had cruel customers before who had delighted in humiliating her, but at least they’d always been gone by the next day. Brody wouldn’t just be gone tomorrow. 

She had hoped to at least be safe when Luke was around, but that didn’t seem to be the case any longer. Brody had no respect for Luke, and Luke was clearly hesitant to demand that respect by using violence. Nora had never really expected him to. She wasn’t sure if her slender husband stood any chance in a fight against the more sturdy man. Luke was a hard worker and not exactly weak, but he had none of the rough strength that many of the other men had. 

Nora had always liked the gentleness that she could sense beneath the aloof surface, but now, it made her worry about Luke. 

There was a rustling at the tent’s flap. 

Nora’s head jerked around. Every fiber of her body turned to ice.  Is that Brody Cowen, trying to get in?  She peered through the tent, trying to see anything in the darkness. 

The flap was opened, and a shaft of moonlight fell into the tent. 
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Nora relaxed. It wasn’t Brody, just Luke slipping from the tent.  Probably following the call of nature,  she told herself. 

She rolled around and closed her eyes, but still, sleep wouldn’t come. She waited for what seemed like an hour, but still Luke hadn’t returned. The last remains of sleepiness vanished as she had now something else to worry about. 

 Where’s Luke? What is taking him so long?  Her mind’s eye showed her pictures of Luke lying in a pool of blood, killed by Brody, who had lurked in the darkness. With a gasp, she sat up. She began to dress, knowing she wouldn’t sleep until Luke had returned safely anyway. She checked on the still sleeping Amy, tucked the blanket tighter around her, and then stepped out into the night. 

She turned right, where men were heading off to to relieve themselves while the women went left.   No Luke.  The area around the hastily dug latrine was empty.  Maybe we passed each other in the darkness.  She turned back around and wandered through the dark camp. Everything was quiet; only loud snoring was coming from Bill Larson’s tent.  Maybe he couldn’t sleep and went to visit Measles.  

She walked across the open space in the middle of the circle of wagons, where the horses were grazing or sleeping. 

Measles snorted a greeting and nuzzled against Nora’s apron. 

“Sorry, girl, no apple tonight. I’m searching for your master. 

You haven’t seen him, huh?” With a sigh, she turned and walked away. 

“Stop! Who’s there?” A figure sprang up next to the small fire at the edge of camp. It was Elijah Rogers, who was standing guard tonight. 

“It’s only me, Nora Hamilton, Eli,” she told him quietly. 

Eli Rogers sat back down. “What are you doing up?” 
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her missing husband. Maybe because it would signal that they weren’t sharing the same blanket at night. “Is anyone else still up?” 

Eli laughed. “Are you kidding? We’ll be traveling a very bad road toward Portneuf River tomorrow. Everyone else is getting all the sleep they can.” 

 So he hasn’t seen Luke. Where is he?  At least, it probably also meant that Brody Cowen was asleep and not lurking in the darkness, waiting for her. “All right. I’ll take that walk now, and then go to bed. Goodnight, Eli.” She slipped past the circle of wagons and tents and headed for the river. 

In the silence of the night, she heard something splash down at the banks, hidden by a small grove of cedars. Goose bumps broke out all over Nora’s skin. She gripped the small revolver in her apron pocket tighter. Suddenly, she longed to be back in the relative safety of her tent, but she took a deep breath and tiptoed forward. 

The splashing became louder. 

Quietly, she crept closer. She hid behind a cedar, leaning against the rough bark. She counted to three, then peeked around the tree. 

Someone was bathing in the river, standing half-naked with the back toward Nora.  Is that Luke? What is he doing, taking a bath in the middle of the night? The water must be freezing!  

When the person turned, she could see the silhouette of a woman.  It’s not Luke. So, where is he? And why is everyone out tonight, without the guard knowing about it? What’s going on, here?  

The woman in the river was scrubbing herself, splashing her face with the cold river water. Her shoulders were heaving, but Nora wasn’t sure whether she was shivering in 308 





the cold or crying. After a few more minutes, the woman stumbled up the bank and sank to her knees. 

Nora could hear her sobbing and was just about to step out of her hiding place to comfort her, but suddenly, another person was kneeling next to the woman, enfolding her in protecting arms. 

The woman jerked back with a startled cry. 

For a second, Nora could see her face in the moonlight. 

 Emmy! That’s Emmy Larson. With another black eye and a split lip.  She forced down the bile that rose in her throat. She had known for some time that Bill Larson beat up on his wife 

– everyone on the train had known about it, but they had all looked the other way because he was her husband and there was nothing they could do about it. Nora had hoped that now, with Emeline being pregnant, Larson wouldn’t hit her any longer, but obviously he had no more consideration for his son or daughter than he had for his wife. 

Emeline stared at the man kneeling next to her, prepared to flee. 

Nora heard his low murmurs, saw him wrap a comforting arm around her shoulder. Suddenly, there was no doubt in her mind about the whereabouts of her husband. She could practically sense that it was Luke kneeling in the mud. 

For a moment, Emeline’s half-naked body froze under his touch, then she fell into his arms and started to sob uncontrollably. 

Nora could only stare. Her eyes, now used to the darkness, could make out the small circles that Luke’s hands traced on Emeline’s back. He softly stroked her hair and whispered in her ear until the sobs subsided to an occasional hiccup. 
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once in her life, had she seen a man comfort a woman in this way. Emeline seemed to sense that he was different from any other man, too, because the battered woman relaxed in his embrace. Nora was sure that she would have run away from any other male. Nora was proud of the way he was consoling Emmy, but at the same time, a spark of jealousy began to glow in her belly as she watched Luke hold the half-naked woman close. 

When Luke helped Emmy up and began to lead her up the bank, Nora quickly turned around and hurried back to camp, always keeping ahead of them so they wouldn’t discover her. 

She slipped into the tent and crawled back under her blankets. 

She was out of breath, but as she heard the tent flap being opened, the tried to feign the quiet breathing of a sleeping person. 

Luke stopped at the tent’s entrance. Nora could see him check on Amy, then his head turned in her direction, and she quickly closed her eyes. She heard him tiptoe through the tent and settle down on his bedroll. 

Curiosity burned in her chest. She wanted to ask him what had happened to Emmy tonight, why he’d been down by the river, and why he had taken on the role of Emmy’s comforter. 

Just a few months ago, she would have never dared to ask – a wife was accountable to her husband, but not the other way around. That’s what she’d learned and believed in her whole life. But Luke didn’t seem to believe in those strict traditional rules of marriage. He’d encouraged her every day to form her own opinion and voice it. 

Nora timidly cleared her throat. “Luke?” 

Luke’s blanket rustled. “You’re awake?” 

 Isn’t it obvious? I’ve never been prone to talking in my sleep.  Nora realized that he was stalling. He didn’t want her to ask where he’d been. “Couldn’t sleep.” 
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Luke lifted up on his elbow. She could feel his gaze rest on her in the almost darkness. “Is it the baby? Is she kicking again?” 

Nora felt her lips curl into a smile. Without realizing it, he always referred to the baby as a “she.” “No, it’s not that. The baby is quiet for once. I just lay awake, thinking.” 

“Worrying,” Luke translated. 

Nora bit her lip. “Yeah. And then you were gone from the tent for so long...” 

“Just a quick stroll through the camp to check on Measles,” Luke said. 

That was an obvious lie.  Should I let him get away with it?  

“No,” she said loudly. 

“No?” 

“I checked on Measles when you didn’t return to the tent. 

You weren’t with her.” 

Luke sat up. “Are you accusing me of anything?” His tone of voice wasn’t angry, but cautious. 

 Am I?  Another wife would accuse him of having an affair with Emeline Larson, but Nora knew that was not it. Luke’s embrace had been tender, but without any passion. “No. I just want to know where you’ve been. This wasn’t the first time that you slipped away from the camp in the middle of the night.” Nora remembered the night he had been shot by the guard. She suspected that he hadn’t just visited the latrine then, either. 

“Where I do or do not go is none of your business,” Luke grumbled. 

Nora blinked and closed her mouth.  So much for being allowed to voice my opinion.  She rolled around, away from Luke. She’d thought she was used to being degraded and 311 





humiliated, but this harsh rebuke from Luke hurt more than she had expected. 

A touch to her shoulder made her flinch. 

“Nora... I’m sorry.” Luke gently pulled her around. “I’m sorry.” 

Nora stared up into gray eyes. She could easily read the regret in them. “It’s all right.” 

“No, it’s not. It’s just...” Luke sighed. “I’m just not used to someone caring about where I am or what I do. I was down by the river. Emeline Larson was there. That damned husband of hers hit her again, and she was in the middle of the river, trying to cool her face and wash the traces of him off her body.” 

Luke had been honest.  Well, at least partially honest. He still didn’t explain why he was out there in the middle of the night.  Nora decided to let it go. She wanted to believe that he would tell her when he was ready. “I know,” she said, deciding to return his honesty. 

“You know? What? How?” 

“When you didn’t come back, I was worried, and I searched for you. I saw you with Emmy down by the river,” 

Nora admitted. She waited with baited breath for Luke’s reaction. 

Luke was frowning. “Why didn’t you show yourself? I could have used your help, you know?” 

“I don’t know. I guess I didn’t want to interrupt. There was something so... From what I could see, you didn’t need any help at all.” She looked up into his face with admiration. 

“You were really good with her. I never thought that she would let herself be comforted by a man, not after what she just went through with Bill.” 
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Luke shrugged awkwardly. “Everyone with a compassionate bone in his body could have done it.” 

 Yeah, yeah, just try to convince yourself of that. I know that you’re special, Luke Hamilton.  

“Let’s go to sleep now. Tomorrow’s gonna be a hard day.” 

With a soft squeeze to her shoulder, he retreated to his side of the tent. 
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Sheep Rock; 

July 25th, 1851 





“SIT DOWN BEFORE YOU fall down, Nora.” Luke took the frying pan from Nora and pointed to a fallen log. 

“You, too, Mrs. Larson. I’ll take care of this.” 

She gave Emeline Larson an encouraging nod, but the woman still hesitated, not used to sitting by the fire while a man attended to her. Finally, Nora had to pull her down to sit next to her. 

“Beans,” Amy’s groan said what most of the adults were thinking. 

“Well, if you insist, I could shoot one of the ‘cute sheep’ 

that we’ve seen earlier.” Luke pointed to a rugged mountain that was called Sheep Rock. Mountain sheep were wandering around its base. “Then you wouldn’t have to eat the beans.” 

“Noooo!” Amy hastily began to shovel down her beans. 

Nora giggled, and even Emeline had to smile. 

Satisfied, Luke handed out plates of beans and bread to the two pregnant women. 

“Thank you,” Emeline said in a whisper, not meeting her eyes. “And thank you for last night.” 

“What the hell does this mean?” Bill Larson’s roar made everyone stop eating. He had suddenly appeared behind his wife. “Do you think you can cuckold me? You, you joke of a man?” 

“Billy, please, he’s not–” 
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Larson pointed a threatening finger at his wife. “Shut up. 

I’ll deal with you later.” 

Luke clenched her jaw. She was torn between wanting to run and wanting to rip off the finger that he had threatened Emeline with – or even the whole arm. “There’s nothing between your wife and me,” she told him as calmly as possible. 

“And just to make sure that it stays that way, I’m gonna clean your plow!” Larson raised both fists and took a fighting stance. “Come on, Hamilton. Come on, you coward!” 

Luke knew that she had a good chance to beat him – she’d learned how to fight growing up in seedy neighborhoods and in the barracks of half a dozen forts. But still, Larson was taller and heavier than she was, and she wouldn’t win a fight against him without wounds and grazes of her own. An injury or a defeat could easily lead to her secret being discovered. 

“I’m not the one who likes to discuss things with his fists,” 

she said with a glance at the bruises in Emeline’s face. 

“What are you implying?” Larson took a step closer, crowding Luke. 

Luke held his gaze. “You know exactly what I mean,” she said quietly. 

“What’s going on here?” the captain’s voice boomed behind them. “Why is this taking so long? We’re moving on, people!” 

Larson didn’t look away from Luke. He pointed a thick finger at her. “I’m not through with you!” 

 Wonderful! Now I’ve got two enemies in the train. 

Slipping away from the camp to bathe or tend to other female needs was getting more and more difficult. With a sigh, she turned to re-yoke the oxen. 
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Fort Hall; 

July 29th, 1851 





“A  LETTER!” NORA triumphantly waved a battered envelope. “I’ve got a letter from Tess!” 

Luke grinned, relieved to see Nora smile again. Just an hour ago, she hadn’t been able to hide her disappointment at reaching Fort Hall and finding out that it was nothing more than a few shabby-looking buildings enclosed in a log wall. 

But Amy still trudged over the parade ground with a constant frown. Even the promise of eating fresh vegetables and fruit tonight, something they hadn’t had for some time, didn’t cheer her up. 

“She’s just grumpy,” Nora said. “We should return to camp so that she can take a nap.” 

“You mean so that you can read your letter, huh?” Luke smiled at the way Nora clutched the envelope with both hands. 

A blush colored Nora’s cheeks. “It’s just... It’s such a surprise! I didn’t expect to hear from Tess until we reached Oregon. I don’t know how she managed to get a letter to Fort Hall before we got here.” 

Luke shrugged. “She probably sent it with some gold digger or an officer from a military expedition. Men on horses make much better time than our slow-moving oxen with the heavy wagons. A lot of men visit Tess just before they head west.” She stopped when she became aware of just whom she was giving this explanation. Nora knew better than anyone else how many men visited Tess’ brothel. “I’m sorry. 

I... I didn’t want to remind you of...” 
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“No. It’s all right. I’m not ashamed of what I did while I...” Nora took a sidelong glance at her daughter. “...while I lived in Independence. Not anymore.” 

Luke didn’t know what to say, so she just nodded, and they walked back to their tent in companionable silence. 

Once they had Amy settled down for the night and all the chores were done, Nora sat down to read her letter. A smile was firmly etched on her face as the opened the envelope. 

Luke was glad to hear from her old friend Tess, too, but her joy wasn’t as unblemished as Nora’s. To tell the truth, she was a little worried about the letter’s content. Had Tess remembered to refer to her only with male pronouns? Or had she assumed that, after many weeks on the trail, Luke had long since revealed her secret to Nora? 

Not wanting to make her feel as if she was watching her, trying to decipher the words in the letter, Luke forced her gaze away and reached for her newest project. Yesterday, she had started to work on hollowing out half of a yard-long log. 

“This is not a new wooden yoke for the oxen, is it?” Nora asked, looking up from her letter. 

“No, it’s not.” Luke found herself almost embarrassed to admit it. “It’s a cradle.” 

The letter fluttered into Nora’s lap. “A cradle? For my baby?” Her hand covered her belly without thought. 

Luke awkwardly shifted the knife from hand to hand. She knew she was sending Nora mixed messages. On one hand, she had told her to search for another husband as soon as they reached Oregon, but on the other hand, she was building a cradle as if she expected a succession of Hamilton offspring to grow up in it. “Well...” She shrugged, trying to play it down. “I figured the little one’s going to need it. How’s Tess?” she quickly changed the topic. 
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Nora picked up the letter again. “She’s fine, but she complains that business has been dragging since... for the last few months.” 

 Since Nora left, Luke translated. She knew enough about life in a brothel to realize that the beautiful, red-haired Nora had obtained the highest prices. Luke clenched her teeth and forced her thoughts in another direction. She’d always tried to avoid thinking about the talents that Nora had possessed in her former profession. “But otherwise, Tess is fine, huh?” 

“Yes.” Nora rubbed over a paragraph of the letter with her thumb. She glanced at Luke, then quickly back down. “She asked...” 

Luke let go of the knife. She wanted to avoid cutting herself if Tess had somehow managed to get her in trouble with her question.  I just hope she didn’t give my secret away! 

“What?” she asked after several seconds of hesitation. 

“She asked how our marriage is going.” Slowly, Nora looked up from the letter. 

Luke found herself looking into the intense green eyes. 

Her mouth grew dry. Suddenly, she desperately wanted to know the answer to that question. What did Nora think about her and their marriage? Did she regard it as the farce it was? 

“What will you write her?” 

“What do you want me to write?” 

That was not the way Luke wanted things to be between them. She didn’t want to be anything like Bill Larson, who tried to control everything his wife did, said, and even thought. “The truth,” she said. 

Nora still hadn’t looked away. “Then I’ll write that you’re hardworking, gentle, and a good father to Amy... and even more afraid to trust someone than I am.” Finally, Nora lowered her gaze, as if afraid that she’d said too much. 

318 





 And with good reason, Luke thought . You wouldn’t have anything complimentary to say about me any longer if you knew the truth.  

   When Luke didn’t answer, Nora was the one to break the silence. “Tess also wanted to know how you reacted to... the fact that I’m with child again.” 

Luke stiffened. Tess would immediately know that she hadn’t fathered the child, so she wouldn’t ask Nora who the baby’s father was. She hoped that it wouldn’t make Nora suspicious. 

“Maybe you want to answer that question for Tess?” Nora hesitantly suggested. 

“My writing is not good enough yet.” Luke’s emotions regarding the baby were much too confused to give a clear answer. Sometimes, when she lay awake at night, she dreamed of settling down with Nora, Amy, and the baby, building a happy little family, but then, in the light of day, she reminded herself that it could never be. 

Nora accepted that answer with a sigh. She became engrossed in the letter again. 

Relieved, Luke reached for the knife and started to carve out the cradle. 

“Lucinda,” Nora suddenly said. 

The knife slipped. It sliced across Luke’s palm, but she hardly felt the pain as she stared at Nora.  What the hell did Tess tell her?  

“You’re bleeding,” Nora said. 

Luke still stared at her. She didn’t even blink, too shocked at the name that she hadn’t heard in many years. “What?” 

Nora pointed at her palm. “You cut yourself.” 
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 Why is she talking about my palm? Why is she so calm? 

She was almost too breathless to speak, but she managed a 

“What did you just say?” 

Nora’s gentle fingers lifted her hand and pressed a cloth against the cut. “You cut yourself,” she repeated, dapping at the wound. 

“No, not that. I mean... that... that name that you...” 

“Lucinda?” 

Hearing that name again was more painful than the cut on her palm. Lucinda had been the name of a helpless girl with no perspectives in life while, at least to the world, Luke was a man who could do whatever he set out to do. She nodded weakly. 

“Tess asked me if I’d already thought of a name for the baby,” Nora said, still cradling Luke’s hand. “You seem to assume that it’s gonna be a girl, so I thought maybe we could name her Lucinda – or Lucas junior if it’s a boy. What do you think?” 

Luke felt Nora’s fingers tremble against her own, equally unsteady hand. She relaxed as she realized that Nora had no idea that “Lucinda” had once been her own name. Then she realized that the question still possessed it’s own dangers. 

Naming the baby after her would mean agreeing to raise it as her own son or daughter – and not just being a temporary second parent. Luke bit her lip as she considered the dilemma she found herself in. She didn’t want to disappoint Nora now that she had just started to trust her and learn to rely on another person, but she also didn’t want to give her any false hopes. She didn’t know how long she would stay with Nora and her children, but one thing she knew for sure: She didn’t want to hear the name “Lucinda” shouted through the house. 

Not only would it remind her of a time in her life that she would rather forget about, but she also didn’t want to take the 320 





risk that she would maybe react instinctively to the name that had once been her own. But of course, she couldn’t very well tell Nora that. “Is there no one in your family that you’d want to name the baby after? Your father or your mother?” 

The pressure that Nora applied on the wound increased. 

“No.” 

“No one? No brother, sister, cousin...” 

Nora shook her head. “I’ve never been close to anyone in my family.” 

It was hard to believe for Luke that someone could have a family and still not be close to anyone. Growing up as a neglected only child, she had often dreamed of having loving parents and siblings. 

“You don’t want the baby to be named after you, do you?” 

There was a defeated tone in Nora’s voice. 

Luke took the piece of cloth from Nora and stalled by inspecting the cut. “It’s not that,” she murmured. 

“But?” Nora prompted. 

“I’m not that fond of my name. There are other, much nicer names.” 

Now Nora seemed to relax a bit. “Do you have a favorite?” 

 Oh, no. I’m not naming this baby when I’m not sure if I’ll be around to see it grow up! “No, not really.” 

“What about... Nathaniel, Nathan, or Natalie?” Nora asked. 

Luke’s fingers tightened around the cloth. It was the one name in the world that held any personal meaning for her. 

Was it just luck, a simple coincidence, that Nora had suggested those of all names? “Why that name? Does it mean anything to you?” 
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“It means something to you,” Nora said quietly. “You sometimes call out for a ‘Nate’ in your sleep. Is he a friend of yours?” 

For a few moments, Luke considered not answering. She had never told anyone about Nate. But then she realized that Nora had earned her trust. She couldn’t tell her the most basic truth about herself, her biggest secret, but she could tell her this. “He was my friend, yes. We fought together in Mexico. 

He didn’t make it home.”  Nate’s whole life, reduced to three short sentences.  

“I’m sorry. If he was a good man and a good friend, then it would be a good name for the baby, wouldn’t it?” Nora gently touched her sleeve. 

Luke wrestled with herself. She closed her eyes, then exhaled. “Yes,” she admitted. 

“All right.” Nora looked down at her belly with a smile. 

“Did you hear that? Your name’s gonna be Nate or Nattie.” 

Amy began to murmur and sigh in her sleep. She tossed and turned, throwing off the blanket in the process. 

Luke, sitting closer to the girl than Nora, reached out to tuck the blanket back around Amy. “Nora?” she said with a frown. “Have a look at Amy. She’s not always this hot when she sleeps, is she?” 

The letter was quickly forgotten as Nora rose to check on her daughter. Her eyes widened as she laid a hand against Amy’s forehead. “She’s burning up with fever! Her shirt is soaked through.” 

Hot and cold waves of panic raced through Luke’s body. 

She didn’t know how to deal with a sick child. “What should we do?” She looked helplessly down at Amy’s flushed face. 

Amy struggled against the blanket as a cough racked her small body. 
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For a moment, the same panic that Luke felt glimmered in Nora’s eyes, then she straightened her shoulders. “Let’s try to give her some tea and a little onion syrup.” 

“Tea. All right.” Luke scrambled to her feet, grabbed a pot, and rushed from the tent. 

The camp lay in silence. Bill Larson and some of his friends were still sitting in Fort Hall’s small saloon, and most other emigrants were already asleep in their tents and wagons. 

Luke had never missed Bernice Garfield so much as in this moment. 

She hurried down to the Snake River and quickly dragged a pot of water back to the camp. Without a comment, she hung the pot over the fire that the guard had already burning. 

“What are you doing?” Only when he spoke did Luke notice that it was Brody Cowen. 

“I need hot water. Amy’s sick.” Luke didn’t have the patience to deal with him now.  God help him if he’s trying to stop me now!  

But Brody only settled back down. He made no move to help Luke, but he also didn’t try to stop her. 

With the hot water, Luke rushed back to the tent. 

Nora was still kneeling next to Amy. She had changed her into a dry sleepshirt and had covered her with an extra blanket. 

“Here’s the hot water,” Luke said, lowering her voice to an almost whisper. “What kind of tea do you want? Sassafras?” 

“Yeah. But I need some sugar to sweeten it – she won’t drink it otherwise.” 

Luke didn’t hesitate. Once again, she raced through the camp and quickly returned with some sugar from their 323 





wagon. She poured a generous spoonful into the cup that Nora held out in her direction. 

Nora settled Amy on her lap, pulling her against her chest to raise her up a bit. She blew across the tea’s surface before she patiently poured it into Amy’s mouth. 

Hours went by with preparing tea, changing cold compresses, and trying to get Amy to swallow some of the onion syrup. When the sun came up, Amy fell into a restless sleep. 

Nora looked up at Luke with red-rimmed eyes. “She can’t travel like this. It would be her death.” 

Luke gazed through the half-open flap to the mountains in the distance. The snow-capped peaks reminded her of the need to continue their journey as quickly as possible. If they lost too much time now, they would find themselves still on the trail when the first snows fell. 

“Maybe I can stay in Fort Hall until Amy is better,” Nora said when she didn’t answer. “I could try to get some work in the saloon or –” 

“No,” Luke interrupted. “You’ll never have to work in a saloon again. I promised you that when I married you, and I still mean it. We’ll both stay here with Amy until she’s well enough to travel.” 

Nora blinked. Tears trembled on her eyelashes. “But the wagon train... The others won’t wait for us, will they?” 

“No, probably not. But maybe we can join another train in a few days. Amy’s health is all that matters now.” She rose to tell the captain about her decision. 
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Fort Hall; 

August 5th, 1851 





NORA CRIED UNCONTROLLABLY. Her whole body shook with her sobs. “God, I never thought...” 

“Hey, hey! I thought you’d be happy to see me again.” 

Bernice Garfield used the edge of her apron to wipe away Nora’s tears. 

Nora laughed through her tears. “I am happy! It’s just... I thought I would never see you again, and then Amy got so sick, and we had to stay behind when the others left.” She took a deep breath, trying to calm herself. 

The other emigrants had left Fort Hall almost a week ago, leaving behind only the three Hamiltons and the Larsons because Bill had been too hung over to travel. To her discomfort, Brody Cowen had decided to stay behind, too. 

Just when she had thought that she was forced to continue the journey in the company of only two men she hated, their old friends who had chosen the longer route via Fort Bridger had arrived at Fort Hall. 

“The little darling is all right now, isn’t she?” Bernice asked with almost grandmotherly concern. 

Nora turned to look at Amy, who was resting next to the fire, cuddled up in Luke’s protective arms. “Yeah, she’s fine now.” She closed her eyes and sent a silent prayer of thanks to heaven. 

“Has Luke been sick, too?” Bernice asked. 

Nora’s gaze wandered from Amy to Luke. He’d lost some weight in the last few days, and the dark circles under his 325 





eyes told of many sleepless nights spent sitting next to Amy’s bedroll. Luke had tried to keep his emotions hidden behind a mask, but Nora knew him well enough by now to see through this act quite easily. She knew that he had been as worried about Amy as she herself had been. 

“It was a hard week for all of us,” she said with a sigh. 

Jacob Garfield rose from his place by the fire and held up his cup of coffee in a silent toast. “We’ve just taken a vote,” 

he announced loudly. “Luke, you were elected captain of our small wagon train.” 

Luke raised both hands. He didn’t look enthusiastic at all. 

“I didn’t even run for captain!” he protested. 

Jacob laughed and clapped him on the shoulder. 

“Congratulations.” 
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American Falls; 

August 8th, 1851 





SLOWLY, NORA MADE HER way through three-foot-high sagebrush and over razor-sharp rocks, careful not to stumble in the darkness and lose her balance with her growing belly. At a grouping of black lava rocks, she stopped and sat down with a relieved sigh. Lately, she often found herself a little short of breath, and she knew that it would only get worse in the last months of her pregnancy. 

She peered down the cliffs. She could see the water of the Snake River, battering the jagged walls of the lava gorge below, but she knew that it was impossible for her to climb down. 

Luke had led the exhausted oxen down a precipitous path to the river earlier tonight. Nora knew that she couldn’t have done it. She was worn out after the day’s travel over the worst road since leaving Independence. The steep trail led over sharp rocks that cut the oxen’s feet. Choking dust and clouds of mosquitoes hung in the air. Not long after noon, oxen began to collapse in front of the wagons. Amy had been inconsolable when they had to leave “Red Rose,” one of their oxen, behind. 

Now, after stopping for the night, when she would have finally been able to rest, Nora couldn’t. A rhythmic twitching in her belly kept her awake. She smoothed her palm over her belly but knew that she could do nothing to stop the baby’s hiccups, so she just sat and listened to the sounds of the night. 

She could hear the roar of the American Falls that they had passed an hour before stopping for the day. Then another sound drowned out the peaceful rumbling of the water. An 327 





angry shout, then the sound of flesh hitting flesh, and then stifled whimpers. Nora knew only too well where the sounds were coming from.  Emmy. He’s beatin’ up on her again.  Her jaw began to hurt as she clenched her teeth. 

Instead of calming down after a while, as Bill Larson usually did, the sounds from the Larsons’ wagon didn’t stop, they became even louder. There was a loud snap, as if something heavy had been shoved against the wagon’s boards, then a cry of pain. 

Nora took a deep breath. She had listened to Emmy’s muffled crying more than a dozen times during their journey. 

As much as she wanted to, she had never intervened because she always thought she didn’t have the right – or the means – 

to do it. 

She didn’t know why or how, but that opinion had slowly changed over the last months and weeks. She was no longer convinced that their marriage certificate gave Bill Larson a right to terrorize his wife.  It’s Luke,  she realized.  He set new standards for me. He treats me like a person, not a possession, a slave to order around, or a whore to satisfy his needs.  

She touched the small revolver in her apron pocket, reassured to feel the cold metal against her fingertips. With a pounding heart and wobbly knees, she made her way toward the Larsons’ wagon. 

“Hello, luscious,” a voice from the darkness stopped her. 

“What are you doing out here, all on your own? Been waiting for me?” 

Nora froze when Brody Cowen stepped out from behind a wagon. In her desire to help Emmy, she had completely forgotten about him. “N-no. I’m just h-heading back to my tent... to Luke. He’s waiting up for me.” 

Brody smirked. “I bet he doesn’t even know you’re gone.” 
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He didn’t. He’d been asleep when Nora slipped from the tent. Her eyes darted left and right. Quickly, she tried to step around Brody and escape into the darkness. 

Brody’s brawny arms closed around her like iron shackles. 

He pulled her back against his heaving chest. 

Nora shivered and started to struggle when she felt his lips on her neck. “Let go of me!” She tried to use the tricks that Luke had taught her, but Brody only grunted when she kicked his shin. He didn’t loosen his hold on her. “I’ll call for help!” 

she finally threatened. 

“Ha! So everyone can learn about your sordid past, huh?” 

Laughter shook his body. 

Nora used the opportunity to get one hand free. Her fingers dived into her apron pocket and came up holding the revolver. The barrel was shaking when she pointed it at Brody. 

“Nice toy.” Brody grinned down at her. “Do you even know how to use it?” 

Nora had to swallow before she could speak. “I do.” 

“And do you also know what it’s like to shoot a man? To stand right next to him and pull the trigger? There’s gonna be a lot of blood, and it’ll all be on your hands. Think you can do that, huh? Can you look into his eyes while he’s dying, knowing you’re responsible for it?” Suddenly, his hand shot out and grabbed the revolver, pulling it from Nora’s grip. 

“Yeah, that’s what I thought. Now, where were we?” 

“Emeline? Is that you?” Bernice Garfield’s voice sounded from just a few yards away. “I heard someone cry out and –” 

Both Nora and Brody froze. He grabbed her hair and roughly pulled her head back until she had to look into his cruel eyes. “You better keep quiet about this, or I’ll make sure you regret it!” 
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She stumbled when he let go of her. 

“Nora?” Bernice had reached them now. “Did you hear... 

Hey, what happened to you?” She smoothed a motherly hand over Nora’s tangled hair, then fixed a suspicious gaze on Brody. “What are you doing here, all alone with a young woman who is not your wife, Mister Cowen?” 

The protective tone of her voice was a balm to Nora’s soul. No one had ever taken a stand for her.  No one but Luke. 

It felt good to see a woman have the courage to stand up to a man. 

Brody Cowen flashed a superior grin. “Just out for a stroll, Mrs. Garfield.” 

“Nora?” It was clear to see that Bernice didn’t believe him. 

“Did he... bother you?” 

Nora held her breath. There it was – the moment that she had to make a decision about the way she would live her life. 

Since marrying Luke and setting out for Oregon, she hadn’t really had to make any decisions. The captain, Luke, and the other men decided which road they would take, when to stop for their noon break, and where to camp. She had limited herself to what she did best – making sure that she and her daughter would survive. The easiest thing to ensure survival would be to keep quiet and suffer in silence until she reached Oregon and Brody would be gone from her life. 

But suddenly, there were other things that were important to her. Surviving alone wouldn’t be enough any longer, not when it meant sacrificing her dignity. If she ever wanted to leave her former life as a prostitute behind, she would have to stop men like Brody Cowen from treating her like one. “Yes,” 

she whispered. 

“Yes?” Bernice tilted her head as if she wasn’t sure if she had understood correctly. 
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“Yes, he is bothering me,” Nora said a little bit louder. 

Bernice put her hands on her ample hips. “I think you better leave, Mister Cowen, before I decide to wake up my husband – and hers.” She pointed at Nora. 

Brody smirked. “Oh, don’t worry; she’s used to being 

‘bothered,’ isn’t that right, Fleur?” Not waiting for an answer, he winked at Nora, and then strolled away. 

Bernice stared at him until he had disappeared into the darkness. Then she turned and directed a confused gaze at Nora. “What’s going on? What is he talking about?” 

“It’s nothing,” Nora said. In her mind, Bernice was the epitome of a respectable, hardworking woman, and she didn’t want to lose her friendship by telling her about her past. 

“Why did he call you Fleur?” 

Nora had hoped that Bernice had missed that, but of cause she hadn’t. She pressed her lips together, searching for something to say. 

Bernice stared into her eyes. “You’re not on the run from the law, are you?” 

“No.” A tired smile flitted over Nora’s face. She just didn’t have the energy to lie to her friend any longer. “Fleur was the name I used... in my former profession.” 

“Profession?” 

Nora sighed. She had hoped that she wouldn’t be forced to say it out loud. “I worked in a brothel.” 

The normally imperturbable Bernice could only stare at her with a shocked expression. “And Brody Cowen?” She gestured but didn’t find the words to ask. 

“He was one of my customers, yes.” Nora closed her eyes. 

She didn’t want to see the expression of disgust on Bernice’s 331 





face. “And now he thinks he can still take those liberties with me.” 

Bernice was silent for a long time. “And your husband? 

Does Luke know about... that you... lived in a brothel?” she finally asked, her voice almost a whisper. 

“Yes, he knows. That’s where I met him.” She opened her eyes to see Bernice’s reaction. 

Bernice’s eyes widened. “He was one of your...?” 

“No,” Nora said quickly. Suddenly, defending Luke’s honor was more important than defending her own. 

“Herefused my advances, but then he came back and asked me to marry him.” 

“Even knowing what you did for a living?” Bernice wondered aloud. “It must have been love at first sight.” 

Nora knew that it hadn’t been, but she said nothing. She didn’t even know how to explain to Bernice why Luke had married her, because, frankly, she still didn’t understand it herself. She looked at Bernice, waiting for a reaction to her revelation, but none came. Bernice continued to look at her with the same motherly warmth. “You’re taking this awfully well,” she finally said quietly. 

Bernice laughed. “What did you expect me to do? Yell and turn my back on you?” 

“Well... yes,” Nora admitted. 

“Who am I to pass judgment on what other people had to do in order to survive.” Bernice shook her head. “You are a good mother, a hardworking wife, and a loyal friend. You deserve a chance to start anew, without people like Brody Cowen interfering.” 

Nora stumbled as her knees turned to jelly. 
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“Hey, hey!” Bernice caught her in a motherly embrace. 

“You were really worried about my reaction, weren’t you?” 

Nora nodded, her face pressed against a rounded shoulder. 

“I was so glad to have you in my life again, and I didn’t want to risk losing your friendship. You’ve been more like a mother to me than my own mother ever was.” 

“Lord, you make me feel old!” 

The comment made Nora chuckle, and she finally felt herself relax. 

Bernice looked down at the enlarged belly that was pressed against her in their embrace. “The baby,” she suddenly realized with wide eyes. “And Amy? They’re not...?” 

“Luke’s?” Nora bit her lip. As much as she wanted to believe otherwise, they weren’t. “No, they’re not.” She didn’t add that a customer had fathered her baby, knowing that Bernice would guess it anyway. 

Bernice shook her head in disbelief. “You’d never know it watching him with Amy. I’ve never seen a man care that way for a child that wasn’t his own flesh and blood.” 

Quiet, dragging steps interrupted Nora’s answer. She let go of Bernice and quickly reached for the revolver that she had put back into her apron pocket. 

She didn’t need it. Instead of Brody Cowen, Emeline Larson’s pale face appeared in front of them. She stumbled forward, bent over, clutching her stomach. 

“Emmy!” Nora called out to her. 

Emeline sank to her knees, then rolled onto her side. When she reached out pleading hands to Nora, she saw that there was blood on them. “My baby.” Emeline whimpered. “It hurts so much.” 
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“Let’s take her to the tent,” Bernice decided. 

Holding up the bleeding woman between them, they stumbled through the darkness, heading for the closest tent. 

Luke sat up when they entered, already fully dressed – one of her husband’s little quirks that Nora hardly noticed anymore. “What happened?” he asked with a sleep-roughened voice. 

“I think she’s losing the baby,” Nora whispered, her thoughts going back to the night when she’d almost miscarried. 

Luke’s gaze met hers, and they silently shared the terrifying memories of that night. Then, Emeline’s moans pulled Nora from her thoughts. 

As she kneeled down, she felt Luke’s warmth in her back when he stepped closer. “What can I do to help?” he asked. 

Nora opened her mouth, about to tell him to just stay out of their way, but then she stopped herself. Luke had been so good with her when she had almost lost her baby. He’d been the solid rock that she clung to; he had encouraged her and given comfort. He was not the average man, who mostly stood by, looking helpless and uncomfortable. “If she lets you, you could try to calm her down some.” 

Nora helped the still sobbing woman undress and covered her with a blanket while Bernice rushed to get her cramp-stopping herbs. When she looked up, Luke was holding Emeline’s hand, wiping her sweaty face with a wet piece of cloth. 

The three of them worked for almost an hour, but neither the labor pains nor the flood of blood coming from between Emeline’s legs stopped. The contractions were coming faster and faster until Emeline let out a piercing cry. After a few endless seconds, she collapsed back against Luke. 
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With tears in her eyes, Nora looked at the much too small, lifeless bundle in Bernice’s arms. 

Luke directed a questioning gaze at her. 

Biting her lip, fighting not to break down into sobs, Nora shook her head. 

“My baby,” Emeline mumbled weakly. She tried to sit up to get a look at her child, but Luke held her back with a gentle embrace. 

“I’m sorry,” Nora whispered. “It was much too soon. It wasn’t ready to be born.” 

Emeline’s wails broke the silence of the night, waking up the rest of the camp. 

“Goddamn, woman, shut up! How am I supposed to sleep with all that noise? What the hell is goin’ on here?” Bill Larson stumbled into the tent, apparently still drunk. He stared down at his heartbroken wife and his dead baby without showing any emotions. 

“What’s going on? What’s going on?” Nora repeated in disbelief. For the first time in her life, she didn’t think about her own survival, she didn’t think about how chanceless she was against the violent man. She was too angry to think at all. 

“Your wife just lost the baby, thanks to you and your drunken beatings!” 

Larson took a threatening step forward. He shook a meaty fist at Luke. “Shut your wife up, or I’ll do it for you!” 

Nora swallowed, for the first time realizing that her angry words had put her and Luke in danger. 

Gently, Luke disentangled his hand from Emeline’s. He stood slowly and stepped toward Larson until only a few inches of space remained between them. Larson was half a head taller, but Luke looked him in the eyes as if he hadn’t 335 





noticed this at all. “My wife can say whatever she wants to, and neither you nor I have a right to stop her. Not that I’d want to, because she’s right. And now go,” he said softly. 

There was nothing weak in Luke’s soft tone. Nora could feel a deathly danger lurking just beneath his calmness. His normally gentle gray eyes were like sharp steel now. 

“What?” Larson stared at him with an expression somewhere between amusement, anger, and confusion. 

“Pack up your tent, take your wagon, and go. You’re not welcome in this train any longer,” Luke said, still not raising his voice. 

Larson laughed. It sounded like the roar of an animal. 

“That’s not your decision to make, weakling. I’ll stay for as long as I want to.” 

Luke slowly shook his head. “It is my decision. I’m the captain of this train now. Go.” 

“Who’s gonna force me to, huh? You?” 

“I’d say Mister Garfield’s shotgun is more than up to the task.” Luke pointed to something behind Bill Larson. 

When Larson whirled around, Luke followed him with two quick steps, pulled the revolver from the half-drunk man’s holster, and hit him over the head with the barrel. 

Larson went down with a groan. 

Nora stared at her normally gentle husband, who calmly looked down at his fallen enemy. They were still alone in the tent – with no sign of Jacob Garfield or his shotgun. 

Luke started to bind the unconscious man’s wrists. 

“What are you doing?” Nora asked in disbelief. She was trembling now, knowing that Luke had just made a mortal enemy, who would kill him as soon as he woke up. 
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“We’re not that far from Parting of the Ways. At the Raft River, the roads to Oregon and to California split,” Luke explained. “The wagon train behind us is heading for California – I’ll ask them to take Larson with them and only let him go when we’re far enough away.” 

Emeline’s sobs became even louder. “Please don’t do this. 

He’ll only take it out on me.” 

“He won’t be able to – you’re coming with us,” Luke announced. Then he stopped and looked down into Emeline’s eyes. “That is, if you want to,” he added more gently. 

“B-b-but... how will I survive? I’ll never make it to Oregon on my own, and even if I do, I’d never survive the first winter without a husband to take care of me!” Emeline cried with despair. 

“You’re not on your own. You’ve got friends on this train.” Luke nodded at Nora and Bernice, then, reluctantly, he pointed at himself, too. 

Emeline’s head shook wildly. “You’ll all be busy building your own homes.” 

“Yeah, that’s right,” Luke admitted. “Building a horse ranch is gonna be a lot of work – and I could use some help. 

What do you say, do you want the job? I can’t pay much, but...” 

Emeline stared at him, and Nora found herself doing the same. He’d told her repeatedly that he was taking on the role of father and husband only temporary and that she should find herself another husband as soon as they reached Oregon.  And now he’s taking on the responsibility for yet another woman?  

“Why are you doing this?” Emeline whispered. 

The gray gaze flitted over Nora’s face as if he would find the answer there.  Maybe he does,  Nora thought.  Maybe he’s thinking that I could have easily been in Emmy’s place. If 337 





 Luke hadn’t turned out to be the kind and gentle man he is, it could have been my baby, dying before it was even born.  

Luke shrugged, clearly embarrassed that his intentions were thrust into the center of attention. “A woman being left to the mercy of her abusive husband, without anyone to intervene... It’s just not right.” He turned away and strode to the tent’s opening. “I’m gonna wake up Jacob. I’ll need some help with that parcel.” He pointed over his shoulder at the tied-up Bill Larson, and then he was gone. 

“He shouldn’t be doing this,” Emeline said, her voice still a whisper. “He’s putting himself... all of you... in danger, just because of me. It would be better if I just stayed with Bill. 

Maybe I can convince him not to follow you and take revenge.” 

Just a few months ago, Nora would have said the same thing. She had suffered the cruelties of customers in silence because she’d known no other way. But since leaving Independence, so many things had changed. Luke had taught her not only the skills to fight back, but, more importantly, he’d made her believe that she had a right to do it. “Emmy.” 

She kneeled down next to the pale woman and looked her right in the eyes. “Do you want to stay with Bill?” 

“It’s for the best –” 

“Do you want to?” Nora repeated, her gaze even more intense. 

Emeline looked away. Tears were leaking from the corners of her eyes. “No.” 

“Then you won’t.” Nora stood and looked at Bernice. 

“Come on, we have a burial to prepare.” 
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Thousand Springs; 

August 17th, 1851 





LUKE SHIFTED IN THE saddle, trying to get a better view of every little detail in her surroundings. 

On the other side of the river, multiple small waterfalls were spilling from the canyon wall, forming a line of white, foaming cascades along the dark lava rock. Luke wasn’t sure where the seemingly thousand of waterfalls were coming from because the land around them was barren for many miles around. 

But the picturesque waterfalls were not really what Luke was on the lookout for. Since leaving Bill Larson with a group of emigrants heading for California, she hadn’t slept for more than one or two hours at a stretch. Constant worrying kept her awake. 

She could already feel the days grow shorter, and their oxen and mules were losing their strength. The responsibility for the small wagon train rested heavily on her. But the struggle against time was not the only thing that worried her. 

Here, near the Salmon Falls, Indians were all around them. 

They had put up their lodges near the river and were fishing. 

Most of them, the Shoshone in particular, were friendly and even traded fresh and dried salmon. But Luke knew that the Bannocks, also at home along the Snake River, were eyeing the white emigrants with suspicion. Now that their group was so small, a few angry braves could become dangerous to them. 

As a result, Luke was constantly on the lookout for hostile Indians and also for any sign of Bill Larson following them 339 





while she kept an eye on Brody Cowen at the same time. In quiet moments, Luke admitted to herself that she might have bitten off more than she could chew.  Yeah, and then you went ahead and volunteered for the role of patron saint of helpless women!  she chastised herself.  You’ve driven yourself into a trap of responsibilities that you can’t escape from! What the hell became of “Never get involved,” huh?  

She’d lived with that philosophy for many years, making neither friends nor enemies who could discover her secret. 

But since leaving Independence, she’d broken that personal law more often than she could count. 

She’d made the two-thousand-mile trip to Oregon three times, but this time, the journey had become one of discoveries – not about the landscape, but about herself. All her life, she’d thought of herself as a man, but on this journey, she’d discovered characteristics about herself that were definitely female. She empathized with Nora’s and Emeline’s situation more than any “other man” on the train, and the thought of taking care of a small child didn’t scare her any longer. Spending time with Amy had become one of the highlights of her day.  Isn’t it ironic? Now that I’m married and a “father,” more of a man than I’ve ever been in the eyes of the world, I’m discovering that there are still some female traits left in me!  Sometimes, she worried that being with Nora had softened her, weakened her tough exterior, so much that she’d give her secret away some day. 

Nearing hoofbeats made her turn around, a hand already on the butt of her rifle. She relaxed when she recognized Tom Buchanan, whose horse fell in step with Measles. “I wanted to have a word with you,” Tom said, his expression serious. 

Luke nodded at him, warily waiting for what he might have to say. 

“It’s about Emeline Larson.” 
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Luke had waited for this moment. She’d already suspected that some of the men in the train would criticize her meddling in the Larsons’ marriage. Brody Cowen had already announced that Larson had the right to treat his wife however he wanted to, and that Luke had been wrong to send him away. “Yeah?” Luke asked impatiently. She was as determined as ever to defend her decision. 

“You can’t take care of a small child, two women, and a baby on the way,” Tom Buchanan said. 

Luke straightened her shoulders. “I’m not sending her back to her husband if that’s what you’re trying to achieve.” 

Tom held up his hands. “It’s not. I’m not too fond of Larson myself. But I think I have a better solution.” 

“I’m listening.” 

“Well, I’m a horrible cook, and I need someone to do the laundry and look after my children. I’ve lost my wife, and Mrs. Larson ‘lost’ her husband.” Tom gazed at her expectantly. “So, what do you think??” 

Luke had to chuckle. “Are you asking me for Emeline’s hand in marriage?” 

“No!” The forty-year-old man blushed. “No, of course not. 

It would be a mutually beneficial business relationship.” 

 Business relationship.  Luke mused.  That’s what I told Nora at the beginning, too. Just business, nothing more. “It sounds like a good idea, but it’s not my decision to make,” 

she pointed out. “You have to ask Emeline.” 

Tom gave a short nod. “All right.” 


*  *  * 

“Good afternoon,” Tom Buchanan greeted formally. He tipped a finger to his hat. “Mrs. Hamilton. Mrs. Larson.” 
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Nora flicked the whip to keep the oxen moving, then curiously looked up at him. She had seen him talk to Luke and knew enough about men’s body language to realize that he was somewhat nervous. “Good afternoon,” she answered while Emeline just gave him a shy nod. 

The young woman was sitting next to Amy on the wagon seat, still too weak to walk along all day. 

“What can we do for you, Mister Buchanan?” Nora asked when he didn’t break the silence. 

“I just spoke to your husband, Mrs. Hamilton.” He stopped and turned toward Emeline. “I have a proposal for you. You need someone to protect and provide for you, and I need someone to run my household and take care of the children.” 

He looked at her expectantly. 

Emeline’s eyes widened. Her hands fiddled helplessly with the strings of her apron. She directed a questioning gaze at Nora. 

Nora immediately recognized the gaze. She had looked at Bernice more than once in that way, silently asking for advice. Now she was the one who was suddenly in the role of a mentor.  Come on, you can do this! It’s not that different from bargaining with a customer! “You realize that Emeline is still a married woman, don’t you? If she agrees to your proposal, you won’t have any conjugal rights.” 

Tom pulled his hat from his head and kneaded it between his hands. “Of course! I didn’t –” 

“You’ll give her a place in your tent while you sleep in the wagon?” 

“I can do that, yeah,” Tom immediately agreed. 

“And when we reach Oregon? What will become of her?” 

Nora continued her negotiations. 
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“I’ll still need a housekeeper. She can stay with me, of course.” 

Nora nodded. “Housekeeper... then you’ll pay her for her work?” 

Tom reached under his collar with a finger as if the shirt had suddenly become too tight. “I can’t pay her much, but I should be able to set aside a small amount for her.” 

“All right.” Nora turned to Emeline, studying her pale face. “What do you think? You’re free to agree or refuse; whatever you want to do is fine with us.” She hoped that Emeline would agree. Taking care of Tom’s children would help her to get over the loss of her baby, and the wages that Tom paid her would afford her a certain independence. But she remained silent, not wanting to take the decision away from Emeline. 

Emeline hesitated for a long time. Then she shyly looked from Nora to Tom. “I accept.” 
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Two Island Crossing; 

August 23rd, 1851 





A NOTHER DIFFICULT DECISION – and I’m the one who has to make it.  Luke crossed her arms across the saddle horn and looked down at the Snake River from the hill the wagons had stopped on. 

The river made a bend and briefly escaped from its high canyon walls at this point. Luke knew that this would be the only chance to cross to the northern bank, allowing them to travel the direct route to Fort Boise with ample drinking water. If they didn’t cross here, they were forced to follow the southern route around the bend through a dry, barren wilderness. 

Luke gazed at the two small islands that lay side by side in the river, dividing it into three branches. On her last expedition to Oregon, the islands had been covered with grass, but it had all been eaten off by now. They could use the islands as stepping stones to cross the river, but it still wouldn’t be easy. 

“What is it?” Nora stepped next to her and gently touched one of the forearms that still rested on the saddle horn. 

“You’re frowning.” 

Luke looked down at the hand on her arm. She resisted the urge to cover the fingers with her own to keep them in place. 

Her whole life, she had always shied away from other people’s touches, but her body seemed to have given up its resistance when it came to Nora. “I’m not sure if we should risk a crossing,” she said, directing her gaze back to the river. 

“It doesn’t look that bad.” 
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Luke nodded. “Yeah, but it’s a lot worse than it looks.” 

The Snake River was a clear stream that didn’t look as challenging as some of the rivers they’d had to cross. It was its clarity that was so deceptive, making it appear much shallower than it actually was. Combined with the swift current and its uneven river bed, the Snake River was considered the most treacherous river crossing on the entire Oregon Trail. 

“Still, I don’t like the alternative,” Nora said quietly. 

She didn’t like it either. Just this morning, one of their best cows had died, and the dry southern route was sure to kill many more. Luke gave a quick pat to Nora’s hand, glad to finally hear her voice her opinion without fearing a rebuke. 

“Yeah. Let’s try to cross it.” 

Their wagon was the first to cross. The hundred yards to the first island were covered pretty easily even if Luke had to hold on to the yokes to keep from being swept away by the swift current. After a moment of rest, Luke drove the oxen into the second, seventy-five-yard-wide stream. 

This time, the oxen had more of a struggle. The river bed was uneven, with many holes and uneven water’s depths. The lead pair of their five yoke of oxen was swimming, up to their necks in water, while the last yoke was still paddling through shallow water. 

When they reached the second island, Luke raised the wagon bed another few inches and put another yoke of oxen in front of the wagon. She knew that the last stretch was not only the longest, but also the most difficult part of the crossing. 

They fought for every single inch against the rapid current. 

Luke, breast-deep in water, could already feel the oxen slow. 

The current beat against the wagon until it slowly began to tilt 345 





to one side. Cursing, Luke sent a quick glance inside, preparing to pluck Amy from the wagon should it overturn. 

Just then, a few men from a wagon train that had crossed before them appeared on the opposite bank. Two of them waded into the river and attached ropes to the wooden yokes while their comrades on the bank began to pull. 

Luke breathed a sigh of relief when the wagon finally rumbled up the bank. She immediately extended her hand to the closest of her saviors. 

The young man with the auburn hair shook her hand with a smile. There was something oddly familiar about him, but at the same time, Luke was sure that she had never met him before. “Luke Hamilton,” she said with a grateful nod. 

“Ben Macauley.” 

Luke had to grip a yoke again to stay on her feet. 

 Macauley?  Suddenly, she knew where she had seen that smile, those moss green eyes before.  Lord, he’s Amy’s father! 

She had always assumed that Amy had been fathered by a customer, too, but there could be no doubt that they weren’t only sharing the same smile and eye color, but the same last name, too.  Nora never told me she’s divorced! If she’s divorced... Maybe she just ran away from him!  

At that moment, Nora pulled back the wagon cover and slowly climbed out of the wagon. She froze when she saw the man standing next to Luke. “B-ben?” 

Moss green eyes widened. “Nora?” 

They both hesitated, rooted to the spot. 

The stranger took a slow step forward, but Nora still eyed him with mixed feelings. Luke had seen the flash of joy in her eyes before it had been replaced with wariness. Her own feelings were more than just wary. Luke felt a wave of 346 





jealousy engulf her. It wasn’t just her damp clothes that made the fine hairs all over her body stand on end. 

The feeling grew more intense as the wagon cover rustled, and Amy peeked out. 

Ben Macauley stared at the girl, then his gaze traveled back to Nora. It was clear that he could see how much they resembled each other. There was no mistaking them for anything but mother and daughter. 

Luke had to realize that her jealousy didn’t stop at Nora; it extended to Amy as well. Up until now, she had been the only 

“father” that Amy had ever known, but now there was suddenly someone who could claim that title and the role in Amy’s life. 

“Is that...?” Macauley was still staring at Amy. 

Nora stepped closer to her daughter and drew her protectively against her body. “Yes, that’s Amy. My daughter.” 

“And you...?” Ben Macauley gestured at Nora’s swollen belly. 

“I’m with child,” Nora confirmed. Luke noticed how defensive she sounded. “Again,” she added almost defiantly. 

Ben Macauley finally looked away from Amy to throw glances over his shoulder at the men of the wagon train. 

“You’re not with Raphael Jamison, are you?” 

“No. But I am married,” Nora said quickly. Her hand groped for Luke’s arm, searching for support. “This is Lucas Hamilton, my husband. Luke, this is Benjamin Macauley, my brother.” 

 Brother? He’s not Amy’s father?  Luke coughed in surprise. Belatedly, she took the hand that Macauley held out for her and shook it weakly. “Nice to meet you,” she 347 





mumbled while she studied Nora out of the corner of her eye. 

She hadn’t even known that Nora had a brother, and she couldn’t understand why they weren’t in each other’s arms by now, celebrating their reunion. 

“Luke!” Tom Buchanan’s shout made her look up. The second wagon had reached the middle of the river and was in need of a little help. 

She quickly turned to Ben Macauley. “If you’re camping anywhere near us tonight, you’re welcome to come over and have dinner with us,” she offered, not wanting to miss the opportunity to learn more about Nora’s family and give her a chance to reconnect with her brother. 

Macauley nodded and handed her the rope. “I’ll be there.” 


*  *  * 

“Why did you do that?” Nora snapped as soon as the last wagon had safely reached the other side. 
With a groan, Luke bent down and pulled off her boots, pouring out the water. From her place perched on the back of the wagon, she looked up at Nora, who was standing with her hands on her rounded hips, clearly angry with her. Luke frowned. “What did I do?” 

“You invited my brother!” 

“Yes?” Luke failed to see how this could be a problem. 

Nora stamped her foot, reminding Luke so much of Amy that she had to suppress a grin. “You didn’t even ask me if I wanted to have him over! You’re always telling me that I should say what I want, that I can have my own opinion, and now that it matters, you’re not even asking me!” 

Luke set her boots down. She helplessly stared at the wet leather, not knowing what to say. “I’m sorry. I didn’t know. I thought that you’d be happy to spend more time with your 348 





brother.” During her lonely childhood, Luke had always wished for a sibling, and she couldn’t imagine not wanting to see a brother. 

With a sigh, Nora sank down on the wagon’s backboard next to Luke. Her anger seemed to dissipate and was replaced by an expression of resignation. 

“You didn’t get along with your brother?” Luke asked her softly. 

“We didn’t spend enough time together not to get along. 

My brothers mostly ignored me – except, of course, for when they bullied me around or paraded me around in front of their friends when it was convenient for them.” Nora shrugged, feigning nonchalance, but the bitterness in her voice told Luke that there were still hurt feelings. 

“Brothers?” she asked to keep Nora talking. “You have more than one?” 

Nora nodded. “I have three, but not one of them sided with me. They all stood by when my father chased me out of the house.” 

“What happened?” Luke asked before she could stop herself. She bit her lip, realizing that she didn’t have the right to ask about Nora’s past when she was unwilling to reveal her own. “You don’t have to answer that. Not if you don’t want to.” 

Nora’s emerald green eyes looked directly into her own. 

Luke barely held herself back from squirming under her intense gaze. 

“Well, seeing that it was what led to my working for Tess and marrying you, I figure you’ve got a right to know,” Nora said. 
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Luke shook her head. “No. Your past is just that – your own. You don’t have to tell me if you don’t want to.” 

Nora looked down at her hands that gently rested on her swollen belly. She gazed up at Luke from under half-lowered lashes. “I never told anyone but Tess, and even she doesn’t know the details.” 

“If it hurts you to talk about it –” 

“I trust you,” Nora said, finally looking up. 

 God, did she have to say that?  Luke wanted to run away, to escape from Nora’s trusting gaze. She knew that she couldn’t return that trust, not when it would most likely destroy the life that she’d built for herself. 

“You never asked about Amy’s father.” Nora’s voice was almost a whisper, so low that no one else in the busy camp around them could hear. 

Luke plucked at the damp fabric of her pants that were clinging to her thighs. “I assumed you didn’t know or didn’t want to tell me.” 

“I know exactly who fathered Amy. I wasn’t always a prostitute, you know?” A bittersweet smile played about Nora’s face. 

Luke had to look away. “Yeah, I know.” She had always assumed that Amy’s father – like the baby’s – had been an unknown customer. Somehow, she was glad to hear that Amy’s father hadn’t been some stranger, paying to share Nora’s bed. Then she froze as another possibility occurred to her. “You... you weren’t...? Amy’s father didn’t...?” 

Nora’s head tilted. “He didn’t what?” 

“He... he didn’t... force you?” Luke had known more than one woman who had been forced into prostitution after being raped. Their families had disowned them because they no 350 





longer considered her a “decent” woman. She held her breath, waiting for Nora’s answer. 

Nora slid her hand over Luke’s and squeezed softly. “No, he didn’t.” 

Luke closed her fingers around Nora’s and breathed a sigh of relief. 

“His name was Raphael Jamison. He was an adventurer with high-flown dreams and a poor sense of honor.” Nora sighed. “My father forbid him from courting me – he wanted me to marry the son of his business partner, not some ne’er-do-well without any means. But Rafe promised me the moon, and I was naïve and in love. I met him behind my family’s back. The last time I saw him was the day I told him I was with child.” 

Luke felt herself stare at Nora in disbelief. “He just disappeared?” She couldn’t imagine just leaving a woman like Nora.  Oh, you’re a fine one to talk! Leaving her is exactly what you plan on doing once you reach Oregon, remember?  

“He told me he was not the marrying kind.” Nora’s voice was hollow. “I spent three months hiding the pregnancy from my family, trying to find a way to get them to understand and accept the child. They didn’t.” 

Luke rubbed her thumb over the back of Nora’s palm but said nothing. 

“My father told me in no uncertain terms that no daughter of his was having a baby out of wedlock. He had no use for a 

‘ruined’ daughter who he couldn’t marry off to one of his influential friends. Even for him, my body, my purity was the only thing of interest. He never cared about me, my opinions, or my happiness.” 
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“What about your mother?” Luke asked, after clearing her voice. 

Nora grimaced. “In seventeen years, I’ve never heard her voice an opinion that my father hadn’t expressed first. She watched with tears in her eyes as he threw me out of the house, but she never said a word.” 

Luke finally understood that Nora’s childhood had been as lonely as her own even if she’d lived with a big family. 

“Where did you go?” she asked softly. 

“I worked as a seamstress in a small town, but when my pregnancy became obvious, the dressmaker threw me out and replaced me with another woman. I was sleeping in a livery stable, begging for food, when I met Tess.” 

Luke didn’t need to ask another question. She understood Nora’s situation almost too well. To ensure her survival and that of her daughter, Nora had no choice but to accept the work that Tess offered her in her brothel. “Do you want me to go over to your brother’s wagon train and tell him to stay away?” she offered. 

Nora slid down from the wagon. She turned around to face Luke. “No. He’s still my brother, and he helped us with the river crossing today. The least I can do is offer him a warm meal.” 


*  *  * 

“Let’s take a walk and have a smoke,” Ben Macauley said after he’d eaten the last bite of his sister’s meal. He stood from his place at the fire and directed an expectant gaze at Luke. 
Carefully, Luke schooled her face into a calm expression, hiding a grimace. She’d never gotten into the habit of smoking a pipe or chewing tobacco. Not that it mattered. She 352 





knew that Macauley wanted to lure her away from the fire to have a man-to-man talk. The irony wasn’t lost on her. 

She lifted Amy, who’d stayed close to her or Nora all night, keeping away from the strange “uncle,” from her lap and gently set her down. With one last glance at Nora, she followed Ben Macauley to the edge of camp. 

“So,” Macauley stopped to light his pipe, “you are the man who married my sister.” 

 Is this the “What are your intentions toward my sister”  

 talk?  Luke silently wondered.  It’s a little late for that.  She gave a nod. 

“That’s a very honorable thing to do. I mean...” Ben Macauley gestured with the mouthpiece of his pipe. “To marry a woman who’s been with another man, and to be willing to raise a child that’s not your own...” 

 You don’t even know half of it, young man!  Luke said nothing. She had no intention of telling Macauley that his sister had worked in a brothel and was pregnant with a customer’s baby. “She’s a good wife and a wonderful woman,” she said instead. 

Macauley shrugged. “Still, I want to thank you in the name of my family. My father took it pretty badly when she told him she was with child, but I think he’ll be proud to hear that she’s now the wife of a decorated former officer.” 

Luke tilted her head. On one hand, it was a good feeling to be accepted into the family, but on the other hand, she had to force down a wave of anger. The Macauleys still weren’t interested in Nora’s happiness. They didn’t want to know what kind of person she had become; all that mattered to them was that she’d married a well-respected man so that they could keep up appearances. 
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“I want you to know that you – both of you – will be welcome in our home anytime. Why don’t you come with me when I return back east?” Nora’s brother suggested. “You could take up employment in the family business.” 

Luke didn’t even have to think about that offer. She had long since decided that she didn’t want to be a soldier or an employee anymore. In Oregon, she would be her own “man.” 

“That’s not my decision to make,” she told him. “It’s for Nora to decide whether or not she wants to live under her father’s roof again.” 

Red lashes blinked. Ben Macauley was clearly not used to men who let their wives make their own decisions. Finally, he shrugged. “All right. You’ll let me know?” 

Luke nodded and stared at the setting sun. Maybe this would solve her problem about what to do with Nora once they reached Oregon. Maybe she’d want to return with her brother, now that her father would welcome her back. 

Somehow, Luke couldn’t bring herself to be happy about it. 


*  *  * 

“What did he want to talk to you about?” All chores were done, and Amy was settled down for the night, now Nora couldn’t keep herself from asking any longer. 
“He said we were welcome in your family’s home anytime. He even offered me a job in your father’s business,” 

Luke told her. His expression was calm. It didn’t reveal what he thought about that job offer. 

Nora thought about it. Three years ago, she would have been overjoyed if she could have returned to her former home, and she would have gladly submitted to her father’s rules. Now, after living with Luke for almost four months, she couldn’t imagine living under her father’s thumb again. 

Most of all, she would never expose Amy to a life like that. 

She knew that Amy would never be a beloved grandchild for 354 





her parents. They would never fully accept her, but always treat her like a barely tolerated bastard. “What did you tell Ben?” she asked. 

“Not much. I told him it was your decision.” 

Nora laughed. “I bet that went over well with Ben.” 

Luke grinned at her, and for a moment, there was the silent understanding of conspirators between them. “He very nearly swallowed his pipe.” 

Slowly, Nora’s smile vanished as she realized that Luke still hadn’t voiced his opinion about the offer. “Do you want to take him up on it? My father is one of he richest men in Boston. He could pay you much more than you’ll ever make raising horses.” 

Luke leaned back on his bedroll. “Being rich is overrated.” 

Her mouth fell open. She stared at him. Then, her laughter virtually exploded from her. She’d never heard anyone dismiss her family with all their power and money just like that. “God, you’re amazing.” Nora leaned over from her own bedroll and gently kissed his cheek. She could feel the heat under her lips as a blush shot up his face. For a moment, she was tempted to follow the blush down with her lips, but the stiffness of the body next to her made her move back. 

He rubbed his hand over his cheek. “I’m not,” he grumbled. “I just don’t want your family’s money. But that doesn’t mean that you can’t return to Boston. You could tell them that it’s just until I’ve built a house for us. Then, I could have someone send them a letter, telling them that I died. You could live your life as a respected widow.” 

“You’ve got it all planned out.” Nora didn’t know whether to be amused or angry. 

Luke shrugged. “Just a suggestion. You can take it or leave it.” 
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“Then I’ll leave it if you don’t mind. If I ever return to Boston again, it won’t be for more than a visit,” Nora said with determination. 

“All right.” 

Nora could see him relax back against his bedroll. For a minute, there was silence in the tent. “What else did he say to you?” 

“Not much. He offered me the official gratitude of the Macauley clan,” Luke answered. 

Nora frowned. Her family didn’t even know Luke. What did they have to thank him for? “Why’s that?” 

“Well, he told me how honorable it was to marry a woman who already had a child and to agree to raise it as my own.” 

Luke rubbed the bump on the bridge of his nose, a gesture that, as Nora had learned, signaled embarrassment. 

For once, Nora agreed with her brother. “It was a very honorable thing to do. It still is,” she said softly. 

“It’s not. Not really. Amy is a good girl.” Luke turned to look at the sleeping child. “Any man would be proud to call her his daughter.” 

 Yes,  Nora admitted with a proud smile,  Amy is a good girl. 

Every man on the train liked her, but agreeing to be a father to her was an entirely different matter. “Yes, but I imagine it could be hard on you if people like Brody Cowen announce to everyone that she’s not your daughter and that the baby won’t be yours either.” 

“It doesn’t matter. I don’t care what people like Brody say.” 

He’d told her that again and again, but still, Nora found it hard to believe. Knowing that his wife was carrying the child of another man who’d paid her to have relations with him 356 





would have been hard on any man’s pride. “But what if someday you... we have a child of our own, a child that’s your own flesh and blood –” 

“That won’t happen,” Luke interrupted gruffly. 

It was clear that he didn’t want to talk about it any longer, and Nora sighed in frustration. She couldn’t just let it go. The more the pregnancy progressed, the more she started to worry about the future of her children. “Are you really sure that you won’t someday resent them for how they came to be?” she asked in a whisper. 

“I won’t.” 

Nora sighed again. The two-word answer didn’t really reassure her. 

“All right.” Luke sat up and turned around to face her. 

“Listen. I know what it means to grow up as the bastard child of a prostitute. I’m the last person who would ever resent a child for that.” 

In the silence, Nora could hear her own heart pound in shock. “Your... your mother...?” 

“Was a prostitute, yes.” Luke tried to sound emotionless, but Nora could detect the vibrations in his voice. 

 So this is were his vast knowledge about life in a brothel comes from. He grew up in one. His mother was a prostitute. 

 Was,  Nora repeated.  So his mother is dead.  That wasn’t really a surprise for Nora. She knew better than anyone else that most prostitutes never lived to see the day when they’d finally saved enough to leave the brothel and start a new life. Many were murdered by violent customers or killed during a brawl. 

A lot of the girls she’d known had died of consumption, syphilis, or as a result of botched abortions. Others literally drank themselves to death or fell prey to laudanum. Nora hesitated to ask. 
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Still, Luke could probably see the question in her eyes. 

“She was a drunkard. When she couldn’t take it anymore, she killed herself.” 

Nora felt tears burn in her eyes. She quickly wiped them away, instinctively knowing that Luke didn’t want her sympathy. “H-how old were you?” 

“Twelve.” 

Much too young to fend for himself. “Who took care of you?” 

“No one. I took care of myself,” Luke said. 

 At twelve? “What about your father?” 

Luke didn’t answer. He didn’t need to – his gaze spoke volumes. 

 His mother was a prostitute, and he has never known his father because he was a customer who didn’t care what became of his seed.  Nora looked down at her belly, then at Luke. The parallels were obvious. “Is this why you married me?” she asked frankly. He’d taught her to speak her mind, and now he would have to live with the consequences. “So Amy wouldn’t have to grow up the way you did?” 

Luke’s gray eyes looked directly into her own, then quickly away. “It was one of the reasons, yes,” he admitted, looking almost ashamed. 

As far as Nora was concerned, he had nothing to be ashamed of. “Saving Amy from having to grow up as the bastard of a prostitute was one of my reasons for marrying you, too,” she confessed in return. 

Luke’s gaze met hers. A smile crept onto his face. “Well, then it seems that we both got what we wanted from this marriage.” 
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 I got everything I wanted then. But now, I want more.  Nora blinked, surprised at the sudden thought. She took a deep breath and forced her thoughts in another direction. “If you grew up in a brothel...” She hesitated. Like every young girl, she had been taught that a lady didn’t discuss the physical acts that happened between a man and a woman, not even with her husband. When the time came, she had to quietly submit to her husband’s urges, but she never, ever talked about it. But Nora was no longer the lady that her mother had raised her to be. She had grown used to the coarser language of the parlorhouse girls. “Why would you ever want to set another foot inside a brothel?” 

“It’s not as if I’ve been there every day. I wasn’t a regular. 

I just went there a few times, mostly when my comrades didn’t take no for an answer,” Luke said stiffly. 

Nora gently touched his arm. The muscles under her hand were knotted and hard like steel. “There’s no need to become defensive. I didn’t mean it as an accusation. I just want to understand. I mean... you’re kind, honorable, and handsome. 

You could have easily found a beautiful, unspoiled girl who would have gladly married you and shared your bed.” Just three years ago, before she had sworn herself that she would never again be the naïve girl, blinded by infatuation, she could have easily fallen in love with him. Something about his gentle strength was very appealing, and judging from the way Bernice’s daughter mooned over him and Emeline’s shy gazes, she wasn’t the only woman who thought so. “Why did you visit a working girl after what you witnessed growing up?” 

Luke looked away. He plucked at a corner of his blanket. 

He was silent for so long that Nora was already convinced that he refused to discuss the topic with her when he finally answered, “I’ve never been with one of the girls. It’s just... 

It’s only ever been Tess.” 
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It didn’t really come as a surprise to Nora. From the first time that she’d met Luke, she had suspected that he’d shared Tess’ bed, and he had never tried to tell her otherwise. But still, knowing it for real now still gave her a weird feeling. 

 It’s not that I’m jealous,  she told herself.  It’s just that imagining my husband and my best friend in bed together... 

 It’s awkward, that’s all.  And it made her wonder why he had repeatedly shared Tess’ bed but refused to lie with her. “Are you... were you... in love with her?” 

Luke picked a few loose threads from his blanket. “She’s my friend and a very attractive woman,” he said without looking up. 

“Is that a yes or a no?” Nora wanted to know. 

“It’s a no,” Luke finally answered. “I knew our roles from the start. There was no room for love in our relationship. 

What she offered was friendship and occasional relief, and that was all I was prepared to accept from her.” 

Nora understood. As she had, he had learned through experience that love was fickle and could hurt you much too easily. He wasn’t expecting to ever find love, and certainly not in a prostitute’s bed.  And not in mine, either.  With a sigh, she settled down. “Goodnight, Luke.” 
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Fort Boise; 

August 29th, 1851 





“THAT’S AS FAR AS I AM going,” Ben Macauley said. He pointed at the three block houses that made up Fort Boise. “I’ll deliver the supplies and return to the states. Are you sure that you don’t want to come with me?” 

Nora didn’t hesitate. “No.” Boston had long since ceased to be her home. All her hopes and dreams were now in Oregon. 

“All right. I’ll tell mother that you’re married to a decorated former officer who’s now the leader of a wagon train. That should make her happy.” Ben reached for the reins of his horse. “Anything else you want me to tell her?” 

“Tell her that I have a wonderful daughter and a kind husband.” Nora hoped that this would mean much more to her mother than any titles her husband might have. “Tell her I’m happy.” 

Ben gave a short nod but didn’t react otherwise. Power and appearances had always meant more to him than kindness. He shook Luke’s hand and took Nora into a stiff, impersonal embrace for a second. Then he bent down to Amy. “Come on, girl, give your Uncle Ben a hug,” he demanded. 

Amy threw her small arms around Luke’s legs, holding on with desperation. She hid her face against the fabric of Luke’s pants and peeked with one eye at Ben. 

Ben snorted derisively. He pointed a warning finger at Luke. “If you have a son,” he said, nodding toward Nora’s belly, “you better make sure that he doesn’t become such a yellowbelly as this one!” 
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Amy, well aware that Ben was talking about her, only clutched Luke’s leg tighter. 

Nora pressed her lips together. The thoughtless, cruel way in which he spoke about Amy hurt her. It was the same way the men of her family had always used to talk to her. 

Luke bent down and lifted Amy into his arms. “If I had a son,” he said slowly, looking right at Ben, “I would be proud if he was as clever as Amy, hugging me but not a stranger who she’s never seen before in her life.” 

With a timid smile, Amy hugged him around the neck. 

Ben frowned and rode away with a shake of his head. 

Nora’s gaze didn’t follow him; it remained fixed on Luke. 

She marveled at his ability to make Amy feel as if she was worth something. He had done the same thing for her since they had left Independence. “Thank you,” she said softly. 

Luke turned to look at her. Their gazes met. “You don’t have to thank me for telling the truth. All right. Why don’t we visit the fort now? Maybe they’ll even have some candy,” he said, smiling down at Amy. 

Still gazing at him, Nora followed behind them. 




*  *  * 

Luke strode across Fort Boise’s small parade ground with Amy perched on her arm. The fort had been modelled after Fort Hall but was much smaller. It had been built by the Hudson Bay Company, but now as beavers had become so rare in this area, the HBC had left the area, and the fort fell more and more into disrepair. Today, a few Frenchmen and some Shoshone sat in the shadow of the block houses. 
The chance to buy some candy here was almost nonexistent. Maybe she could at least buy a necklace of 362 





colorful beads for Amy. She made her way over to one of the Shoshone women selling necklaces when someone grabbed her shoulder and roughly pulled her around. 

She stumbled, fighting not to lose her balance. A kick took her legs out from under her. She heard Nora scream as she fell. Tucking Amy protectively against her body, she couldn’t break the fall with her hands. 

The next kick came as soon as she landed, but this time, Luke was prepared. She grabbed the unknown attacker’s boot and pulled until she felt him fall, too. This gave her the time to quickly release Amy and usher her over to her mother. 

When she turned back around, the attacker was already getting to his feet. 

 Bill Larson!  

He swung his meaty fists at her. 

Luke rolled to the side. She felt his knuckles graze her ear and grabbed his arm in mid-roll, using his momentum to bring him down again. 

He scrambled up with the snort of an angry bull. The veins on his neck were bulging. “I’ll teach you to stick to your own business, bastard! Did you really think I’d would allow you to take my wife away from me?” 

He threw himself forward again, striking out with both fists at once. 

Luke agilely sidestepped the attack, and when Larson stumbled past her, she hammered her fist down on the back of his neck. 

He collapsed on his belly and sprang up again, now even more furious than before. 

Luke carefully began to circle him. She knew that she had to end this fast before he could tire her out. He was stronger, 363 





taller, and heavier than her, and her only advantage was her quickness. 

She sprang forward and back, sidestepped, and ducked under his swings, hooks, and jabs until his face was red from anger and exertion. “Fight like a man, you coward!” he yelled at her. 

Luke didn’t react. She had learned a long time ago to keep a cool head while fighting. She feinted left, and when he shifted his weight to block the punch, she took his legs out from under him with a kick. 

From his prone position, he lunged at her legs. 

Luke met him with a kick to his ribs. She could hear one of his bones snap and hesitated to follow up with another kick. 

With a piercing yell, Larson tackled her to the ground. 

Her head hit the ground. For a second, she could see nothing but bright stars. 

Then Larson straddled her, pressing the air from her lungs with his weight. His fist hit her in the face. Left. Right. Then left again. 

Blood began to run into her eyes. She struggled to find purchase with her boots on the ground, trying to dislodge him from on top of her, but the much heavier Larson didn’t budge. 

 Don’t panic!  She jabbed her fingers at his eye. When he reached up to protect the vulnerable area, she hit his Adam’s apple with all her might. 

With a choking sound, Larson grabbed his throat. 

Another punch to his already cracked rib and Luke could throw him off. This time, she didn’t repeat her mistake of showing him any compassion. She rolled around and pressed her knees against his chest while she pummeled him left and 364 





right. “Do you give up?” She paused with her fist in front of his face. 

“Never!” Larson moaned. 

Luke hit him again, then stopped. Her hands were bleeding and raw, and she had no intention of beating him to death. His ribs and his nose were broken, and he stared up at her with glassy eyes. She didn’t think that he would be much of a threat anymore. 

She stood, and with hanging arms, she walked over to Nora, who held Amy in a tight embrace. Her expression was one of pure horror, and Luke gave her a reassuring smile. 

Something hit her in the shoulder. 

 Why am I lying down?  Luke thought dazedly.  I won! 

Slowly, she looked down. 

A red stain was spreading over her shirt. She realized that someone had shot her.  Funny thing. It doesn’t even hurt.  She watched with interest as her blood dripped onto the ground. 

Then Bill Larson stepped into her line of sight, a revolver dangling from his hand. “There are still some men in this train who recognize a man’s conjugal rights,” he said with a sneer. “Thanks, Brody.” 

Brody Cowen had thrown Larson a weapon. Larson lifted the revolver again until Luke looked directly into its muzzle. 

Luke closed her eyes. 

She heard a distinctive click as the hammer was pulled back. 

“Put the gun down,” a trembling voice came from somewhere behind Larson. 

 Nora. Luke opened her eyes again.  God, please, please, please, stay out of this! Don’t make him shoot you, too!  
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“Or what?” Bill Larson mocked, not even turning around. 

“Or I’m gonna shoot you,” Nora said. Her voice was quiet, but determined. 

Luke weakly lifted her head, trying to get a glimpse at her. 

Amy was nowhere in sight. Nora stood alone, holding the small revolver with both hands. The barrel pointed at Larson, but it was visibly trembling. 

Despite her own predicament, Luke felt a proud smile flit across her face. 

“Oh, don’t worry, Bill, she won’t pull the trigger. She doesn’t have the balls it takes to shoot someone,” Brody Cowen said with a mocking laugh. “When she pointed that toy at me, I took it from her without a problem.” 

With a nod, Larson lifted his revolver again, aiming it directly between Luke’s eyes. 

A shot rang out. 

Luke felt no pain. She blinked up at Larson. 

He was still standing. 

 He missed,  Luke thought hazily. 

Then the revolver fell from Larson’s hands. He sank to his knees, his eyes wide with disbelief or pain as he clutched his chest. He swayed for a moment, then fell on his face. 

Luke thought she’d heard another shot when her vision dimmed and the world around her grew dark and silent. 




*  *  * 

Nora let her still smoking revolver fall from her limp grasp. She stared at the motionless body of Bill Larson, then swiveled around to watch Brody Cowen clutch his stomach, 366 




the revolver in his hand forgotten as he realized he was going to die. 

His agonized cries made Nora dizzy. Bile rose in her throat.  I killed two people!  She looked down, expecting to see blood on her hands, but they were clean. 

The same thing couldn’t be said for Luke’s shirt. A large red stain covered his shoulder and chest, and it quickly spread. 

Nausea threatened to overwhelm her again. Nora bent down, gasping for breath. 

When someone dragged the dying Brody Cowen away, Nora slowly straightened.  You can fall apart later, now help Luke before he bleeds to death!  The mere thought of Luke dying made her stomach lurch again, but this time, she forced down her panic and kneeled down next to Luke. 

“Luke?” she whispered, pressing her apron against his right shoulder to stop the bleeding. 

He didn’t answer. His eyes were closed. Only the weak rising and falling of his chest told her that he was still alive. 

When she reached for the buttons of his shirt to look at the wound, his eyes fluttered open. “Whadda you doin’?” he slurred weakly. 

Nora bit her lip. “Trying to save your life. Now lie still and let me –” 

“No.” 

“What?” Nora stared at him. 

“Jus’ a scratch,” Luke mumbled. 

Was he hallucinating? Nora wanted to hit him, beat some sense into him. “It’s not just a scratch, you damn stubborn idiot! You’ll be bleeding to death if you don’t let me help you!” 
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“Did you stop the bleeding?” Bernice asked from behind her. 

Nora lifted the soaked-through apron. “I think it has slowed down some.” 

Bernice tried to peer around Nora. “How does the wound look? Did the bullet go straight through?” 

“I’d know if this stubborn maniac didn’t refuse to let me look at the wound!” The helpless disbelief she felt made Nora crazy. “Luke, please, let me help you! Please! I have no intention of becoming a widow anytime soon!” 

Luke tried to lift his head but couldn’t. “A’ right,” he mumbled. “But not here. Wagon.” 

“Jacob, Tom!” Bernice called over her shoulder. “Help us get him settled in their wagon.” 

With the help of the two men, they dragged Luke over the parade ground and to the wagon just outside of the fort. 

A few reassuring words to the sobbing Amy, who struggled against Emeline’s grip, then Nora climbed into the wagon and kneeled down on the side of Luke that wasn’t already occupied by Bernice. 

When she looked down, she saw that he had lost consciousness. She smoothed her palm over his face that was unnaturally pale except for the bruises that were already beginning to form. With a deep breath, she started to unbutton the bloodstained shirt. She eyed his slender, yet strong body with interest, but then she called herself to order. This was neither the time nor the place to ogle Luke’s body. 

“What’s this?” Bernice pointed at the bandages that were wrapped tightly around Luke’s chest. “He was already hurt?” 

“No. At least not that I know of.”  How typical of Luke to heroically hide whatever injury he might have suffered on the 368 





 trail.  With a glance at the blood that was still seeping from somewhere beneath the wrappings, she quickly began to undo them. 

One last tug and the bandages fell away, revealing... 

Nora gasped, blinked, then looked again. The image in front of her hadn’t changed. Instead of a hairy, masculine chest, she looked down at smooth, feminine skin and a pair of breasts. The breasts were small, but still, they couldn’t be mistaken for a man’s chest. 

“Merciful heavens! W-what’s this?” Bernice sounded as shaky as Nora felt. “What’s the meaning of this? H-he... he’s a... a woman?” 

Nora didn’t answer. She couldn’t. The only thing she could do was stare.  A woman? No, no, no, that’s not possible.  

“You... you didn’t know?” Bernice said after a while. 

Nora mutely shook her head. 

Both of them looked at the half-naked, bleeding stranger for some time. “Let’s try to dress his... her wound,” Bernice finally suggested. “We can talk about this later.” 

Still, Nora only watched numbly as Bernice wiped the blood away and studied the wound. 

“Come on.” Bernice gave her a nudge. “Help me turn him... her around. We have to see if the bullet went straight through or is still stuck inside.” 

Bernice grasped the uninjured shoulder, but Nora hesitated to touch the pale body, almost afraid to even graze the bare breasts by accident. 

Then Luke moaned without waking. The sound of pain shook Nora from her stupor. Concentrating just on the wound and no other part of Luke’s body, she managed to pull herself together and help Bernice treat the wound. 
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Luke flinched when they poured whiskey into the wound, but didn’t wake. 

Finally, after half an hour, they had stopped the bleeding and had a thick bandage in place. 

Bernice settled a blanket over the limp body, but Nora still found herself throwing disbelieving glances at the contours of Luke’s chest. 

“Now, tell me how this is possible,” Bernice demanded, leaning back against a keg of pickles. “How did you end up being married to a woman without knowing about it?” 

“I don’t know,” Nora whispered. “I don’t know anything anymore. Just when I thought that I finally had the life that I wanted... I should have known that something would happen to take that away from me.” 

“So I guess there really is no chance that Amy and the baby are Luke’s?” Bernice asked. 

Nora shook her head. “And now I know why he always insisted that we would never have children together.” She couldn’t stop the bitterness of betrayal from showing in her voice. 

“You never...?” Bernice awkwardly gestured between Nora and the unconscious woman. A blush covered her chubby cheeks. 

“No. He said he didn’t expect that from me.” A lot of things about Luke now began to make sense for Nora – why he had refused to share her bed and didn’t even let her see him naked. Even during the hottest day, he never took off his shirt. And Nora now understood that he shaved every day to hide the fact that he had no facial hair whatsoever.  And that’s why he seemed to understand me better than any man before.  
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Bernice stood and straightened with a groan. “I think you need some time alone now. I’m gonna go and tell the others that Luke is still alive.” 

Nora nodded numbly. Bernice was already climbing from the wagon when something occurred to her. “Bernice!” she called quickly. 

“Yes?” The older woman peeked back in. 

“Could you... I mean... would you please stay quiet and tell nobody about... about Luke? At least for now. Please?” 

Nora was sure that nobody was going to believe that she hadn’t known that her husband was not a man. If their fellow travelers found out that their captain was a woman, there was no telling what they would do. Maybe some hotheads would try to kill Luke or at least banish her from the train – and Nora wouldn’t be allowed to stay either. They would believe that she had committed unnatural acts with the woman who was her husband. Nora realized that she had to hide Luke’s secret because her own fate was inevitably interwoven with Luke’s. 

“All right. I’ll keep quiet for now. And I’ll take care of Amy tonight.” 

Then Bernice was gone, leaving Nora alone with her thoughts and a lot of unanswered questions. She stared down at Luke, scanned the calm face for any signs of female softness. It was the same familiar face as ever. Dark lashes rested against a face that was deeply tanned even though it had gone pale now. The best word that Nora found to describe Luke’s lips was “sensuous,” but the strong jaw and the stubborn chin prevented her from appearing too feminine. 

The nose was slightly crooked due to an old break that Nora had always wondered about since she had never known Luke to engage in fistfights. Fine lines around the now closed eyes attested to a life spent working outside under the burning sun. 
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Nora could easily remember how the lines deepened when he smiled. 

 She,  Nora corrected herself again. Slowly, with hesitation, she reached out a hand and touched Luke’s cheek with a single finger. The skin was as smooth as her own. 

 Why did I never notice?  she asked herself.  I know more about men than any other woman in this train. I’ve been with young men, old men, rich and poor men, fat and thin men, but nobody has ever been like Luke. Why couldn’t I tell that she’s a woman? I should have known as soon as she refused to share my bed!  Her own self-doubts began to creep up again. 

She watched over the unconscious woman for hours, lost in her thoughts and doubts. She had thought that she had gotten to know Luke, that he had started to reveal his innermost self to her, but now she found that she knew nothing about this stranger.  Why did he visit a brothel if he... 

 she’s a woman? To bolster her male identity? But why would he want to live as a man in the first place? And why did he ask me to marry him, knowing that it was all a farce? God, what will I do?  

There were so many questions, and she knew that she would get no answers until Luke awoke.  If he... she awakes and gets well.  She was disappointed and hurt by the betrayal of yet another person in her life, but she found nonetheless that she didn’t wish Luke any harm. A part of her was still convinced of Luke’s honorable intentions. 

The first gray light of pre-dawn was already lighting the sky when Nora finally fell into a troubled sleep. 




*  *  * 

 Thump. Thump. Thump.  Pain radiated through her whole body with every beat of her heart. Luke blinked open heavy 372 




eyes. It took a few seconds for her to realize that she was resting on her back, lying in the wagon.  Bill Larson. We fought. Nora shot him!  she suddenly remembered.  And he shot me,  she added as pain shot through her shoulder. 

Then, with another wave of pain came the realization that Nora had probably discovered her secret by now. The last thing she remembered was being carried to the wagon. She weakly reached out her left hand and lifted the blanket that covered her. 

 Damn, damn, damn!  Her shirt was gone. A bandage covered her right shoulder and half of her chest, but it was not the wrapping that normally bound her breasts. Her breasts were bare, and she quickly tugged the blanket higher to cover them again.  Too late. Nora has already seen what you are.  

Her first instinct was to search for her clothes, run away, and start a new life somewhere else where no one knew that she was not what she appeared to be. But when she tried to sit up, she realized that it wouldn’t be that easy. A wave of dizziness let her sink back. She closed her eyes as the pain and a feeling of hopelessness overcame her. 

A scratching sound next to her made her open her eyes again. 

Nora was asleep just a few inches away from her, half hidden between a bag of flour and the keg of pickles. Her face was pale, and a few strands of hair had gotten free of the tight knot at the back of her head. 

 She’s still here.  Luke didn’t dare to hope that it meant that Nora would forgive and accept her. She didn’t know how to face her. 

At this very moment, Nora stretched and opened her eyes. 

Suddenly, they found themselves staring at each other. 
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So many emotions seemed to swirl through Nora’s green eyes that Luke couldn’t tell them apart. Finally, she couldn’t stand the silence between them any longer. “I don’t know what to say,” she whispered. 

Nora didn’t seem to know how to open up communication between them either. 

“What happened after Larson shot me?” Luke finally asked. Maybe it would be easier to start with something other than the discovery that must have shocked Nora. 

Nora stared at her for long moments before she finally answered, “Brody Cowen tried to finish what Larson started. 

I shot him when he aimed a second weapon at you.” 

“Thank you.” Luke reached out a hand, intending to squeeze Nora’s hand in a gesture of gratefulness, but Nora flinched back before she could make contact. 

“Don’t thank me,” Nora said with a rough voice. “I killed two people; that’s hardly something to be thankful for.” 

Luke knew from firsthand experience how hard taking a life could be. For her, it had changed everything, even how she had felt about herself.  Add to that the discovery that she’s married to a woman, and it’s hardly surprising that Nora is one very confused individual.  “I’m not thanking you for killing them. I’m thanking you for saving my life. Of course, now that you know who... what I am, you might not think that my life is worth saving any longer.” She studied Nora intently, searching for a reaction. 

Nora’s face didn’t reveal any emotions. In her former job, she had learned how to hide what she was feeling. “You saved my life before, so it was only fair that I should save yours,” she answered stiffly. 
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 So she has paid the debt, and now she doesn’t owe me anything anymore, is that what she’s saying?  Luke wondered. 

“Did you... did you tell anyone?”   

“No.”   

Luke breathed a sigh of relief. That meant there was a chance that she could resume her life and the role as captain of the train, or at least that she had the time to recover from her wound without an angry mob just waiting until she was healed enough to be chased off.   

“But Bernice... she saw your body when we tended to your wound,” Nora added, destroying Luke’s hopes.   

She covered her eyes with the back of her hand. 

 Wonderful.  She groaned.  The whole train probably knows by now!  She propped herself up on her left elbow and tried to sit up.   

“What the hell are you doing?” Nora snapped.   

“Where are my clothes?” She tried to look around, but her vision was blurry, and she began to sway.   

Nora frowned. “They’re covered in blood. But it doesn’t matter, you don’t need them at the moment.”   

“I do – unless you want me to ride through camp like this.” 

Luke nodded down at her blanket-covered chest.   

“I don’t want you to ride through camp at all. It would be your death!”   

 Does she still care whether I live or die?  Luke wondered. 

Her left arm began to tremble as her strength dwindled, and she fell back down on her bedroll with a groan. When her vision cleared again, she looked into glowering green eyes. “I know that you must be angry, confused, and hurt, and –”   
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Again, Nora didn’t let her finish her attempt to explain. 

“You don’t know anything about how I feel! I don’t even know what I should be feeling!”   

Luke sighed. The friendship that had slowly grown between them seemed to be lost. They weren’t even able to talk anymore. “You can have the marriage annulled as soon as we reach Oregon,” she offered.   

“I doubt that I’ll even need an annulment – this marriage wasn’t exactly legal.” Nora’s voice was dripping with bitterness. “But it’s not as easy as that. An annulment won’t solve all the problems that you caused. If anyone finds out that you’re...” she hesitated, avoiding the word for a moment, 

“...a woman, it’s not only your life and your future that will be destroyed. My reputation will be affected, too. No one will believe that I lived with you for four months without realizing that you're not a man. I won’t be able to find another husband in Oregon if it becomes common knowledge that I was married to a woman!”   

“I’m sorry. I never wanted –”   

“I don’t want to hear it! I can’t talk about this right now.” 

With jerky movements, Nora stood and climbed from the wagon.   




*  *  * 

Nora stared into the clear water of the Boise River. She bent down, carefully keeping her balance that had shifted with the growth of her belly, and picked up a flat stone. She clenched her fingers around it, then raised her arm and threw the stone. It bounced off the water’s surface, once, then twice, before it finally sank. Nora stared at the spreading circles on the water, remembering the day when Luke had shown Amy how to throw a stone like this.   
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Back then, her life had seemed so perfect, but now, her hopes of leading a simple family life were shattered.   

“How is Luke... or whatever else her name might be?”   

Nora jerked when Bernice suddenly stepped next to her. 

“She was awake just half an hour ago. I think she’ll survive.” 

It still took conscious effort to call Luke a “she.”   

“What did she say? Did she tell you why –”   

“We didn’t talk much,” Nora said. To tell the truth, she didn’t even want to talk to Bernice right now.   

Bernice stepped around a small willow to be able to look into Nora’s face. “Aren’t you curious at all? Don’t you want to know why she lives in disguise? Why she asked you to marry her?”   

Nora considered it for a moment. Yes, she was curious, but there were other feelings that ran so much deeper. “What would it change if I knew?”   

Bernice’s brown eyes narrowed. “Change?” she repeated.   

“Yeah. What he... she has done, is done. Nothing that Luke or I say or do will change the fact she can never be the husband that I dreamed of.” It suddenly occurred to Nora that she was basically grieving, like a woman who had just lost her husband.   

“It’s unbelievable. I always thought that Luke was the perfect husband,” Bernice said with an astonished shake of her head.   

Nora bit her lip until she tasted blood. It had all been an illusion.   

“Do you want me to talk to her?” Bernice asked.   

“No.” Nora quickly shook her head. She had the impression that Luke didn’t want anyone to see her in her weak, half-dressed condition. She grimaced as she noticed 377 





that, after all that had happened, she still felt protective of Luke.   “I’ll go and see how she is.”   

She tried not to make any noise as she climbed back into the wagon, hoping that she would find Luke asleep. It was easier facing a sleeping woman than to have these familiar gray eyes staring at her.   

Luke’s eyes were closed.   

Nora breathed a sigh of relief. She silently settled down and stared at the pale face.   

Luke moved in her sleep and moaned in pain. The blanket slid down a bit, baring a shoulder that was smoothly muscled but not as bulky as most men’s.   

Nora stared at the fair skin and the bandage that half-covered it.  I should change her bandage before she wakes. 

She knew that Luke would feel uncomfortable letting her see her body while she was awake, and Nora wasn’t exactly at ease with it either.   

Slowly, not touching her any more than absolutely necessary, Nora turned down the blanket. Her hand still gripped the edge of the blanket while she stared down. Living in a brothel, she had seen scantily clad girls every day, but for some reason, looking at Luke was different.   

Only when the fair skin of Luke’s chest broke out in goose bumps and her nipples stiffened in the cool air did Nora shake herself from her stupor and began to move again. She lowered her hand to Luke’s bandaged shoulder.   

“W-wha...?” Luke’s reflexes were astonishing for a woman who had nearly died last night. At the first slight contact, she jerked back from Nora’s touch, one hand gripping the blanket while the other instinctively searched for her revolver.   

“It’s only me,” Nora said quietly.   
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Luke sank back but kept her tight grip on the blanket. 

“What were you doing?”   

Nora felt the blood rush to her cheeks.  Great! Now she thinks I was ogling her! “I need to change your bandage,” she told her as matter-of-factly as she could.   

“I-I can do it,” Luke stammered.   

All the other times when Luke had refused to let her dress a wound suddenly began to make sense. “I’ve already seen your body. There’s no need to be shy about it any longer. I worked in a brothel, so I’ve seen it all before,” she told her resolutely.   

Still, Luke lowered the blanket with obvious reluctance, peeling it back just enough to grant access to the bandage.   

Nora concentrated solely on her task. When she unwrapped the bandage, she noticed that the body under her fingers was stiff and unmoving. “Breathe,” she commanded. 

“I don’t need you to pass out on top of your other injuries.”   

Luke took a sharp breath, then grew still again. “How does it look?”   

Nora studied the wound. The area around it was swollen and discolored. She quickly averted her eyes when she noticed that her gaze had followed one of the bruises that disappeared under the blanket. “Better than I expected.”   

“Papa?” a small voice piped up outside the wagon.   

 Oh, God!  Nora and Luke stared at each other. Busy treating Luke’s wound and then trying to cope with her own feelings, Nora hadn’t really thought about what this would mean for her daughter.   

“No!” Luke’s eyes widened when the sounds indicated that Amy was trying to climb into the wagon. “Quick! Help me! I don’t want her to see me like this.”   
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Nora couldn’t even imagine what it would do to Amy if she found out that her beloved “Papa” was a woman. She quickly rewrapped the wound and drew the blanket tighter around Luke’s shoulders.   

“Papa!” Amy pulled herself up and scrambled over various piles of supplies in her haste to get to Luke.   

“Please be careful, sweetheart,” Nora cautioned. “Luke has an owie.” She couldn’t quite bring herself to call Luke 

“Papa.”   

Amy stopped and stared at the half-reclining woman. “Is it a bad owie?”   

“No, not bad at all. I’ll be healed in no time,” Luke promised.   

 She’s the best liar I’ve ever met – and Lord knows, I’ve met quite a few good cheats in Tess’ establishments!  Nora thought but said nothing. For once, she was glad about the small lie because Amy tended to worry too much for an almost four-year-old as it was. She didn’t need to fear for her 

“stepfather’s” life on top of that.   

“I kiss it and make it better,” Amy announced. Before Luke could stop her, she stepped forward and gripped the blanket, wanting to lift it so she could reach enough bare skin to press a healing kiss to it.   

Nora was the first one to react. Quickly, before the blanket could reveal Luke’s bosom, she pressed the blanket down and held it in place. Only when Luke grew very, very quiet, did she realize that her hand was resting on the upper swell of Luke’s breast. She wanted to tear her hand away in a spurt of panic, but then Amy would lift the blanket and see more of Luke than Nora wanted her to, so she kept her hand where it was. “Sorry,” she mouthed.   

“It’s all right,” a red faced Luke mouthed back.   
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“Do you see this big bruise on Luke’s cheek, sweetie?” 

Nora pointed at one of the marks that Bill Larson’s fists had left behind on Luke’s face. “I think you should kiss him there because I’m sure that bruise hurts a lot.” It wasn’t all that hard to remind herself to use male pronouns when referring to Luke, but still, it felt like a lie now that she knew.   

Finally, Amy let go of the blanket and kissed Luke’s cheek. “There. All better,” she said as she had heard from Nora before.   

“Thank you, darlin’.” Luke reached out a trembling hand and gently smoothed back an unruly strand of Amy’s hair.   

Everything else about her might have been a lie, but Nora believed Luke’s feelings for Amy to be genuine. She knew exactly what faked affections looked like, and this wasn’t it.   

“I’ll pick pwetty flowers for Papa!” Amy announced and climbed back down from the wagon.   

Nora jerked her hand away from Luke’s chest. The silence in the wagon was suddenly awkward. “I don’t even know your name,” she mumbled.   

“Yeah, you do,” Luke said defiantly. “My name is Luke Hamilton.”   

“Your last name might be Hamilton, but parents don’t name their little girl ‘Luke,’” Nora protested.   

“My mother did. Well, she named me...” Luke lowered her voice to a whisper, “...Lucinda, but most people called me 

‘Luke’ anyway. There are no pleasant memories tied to the name Lucinda.”   

Nora nodded slowly. Growing up as a girl in a brothel wasn’t a pleasant experience. “So that was why you didn’t want me to name the baby Lucinda?”   
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“Something like that, yes. I left that part of my life behind, and I didn’t want to be reminded of it.”   

She studied Luke. The gaze of the gray eyes was open, without guile. Finally, Nora felt calm enough to ask. “Why do you live like this? Hiding your true self away behind a disguise?”   

Luke looked down at herself. “My true self? Disguise?” 

she repeated, more to herself than to Nora. She shook her head. “There’s no other life for me. This is how I feel most comfortable.”   

After thinking about it for a while, Nora had found many parallels about their lives. Working as a “lady of the evening,” Nora had to pretend and hide away parts of herself, too. But this was where the similarities ended – Nora couldn’t imagine voluntarily choosing a life where she constantly had to hide. Luke seemed to prefer living her life as a man. “Do you...” she swallowed nervously. “...think of yourself as a man?”   

Luke shrugged uncomfortably, then groaned and clutched her shoulder as the movement tugged on her wound. “I guess, for the most part I do. I just know that I’m not like all the other women.”   

“No, you’re not.” There was no disgust in Nora’s voice. 

“But you’re also not like all the other men.”   

Luke hung her head. “Look, I know I shouldn’t have married you, and you have every right to –”   

“Why did you?”   

Luke blinked. “What?”   

“Why did you marry me?” Nora asked. Why did a woman marry another woman, knowing full well that it was a sin before God’s eyes? “Was it because you can claim twice the amount of land as a married ‘man’?”   

382 





“No. The land had nothing to do with it. That was merely a nice side effect,” Luke answered without hesitation. “I knew that having a wife and a child would help to make the people on the wagon train assume that I’m a man. And, most of all, I didn’t want Amy to grow up the way I did. I could see that you are a caring mother, and I wanted to give you the chance at a new life that my mother never took.”   

If that was true, then Luke really was the honorable person that Nora had thought her to be. “How long have you lived like this?”   

“Since I was twelve.”   

 Twelve? God, no wonder she’s so convincing! She practically grew up as a boy!  Nora thought back to the conversation about Luke’s mother that they’d had just a week ago.  A week that feels like an eternity. “Since your mother died?”   

“Yeah. I was on my own, with no family or friends to provide for me, and I knew that no one would employ a twelve-year-old girl – except maybe as a girl of the night,” 

Luke said bitterly. “So I dressed as a boy and told them I was fifteen. I worked as a stable boy, then as a ranch hand, and four years later, I joined the Dragoons.”   

“So you disguised as a man to avoid ending up as a prostitute?” Nora could certainly understand that. She wished it had been an option for her four years ago, but she could have never hidden her pregnancy.   

“Yes. And no. It’s not just a means to an end. It’s how I feel most comfortable,” Luke said.   

Nora still didn’t fully understand. How could she feel comfortable living a lie?   

Luke sighed. “I’m weird, I know. I’ve been told before.”   
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Nora’s head lifted. “There are other people who know about... it... you?”   

“Just Tess and Nate.”   

“Nate? That friend of yours who died in the Mexican War?”  The one I’ve wanted to name the baby for... 

Luke nodded.   

“Did you tell him?” Nora asked.   

“No. He found out the same way you did. I was injured, and he tried to help.” Luke tucked the blanket tighter around herself as if wanting to protect herself from the memory.   

 So another person has been in the same situation? Well, maybe not the exact same situation, but still...  Nora wanted to hear more. Maybe it would help her cope with this unusual situation. “How did he react?”   

“After a few weeks, he got used to it. He realized that nothing had changed just because he knew my true gender now. I was still the same friend that he had known before,” 

Luke told her.   

 Is that a message for me?  Nora wondered.  Friend...  she mentally repeated and tried to picture Luke and another young man in uniform, fighting, eating, and sleeping side by side.  A man and a woman living in close quarters during wartime?  She knew from experience that war often seemed to intensify emotions and fuel passions. “Nate and you... were you ever...?”   

Luke looked up at her with one raised eyebrow. “What?”   

“Lovers?” Nora asked softly.   

Luke coughed in surprise, then clutched her wounded shoulder.   

Nora waited helplessly until the coughing spell had passed. 

“I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have asked that.”   

384 





“No, no, it’s all right. You’ve got a right to know these things about me. I trusted you with my biggest secret, so I should trust you with everything else, right?”   

 Trust? Is there really any trust left between us?  Nora wondered. There had been too many lies between them from the start. Just when they had built a reluctant relationship, one of them had shattered the other’s trust and they had to rebuild it again.  How many times can we continue to do that until we can’t put the broken pieces back together any longer? 

“Nate was my best friend,” Luke said into the silence that had fallen between them like a chasm. “The only friend I ever had until I met Tess. He was like a brother for me, but no, there was never anything else between us.” Luke seemed to be genuinely surprised that she would even assume that, as if she had never even considered that possibility.   

“But if he was the only one who knew your secret, does this mean you’ve never been with anyone?” More and more, Nora had the feeling that Luke had led a life that was even lonelier than hers had been. At least, she had Amy, Tess, and a dozen other young women who were her friends. And sometimes, she had shared her bed with a customer who had been gentle and truly seemed to care about her.   

Luke turned her face away and stared at the wagon’s cover, but Nora could still see the blush rising up her face. 

 Her life has also been a lot more sheltered than mine, Nora thought with amusement. After a few weeks in their line of work, prostitutes stopped blushing about carnal matters.   

“I didn’t say that,” Luke finally mumbled.   

Nora blinked. She mentally repeated her question and Luke’s belated answer. “But who... if no one but Nate knew your secret, how can you share your bed with someone who doesn’t know?”   
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Luke looked away and picked at a loose strand of her blanket. “I said that no one but Nate and Tess knew my secret,” she corrected quietly.   

“Yeah, but Tess―” Nora fell back against the keg of pickles. “You... you don’t mean...?”  Oh, Lord, that’s right! 

Nora suddenly remembered.  He... she told me that she’s been with Tess when we talked about why Luke would set a foot in a brothel after growing up in one! “So it’s really true? You didn’t just say that to bolster your manly image?”   

Luke still didn’t meet her gaze. “Everything I told you was the truth. I just lied about my gender, but not about anything else.”   

Nora chewed on her lower lip. She didn’t know what to say to that revelation. Working as a prostitute, there wasn’t much about carnal pleasures that was a foreign concept to her. She had heard that there were people who preferred the company of their own sex, but she hadn’t given it much thought. It had just been a theoretical possibility that didn’t matter in her everyday life.   

She studied Luke with curiosity. “So you paid Tess for―”   

“No. Money was never an issue between us,” Luke emphasized. “I was her friend, not a customer.”   

“Did Tess know who and what you are when you first came to her bed?” Nora couldn’t keep herself from asking. 

The sudden revelation had thrown her thoughts and assumptions into a turmoil, and she wanted to put them back into order and make her head stop spinning.   

Luke sighed. It was clear that she didn’t feel comfortable but felt obliged to answer Nora’s questions nevertheless. “She knew, yes.”   

 And still she invited Luke into her bed, without even taking her money!  Nora knew that as a madam of a brothel, Tess 386 





was a clever businesswoman first and foremost. She never did anything she didn’t want to unless she profited from it in some way.  She took Luke to bed because she wanted to!  she concluded.  But why did she send me upstairs with Luke? Did she think that I’d like it, too?  Instead of clearing up her thoughts and feelings, they became even more confused.   

“I know this must seem strange and shocking to you,” 

Luke said, her gaze still directed at the wagon’s cover, “and it’s not something I’m particularly proud of, but that’s the way I am, and I can’t change that. Believe me, I’ve tried.”   

Nora looked at the clenched jaw, the rigid back, and the averted face. Luke Hamilton was a picture of shame. Still, Nora was not ready to let her off the hook and change the topic of conversation. She wanted to understand this. “Did you always prefer the company of women, or do you think it is because you lead the life of a man?”   

Luke shrugged awkwardly. “I’m not sure. I’ve lived in male apparel since I was old enough to be aware of carnal desires. I can’t imagine being with a man... that way.” She shuddered.   

Studying Luke’s features, Nora tried to imagine Luke in bed with a man, but the mental pictures just wouldn’t come. 

She had gotten so used to thinking of Luke as a man that it somehow seemed wrong to her to picture her with a man. 

Instead, a mental image of Luke in a passionate embrace with Tess popped into her mind. Now it was Nora’s turn to blush.   

Someone cleared her throat just outside of the wagon, announcing her presence. “Nora? Luke?” It was Bernice’s voice. “Are you... decent?”   

Luke quickly stuffed the blanket tighter around herself, trying to hide any signs of her femininity.   
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Nora stuck her head out of the wagon. She knew that Luke would be more comfortable if Bernice stayed outside. 

“Where’s Amy?”   

“She’s with Jacob,” Bernice explained. “He took the children down to the river to watch the wagons cross. Listen, we have to break camp and move on. We can’t wait any longer.”   

Nora knew that she was right. September had already arrived, and the emigrants worried that the snows would come early and they’d get stranded in the mountains. Every man and woman on the trail had heard of the Donner Party, who had frozen to death or resorted to cannibalism because they were stuck in the snow. That thought followed the travelers as they continued west.   

“What will you do?” Bernice asked, nodding at the wagon where Luke rested.   

“I don’t know.” Nora looked forlornly at her friend. For the first time since the beginning of their journey, it was 

“you” and not “we” as if she was no longer a part of the wagon train. “I’m not sure if Luke is already strong enough to travel.” And she also wasn’t sure if the other emigrants would still want her to travel with them.   

“You’re always welcome to join us, you know? We could make room for you and Amy in our wagon,” Bernice offered with her trademark kind smile.   

 For me and Amy, but what about Luke?  At first, she had never wanted to see Luke again, but now her anger had slowly faded, leaving behind only grief, confusion, and fear about her uncertain future. Her life’s path had seemed so clear to her just a few days ago. She had dreamed of raising her children with a kind husband and loving father. Now, that dream had been shattered.   
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Still, she couldn’t just leave Luke behind, wounded and helpless as she was. That was the only thing she knew for sure; everything else about her future seemed uncertain and frightening. She couldn’t imagine a future without Luke, knowing that she couldn’t provide for Amy and the unborn child on her own. But what kind of future could two women and two small children have together? It would be obvious to everyone they met that they were not a family. Her children would be bastards just the way they would have been if she had continued to work in a brothel.   

Then, suddenly, Nora remembered.  Nobody knows that we’re two women! Everyone still thinks that Luke is a man. 

 Everyone but Bernice.  She looked at her friend. “I can’t just leave her behind, Bernice,” she whispered, very aware that Luke was listening just inches away from them. “She saved my life and Amy’s more times and in more ways than I can count, and I...”   

“I could talk to the others,” Bernice offered. “Maybe if Jacob puts in a good word for her, they’ll let her stay.”   

Nora slowly shook her head. “No. She couldn’t live that way – and neither could I.” She knew what it was like to feel furtive glances and hear the biting remarks that people made behind her back. Luke was used to being an officer and leader, a well respected man. Nora knew that she wouldn’t endure to be looked at as an oddity for long. If their fellow travelers found out that she was a woman, Luke would move on and start a new life as soon as her wounds would allow it.   

And Nora and her children would be left behind.   

She looked at Bernice with steely determination. “I need you to pretend that you’ve never seen Luke’s body.”   

“What?”   

“Just treat Luke as if she really were the man you thought she was,” Nora pleaded.   
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Bernice shook her head. “But... but... she’s not.”   

Nora closed her eyes. “I know. But it’s the only chance we have to start a new life in Oregon. A single woman has no right to claim any land. I would be at the mercy of the men in Oregon City. I would have to marry any man who wanted me.” Hoping and praying for a kind man would have been all right a few months ago, but now it seemed too high a risk. 

Nora was sure that she wouldn’t be that lucky twice. A husband like Luke came only along once.  Oh, Luke.  Nora stared at the woman inside the wagon with a sigh.  If only you were the man you pretend to be, you’d be the perfect man. 

She sighed again.  The irony of life. 

“Nora, I’m not sure this is a good idea,” Bernice protested weakly.   

“Please. Please, give me that chance.” Nora stared into the brown eyes as if wanting to hypnotize the older woman.   

Bernice sighed. “Is there really no alternative? Do you really want to keep living with her?”   

Nora felt her hackles rise. She didn’t like what Bernice's comment was implying. “Luke is still my friend and the leader of this wagon train if nothing else. That hasn’t changed, you know?” she repeated what Luke had told her about Nate’s reaction.   

“It’s not that,” Bernice said soothingly. “I don’t think that she’s a bad person. It’s just... how long do you think this will work? How long until she’s found out again – possibly by someone who reacts less tolerantly than you and I?”   

“It already worked for a very long time. Luke has lived as a man since she was twelve, and she’s only been discovered once before. You have to admit that she’s very convincing as a man.” Even she, who had more experience with men than most other women, had never even suspected that her husband was a woman. She had sensed that Luke was 390 





different from other men, yes, but she had never suspected the true cause of those differences.   

Bernice gave a reluctant nod. “Oh, yeah, she is. Lord knows how often I had to listen to my own daughter moon over that dreamy Lucas Hamilton.”   

“So you’ll keep quiet?” Nora looked at her hopefully.   

“You’ll never find another husband if everyone thinks you’re married to Luke,” Bernice warned.   

Nora shrugged. “I don’t care.” She didn’t want another husband. The only thing she wanted was to hold on to the peace she had found living as Luke’s wife even if they had never really been a couple in the truest sense of the word.   

“All right,” Bernice finally agreed. “I just pray that you won’t regret holding on to that strange arrangement.” With a shake of her head, she walked away.   

Nora moved back into the wagon and drew the strings of the cover shut. She hesitated before she turned around to face Luke.   

Luke was staring at her, the gray eyes searching for something in Nora’s own eyes. “Why are you doing this?”   

Nora froze. “You didn’t want me to do this?” The thought that Luke didn’t want to continue the life they’d had never even occurred to her. Maybe Luke wanted to take this opportunity to get rid of the wife and the two children she had burdened herself with and start a whole new life.   

“I didn’t expect you to do it,” Luke said. “I was convinced that you would run away yellin’ and screamin’ as soon as you found out that you married a woman.”   

“Oh, I wanted to do that,” Nora agreed with a small smile. 

“But that only lasted for an hour or two. Running is not that easy when you’re almost eight months pregnant.”   
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Luke nodded in understanding. “You’re staying because of the baby.”   

Nora thought about it.  Why am I staying?  “The baby and Amy are a part of it.” It would be very hard to rob Amy of the person who was the only father she had ever known. “I’m still a bit angry and confused, but mostly I feel... betrayed. Yes, that’s it. I feel like you’ve cheated me out of the future I could have had as your wife. After a few months as a prostitute, I stopped dreaming of a white knight that would charge in and rescue me from Tess’ establishment. Then you came along, and you turned out to be the kind of husband and father that I never dared to dream of. And then... this.” She bit her lip and gestured toward Luke’s body.   

Luke hung her head.   

“I’m staying because I still think that I’ll have the best future that I possibly could have at your side,” Nora told her. 

“It occurred to me that this marriage doesn’t need to be about romance or physical love. Like you said when you proposed to me – we’ll be business partners. I’ll play the dutiful wife and make people believe that you’re the most virile husband in history.” She winked at Luke until she finally chuckled and relaxed. “And you’ll make them believe that I’m nothing but a prim and proper wife with a chaste past and two children born in wedlock.”   

The gray eyes finally looked up into hers. Slowly, Luke lifted her hand and offered it to Nora. “It’s a deal... partner.”   

Nora shook the offered hand, feeling the calluses of a life spent doing hard work against her palm.   

“Should you ever find a real man, someone you could love, I promise that I won’t stand in your way,” Luke said when she let go of Nora’s hand.   

Nora swept the offer aside with a wave of her hand. 

“Don’t worry, that won’t happen. Love is not for me.”   
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Luke nodded in understanding. “I don’t think it’s for me either.”   

Nonetheless, Nora felt obliged to offer her the same deal that Luke had offered her. “If you ever find a...”   

When she hesitated, Luke quietly supplied, “A woman.”   

Nora gave a short nod. “Yeah. If you ever find a woman that you could love, I won’t stand in your way either.”   

A sad smile flitted across Luke’s face. It was clear that she didn’t believe that something like that could ever happen.   

The sound of braying mules and moving wagons outside made Nora get up with a groan. “Stay put. I’ll get our boys yoked.”   




*  *  * 

She was able to sit up without passing out from the pain. 
Luke took it as a good sign and reached out to search for a clean shirt and pants in her saddlebags. With a quick glance at the drawn shut flap of the wagon covers, she threw off her blanket.   

The process of binding her chest, transforming herself into a man, was something that had been a daily ritual for Luke since she was little more than a child. She could practically do it in her sleep. But not today.   

When she tried to wrap the bindings around her chest, she found that she couldn’t move her right arm behind her back without immense pain. She moved her hand back inch by inch, clenching her jaw to stifle a moan. Within seconds, sweat beaded on her forehead, and she rested it against the side of the wagon for a moment while she waited for the pain to recede.   
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“Luke!” Nora’s voice made her jerk and reach for the blanket to cover herself. “What are you doing?”   

Luke wiped the sweat off her face with the edge of the blanket. “What does it look like?” she mumbled. “I’m getting dressed.”   

“Without much success, it would seem,” Nora commented. 

“Come on, lie back down and get some rest.”   

Luke would have liked nothing better than to do just that, but she couldn’t just stay in the wagon and let the pregnant Nora do all the work. “No, it’s all right. I can do this.” She expectantly looked at Nora, silently indicating for her to leave so that she could get dressed.   

But Nora didn’t move. “Luke,” she said, using the same tone of voice that she sometimes used to talk to Amy when she was being unreasonable. “You’re injured. Go back to bed.”   

“I will. But first I need to talk to Jacob,” Luke insisted.   

“If you really need to talk to him, I’ll tell him and he’ll come here. You don’t have to get up.”   

Luke quickly gripped the sleeve of Nora’s blouse. “That’s not a good idea. He can’t see me like this.” She gestured down to her blanket-covered body.   

“Oh.”   


“Yeah.” Luke gave her an embarrassed grin.   

Nora looked down at her hands. “Well, then... I couldhelp you dress.”   

Luke could only freeze and stare. “Uh...”   

After a few moments of just returning her stare, Nora smiled gently. “You’re not the first naked woman I’ve ever seen. It wouldn’t appall me to see your body.”   
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 But maybe it would appall me if you saw me!  Luke helplessly shook her head. No one but Tess had ever seen her naked unless she had been half-dead and unconscious. The mere thought of letting Nora see her made her heart thump along with her wounded shoulder.   

“Come on. I promise I won’t look.” Nora took the shirt from Luke’s weak grasp.   

“Um...” Luke cleared her throat. “The shirt is not really the problem.” She held up the bindings that made her chest look like that of a man.   

Nora’s eyes widened. “Oh. Right.” She took a deep breath. 

“Well, the offer to help is still standing.”   

The thought of Nora binding her breasts made Luke’s body break out in goose bumps. She shivered but couldn’t tell whether it was from fear or anticipation of Nora’s touch.   

“Come on, we don’t have the time for hesitation.” Nora pointed outside, where the other emigrants were breaking camp.   

Still, Luke sat frozen.   

“Luke.” Warm fingers covered Luke’s, squeezing gently. 

“You don’t have to be afraid. You have never been anything but kind and gentle to me, and I have no reason to treat you with anything less.”   

Slowly, Luke’s stiff fingers let go of the blanket that covered her bare upper body. “Please, hurry,” she whispered urgently, her eyes on the flap that was the only barrier to the outside world.   

She was very aware of Nora’s gaze that was traveling all over her body. Finally, Nora looked down at the broad strips of fabric that were used to strap down Luke’s breasts. “Lift your arms,” she commanded.   
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Luke tried, but she couldn’t lift her right arm over her head.   

“Stop.” Nora’s fingers closed around her bare arm. “Don’t hurt yourself. I’ll try it like this.” She pressed one end of the bindings against Luke’s shoulder blade and held it in place while her other hand started to wrap the fabric around Luke’s chest.   

The warm hands that repeatedly brushed against the sides of her breasts made Luke sweat and tremble. “Tighter,” she grunted. Her voice was hoarse, but she knew that pain had nothing to do with it. Luke cursed her traitorous body.   

Nora stopped, her hands still resting against Luke, holding the bindings in place. “I’ll hurt you if I wrap it any tighter,” 

she warned.   

“It doesn’t matter. It has to be tight,” Luke said, her teeth clenched against the dual sensation of pain and pleasure.   

“I still don’t understand why you would choose to do this to yourself every day of your life,” Nora murmured. Her thumb unconsciously rubbed over Luke’s upper chest, where the bindings had already left behind a red weal.   

Luke covered the hand with her own to hold it still, only belatedly noticing that it drew unnecessary attention to the touch that Nora hadn’t even been aware of.   

“Oh. Sorry.” Nora quickly withdrew her hand and fastened the bindings.   

“It’s the only way how I can live the life I want,” Luke said, answering Nora’s question. She quickly slipped the shirt over her shoulders, but when she tried to button it up, she noticed that her usually steady fingers were trembling.   

Gently, but resolutely, Nora pushed her fingers away and took over the task.   
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Luke stared down at the nimble fingers that were buttoning her shirt. For some reason, she found it oddly intimate, like something a wife would do for her husband.   

Finally, she was dressed.   

“See?” Nora nodded with satisfaction. “That wasn’t so bad, was it?”   

 It didn’t feel bad at all – and that’s the problem.  Of course, Luke didn’t say it out loud. She just nodded numbly.   

Nora smoothed a hand over the collar of Luke’s shirt. Her gaze slid up and down Luke’s body, taking in the transformation. “Amazing,” she whispered.   

“What?” She squirmed under Nora’s intense appraisal.   

An embarrased smile danced over Nora’s lips. “I’ve seen you just a minute ago, but still, I can hardly believe what’s beneath your clothes when I look at you like this.”   

Luke looked directly into the forest green eyes. “It would be the best for both of us if you forgot it altogether.”   

“I wish I could.” The answer came fast, without thinking, and was accompanied by a sigh of regret.   

Luke realized that Nora was still grieving for the 

“husband” she had lost.  This is one of the things that I can never give her, no matter how much I try.  With a noise somewhere between a sigh and a groan, she pushed herself upward and stood on shaky legs.   

Before she could climb out of the wagon, Nora opened the flap and stuck her head outside. “Jacob?” she called out.   

“Yeah?” Jacob Garfield’s weathered face appeared at the end of the wagon.   

“Luke would like to have a word with you,” Nora said, then climbed outside and left them alone to talk.   
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Jacob’s dark eyes looked directly at Luke, and she couldn’t help wondering if he looked at her any differently than he had a few days ago.  Does he know? Did Bernice tell him?  Bernice was his wife, after all, and she was supposed to keep no secrets from her husband.   

But Jacob’s expression was neutral and didn’t betray his thoughts. “Glad to see that you’re already up and about. How are you?”   

“I’m fine. It’s not me I’m worried about.” Luke nodded to the front of the wagon, where Nora was busy checking the oxen’s backs for sores. “Jacob, I know you’ve got plenty to do without me asking for a favor, but I’m probably out of commission for a few days, and Nora can’t probably do it all on her own, pregnant as she is.”   

Jacob clapped her on her uninjured shoulder. “Don’t worry. Wayne and I will help out while you recover.”   
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Farewell Bend; 

September 5th, 1851 





NORA SLOWLY STRAIGHTENED her aching back and shaded her eyes with her hand to catch one last glance at the Snake River. They were leaving the wide river at this point and would be traveling over dusty hills to the dreaded Burnt River Canyon.   

Every muscle, tendon, and bone in her body seemed to hurt, but she didn’t dare to complain, afraid that Luke would jump out of the wagon and take over the task of driving the oxen at the first sound of pain from her.   

Luke was acting like the typical ill man – impatient with the healing process, the people who were trying to help her, and with her own weakness. Nora had watched her carefully during the last few days – not only because she constantly had to keep her from getting out of bed, but also because she wanted to see if she could detect changes in Luke’s behavior, now that she knew her true gender.   

So far, the differences she had noticed had been very small, convincing her more and more that Luke hadn’t just pretended to be a man – she had simply acted how she felt most comfortable. Still, Nora had noticed some small changes in Luke’s behavior toward her.   

The aloof distance that had diminished with every mile they had covered since leaving Independence was totally gone now. After an initial awkwardness that had followed the discovery of Luke’s secret, Luke was now slowly beginning to show a softer, warmer side when it was just the two of them. Nora suspected that it had been there from the start, but 399 





Luke hadn’t dared to show it, afraid of being thought of as unmanly.   

The Garfields joined her as she struggled up the hill. “Just a few more days and we’ll catch our first glimpse at the Blue Mountains,” Jacob told the two women with a grin.   

Nora nodded. On one hand, she shared Jacob’s excitement at being so close to the ending of their journey, but on the other hand, the thought of having to cross the mountains worried her. Now that they would need their energy most, the pregnancy made her feel constantly tired, and Luke still hadn’t recovered from her wounds.   

“Oh, don’t worry, girl.” Jacob patted her arm. “I won’t let anything happen to you while your husband can’t take care of you and the wagon.”   

For the last few days, Jacob and his oldest son Wayne had helped her with the tent and the oxen. They had been helpful and friendly, but still, Nora was longing for Luke’s return to her duties. Traveling with the Garfield men was nice, but it was just not the same. Sometimes, they took over tasks for her that Luke had let her handle on her own, trusting her to do a good job. Luke treated her as an equal, and she liked the feeling of self-worth and being appreciated that she got when she was with Luke.   

“Where’s Amy?” Bernice asked when Jacob walked back to his own wagon.   

Nora pointed at the wagon with the end of her whip. “In there, with Luke. They’re taking a nap.” It had proved to be the only way to get the both of them to settle down for some much-needed rest.   

Bernice tugged at her sunbonnet. She eyed Nora’s wagon. 

“Don’t you have any misgivings about letting Amy spend so much time with Luke?”   
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Nora gently prodded Snow White to make the ox move more to the left. She still hadn’t come completely to terms with the fact that her husband had turned out to be a woman, but Nora had no reservations about Luke spending time with Amy. “Why should I? Bernice, you’ve seen Luke with Amy. 

Do you really think that Amy has anything to fear from her?” 

She couldn’t believe that Bernice would think such a thing.   

“What? No, no, I didn’t mean it like that. It’s just...aren’t you the least bit afraid that Luke is going to... influence her? I mean... it’s obvious that Amy worships her. What if Amy models herself after her?”   

“Then I’d be a happy mother.” She didn’t want Amy to choose a life where she constantly had to hide a part of herself, but she did want her to become a kind, courageous, and honorable person like Luke.   

Bernice lifted her eyebrows.   

“I grew up with a father who constantly belittled me if he paid me any attention at all – just because I was not a boy. I know that Luke would never do that to...” Nora stopped herself. She had almost said “our” children. She rubbed her face to chase away the blush. “...to Amy or the baby.”   

“You’re really planning to let them grow up thinking that Luke is their father?” Bernice shook her head in disbelief.   

“I don’t know. At this point, I... I don’t really have a plan,” 

Nora admitted. She had avoided thinking about her long-term future. She hadn’t thought further than reaching Oregon City. 

 And how could I when I don’t even know what Luke wants? 

 The most important thing in Luke’s life is to be regarded as a man. I don’t think she’s willing to risk that by sharing her life with two children who don’t understand the importance of keeping a secret. 
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Bernice pointed at Nora’s swollen belly. “Then I think it’s time to make some plans. This baby is not gonna wait until you figure it all out.”   

Nora groaned and covered her face with both hands for a moment. “I know, I know.”   

“Nora?” Luke stuck her head out of the wagon. “Are you all right?”   

Nora let her hands drop and looked up into concerned gray eyes. “Uh... yeah, I’m fine.”   

“Are you sure?” The concerned gaze traveled down to Nora’s belly. “I’ll take over with the oxen, and you –”   

“No. I told you, I’m fine. Is Amy still sleeping?” Nora asked. Her usually active daughter was suspiciously quiet since she had climbed into the wagon with Luke.   

“No. We’re reading a story,” Luke explained, clearly embarrassed.   

Nora found herself staring at her. “You are reading to her?” She wasn’t sure what she found more amazing: That Luke was willing or that she was able to do that.   

“Well, what I can’t read, I improvise. Amy doesn’t mind.” 

Luke absentmindedly rubbed her shoulder.   

“Stop scratching!” Nora ordered for the hundredth time that day.   

“But it’s itching like h –” With a quick glance over her shoulder at Amy, Luke stopped herself. “It’s itching very much.”   

Nora nodded. “That means it’s healing, and your scratching will only disturb the healing process. I’ll check the wound as soon as we stop for the night.”   

Without another word, Luke disappeared inside the wagon again.   
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“For a woman who didn’t even want to touch Luke when she was bleeding to death, you’re taking this awfully well,” 

Bernice said. “As often as you check the wound, hers must be the best-treated wound ever.”   

Nora gazed down, hoping that her sunbonnet would cover her blush.  She’s making it sound as if I liked treating the wound... seeing Luke half-naked! “I just want to prevent the wound from getting infected, that’s all,” she defended. “If left to her own devices, Luke would change the bandage once a week and be done with it.” Each time, it took longer to convince Luke to take off her shirt than to check and re-bandage the wound. Nora still wasn’t sure whether Luke was uncomfortable with her own body or only with Nora seeing it.   

“In other words, she’s the typical man,” Bernice said, her gaze resting on the wagon where Luke had disappeared. “It’s still so hard to believe that she’s not...”   

 Don’t I know it.  Sometimes, Nora woke up and when she looked at Luke, who was sleeping just a few feet away, she could almost convince herself that it had all just been a dream. Once or twice, when her disbelief became too intense to handle, she had even touched the cheek of the sleeping woman, finding it as smooth and hairless as her own. Maybe this was one of the reasons why she insisted on a daily change of Luke’s bandage – each time, it drove home the reality of who Luke really was.   

The hill they were climbing was getting steeper and steeper, and Nora stopped talking and worrying for a while, trying to concentrate solely on driving the wagon.   
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Flagstaff Hill; 

September 9th, 1851 





LUKE STARED UP AT THE night sky and breathed into her hands to keep them warm. Everything was quiet in camp. Only Luke, who had volunteered to stand guard, one of the few tasks she could do despite her healing wound, and a few of the women were still awake.   

She watched Emmy Larson lift a pot of beans for tomorrow’s noon meal over the fire. Her first instinct was to jump up and take over the task, knowing that the pot was quite heavy. But Nora had needed to restitch the wound twice already because Luke wanted to “play gentleman,” as Nora had put it, and she wouldn’t be amused if she had to do it a third time. So Luke stayed where she was and simply watched the women at work.   

Again, it occurred to her that the women didn’t really need her help. They got up every morning at 4 a.m. – an hour before the men – to cook breakfast, milk the cows, and gather eggs. And every night, they were still at work while their husbands already rested around the fire.   

Except for her childhood in a brothel, Luke had never lived in close quarters with women before. As a ranch hand and later as a Dragoon officer, she had worked and lived only with men and had seen women only from afar. During this journey, she had developed a healthy respect for the pioneer women and what they endured without complaining. For the first time, she had realized how strong women could be. 
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disguise. Most of them were tough and courageous, and Luke admired their gentle strength.   

And, Luke admitted to herself, Nora was the woman she admired the most.   

During the last few days, they had traveled up the Burnt River, one of the hardest stretches of the entire Oregon Trail. 

Following a stony road, they had to cross and recross the river nine times and often had to hack their way through thickets of bush with axes. One of their oxen had dropped dead in his yoke.   

Nora had hid her tears. Silently, she had yoked one of their spare oxen and had driven around their fallen comrade, knowing that they couldn’t afford to lag behind. Not even when they had reached the summit of Flagstaff Hill and looked down at the beautiful Baker Valley, covered with purple sage and colorful wildflowers, had Nora allowed herself to rest her swollen feet for a moment. She was still up, preparing tomorrow’s meals.   

“Stop,” Luke said when the hardworking woman passed her again. “If you do one more thing tonight, I’m gonna get up and help you, the wound be damned! Sit down and rest.”   

“But the laundry...”   

“...will still be there tomorrow. Nora,” Luke said seriously, 

“you’re pregnant, exhausted, and miserable. You need to rest.”   

With a groan, Nora gave up and sat down next to Luke. 

She bent down, trying to reach her swollen feet to massage them without much success.   

Luke watched her contortionist-like attempts for a while. 

Nora’s belly constantly got in the way, no matter how she tried to reach her feet. “Come on.” She waved at Nora’s feet. 

“I’ll rub them for you.”   

405 





“No, no, you don’t have to do this.”   

“You’re carrying my child; it’s the least I can do.” Luke winked at her.   

Nora gave her a small smile and lifted one of her feet into Luke’s lap. “Lord,” she murmured, “with all the walking I’ve done during the last few months, this baby is gonna be able to walk when she is born!”   

“She?” Luke repeated with a grin. She gently began to press her thumbs against the sole of Nora’s foot. “I thought you were sure that it’s gonna be a boy? Or are you having twins?”   

Nora crossed herself. “God, no. To have one newborn during the first winter in Oregon is gonna be hard enough.”   

Luke nodded while she slid her fingers over Nora’s ankle and began to knead her calf. She had to catch her breath when Nora moaned in relief. She forced her thoughts away from the soft skin under her hands and back to the topic of conversation. “Yeah. One baby is gonna put me in enough of a panic as it is.”   

“Oh, I don’t know.” Nora’s grin momentarily chased the exhaustion from her face. “Fathering twins – now that would bolster your manly image!”   

Luke tweaked her big toe. She had to grin, and it occurred to her that this was the first time that someone had made fun of her life in disguise and she had been able to share the mirth. With Nora, it didn’t feel like scorn and mockery, but like a shared secret. Instead of driving them apart as Luke had feared, it was beginning to bound them closer together.   

“Do you think we’ll make it?”   

At the whispered question, Luke turned her head to look at Nora.   

406 





Nora’s smile was gone. The forest green eyes were dark and worried as she glanced west toward the snow-covered Blue Mountains that were rising up in the distance. Her hands were protectively clutching her belly.   

Luke fought the impulse to bend down and kiss the foot resting in her lap. Instead, she smoothed her hand over it in a gesture of comfort. “Yeah, we will.” She looked directly into Nora’s eyes, letting her see her determination.   

“How can you be so sure?”   

“I traveled the Oregon Trail three times before, and I made it every time,” Luke told her.   

Nora still couldn’t stop worrying. “Yeah, but you didn’t have a pregnant woman and a small child with you the other times.”   

“But I also didn’t have the kind of motivation to reach Oregon that I have now.” Luke had said it before she could stop herself. She hadn’t wanted to say anything that would make Nora believe that they would share their lives as a family in Oregon – not when she wasn’t sure if it was what Nora wanted or what would be good for her, and when she wasn’t even sure if it was what she wanted. “I mean... this time, I’m the captain. A whole wagon train is depending on me,” she quickly added.   

“The whole wagon train. Yeah.” Nora moved her foot away from Luke’s lap. “I’m tired. I’m turning in now.”   

Luke blinked at the abrupt end of their conversation and watched her walk away. Slowly, one woman after the other was going to bed until Luke sat alone at the fire.   

Sudden footsteps behind her made her jerk around, her rifle raised.   

“Relax, relax! It’s only me, Bernice Garfield,” the older woman’s voice came out of the darkness.   
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Luke let the barrel of her gun drop and exhaled. She had been coiled tightly during the last week, constantly on the lookout not only for hostile Indians or nature’s dangers but also keeping an eye on her fellow travelers, afraid that they would discover her secret.   

Now it was Bernice of all people who was searching her out. She had avoided Nora’s friend since being wounded. At first, it hadn’t been too difficult since she had been confined to her wagon, but now that she was slowly healing and back on her feet again, it was becoming more complicated to avoid the people who knew her secret.   

While she had managed to avoid Bernice so far, she couldn’t avoid Nora. She had to live every second of every day with Nora’s appraising glances. She constantly wondered what Nora was seeing and thinking when she looked at her like that. Trusting someone to protect her secret, her very life, was scary. She held her breath when Bernice sat down facing her.   

Luke met her eyes across the fire, then quickly looked away.   

“What are your plans once you reach Oregon?” Bernice asked, not bothering to open the conversation with small talk about the weather or the country that lay ahead of them.   

“I want to establish a horse ranch in a green, hilly area a few miles southwest of Oregon City. I’m going to breed Appaloosa horses... like Measles, you know?” Luke pointed in the general direction of her mare.   

Still, the intense gaze didn’t follow her gesture. It remained fixed on her. “I’m not talking about horses. I’m talking about Nora and her children. What will become of them? A woman in her condition needs stability, a home, a husband, not this... this whole confusing situation.”   
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Luke shoved a twig into the fire with more force than was strictly necessary. “I know.”   

“Nora is like a little sister to me, and I won’t have her hurt by the likes of you,” Bernice warned.   

 The likes of me?  Luke repeated bitterly. Still, she appreciated Bernice’s attempt to protect Nora. “I won’t hurt her,” she said softly.   

“Just the fact that you’re not what you pretend to be is already hurting her!” Bernice’s voice was an urgent whisper, just low enough that no one else could hear.   

Luke bit her lip. “That’s not something I can change.”   

“Exactly. Then why keep on trying? Why keep on posing as a man when you’re not?” Bernice sharply shook her head.   

“Bernice.” Nora stepped into the circle of the firelight, making both Luke and Bernice jump. “I appreciate your concern, but... leave her alone. This is who Luke is, and if I can’t respect that, I’m better off leaving her and living on my own.”   

Bernice whirled around. “But you can’t! You have a child and another one on the way – you can’t survive on your own! 

She put you in a situation where you have to choose between starving to death and staying in this more than awkward situation!”   

“There’s a third choice. There always is,” Nora told her quietly. “I could have returned back east with my brother, or I could have made an arrangement with a widower, like Emmy has. It’s my choice. Luke’s not forcing me to stay.”   

“Then why do you... stay, I mean?” Bernice clearly didn’t understand.   

 And neither do I. Why didn’t she jump at the first chance to leave me?  Luke wondered.   
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“I won’t entrust my future and that of my children to a stranger or people who don’t really care about us,” Nora answered.   

Bernice gestured angrily. “And she’s not a stranger?”   

Nora didn’t raise her voice. She looked her right in the eye. “No, she isn’t. I made a decision to trust her when I agreed to marry him... her, and so far, she gave me no reason to regret that decision.”   

“But... but... but she lied to you the whole time!”   

Nora turned her head to gaze at Luke. “Yeah, but only because she was afraid that I wouldn’t keep her secret.”   

Luke gave her a relieved nod, glad that she seemed to understand that her decision not to tell her had nothing to do with wanting to betray her.   

Still, Bernice couldn’t let it go. “But... she’s a woman!”   

“So am I,” Nora told her calmly.   

“That’s not the point. You don’t go around marrying other women!”   

Nora looked down at the ring on her finger. When she glanced up, there was an impish smile on her lips. “Well, apparently, I did.”   

Luke suppressed a chuckle. She didn’t want to annoy Bernice any more than she already had.   

“Bernice,” Nora said insistently, “I know that you don’t understand the life that Luke has chosen. Frankly, I’m still not sure that I understand it myself. But that doesn’t change the fact that she’s a good person. She saved Amy’s life when she fell off the wagon, and she even risked her own life saving Amy from a rattlesnake. She jumped into a ragging river to rescue me. She was almost killed because she took on two cruel men who abused helpless women. She’s a main part 410 





of the reason why we made it this far with far less fatalities than most other wagon trains. And now you act as if all this isn’t important any longer, as if she’s a cruel person out to hurt me, just because you found out she’s a woman?”   

Luke had to swallow against the sudden lump in her throat. 

No one had ever defended her like this. Where she had hung her head in shame and looked away from Bernice’s accusing eyes, Nora was fighting for her honor.   

Bernice was quiet now, clearly at a loss for words.   

“All right. I’m going back to bed now. I just came out to tell you that I forgot to check your wound,” Nora told Luke. 

“You coming?” With a glance over her shoulder, she walked back to the wagon.   

Luke stayed behind for a moment. She turned to Bernice, almost embarrassed at Nora’s passionate defense of her. She wasn’t sure that she deserved being defended like this because she knew that her complicated life and the situation that she had put Nora in did indeed have the potential to hurt Nora.   

“Dear Lord!” Bernice whispered, still looking in the direction that Nora had disappeared in. “Who is that woman and where is the self-conscious young woman who was so afraid to stand up for herself that she let Broderick Cowen torment her for weeks?”   

“She grew up and learned to trust in herself,” Luke told her quietly. She gently touched the stricken-looking woman on the shoulder. “And I think you made an important contribution to that.”   

Bernice closed her eyes, and when she reopened them a moment later, the angry accusation was gone from her expression. “No, you did. She learned to believe in her own worth because you treated her – and every other woman on the train – with respect.”   
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“I’m really not out to hurt her, Bernice,” Luke whispered. 

“If there ever comes a time when my presence in her life will harm her, I’ll just disappear and leave her the ranch. If I’m ever found out again, I’ll leave. I won’t let her live in shame.”   

Without an answer, Bernice turned and walked toward her own wagon.   
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Grande Ronde; 

September 12th, 1851 





A ND I THOUGHT THE ASCENT was hard!  Nora thought, too exhausted to voice her complaint out loud. The climb up this rocky hill had been long and tedious, but the descent was even more murderous. The trail was so steep and rocky that they had to tie the wagons to a tree and slowly zigzagged their way to the valley below.   

Only when their wagon had safely reached the bottom did Nora take the time to admire the idyllic valley of Grande Ronde. Here, at the foot of the Blue Mountains, they had finally left the sandy sagebrush plains behind. This was more like the Oregon that Nora had imagined. The lush valley was encircled by lofty, pine-covered mountains. A clear stream, lined by willows, cottonwoods, and alders, coursed through the valley. Amy’s smeared face told her that there were berries growing in the vicinity.   

Indians were swarming around the wagon train, offering food and horses in exchange for clothing and other articles.   

Nora smiled when she saw Luke’s gaze resting on the handsome ponies that resembled Measles with their spotted flanks. What she wanted wasn’t horses or berries, though. 

What had kept her going for the last few miles had solely been the thought of being able to bathe in one of the numerous springs, creaks, and waterfalls all over the valley. 

The thought of letting her heavy, pregnant body float weightlessly in the water... Nora closed her eyes with a dreamy moan.   

She grabbed fresh clothes and her bar of soap. “Amy?” she called. “Come on, we’re taking a bath!”   
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Amy looked up from the berries she was gathering. “No! 

I’m gonna make a cake.”   

“Let her stay with me,” Bernice said. “I’ll give her a good scrubbing with my own brood when we’re done with the cake.”   

“All right.” Nora smiled. That meant that she could enjoy her bath instead of working to get her berry-smeared daughter clean.   

“Nora!” Luke’s shout stopped her.   

She turned back around, impatient to get to her bath.   

“I don’t think you should go off alone,” Luke said. She pointed at the Indian braves that were riding through the camp. “The Nez Perce and the Cayuse are friendly tribes, but when you take off your sunbonnet, your red hair is gonna attract them like bees to honey.”   

“But...” Nora threw a wistful glance at the waterfall that she could see in the distance. “My bath...” Her shoulders slumped.   

Luke rubbed the bump on the bridge of her nose. “I didn’t say that you couldn’t have a bath. Just don’t go off without protection.”   

“Then you’ll come with me?” She remembered that Luke had stood guard once before while she had taken a bath. But back then, she had still thought of Luke as a man.  So letting her see you now shouldn’t be a problem, right? Since we’re both women...  When she had lived in the brothel, changing or bathing in front of the other girls hadn’t been unusual. But somehow, she knew that Luke’s presence would feel entirely different.   

“Only if it doesn’t make you uncomfortable.”   
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Nora gestured down her heavily pregnant, dust-covered body. “Uncomfortable is what I am right now. I would kill for a bath.”   

Luke laughed. “No need for that. All right, let’s go.” She shouldered her rifle and followed Nora to her choice of bathing places, a waterfall with a small basin just out of sight from camp.   

When Nora began to unbutton her bodice, Luke quickly turned away and busied herself with checking her weapon. 

Carefully, Nora stepped over the rocky rim of the basin and slipped into the cool water. “Ooooh.”   

“Cold?” Luke asked without turning around.   

Nora watched her stiff back. “Yes, but it’s nice.” She let herself sink into the water until it reached her chin. Slowly, her muscles and tendons, which had been overly stressed by the pregnancy and the strains of the journey, began to relax. 

Still, a rest of tension remained in her body. Luke’s presence made her skin tingle, but she ignored it and floated until she felt her fingers start to shrivel.   

Without opening her eyes, she reached out for the soap. 

She felt around on the rocky ledge but felt only hard rock and tickling grass. She opened her eyes. The soap was lying next to her clothes, just out of reach. With a groan, Nora prepared to climb out of the water in order to get the soap.   

“Something wrong?” Luke glanced over her shoulder, then quickly away again as she got a glimpse at Nora’s naked skin.   

“No, I just can’t reach the soap.”   

Covering her eyes with one hand, Luke turned around and blindly began to search for the soap with the other.   

“Luke!” Nora had to laugh at her antics. “You can open your eyes. If you’re not careful you’re gonna...”   
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With a splash, Luke landed next to her in the pool.   

“...fall in,” Nora finished her sentence.   

“Sorry! I’m sorry.” Splashing and sputtering, Luke scrambled to climb back out.   

“Luke! Hey, Luke! Don’t panic!” Nora held on to the now wet shirt. “Now that you’re already wet, why don’t you stay and take a bath, too?”   

She felt Luke’s muscles tense under her fingers. “You know why that’s not a good idea. This is not exactly a remote place, anyone could see me here.”   

“Then at least stay and enjoy the water. Your clothes won’t get any wetter than they already are. I could even wash your hair for you,” Nora suggested.   

“No.” Luke still wasn’t looking at her and took care not to touch her body with any part of hers.   

 Is she ashamed, shy, or disgusted?  Nora gazed down at her own body. A few months ago, her body had been the asset that ensured her survival. She had taken a certain pride in the fact that she had always obtained the highest prices of all the girls in Tess’ establishment. Now, her belly was swollen, her breasts heavy and covered with blue veins, and her formerly smooth skin was marred by stretch marks. Nora realized that men would no longer find her desirable. And Luke, who normally admired the female form, obviously shared their opinion.   

She sighed. “I look hideous, huh?”   

“What?” Finally, Luke turned around to look at her but carefully kept her gaze fixed on Nora’s face.   

“My body.” Nora gestured down. “It’s a good thing I don’t work in a brothel anymore. No one would pay a dime to look 416 





at me, much less anything else. I know that’s not something I should regret, but... I guess I’m just a little vain.”   

Luke stopped in her attempts to climb out of the basin. For a moment, her gaze flitted down Nora’s body, then just as quickly back up until she looked into Nora’s eyes. “You don’t look hideous at all. You’re beautiful.”   

“You’re not just saying that to comfort a pouting pregnant woman?” Nora doubted that anyone could find her beautiful in her condition.   

“No. I was surprised –”   

“By what?” Nora asked when Luke stopped mid-sentence.   

Luke shook her head. “Uh. It’s nothing. Nothing important.”   

“I want to hear it.”   

Luke stared down into the swirling water, avoiding Nora’s eyes. “I never thought that I’d find a pregnant woman attractive,” she mumbled.   

Nora found herself holding her breath. “But you do?”   

Luke nodded silently. She still didn’t look at Nora.   

“Thank you,” Nora whispered.   

Luke’s head lifted. She blinked in surprise. “You’re not angry?”   

Bernice and every other respectable woman in the train would probably expect her to be scandalized about being complimented like that by a woman who posed as a man.  A woman who prefers the company of other women,  Nora reminded herself. But still, she was sure that the warm feeling in the pit of her stomach was not outrage. “No, I’m not,” she said slowly. She took a deep breath, trying to shake off the confusing feelings. “Could you...” She cleared her throat. 

“Could you pass me the soap, please?”   

417 





She watched as Luke pressed her hands on the edge of the pool and heaved her body out of the water in one smooth move. Water rushed down her back and dripped from her clothes. Her shirt and pants clung to her skin. Nora couldn’t help studying the body that the wet clothes revealed.   

When Luke bent down to pick up the soap, she caught a glimpse at strong thighs and a firm bottom.  What are you doing?  she scolded herself.   Just because she said she thinks you’re beautiful doesn’t mean that you have to return the favor! She’s a woman, for heaven’s sake, and you’re not... 

 like that.  She took a deep breath.  It’s just because I’ve gotten so used to thinking of her as a man,  she told herself.   

“Nora? The soap.” Luke’s voice brought her back to the present.   

“Thanks.” She took the soap that Luke held out to her. 

Deeply in thought, she began to scrub her body.   
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In the Blue Mountains  

September 14th, 1851 





“DAMN!” LUKE SLIPPED when she tried to climb into the wagon. Her collarbone bumped against a box of supplies, making pain flare through already hurting muscles.   

Since leaving Grande Ronde Valley, they had traveled over trails so steep that in some places, they had to attach up to ten yoke of oxen to each wagon to navigate the steep grades.   

In addition, the Blue Mountains were densely wooded. 

Often, towering pines and firs blocked the narrow trail. They had to make long detours or hack their way through the dense body of timber.   

Every single member of the wagon train was footsore, weary, and exhausted, and Luke was no exception. Her still not fully recovered shoulder hurt from swinging the axe all day. But unlike some of the others, she knew that they couldn’t afford to rest for a day.   

Far ahead in the distance, she could make out the snow-covered peaks of the Cascade Range, the white cone of Mount Hood looming above the others. Luke knew that the mountains ahead were even higher and steeper, and she could already feel the bite of winter in the air. The fear of snow that could close mountain passes and helplessly trap them made her urge the exhausted emigrants to hurry.   

Their small wagon train had stopped for the night, camping in a tiny clearing. Voices of travelers from other trains were echoing through the woods, but they couldn’t see them or tell how far away they really were. On the winding 419 





roads through the dense forest, they could only see the wagon directly in front of them. Even the sky above them was invisible, blocked out by the tall trees, giving them a feeling of being trapped and closed off from the rest of the world.   

Nora huddled at the other end of the wagon, staying close to the already sleeping Amy. Luke could feel that she was afraid. She jerked each time gunfire echoed through the dark forest.   

“Just another emigrant, hunting for some game,” Luke tried to comfort her.   

Nora bit her lip and nodded but didn’t relax.   

Moving carefully to avoid waking Amy or jarring her hurting muscles, Luke sat down next to her. Up close, she could see that Nora was trembling. “Hey.” She reached out a hand, hesitated for a moment, then gently touched Nora’s arm. “Don’t be afraid.”   

“I’m not,” Nora claimed bravely. “It’s just so cold tonight.”   

It was. Heavy white frost had settled on the outside of the wagon covers, and by morning, ice would have formed on the water buckets. Still, Luke knew Nora well enough to know that it wasn’t just the cold that made her tremble. Very slowly, prepared to stop anytime should Nora flinch away from her, she slid her hand along Nora’s shoulder until she held her in a gentle half-embrace. “Better?” she whispered into the golden-red hair.   

Nora cuddled into Luke’s warm lambskin jacket. “Mm-hm.”   

Luke lifted her other arm and settled it around Nora, too. 

The movement made her groan in pain as her hurting muscles protested.   
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“Your shoulder!” Nora’s sleepy eyes widened in alarm. 

“Did the wound break open again?”   

“No, no.” Luke held on to her when she tried to move away. “I’m fine, just a little stiff from handling the axe all day.”   

Nora raised up onto her knees and pointed to the bedroll in front of them. “Take off the shirt.”   

“What?” Luke pretended not to understand.   

“Take off your shirt,” Nora patiently repeated. “I’ll rub your shoulders for you.”   

Luke shook her head. “You don’t have to do this. You’re as exhausted as I am.”   

“Then you can return the favor after your back rub,” Nora answered. She resolutely gestured down at the bedroll again.   

After nine years as a soldier, Luke knew when she was defeated and had to capitulate. She turned around, her back to Nora, and quickly slipped out of her jacket and shirt.   

Nora’s hand on her shoulder stopped her when she moved to lie down on her stomach. “This, too.” She tugged on the wrappings around Luke’s chest. “I’ll only succeed in rubbing your skin raw if I try to give you a massage while you wear this thing.”   

Luke froze. Didn’t Nora understand how difficult this was for her? Unwrapping the bindings, transforming herself from man to woman, was something that she had only ever done in privacy. “Nora...” She closed her eyes, trying to find the words that would make Nora understand that the bindings weren’t just another article of clothing for her. “Undressing in front of someone... it’s not as easy for me as it might be for you.”   
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“But I’m not just ‘someone.’ I’m your wife.” Nora pointed it out matter-of-factly, without scorn or teasing.   

“That’s what the marriage certificate says, yes, but we both know that our relationship is not that easily defined.”   

Nora tilted her head. The green eyes studied her. “Then how would you define our relationship?”   

Luke had thought about this question a lot during the last few days. “We’re... friends.” It sounded more like a question than an answer in her own ears.   

“Then why don’t you trust me? You trusted Tess enough to let her see you, didn’t you?”   

Luke could hear a trace of bitterness in Nora’s voice. She knew that Nora was probably already thinking about why she found her less trustworthy than Tess. Sometimes, Nora still tended to attribute things to her own perceived shortcomings. 

“That was different,” Luke reluctantly answered.   

Nora didn’t let it go. “Different how?”   

Luke rubbed her tired eyes. This was one question that she didn’t want to answer in detail. “Tess was not just my friend in the traditional sense of the word. I also shared her bed on a few occasions.” It wasn’t something she was particularly proud of, but it had happened, and it gave her friendship with Tess a unique twist.   

“Oh.” Nora was silent for a few moments. “I forgot about that. Again.” A rare blush colored Nora’s cheeks.   

Nora seemed only too willing to forget the fact that Luke’s more passionate feelings were directed only toward women. 

For the most part, Luke was content to let her live in denial, but now she had to clear up a few things before they both could forget about it again.  Or at least try to forget, in my case. 
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Nora was silent for so long that Luke thought the topic was closed. She slipped her shirt back on and began to re-button it.   

“Does this mean that I have to share your bed before I can give you a simple back rub?” Nora asked suddenly.   

Luke’s fingers slipped. She almost tore off a button. 

“What? No! Of course not!”   

“Then unwrap your chest and lie down,” Nora ordered calmly. “If I don’t give you a massage now, you’re gonna be of no use to this wagon train tomorrow.”   

Luke covered her face with her hands. “God!” she groaned. “Have you always been this stubborn, or is it a recent development?”   

“Must have rubbed off on me,” Nora murmured.   

Folding her arms over her still bandage-covered chest, Luke stared down at her. “From me, you mean, huh?”   

“We’ve been discussing this massage for longer than it will probably take me to administer it. I think that speaks for itself, doesn’t it?” Nora didn’t even try to hide her smirk.   

Luke sighed.   

“Luke...” Nora stopped smirking and looked at her with a serious expression. “I know this isn’t easy for you, but we both have to learn to deal with reality. Once we reach Oregon and work to establish a ranch, we’ll only have each other. 

There’ll be no doctor, no priest, and no friends anywhere near us. I’ll be your doctor, your father confessor, and your friend, and you’ll be mine.”   

She didn’t want to admit it, but Luke was deeply impressed by that little speech. Nora was right. She had to learn to trust Nora in every situation. Wordlessly, she took off her shirt again. She waited for Nora to turn around, but when 423 





she didn’t avert her eyes, Luke turned away before she started to loosen the tight bandages that bound her breasts.   

The cold air and Nora’s curious gaze that she could feel resting on her made her shiver. She quickly settled down on her stomach.   

Nora kneeled in the narrow space next to her. Luke could hear her inhale deeply as if she had to mentally prepare herself for her task. She opened her mouth to tell her again that she didn’t need to do this. She almost choked on the words when she suddenly felt Nora’s hands on the bare skin of her back.   

Nora’s skilful fingers quickly found the large knot between Luke’s shoulder blades and began to work on it. 

After a while, her touch moved upward and gentled as her fingers neared the area that had been wounded not long ago. 

Luke felt Nora’s distended belly rub against the small of her back as Nora bent over her. Her whole body began to tingle. 

She clenched her fists around the edge of the bedroll.   

“Relax,” Nora whispered. Her breath flowed warmly over Luke’s ear, making her shiver.   

Luke let go of the bedroll and consciously tried to relax. 

Her attempts didn’t last for long, though, because soon, Nora’s concentrated kneading became a caress. Her fingertips traced along Luke’s spine and explored the shape of her shoulder blades. Warm hands smoothed over Luke’s hips and waist, then trailed upward and grazed the sides of her breasts. 

“Nora!” Luke groaned. She realized that she was gasping, caught between intense arousal and a panic attack. “What are you doing? I can’t relax like this,” she said through clenched teeth.   

Nora didn’t answer. It was almost as if she hadn’t heard Luke, too concentrated on exploring her body. “Your skin...” 
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she murmured. “It’s so soft. It feels like velvet over steel. Not like a man’s at all.”   

A part of Luke was sure that she was imagining things, but for a moment, she thought she had felt Nora’s lips press a kiss to the back of her neck. Confused, she turned around and stared up at Nora. “Nora...”   

Nora’s eyes were taking in her body.   

Quickly, Luke covered her chest with her hands. She hadn’t realized that she would expose her breasts to Nora’s gaze when she turned around.   

Nora laid her hand over Luke’s. Her fingers were only inches away from Luke’s breast. “Don’t,” she said quietly. 

“Don’t hide your body. Not from me.”   

“B-but it’s...”   

“It’s beautiful. You’re beautiful.” Nora gazed down into her eyes, and Luke could find only sincerity in her eyes.   

“Nora.” It seemed to be the only word in her vocabulary. 

She wasn’t even sure what she was begging Nora for – for her to stop or to continue with her gentle touches.   

Nora didn’t answer. Her lips were otherwise occupied as she leaned forward and kissed Luke’s cheek, then her jaw, and finally, her lips skimmed over Luke’s own.   

Luke forgot about her protests. She forgot all the reasons why this was not a good idea as her body reacted to Nora’s closeness and her gentle touches. Her arms slipped around Nora’s back, drawing her closer until Nora’s belly rested warm and comforting against her side. She caressed Nora’s cheek with her thumb until Nora searched her lips again.   

Inebriated by the feel and taste of Nora, Luke lost herself in the kiss.   

“Mama?”   
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Amy’s sleepy voice was like a bucket of ice-cold water that someone had poured out over them. They jerked away from each other.   

Luke quickly pulled her shirt up to cover her chest.   

Her chest heaving, Nora turned toward her daughter while Luke stared at her in shock. “Amy, sweetie, why are you awake? You should be sleeping.”   

“Are you sick?” Amy mumbled around the thumb in her mouth.   

Nora stared at her child. “What? No. Why would you think that, sweetheart?”   

“You moaned,” Amy pointed out. “It waked me up.”   

Luke felt her cheeks grow hot. She was mortally embarrassed to have been caught by the four-year-old. Not knowing how to face Nora or her daughter, she re-buttoned her shirt and quietly slipped from the wagon. She would volunteer to stand guard again, even take two shifts in a row if need be. She needed the long hours alone to think about what had happened.   
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Crawford Hill; 

September 15th, 1851 





NORA LOOKED AT THE Umatilla River that was running west in the distance. They were now very high up in the mountains, but it was not the thin mountain air that made Nora’s head spin.   

Her thoughts were still revolving around last night. Now, in the light of day, what had happened between them seemed almost unreal, but Nora knew that it had not been a dream. 

Luke’s behavior told her that it had been very real.   

Luke had avoided her all morning, keeping ahead of the wagons under the pretense of finding the best way for the wagon train.   

Nora was almost glad about it. It spared her from having to find ways to avoid her. She needed time to think before she was ready to face Luke. She needed to understand her own actions before she could explain them to Luke.   

 So, why did you touch her body, kiss her?  She had tried to seduce Luke before, true, but that had been before she had found out that Luke was a woman. At the beginning of their journey, she had thought that her body was the only thing that she could offer her “husband” in exchange for his protection. 

Now she had learned that she had much more to offer. 

 Keeping Luke’s secret, making everyone believe that she’s a man – that’s your part of the deal. You’re not obliged to give her anything else. So why for heaven’s sake did you do this? 

 God, if Amy hadn’t woken up when she did... would you really have slept with her? 
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Nora didn’t understand it. She didn’t understand herself. 

She tried to tell herself that it was just because she was still so used to thinking of Luke as a man. Even now, Luke was acting like a man, so it was hard to relate to her as a woman.   

Then she sighed and shook her head.  You’ve lied to your customers, to Amy, and all the townsfolk for years, but please, don’t start lying to yourself!  She had been very aware that Luke was not a man when she had kissed her. She had kissed and touched men only in exchange for their money or their protection. Yesterday, she hadn’t thought about money or other selfish reasons. She hadn’t thought at all – she had only felt.   

And it had felt good, Nora admitted to herself. After the unwelcome attentions of her rough, beer-smelling customers, Luke’s soft touches had been... Her eyes fluttered shut as she remembered the softness, the gentleness of it all.   

“Nora? Are you all right? There’s nothing wrong with the baby, is it?”   

Nora groaned. Of course, Luke had to choose this moment to finally return to the wagon. She opened her eyes and met shy gray eyes. “No, I’m all right.”  At least, physically.  She eyed Luke, trying to gauge her mood.   

“Oh. Good, good.” Luke averted her eyes. With a fleeting nod, she started to walk away again.   

Nora hesitated for a few seconds, but she had always met difficult situations head-on. “Luke? I think we should talk.”   

Luke stopped in mid-step. Her shoulders slumped, and she slowly turned back around, still not meeting Nora’s eyes.   

 What does she have to be so upset about?  Nora wondered. 

 She’s shared her bed with women before, so how is this any different for her? 

“I should apologize,” Luke murmured.   
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Nora stared at her. It would be so easy to blame it all on Luke, who already seemed to feel guilty, but that would hardly be fair. “Why are you apologizing for something that you didn’t even start? I was the one who kissed you first, remember?”   

“It was a scary night, closed off from the world in the mountains. You were afraid and overtired, and you wanted to make me feel better –”   

“No.” Nora couldn’t accept the explanations that Luke offered even when it would have been so much easier.   

Luke’s eyes widened. “N-no?”   

“Yes, I was afraid and tired, and I wanted you to feel better, but I didn’t touch you and kiss you because of that,” 

Nora admitted.   

They stared at each other until Luke had the courage to ask, “Then why... why did you do it?”   

“Why did you kiss me back?” Now Nora was the one who avoided having to answer.   

Luke looked away, intently studying the oxen’s backs. 

“You know that I... like women.”   

“So if Bernice or Emmy came over right now and kissed you, you’d return that kiss, too?” It hurt to think that it had been so impersonal for Luke that she could have replaced her with any other woman, but she quickly shoved the thought away. She couldn’t imagine Luke kissing anyone else. She didn’t even want to imagine her kissing Tess.   

“No! No, of course not.”   

“But you did kiss me,” Nora pointed out. She could still feel the soft lips against her own.   

Luke sighed. “Yeah.”   

“Why?” Nora asked again.   
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“It won’t happen again. Let’s leave it at that, all right?”   

 What if I want it to happen again?  Nora froze.  Where did this come from? You’re not like that! You shared your bed with more men than the rest of the train’s women together, remember?  Then another thought occurred to her.  Maybe that’s the reason why Luke’s lips and hands felt so good. 

 After having to submit to so many men’s urges, your body can’t relax with one of them anymore. “No.”   

Luke stared at her, fear and hope mixing in her gaze.   

“Ignoring it won’t make this go away. We’re planning to build a future together; we can’t afford to let this come between us,” Nora pointed out.   

“Oh yeah?” Luke crossed her arms over her chest. For the first time, she looked Nora in the eyes, a challenging expression on her face. “You think that we can’t afford to ignore this, huh? I have to answer your questions when you still haven’t answered mine? You thought I wouldn’t notice?”   

Nora didn’t have to ask what question she was talking about. It was the same question that had kept her awake all night and that had troubled her all day: Why had she kissed Luke? “I don’t know,” she admitted. “The best explanation that I can come up with is that after all these years working for Tess and then enduring the hardships on the trail...” She shrugged. “I guess for once, I just wanted to do something for no other reason but that it felt good.”   

“It... it did?”   

“You didn’t think so?” She had never had any complaints from her sexual partners before. It was the one area where she never had any doubts about her skills, and it felt strange to discover that there was still one area where she was as inexperienced and clueless as a virgin.   
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Luke closed her eyes. The dark lashes against the suddenly pale skin of her face made her appear vulnerable and as feminine as Nora had ever seen her. “It felt heavenly,” she whispered so quietly that Nora could barely understand.   

Nora forced a chaotic wave of emotions back down. 

Instead, she said matter-of-factly, “So, for the protocol, we’ve both enjoyed it, and we’re still determined to build a mutually beneficial life together. Right?”   

Luke could barely nod. She was holding her breath, wondering where Nora was going with this. At least, it seemed to mean that Nora would not break their deal and run away in disgust.   

“Then there’s no reason why we shouldn’t extend our deal a bit,” Nora suggested. “We’ve both had hard lives, so what if we give each other a little comfort every now and then...”   

Luke took a desperate hold on the wagon seat. She had never fainted in her life, but now she felt as if she would make up for that in the next few seconds. She stared at Nora in shock and disbelief. It wasn’t just the suggestion that they could share their bed even though it came unexpected. Luke had dreamed about that for the last few weeks, but she had never even dared to let herself believe for a second that Nora could return that interest. At first glance, it seemed as if Luke’s dream had suddenly come true, but she could feel no joy. Nora’s matter-of-fact suggestion wasn’t what she had dreamed about. An extension of their business deal wasn’t what she wanted. She abruptly turned and walked away.   

“Luke!” Nora started to follow her, but then remembered that she was still driving the oxen and couldn’t just leave the wagon. “Luke! Did I offend you?”   

Anger and disappointment suddenly gripped Luke. She turned back around and shouted, “If that was what I wanted from you, I could have...” She stopped herself, swallowed, 431 





and lowered her voice. “I could have paid to share your bed in Independence.”   

Nora stared at her over the backs of the oxen. Suddenly, the ox team wasn’t all that separated them. A rift had opened up between them. After long seconds of a silent stare down, Luke turned and walked away.   
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Umatilla River; 

September 16th, 1851 





THE INDIAN AGENCY WAS abandoned. Nora had looked forward to visiting with white settlers, maybe even dining in the first frame house they had seen since leaving Missouri. Instead, they camped in wary distance of a large Indian village, finding only dry grass for their exhausted livestock.   

Suddenly, Nora had to fight against threatening tears. She tried to tell herself that it was only the dust from the trail that irritated her eyes, but she knew that it was not. Her very pregnant body simply was at the end of its strength. The trek through the Blue Mountains had exhausted not only her, but every human and animal in the train. And it hadn’t even been the worst stretch of trail that was still ahead of them. To the west, the Cascade Mountains appeared like an impassable blue wall. Mount Hood loomed so high that it looked like a stationary white cloud.   

Nora was afraid that they would never reach their new home. On top of that, she felt that she had lost the person who had been her main source of strength and encouragement during the whole journey. Luke hadn’t talked to her for almost two days, and this time, Nora was afraid to break the silence. She didn’t know what to say to rectify the situation. 

 How could I when I don’t even know what Luke wants to hear? I thought she desired me, but she was so angry, so... 

 disappointed. 

She settled down on a rock on the banks of the Umatilla River, close enough to the circled wagons to hear Amy should she wake up in the middle of the night, but far away 433 





enough to be alone. With hanging shoulders, she stared off into the darkness.   

“Hey.”   

Luke’s quiet voice made her look up. She met the gaze of the turbulent gray eyes for a moment, then lowered her head again.   

“Are you all right?” Luke asked. “You look –”   

“Exhausted,” Nora finished the sentence for her.   

Luke shook her head. “Sad was what I wanted to say.”   

Nora sighed but didn’t answer.   

After a moment, she felt Luke settle down next to her on the rock. “I shouldn’t have yelled at you or ignored you for two days.”   

“Then why did you?”   

Luke scraped the soles of her boots over the pebbles on the edge of the river. “I don’t want to be just another customer for you, buying your physical affections in exchange for protecting and providing for you.”   

Nora’s head jerked up. “You’re not,” she answered vehemently.   

“You offered to ‘extend our deal,’” Luke pointed out.   

Nora wearily rubbed her forehead. If she was honest with herself, touching Luke wasn’t a part of their deal for her. She had phrased it like a business offer to make it easier for herself to explain why she was suddenly contemplating going to bed with a woman. She had tried to convince herself that it wouldn’t be any different from sleeping with one of her male customers when, deep down, she knew very well that being with Luke would be nothing like that. Her shoulders sagged, and she glanced up at Luke through half-lowered lashes. “I didn’t know any other way...”   
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Luke stared at her with intense curiosity. “To do what?”   

“To explain why... why I want to be... close to you.” Nora awkwardly bent down, picked up a pebble, and threw it into the river. She watched the circular waves, anything to avoid looking at the silent woman next to her.   

“You... you do?” It sounded as startled and confused as Nora felt. “You want to be close to me?”   

Still not turning around, Nora nodded.   

She heard Luke take a deep breath. “You don’t need an explanation for that. If you want to be close, that’s enough for me.” Luke lifted the arm closest to Nora, silently offering her an embrace.   

Nora had to smile. This was not exactly the kind of closeness she had thought about. In some respects, the experienced, battle-hardened wagon train captain was still very much an innocent. With an almost amused shake of her head, she turned and moved into Luke’s arms for a careful hug.   

After a few moments of holding each other loosely, not allowing too much contact between their bodies, both relaxed and moved a little closer. Nora rested her face against the crook of Luke’s neck, deeply breathing in the comforting scent of leather, horse, and something that was just Luke.   

 God, this is nice.  Nora realized that she hadn’t been hugged like this in years.   

“This is nice,” Luke whispered, voicing Nora’s thoughts.   

“Uh-huh.” Nora hummed her agreement and slowly nestled closer. During the last few years, touching had been something that went hand in hand with pain and humiliation. 

The feelings of peace and pleasure that Luke’s touch brought were a surprise. She rested her cheek against Luke’s upper chest and closed her eyes. The lack of sight intensified her 435 





other senses. She could feel the hitch in Luke’s breathing and the rapid thrumming of her heart. Her cheek was pressed tight against the roughness of Luke’s shirt. Underneath, she could feel the tight wrappings, and her mind immediately imagined the slight swell of breasts that her cheek rested against.   

Nora didn’t stop to think about her actions. Relaxed and a little sleepy, she acted on pure instinct. She raised her hand and traced the edge of the wrappings in idle curiosity.   

The chest under her hand lifted, involuntarily pressing even closer against Nora’s fingers, when Luke sucked in a breath. “Nora!” Luke groaned.   

Nora looked up into the gray eyes that had now gone dark. 

Her hand stilled on Luke’s chest but didn’t move away. The situation suddenly reminded her of the day years ago when she had first discovered the power that she held over men. 

Luke seemed equally helpless under her touch. Only this time, Nora didn’t plan on taking advantage of it just to ensure her and Amy’s survival. Luke had already promised to give her everything she needed – now she would take what she wanted.   

“Nora!” Luke tried to shake off the gently stroking fingers. 

“I thought we agreed that there’s no need for you to do that.”   

Pulling her hands back, Nora fixed her gaze on the familiar face. “Do you know what I liked about you from the very first day that we met?”   

Luke swallowed heavily, clearly confused at the perceived change of topic. She tilted her head. “W-what? What was it?”   

Nora looked down at her hands. “You never, not even once, treated me like a prostitute. Please, don’t start doing it now.”   

Gray eyes flashed. “I’m not! That’s exactly why I don’t –”   
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Nora quickly lifted her hand again, pressing her fingers against Luke’s lips to stop the words. Once again, she was surprised at how soft those lips felt. “If you avoid touching me and being touched by me just because of my past, if you ignore my right to decide with whom I want to share my bed, out of my own free will, then you are treating me like a prostitute.” The lips under her fingers moved and trembled, but Luke just stared at her without saying anything. “Don’t you think a former prostitute can share her bed... and her body... without it being work, a means to an end?”   

“Of course! Of course, they... you can. But...” Luke shook her head in frustration. “It’s just hard for me to believe that anyone, much less someone as beautiful as you, would want to lie with me without... well, getting anything out of it.”   

“What about Tess?” Nora pointed out the first thing that came to mind. “She did lie with you, and you never paid her for it either.”   

Luke sighed. “She got my friendship and my protection instead of money.”   

“Luke, I know you’re proud of the rank you earned, and you should be, but you were just a lieutenant, so how much protection could you possibly offer her? Don’t you think she would have slept with a general instead if all that she wanted was protection?” Nora shook her head. “She likes you; that was why she invited you into her bed. And that’s why I’m doing it, too.”   

The trembling lips began to move again, no doubt to protest once more. Nora had enough of this discussion. Why couldn’t Luke, who had been the one to convince her of her own worth as a woman and a human being, realize that she herself was likeable and desirable, too? Nora decided to show her instead. When Luke’s mouth opened, she moved back into the embrace and covered Luke’s lips with her own.   
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Luke struggled half-heartedly and gently tried to push her back, but under the determined attack of Nora’s skilled lips, her resistance quickly died down. Calloused, but gentle hands wandered over Nora’s back and began to press her closer against Luke’s body.   

“Nora?”   

Nora almost fell off the rock at the sudden sound of another voice behind her. Working in Tess’ brothel, she had learned never to lose track of her surroundings while she entertained a customer. Even during the most heated kisses she had always been aware of everything that went on around her. But now, she had been totally oblivious to everything but Luke. The hands that clutched her in surprise as Luke jerked back told her that the normally watchful Luke had been equally caught up in their kiss.   

When Nora turned around, she saw Bernice standing behind them, staring at them with her hands on her hips and a hard expression on her normally warm and friendly face. 

“Can I talk to you for a minute?”   

Awkwardly, Nora climbed from the rock. She was in no hurry to have that conversation, knowing that Bernice didn’t want to chat about the weather or tomorrow’s meals.   

“I think I’ll head back to camp and see if Jacob needs my help shoeing that ox,” Luke mumbled. With hurried steps, she disappeared into the darkness.   

 Coward!  Clenching her hands into fists, Nora turned toward Bernice. She didn’t have to wait long for what the older woman had to say.   

“What are you doing for heaven’s sake?” Bernice roughly shook her head. Everything in her voice and body language signaled disapproval.   
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For a moment, Nora was transported back to one of the countless confrontations with her parents. They had found fault in everything she did, too. Nothing she ever said, did, or was had found their approval. “I was kissing the person I’m married to,” she answered with sudden defiance.   

Bernice stared at her. “Nora!” She reached out and gently shook her as if to wake her up. “She’s a woman! Did you already forget that?”   

Nora’s rebellion died down. “No, I didn’t,” she murmured.   

“Then why are you acting like this? It’s unnatural! A sin!” 

Bernice’s dark eyes flashed with anger, sorrow, and bewilderment.   

“Unnatural... a sin,” Nora repeated, more to herself. Her parents had taught her the same thing. Being regarded as a sinner was nothing new for Nora. It was what the upright citizens of Independence had spat at her before crossing to the other side of the street for the last three years. She had always thought that would change should she one day find an honorable, kind person who was willing to marry her – and now that she had, she was still called a sinner.   

“Yes,” Bernice emphasized. “So why did you let her do this to you?”   

Nora grimaced. Of course Bernice would think that Luke had instigated the kiss. In Bernice’s eyes, Luke was a strange, unnatural creature, leading a life that she didn’t understand, so it was only logical for her to assume that Luke had been the one to make unwelcome advances that Nora merely endured out of a feeling of obligation.  Nothing could have been further from the truth. “Luke didn’t do anything to me,” 

she clarified.   

Bernice folded her arms over a chest that was heaving with indignation. “Don’t try to protect her! I know what I saw!”   
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“No, you don’t,” Nora said softly, but with determination. 

“You don’t know anything about this situation.”   

“I know enough to see that you’re only gonna get hurt. If anyone else but me had seen you kissing her...” Bernice closed her eyes for a moment as if she was picturing the described disaster.   

Nora shook her head. “Everyone else still thinks that Luke is a man. No one would have thought anything of it if they had seen us kiss each other.”   

“All right,” Bernice conceded. “But you, you know better. 

You know that it’s wrong to share that kind of intimacies with her.”   

“Do I?” She had told herself the same thing for weeks, but every time she was close to Luke, it felt so very right. For the first time in her life, she had someone who respected her and stood by her, no matter what. Someone who was a loyal friend to her and a wonderful “father” to Amy. How could physical affection with that kind of person be a mortal sin while the cruel groping of her customers had been just a minor offence tolerated by society?   

Bernice reached out and softly touched her cheek, directing Nora’s gaze to meet hers. “Nora, don’t taint your soul with that kind of thing.”   

“I’m not a saint, Bernice. If my soul is tainted, it has been like that long before I ever met Luke. You know what I was and what I’ve done. I’d still be doing it if it wasn’t for Luke,” 

Nora said.   

“So you’re doing this out of gratitude?”   

“No.”   

“What is it then?” Bernice wanted to know.   
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Nora sighed. How could she explain something that she didn’t understand herself? Why did she have to explain her reasons at all? Suddenly, she began to get annoyed. She shrugged, not wanting to say something that would hurt Bernice. She knew that the older woman only meant well.   

“You’re risking perdition without even knowing why? 

Nora, please, think before you rush headlong into disaster!” 

Bernice intently stared at her. “If not for yourself, then at least think about the little ones.” She gently touched Nora’s enlarged belly.   

That had been the wrong thing to say. For all her insecurities regarding her relationship with Luke, Nora was sure of one thing: Luke was the best second parent for her children that she could ever hope to find. She refused to think that Luke’s presence in their lives would hurt them in any way. “I’m going to bed,” she announced, ending their discussion.   

“Not into Luke’s, I hope.”   

Nora abruptly turned back around. The two women stared at each other. Bernice seemed as surprised as Nora was about what she had just said.   

“I’m sorry,” Bernice said after long seconds of silence. “I don’t want to nag you. I know you had enough of that with your parents, but...”   

Nora touched the older woman’s forearm. “I know you don’t understand. How could you when I don’t understand it myself. I just know that Luke... she’s my future. I feel like I was supposed to marry her all along.”   

“A woman?”   

“I know, I know. I can’t explain it, but that’s the way I feel.”   
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Bernice sighed. She knew as well as Nora that this was not something that they would resolve tonight. “Go on, to bed with you, girl.”   

Nora could feel Luke’s presence when she slipped into the wagon. Her skin tingled where the gaze of the gray eyes rested on her.   

“What did she want? Did she... did she see us?” Luke asked meekly.   

“Bernice is a mother – she sees everything,” Nora answered without telling her anything.   

“She scolded you, didn’t she? I’m sorry.”   

Nora was at the end of her patience. “Stop apologizing! 

Why does everyone think they have to take responsibility for my behavior? Kissing you was my choice.”   

“Sorry.” When she saw Nora’s expression, Luke quickly added, “Not for kissing you back, but for implying that you couldn’t make your own choices.”   

Nora smiled and gradually relaxed. Very aware of the Garfields’ wagon right next to theirs, she settled down on her side of the wagon, careful not to come into contact with Luke’s body in the close quarters. She closed her eyes but knew that she would not be able to sleep tonight.   
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Fifteenmile Creek; 

September 30th, 1851 





THE EXHAUSTED OXEN crawled up the steep ravine. With heaving flanks, they stopped as soon as Luke halted and put down the whip. Luke gazed back at the wagon. 

Its condition wasn’t any better than that of the oxen, and their provisions were running dangerously low.   

Luke waited until Nora had reached her side. Heavily pregnant now, she was more waddling than walking, and Luke was constantly worrying about her. She pointed to the fork in the road in front of them. “The one on the right goes to The Dalles and the Columbia, the left one to the Barlow Road. Any preferences?”   

The emigrants had already discussed their options at dinner last night. At this point, the Cascade Mountains stopped their journey, so they either had to float down the dangerous Columbia River on crude rafts or overpriced boats or travel around the south side of Mount Hood over the Barlow Road, known as the worst stretch of road on the entire Oregon Trail.   

“Just the thought of boarding a raft makes me green about the gills,” Nora murmured. “Not that I like the thought of navigating sixty-percent grades any better.”   

Luke gave her an encouraging pat on the shoulder, then quickly pulled her hand away when she became aware of Bernice watching them from the wagon behind them. 

“Great.” She grimaced. “You’re the best-chaperoned lady on this train.”   
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Nora grinned tiredly. “I’m no lady. That’s why Bernice thinks she has to watch me like a hawk.”   

Despite her frustration, Luke had to laugh. “You are more of a lady than any other woman I know. Acting snobbish is not what makes a lady – a good heart is.”   

“Come on, Captain!” Jacob Garfield stepped up to them. 

“Whispering sweet nothings to your wife is not gonna help us across the Cascades.”   

His good-natured teasing told Luke that Bernice was still keeping her secret.  Yeah. But for how much longer?  She was aware of the suspicious glances Bernice constantly sent her way when she stood a little too close to Nora. Straightening her shoulders, she turned to Jacob. “I think the toll road is the better choice. It’s strenuous, but not as much of a gamble as the whirlpools of the Columbia.”   

Jacob nodded and without further discussion, they began the last and hardest part of the journey.   
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Big Laurel Hill; 

October 7th, 1851 





D EAR GOD!  NORA STARED down the almost vertical drop-off. She knew they had to get the wagons down this chute but couldn’t imagine how they would do it without them ending up splintered at the bottom. Laurel Hill was so steep that only a few laurels clung to it, giving it its name. To make it even worse, a cold rain was pouring down, which made the road slippery.   

The road was cut down so deep that Nora couldn’t even see the wagons and oxen at some points, almost as if they were traveling in a dry riverbed. Luke and the other drivers were wading through deep mud on the bank, while all around Nora, the women were carrying their children through the dense brush and over fallen logs next to the road.   

“And here we thought Little Laurel Hill was bad,” Bernice mumbled next to her.   

For Nora, their trek through the Cascade Mountains had been a nightmare. She had struggled down muddy inclines and up steep hills, over roots, branches, fallen trees, mud holes, and frothing streams. Luke had sent her sympathetic glances the whole time, but she didn’t dare to let them rest for long in the mountains, knowing that all their stock would be killed if they were caught in a storm.   

Nora watched as the men chained the wagon wheels and wound ropes around trees to slow down the wagons’ descent. 

A grim-faced Luke shook her head and ordered the men to tie a long tree trunk to the wagons for additional braking. The branches of the tree gouged deep grooves into the wet soil while the first wagon began to inch down the chute.   

445 





Nora clutched Amy’s hand tighter and slowly started down the steep road.   

This time, their wagon was the last to make the descent, keeping Nora in constant tension. With relief, she watched as the wagon reached the end of the scree-covered chute, but a sudden snap made her freeze in horror.   

With an almost human groan, the wood of one front wheel crumpled. The pots and pans in the wagon clattered, and their one surviving hen cackled in protest as the front end of the wagon came crashing down. The oxen lowed when they were suddenly jerked back, and then, everything was quiet.   

Nora only noticed that she had sunk to her knees when Luke wrapped her arms around her and gently pulled her up into her arms. “Hey, hey,” she murmured soothingly. “It’s not the axle; it’s just one of the wheels. I’m sure I can fix it. I just have to unload the wagon and lift it enough so that I can slip the spare wheel on the axle.”   

Nora relaxed against the comforting warmth of Luke’s body against her side. She was glad of Luke’s foresight not to abandon the extra wheel somewhere along the road because of the weight it added to the wagon. “Do we have enough time?” she asked worriedly. Darkness was already falling, and she knew that in half an hour, she wouldn’t be able to see an inch in front of her.   

Luke’s arms clutched her tighter, then let go. “No. It’s gonna have to wait until first light tomorrow morning.” She walked over to the Garfields. “Jacob, I want you to take the rest of the wagons and lead them to the Zigzag River. Camp there, rest the stock, and wait for us.”   

“No.” Jacob and the other emigrants around him shook their heads. “We’ll stay with you and continue together tomorrow morning.”   
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Nora directed a hopeful glance at Luke. As much as she had sometimes longed for some space and privacy on the crowded trail, now she didn’t want to stay behind all alone in the inhospitable mountains.   

“I’m sorry,” Luke directed her words at Jacob but looked at Nora, “but that’s not a good idea. The cattle are exhausted and hungry, and there’s not a blade of grass for them right here. We’d have to keep them yoked all night for fear that they would eat the poisonous laurel that’s growing all around here. Zigzag River is a much better camp.”   

Jacob looked at the weary oxen, at the bushes of laurel, and then back at Luke. Finally, he nodded. “All right. We’ll see you tomorrow.” He turned toward his wagon.   

“Jacob?” Luke called after him. “Do you think you can take Nora and Amy with you?”   

“No!” Nora said and clutched Luke’s sleeve before Jacob could answer. “You can send the others away but not me. Not me. We’re your family, and we’re not leaving you behind.” 

She sent a defiant glance in Bernice’s direction, daring her to object to the term “family.” Bernice met her gaze but said nothing.   

Luke looked into her face as if gauging her determination. 

Then she nodded with a sigh.   

Nora watched as the other wagons slowly continued west. 

As the last formerly white wagon cover disappeared behind the dense wall of pines and firs, a sense of dread robbed Nora of breath.   


*  *  * 

“Come on.” Luke swung the crying Amy up into her arms, instantly making the tears stop. “Let’s build you a nice, cozy nest in the wagon.”   
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The wagon was tilted to one side, standing on only three wheels. The provisions and tools inside had rolled against the board on the side with the damaged wheel, so that left only enough space in the wagon for one person to sleep inside.   

Nora put Amy to bed between the familiar contours of the pickle keg and a sack of flour while Luke cut down the branches of an alder for the oxen to browse on.   

Wordlessly, they set up their small tent right next to the wagon. 

Luke unrolled one of the bedrolls and covered it with their blankets and the remaining bedroll. A slight rain that began to look more like sleet was still falling. A warming fire would be impossible tonight. 

Luke lay down on the bedroll and patted the remaining space right next to her. “Come here. This is the only way of keeping halfway warm tonight.”   

Nora slipped under the blankets, already shivering with the cold. She could feel the warmth of Luke’s skin and inevitably moved closer.   

Luke’s arms slowly settled around her.   

Finally, Nora’s teeth stopped chattering as she slipped an arm around Luke’s waist.   

“Maybe it’s for the best that the others are miles ahead of us. If Bernice saw us, she wouldn’t like this,” Luke murmured.   

Nora cuddled even closer, feeling quite at home in the warm embrace. “No, she wouldn’t – but I do.”   

Luke’s cheek pressed against the crown of her head, and she heard her breathe in the scent of her hair. “Hmm, me too.”   
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Nora lifted up on one hand to look her in the eyes and suddenly noticed that her fingers rested on Luke’s chest. She could feel that Luke was still wearing the tight bandages that bound her breasts. “Isn’t that horribly uncomfortable? To live trapped in those wrappings every hour of every day of your life?”   

“It’s a small price to pay.”   

Nora studied the flat chest under her fingers. “Well, it certainly makes your disguise much more convincing. But what about...” She trailed off, biting her lip.   

“What?” Luke’s voice rumbled low and intimate right next to her ear.   

She knew that they had developed that much trust between them that she could ask Luke anything, but still she couldn’t find the words. Instead, her hand wandered downward from its place on Luke’s chest, tracing down a muscled abdomen and over a strong thigh. “What do you use to make... this look convincing?” She softly pressed her palm against the area in question.   

“Uh.” Luke’s low moan made goose bumps erupt all over Nora’s skin. Luke’s hand shot down and covered her own, staying there as if she wasn’t sure whether she should snatch Nora’s fingers away or press them closer against herself. 

“Careful,” she groaned.   

Nora barely resisted the urge to feel around. “Is it some kind of... prosthesis?” She had heard a few of the girls in Tess’ establishment whisper about such things.   

“No. Just a little padding that I sewed into my pants.” Nora could feel the heat of Luke’s cheek against her head as the experienced trail leader blushed like a young girl. “Could you... move your hand away, please?” Luke’s voice was breathless and husky.   
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If the bulge that she so artfully displayed was just soft padding in her pants, then Nora’s touch couldn’t have hurt her, yet still, Luke was sweating and trembling. Nora leaned over her to look into her eyes. The weight of her swollen belly pressed her hand more firmly against Luke.   

With a growl, Luke surged forward and captured Nora’s lips in a rough kiss. The iron self-control that Nora had always admired finally shattered. With an almost desperate intensity, Luke’s mouth robbed her of breath while her hands were trying to be everywhere, do everything at once.   

“Hey, hey, slow down.” Nora moved back an inch to study the wild expression on Luke’s face.   

Luke snatched her hands away and sat up, all bodily contact between them suddenly gone. “S-sorry. I...”   

“Oh, no!” Nora roughly grabbed her shoulder and pulled her back down. “I’m through with this dance of one step forward, two steps back that we’ve been doing with each other. I’m through with letting Bernice or social conventions dictate each and every one of my actions. You taught me that I have the right and the skills to decide how I want to live my life – and whom I want to share it with. So this is my decision.” Suddenly, she faltered. “Unless, of course, you don’t want this... don’t want me.”   

The answer was Luke’s lips that covered her own again, this time without the desperate urgency, but with a more gentle passion.   

At first, Nora reacted with the practiced response of a former prostitute, but Luke didn’t let her hide in her usual anonymity. Luke’s gray eyes looked intently into her own, leaving no doubt about whom she was with as her trembling fingers began to work the tiny buttons of Nora’s bodice free.   
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instrument. But she hadn’t been nine months pregnant then, and she hadn’t been with someone whose own body was, in Nora’s opinion, as close to perfection as possible. When she had seen Luke’s body, she had been wounded and weak, but even then, Luke had reminded her of the portrait of an ancient goddess of the hunt that hung over her father’s fireplace. 

Strong and muscular, with just a hint of softness that prevented her from appearing unyielding and hard. There was something untamed about her, yet there was a tenderness in her eyes that Nora didn’t dare to think about for too long.   

She held her breath, waiting for Luke’s reaction, when Luke stripped her free of bodice and skirt, revealing her enlarged belly.   

Luke stopped and worriedly hovered over her when she felt Nora stiffen. “What is it? This won’t hurt the baby, will it?”   

Nora’s fingers slipped into the black curls of Luke’s hair, lovingly fingering the soft, cool strands. She couldn’t help being touched by her thoughtfulness. “Don’t worry; the baby’s fine.”   

“It won’t notice if we... when we...” Luke awkwardly pointed between Nora and herself.   

“I don’t think he or she can see through my skin, but if she can feel it, then at least she will know that she’ll be born into a loving family,” Nora said with a grin.   

Luke barked out a surprised laugh at that comment, her nervousness very obvious to Nora.   

“Relax. Despite whatever Bernice might think about it, I came to believe that there is nothing to be ashamed of about this.” Nora slid her fingers down tense shoulders. “Let me –”   

Luke’s nervous rigidity quickly disappeared as she rolled around so that she was on top. She leaned over Nora on her 451 





elbows, very careful not to press against her belly with too much force. Her lips trailed down Nora’s neck and over her collarbone, then ghosted over her breasts in a whisper-like touch until they pressed a kiss against her bulging belly through the thin fabric of her chemise.   

Nora had never had much patience with the awkward fumbling of her customers, but she found the trembling of Luke’s hands as she slipped the skirt down her hips nothing but endearing and sweet. She had never thought it possible, but everything about this experience seemed new and fresh, almost as if she had never shared her bed and her body with anyone before.   

She shivered in the cold mountain air as Luke lifted the chemise over her head, then, in the next second, heat shot through her when Luke’s body pressed against hers again. A strong thigh came to rest against Nora’s center, and she stifled a moan.   

Luke’s long fingers entwined with Nora’s smaller ones, softly stroking a thumb over Nora’s palm while her other hand tenderly cupped a heavy breast. She looked at it as though it was an awesome miracle of nature, and finally, Nora’s gaze followed hers, trying to see what Luke was seeing. Pregnancy had darkened the skin around her nipples and blue veins blemished the normally fair skin.   

Then soft lips closed over her sensitive nipple, and Nora instantly forgot her self-critical examination of her own body. 

Her fingers flexed helplessly against the back of Luke’s head, pulling her even closer.   

Luke’s free hand rasped along the underside of her other breast, making her hold her breath in expectation of where that hand would end up. She could feel the rough calluses on Luke’s palm, testament to years of hard work. They formed a contrast to the gentleness of Luke’s touch that she found strangely alluring.   
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When that hand began a tender massage, Luke pulled her lips away and trailed a line of kisses over Nora’s belly.   

Nora arched upward when a playful tongue dipped into her pushed-out bellybutton.   

Luke’s hands followed her lips downward, making heat flash along the same path.   

“Luke...” Nora found herself gasping for breath.   

“Sssh. Your turn to relax. Don’t worry, you’re safe with me.” Luke’s words tingled against her skin. Then Luke moved back a few inches and loosened the ribbon that held back Nora’s hair. She stared at the red waves that came tumbling down over Nora’s fair shoulders, giving her a look that was innocent and seductive at the same time. “You’re beautiful,” Luke whispered.   

Nora couldn’t believe that anyone could find her beautiful with her very pregnant, trail-dust-covered body, but the awe in Luke’s voice left no doubt about the sincerity of her compliment.   

Luke gazed directly into Nora’s eyes, smoothing an errant strand of hair from her forehead while her other hand drew sensuous circles around Nora’s navel. The intensity of her gaze was almost overwhelming, and Nora felt it like a touch. 

“What do you want me to do?”   

Nora blinked. Thinking and answering questions was becoming difficult under Luke’s distracting touches. “W-what?”   

“How do you want me? How should I touch you?” Luke asked quietly.   

Nobody had asked her that for years, if ever. She gave Luke a tremulous smile. “However you want to.”   
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“No. However you want to. So, what do you like? I can do whatever you want me to... well, except for certain obvious acts, of course.” Luke gazed down at her with an expression that was a mixture of embarrassment and regret.   

Nora suddenly understood. Luke was referring to the fact that physically, she was not a man. Obviously, she was assuming that Nora would think their lovemaking inferior to anything that she could experience with a man. She reached out and touched Luke’s cheek, watching her eyelids flutter shut at the touch. “I got to ‘enjoy’ that particular act in abundance during the last few years. I’m not going to miss it, believe me.”   

Luke still hovered over her. “So you don’t like...?” She stopped and gestured, too embarrassed to finish her sentence.   

“Luke,” Nora stopped the nervous discussion, “all appearances aside, you are still a woman.”   

Wide gray eyes stared at her, almost shocked by those words. Luke waited warily for wherever Nora was going with this line of reasoning.   

“When it comes down to it, our bodies are basically the same. You know what would feel good to you, so why not just assume that I’d like it, too?” Nora suggested.   

Luke took a deep breath. She was still nervous but finally nodded and lowered her lips to Nora’s again. Her eyes still locked to Nora’s, she slowly opened the drawstring closure of Nora’s drawers and slid the undergarment down her body. 

The gray eyes glittered with curiosity and something else that Nora couldn’t identify so readily when she looked down at Nora’s naked body.   

Nora shivered under the intense gaze.   

Putting it down to the coldness of the mountain air, Luke moved over her. The blanket that still covered Luke’s 454 





shoulders settled over both of them, blocking out the rest of the world.   

Luke tenderly smoothed the tip of her finger down Nora’s cheek, then kissed the curve of her neck. The warm touch of Luke’s lips explored the arch of her collarbones, then trailed open-mouthed kisses over her chest until they nuzzled Nora’s breast, this time without the barrier of her chemise.   

Nora shuddered. Her fingers clutched Luke’s shoulders, holding her close against her.   

Luke moved back a few inches to look up at her with concern in her eyes. “I’m not hurting you, am I?”   

The words, spoken so close against Nora’s skin, only increased Nora’s shivering. “No,” she said, reaching down to smooth back the short, unruly dark hair that fell into Luke’s forehead. “But with me being with child, they’re very sensitive.”   

“Oh.” Luke softly stroked the side of a breast. “I didn’t know that.”   

“That doesn’t mean you have to stop. It feels very nice,” 

Nora told her.   

A slow smile curled Luke’s lips before Nora lost sight of them as the tender touches continued and she closed her eyes.   

Luke slowly moved down her body. She stopped at Nora’s belly. She laid both of her palms against the swell of her abdomen as if to establish some kind of contact.   

Nora had assumed that Luke would ignore her belly and just try to work around the limitations that came with her pregnancy. The reverent kisses that Luke placed all over her belly brought tears to her eyes, and she quickly wiped them away, knowing that Luke would only become concerned if she saw them.   

455 





Luke laid her cheek against Nora’s belly, pressing her ear against her skin.   

“What are you doing?” Nora lifted her head from the bedroll. She couldn’t help smiling as she looked down at Luke. Physical relations had never been like this for her. With every one of her other partners, the sexual act would have already been over by now, but Luke hadn’t even touched her most intimate areas and seemed in no hurry to do it.   

“Hush.” Luke’s ear was still pressed to Nora’s belly, her expression one of intense concentration. “I’m talking to your daughter.”   

Nora swallowed down the sudden lump in her throat. 

“What’s she saying?” she whispered hoarsely.   

Luke grinned. “She’s complaining.”   

“About what?”   

Luke pretended to listen again. “She says all that rocking and squirming of her... temporary home is keeping her awake.”   

“Well, tell her it can’t be helped.” Resolutely, she pulled Luke down against her body again.   

“Sorry, little one,” Luke whispered against her skin, “your temporary home says it can’t be helped. You can get back at her for keeping you up all night later this year.” With one final kiss to the swollen belly, Luke moved on, raining kisses across the rounded curve of Nora’s hip.   

“All night?” Nora gasped when the warm lips wandered down her thigh, and then nuzzled the sensitive spot behind one knee.   

Luke hummed her agreement against Nora’s calf. She rubbed her cheek against the soft skin of Nora’s ankle, 456 





reminding Nora of a big, purring cat, then tenderly kissed a blister that had formed on Nora’s heel.   

The kisses continued until Nora felt that every inch of her had been worshipped. Despite still being fully clothed, Luke made love with her whole body and to Nora’s whole body, not just the one part of it that men usually concentrated on.  I wonder if it’s always like this with a woman? 

Then all thoughts ceased as Luke’s lips found the one spot on her body that they hadn’t touched yet. Her eyes snapped open. “W-what... what are you doing?”   

Soft hair tickled Nora’s thigh as Luke lifted her head. 

Uncertain gray eyes stared up at her. “You don’t like it?”   

“No. I mean... I... I think I do... enjoy it, I mean.”  Lord, and here I thought I was the experienced one! She’s only ever been with one person in her life, and yet she’s making me tremble and stammer like a virgin on her wedding night. 

Suddenly a thought occurred to her.   

Luke reached up a hand to trace the smile on her lips. 

Automatically, she echoed it with one of her own. “What are you smiling about?”   

Nora kissed the fingers on her lips. “Well, it just occurred to me that this could be considered our wedding night.”   

She felt Luke’s body jerk against hers in surprise. Then Luke laughed, a sound that rumbled through Nora and made goose bumps break out all over her skin. “Great!” she frowned playfully. “Now you’re making me nervous.”   

Nora threaded her fingers through Luke’s hair. “You’ve got nothing to be nervous about. You’re doing great,” she assured her and meant it.   

They stared into each other’s eyes for endless moments. 

Their lips collided in a deep kiss.   
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Nora broke the kiss with a gasp when Luke’s hand slipped between her thighs. Her hips surged up to meet the gentle touch.   

“Like this?” Luke asked, continuing with the light, slow strokes, barely brushing against Nora.   

Dazed, Nora looked up into her face. Luke’s question held no trace of the smug teasing of some of her former sexual partners. Luke was asking for guidance. She struggled for breath. “Y-yeah. This is... Good God!” She moaned when Luke’s fingers began a circling motion. “It’s nice.”   

Luke leaned closer, pressing her lips against the thudding beat of the pulse at the base of her throat. The movement made her fingers dip into Nora.   

A moan escaped Nora’s parted lips. She bucked against the gently invading fingers, clutching at Luke in wordless desperation.   

“All right?” Luke tried to move back to study her face, but Nora held her close.   

“Don’t stop!” Nora panted. She could already feel the pressure grow in the pit of her stomach.   

Luke began to move her fingers, still torturously slow, exploring, discovering, in no hurry to drive Nora over the edge.   

Nora roughly shook her head back and forth. She moved her hips faster, trying to get Luke to pick up the pace, but Luke was having none of it.   

“Relax. Enjoy.” The hot breath washed over Nora’s ear as Luke whispered to her. “We’re not in a hurry.” She withdrew her fingers, then slowly eased them back inside.   
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Nora met the movement with a moan. Her belly and her sensitive breasts rubbed against Luke. Heat shot through her. 

“Maybe I am,” she groaned. “Luke...”   

“Hmm?” Luke experimentally smoothed her thumb over the firm nub.   

“Luke!” Nora threw her head back as another wave of heat shot through her.   

Luke’s lips immediately took advantage. She nibbled on Nora’s throat, then began to suck at the sensitive spot just under one ear while her fingers continued their unwaveringly slow movements.   

Nora squirmed and wrapped a leg around Luke, drawing her closer. “Please!” she gasped.   

All movement stopped for a moment. Luke stared into Nora’s half-closed eyes. “Tell me what you want me to do.” 

There was still a hint of insecurity in her voice even though Nora’s body insisted that Luke knew exactly what she was doing.   

Nora stared up at her, for the first time helpless to voice her desires. She wasn’t even sure what she wanted. Luke’s slow, gentle touches were driving her crazy, but at the same time, she didn’t want it to end so soon. Slowly, she rolled around, careful not to lose the connection between their bodies, until she was leaning over Luke. She waited, unsure if Luke would be comfortable with being the one in the more submissive position.  Being on top is the traditionally male position, and if Luke...  Her thoughts and worries died away when Luke began to move her fingers again.   

Nora bit back another moan. Sitting astride Luke’s muscled hips, she began to rock against the gentle fingers.   

Luke brought her free hand up, resting it in the small of her back to steady her and hold her even closer.   
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Nora leaned forward. She searched Luke’s lips with her own, moaning into her mouth. Her hips began to move faster, and this time, Luke willingly followed the pace that she was dictating.   

Blood roared through her ears, and she could no longer understand the words Luke whispered to her.   

Luke pulled her closer and sat up until Nora was sitting in her lap.   

The rough fabric of Luke’s shirt rasped across her sensitive breasts. Nora gasped and rocked even faster. 

“Luke.” She groaned when the ball of pleasure in her lower belly began to spread. She flung her head back.   

Then Luke’s mouth was on her heaving breast, grazing the tip with gentle teeth.   

Nora dug her fingers into Luke’s back to anchor herself as the tremors began deep inside her. With a cry, she collapsed, only Luke’s steadying hand keeping her from falling.   


As if from some distance away, she felt Luke gently ease her down. “Nora,” she whispered, over and over, “Nora.” It sounded almost like a prayer. She kissed away the droplets of sweat that glittered on Nora’s chest and face. “Hey. Are you all right?” Luke smoothed damp hair away from Nora’s face with the back of her fingers.   

Nora could only nod. She lay there, dazedly pressing her flushed cheek against Luke’s still covered chest. She could hear the frantic thumping that matched the rhythm of her own heart.  Lord, that was...  She allowed herself a few moments to revel in those feelings, then strictly shook her head at herself. 

 What are you, some love-sick young girl? So it was a lot more pleasant than being with a customer, but that’s hardly a surprise, is it? 
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Being with Luke had been exactly as she had thought it would be – a bit hesitant at first and very, very gentle with just the right amount of passion thrown in. Luke had been the gentle and considerate lover that she had expected her to be. 

What Nora couldn’t have predicted, though, was her own reaction.   

It wasn’t only that Luke had managed to bring her to climax – although that had never been a given in the past. The realistic former prostitute in her knew that that was really only mechanics. What surprised her were the emotions that Luke’s touch had evoked in her. Gone was the clinical distance that she had felt with her customers. For the first time in years, she hadn’t been Fleur when she shared her body with someone. She had been Nora.   

Luke gently kissed her cheek, almost as if she were unsure whether she was still allowed a more intimate kiss now that their act of physical loving was over. “Was I... was it enough?” she asked, her gaze never leaving Nora’s face.   

Nora could practically feel waves of insecurity flowing from Luke. She wasn’t sure what made Luke doubt her ability to please her in bed – her lack of male “equipment” or the fact that she had so much less sexual experience than Nora. 

“Enough?” she echoed, hardly stopping herself from rolling her eyes. “God, Luke, this was so much more than just adequate. Is it always like this with a woman?” she asked with honest curiosity. Most men she’d met believed that a woman existed solely to provide for their comfort, but Luke had concentrated only on Nora’s pleasure.   

Luke halted in her self-imposed task of raining kisses down on Nora’s face. For the first time in months, she was smiling and carefree. “Well, it’s not like I have vast experience with a lot of women. I’ve only ever been with Tess, and no, it was never like this between us.”   
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Sharing Tess’ bed had always been a guilty pleasure for Luke. She had enjoyed Tess’ talents, yes, but deep down, there had always remained that nagging belief that it was wrong and unnatural to have physical relations with another woman. Now, with Nora, Luke couldn’t believe that any longer. It felt honest, wonderful, and very, very right.   


*  *  * 

Nora lay in silence. She could feel her heartbeat quiet and her breathing slow. After a while, she pushed up on her elbow, slid the suspenders off Luke’s shoulders, and started to undo the buttons of her shirt.   
“You don’t have to do this,” Luke’s husky voice stopped her.   

Nora playfully pushed her back down. “Shut up, Mister Hamilton.”   

Luke lay still and stared up at her. “You know that there’s no Mister under these clothes, don’t you?” she asked quietly.   

Nora pressed a kiss to the collarbone that she had just laid bare. “I wouldn’t be doing this if there was.”   

“Really?” Luke looked at her in disbelief. “You... you want to touch me because of my body, not in spite of it?”   

Nora rested her chin on her hand to stare down at Luke. 

“Why is that so hard to believe? You prefer touching a female body to that of a man, too, don’t you?”   

“Yeah, but I’m hardly the norm, and you...”   

“...and I found out that I’m not all that different from you in that regard,” Nora interrupted. “I haven’t been attracted to a man in so long, and it really surprised me that there was something about my new husband that was so appealing to me.” She grinned down at Luke. “Well, I guess now I know what that ‘something’ was that made you so special, huh?”   
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She reached out to open the second button, but Luke’s hands stopped her again. “Nora...”   

“Don’t do this to me,” Nora said quietly.   

“To you?” Luke echoed.   

“Yeah. You brought me great pleasure, and now I want to touch you, too.”   

Luke squirmed uncomfortably. “I’m not sure that I can... 

or should. What if...”   

“Luke, you have trusted me with your gun, with the oxen, and the wagon. You even trusted me with your secret and your very life. Please, trust me with this.”   

“Are you sure that you want to do this?”   

“I wouldn’t have initiated this if I wasn’t. I’m not some wide-eyed, innocent girl, Luke. I know you, and I know myself.” Nora smoothed her hands over tense shoulders. “I will neither be surprised nor abhorred by your body. You don’t have to keep up the façade of a man. Not with me.”   

Luke stared up at her with almost childlike wonder. Then she sadly shook her head. “You want to make love to a woman, but I don’t know how to be anything but a man.”   

“I don’t want you to act like a woman, nor do I want you to act like a man. Don’t act at all – just be yourself, all right?”   

Luke gave her a shaky nod. “I’ll try to remember just who exactly that is.”   

Nora raised herself up on her knees. Her belly soothingly rested against Luke’s side as she undid button after button. 

Finally, she slipped the shirt off the strong shoulders. “Lift your arms,” she ordered, and then helped Luke to slip the sleeveless undershirt over her barely healed shoulder and over her head.   
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Then, both of them sat and stared down at the coverings around Luke’s chest.   

Nora’s first impulse was to take them off as fast as possible, but then she paused. Luke had let her make all the decisions, had made sure that she felt comfortable at every turn while she had made love to her. Now, she would do the same for Luke. “Would you be more comfortable if we leave that in place for now?” She nodded at the thick bandages that held down Luke’s breasts.   

“Would I be more comfortable? Yeah.” Luke let out a shuddering breath. “I’ve never let anyone touch me... there, and I’m not sure I can –”   

“Hey.” Nora lifted one strong hand to her lips and kissed it. “No expectations and no pressure, all right? I’d like to see and touch you, all of you, but if you can’t do that, you just tell me and we can find another way.”   

Luke hesitated. She had wanted this to be about Nora instead of about whoever she was with, had wanted to let her experience whatever gave her pleasure, but she hadn’t expected that it would be her body that would please Nora. 

When she had dreamed about making love to Nora, she had never thought about Nora reciprocating. Slowly, she straightened her shoulders. “I do trust you. Let’s take them off.”   

Nora reached out her hands, but then stopped again. “Do you want to do it yourself?” Maybe Luke would feel less nervous if she could control what they did and when they did it.   

Luke nodded. She awkwardly reached around her chest to find the secured ends of the wrappings. Slowly, she peeled back layer after layer of the bandages, uncovering the soft skin beneath.   
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Nora watched the process without moving. She studied the small breasts, so much firmer than her own. The fair skin of Luke’s chest contrasted with her tanned neck, face, and arms. 

Her gaze wandered over the defined muscles of her abdomen, over powerful shoulders until it reached strong, but gentle hands.   

Luke was a curious combination of male and female characteristics. Nora was sure that the only lover that Luke had ever had and the lovers that she might have in the future would find whatever she wanted to find in Luke – a gentle man or a strong woman, whatever she preferred to find. Luke, desperate for some affection, would play every role that her lover expected of her.   

In the beginning, Nora had been no different. She had wanted a loyal husband and a kind father, and Luke had been both. Now she wanted to experience making love to a woman, and Luke willingly revealed her female form. Her whole life, Luke had played a role to survive, and she had become so adept at it that she could no longer separate the role and the person behind it.   

A sudden determination gripped Nora. She promised herself that she wouldn’t try to force Luke to fit into any mold, may it be that of a man or that of a woman. She would accept every part of Luke equally.   

The longer Nora just sat and looked at her, the more uncomfortable Luke felt under the intense scrutiny. She crossed her arms in front of her chest, covering her exposed breasts.   

Nora looked away from her body and directly into her eyes.   

Luke could see no judgment in the forest green eyes, only admiration, affection, and a hint of desire. Some of the officers’ daughters in Fort Leavenworth had looked at her 465 





with the same expression, but Luke had always known that it was directed only at the carefully prepared illusion that she presented to the world, not really at her. She had never thought it possible that anyone would ever look at her this way without her disguise.   

“Don’t be afraid,” Nora whispered to her, “I won’t hurt you.”   

The soft reassurance calmed Luke and made her even more nervous at the same time because it showed her how much their roles had changed. Now Nora was the protector, and Luke was the scared woman.   

Nora reached for Luke’s hand and pressed a kiss against the palm, then to every one of the fingers that had brought her so much pleasure. Next, her lips caressed the tiny hairs on Luke’s forearms and pressed soft kisses to the bend of her elbow. She slid her palms over the tense shoulders, kneading them for a moment before her fingers dipped into the hollow at the base of her throat. This spot seemed so vulnerable, so female, that Nora couldn’t help pressing a tender kiss against it.   

She could feel the strong muscles vibrate beneath her hands and lips. Her gaze flickered up to the familiar face. 

“Tell me if it gets to be too much,” she told Luke.   

With gentle fingers, Nora traced the arch of Luke’s ribs and trailed a single finger over the outer swell of her breast.   

Luke stiffened. She was trembling and almost hyperventilating under Nora’s touch, and Nora could see that it wasn’t just caused by arousal. Being touched as a woman was scary for Luke, and yet she made no move to turn away or hide from her.   

The trust that she could see in the smoky gray eyes took Nora’s breath away. “How does this feel?” she whispered, stroking the breast.   
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“I can’t decide if I want to run away or grab your hand and press it against me more firmly,” Luke answered hoarsely.   

Nora bent down, letting her breath wash over one hard nipple. “Well, I pronounce myself in favor of option number two, but there are other ways to do this if this is too much right now. Just tell me what you want me to do. What did Tess –”   

“No.” Luke touched her lips to silence her. “We’re not in a brothel; you’re not Tess, and I’m not a customer. This is me and you.”   

Nora nodded. Secretly, she was very pleased with that answer. “So, we’re turning over a new leaf, huh?”  New land, new life, new roles. 

“Let’s try. I think we could both do with some changes in our lives.”   

“Well, then let’s change you out of these clothes for starters,” Nora suggested, trying to introduce some playful humor into the tense situation. Sexuality hadn’t been fun for her in the last few years. It had been a means to an end, sometimes even a matter of life and death. With Luke, it had been wonderful and fun. She had enjoyed the little playful gestures, like the conversation with the unborn baby, that Luke had used to relax her. She would try to do the same for Luke.   

Slowly, she worked the button of Luke’s pants free and pushed them down over slender hips. When the pants pooled around Luke’s ankles and Nora pulled them off, she curiously eyed the phallus-shaped padding that Luke had sewn into the crotch of her pants. “I’m impressed,” she said with a little smirk.   

“It’s not that big,” Luke protested.   
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Nora laughed. “Not with the size of this... thing, I’m impressed with your skills as a seamstress.”   

“Oh, yeah, of course.” Luke blushed, and this time, Nora could follow the path of that blush until it reached her chest.   

 God, she’s sweet, Nora thought. “Lie with me,” she said with a smile. She waited until Luke had settled down on the bedroll again, then reclined on her side to Luke’s right. 

During the last two months of her pregnancy, she hadn’t been able to lie on her back for too long. Her back was already aching a little from the earlier exertion, but she ignored the discomfort, concentrating solely on Luke. She curled her body against Luke’s side as much as her large belly allowed her to and nestled a thigh between Luke’s.   

For long seconds, they lay pressed against each other without moving, Luke’s finely muscled torso molded to Nora’s soft curves. Their breasts brushed against each other, and Luke sucked in a breath. She had never experienced a sensation like that before.   

She concentrated on that feeling until Nora’s thigh gently nudged her legs farther apart and pressed against her center. 

She groaned but relaxed a little. This was a sensation that she knew from her encounters with Tess.   

But Nora didn’t content herself with doing the things that Tess had done to her. Instead, she started to place a long line of kisses down Luke’s neck, over her shoulder, and then, in smaller and smaller circles, around one of her breasts. The golden-red hair fell like a curtain onto Luke’s chest, blocking out the sight of Nora’s lips on her breast.   

Quickly, Luke reached out and brushed back the reddish strands. She needed to see to fully realize that this was her body that Nora was making love to.   

Nora’s lips formed a sensuous “O” as they wrapped around Luke’s nipple. The gentle sucking would have made 468 





Luke lose her balance if she hadn’t already been lying down. 

She helplessly rolled her head from side to side on the bedroll. “Nora,” she groaned. With Tess, she had always hated that helpless need in her voice because it made her feel vulnerable and out of control. The effect that Nora had on her body and her mind was even stronger, but she trusted Nora enough to let her see the person behind that tough, in control exterior.   

Nora’s nose bumped against the underside of the other breasts as she moved over to lavish kisses on it.   

The soft sighs and murmurs of pleasure that escaped Nora’s mouth as she caressed, kissed, and nibbled Luke’s breasts were as astonishing for Luke as the touches themselves. She had never imagined that someone could get so much pleasure from her breasts. For Luke, they had always been more of an annoyance.  Jesus!  Luke arched her back as Nora gently bit her nipple.  Guess she’s on a mission to change that! 

Nora created a path of heat as she moved downward with sensuous licks, playful nips and a variety of kisses. The muscles under her lips spasmed as she dipped her tongue into Luke’s navel, and then sucked on the soft skin just an inch below.   

She scraped her fingernails over the few fine hairs that were dotted below Luke’s navel. Her fingers stopped when they reached the patch of dark curls. Nora looked up, watching for Luke’s reaction. She raised a questioning eyebrow.   

Luke’s face was flushed, but she nodded at Nora to continue.   

With a hint of disbelief, Luke watched the slender fingers comb through the curly hair between her legs. She had never thought that she would see Nora do that outside of her 469 





dreams. She shuddered when the fingers grazed the sensitive flesh beneath. Lifting her head to look up at Nora, she took in the expression of quiet wonder on her face.  This is new, scary, and wonderful for her, too, she realized. The realization that Nora wanted her, desired her, was overwhelming. Luke had never thought that there were other women who loved women – and could maybe even love her. 

Then her head fell back down onto the bedroll as Nora touched her a little more firmly.   

Nora’s lips, warm despite the cold air around them, followed the path of her hands. She nuzzled the dark curls, then kissed the soft skin of a thigh.   

Luke gently touched a strand of red hair, needing to connect with Nora.   

Dark green eyes looked up at her, and Luke felt her heart begin to beat even faster under the heat of that gaze. Tess had always looked at her with affection and told her she enjoyed the “change of pace” of being with a woman every once in a while, but Luke had never seen the raw desire that she had felt reflected back at her.   

Now she did. Nora was not an emotionally unaffected participant in this.   

Luke quickly let go of Nora’s hair as Nora’s lips wandered up her inner thigh, afraid to hurt her should she lose control. 

She didn’t want to do anything that might remind Nora of the experiences she had at the hands of some customers in the brothel. She clutched at the bedroll instead, desperately trying to anchor herself.   

Nora took a deep breath. She gasped at the muskiness that she had breathed in unintentionally. To her surprise, there was nothing revolting about the way Luke smelled. She breathed in again, then lowered her head and kissed Luke’s most intimate place as she would kiss her lips. She had told 470 





Luke just to do to her what she thought she might like having done to herself, and now she was taking her own advice. She had enjoyed the rather unexpected sensation when Luke had kissed her between the legs.   

With her customers, Nora had always despised using her mouth on them. Some of them had been kind and gentle with her, but still, the experience was much too intimate to enjoy with a stranger. But when Luke arched up against her lips, a wave of pure joy pulsated through Nora’s body.   

Experimentally, she flicked her tongue over the swollen nub she could feel under her lips.   

The strong legs under her hands stiffened as Luke bucked her hips.   

She reached out a hand, gently urging Luke’s fingers to let go of the bedroll and entwine with hers. She playfully rubbed her nose against Luke’s inner thigh and felt her shudder when her warm breath met Luke’s center. Her tongue slid into Luke’s warmth again, tasting her.   

Luke’s hips began to rise and fall under her mouth, and Nora held on to her thigh not to lose her place. The taste of Luke on her lips and the strong body moving against hers were intoxicating. Nora felt drunk with joy and power.   

Luke’s thighs pressed intimately against her ears, drowning out the moans and the breathless panting.   

Nora curled her lips around Luke’s clit, just holding it for a second. She could already feel the gentle pulsing begin.   

“Nora!” Luke groaned. “God, Nora.” Her free hand cupped Nora’s cheek, neither pushing her away, nor forcing her closer, just establishing another connection between them.   

Nora blinked away the tears that suddenly burned in her eyes. She closed her lips over Luke and started to suckle. 

“Good?” she whispered against Luke.   
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Luke trembled and quivered under her. “I-it’s – Nnnnngh! 

Nora!” The words died on her lips as Nora’s touch continued. 

Luke moved her hand restlessly against Nora’s face.   

A slow pulsing started in her own belly as Nora felt the convulsive tremors begin against her tongue.   

Luke stiffened, her legs closing around Nora and pressing her even closer against her. With a hoarse cry, she fell back onto the bedroll.   

Nora gently kissed the pulsing nub once more, then quickly moved up, sliding against the sweat-dampened body. 

She settled down on the bedroll next to Luke and leaned up on her elbow to study her.   

Luke lay still, her heaving chest the only movement. Her eyes were squeezed shut. As Nora watched, the gray eyes fluttered open and stared up at her. The expression in the depths of those eyes was wild and tender at the same time. 

Luke sat up so fast that Nora almost flinched back, but Luke wrapped her arms around her so fast that she never got the opportunity to move back even an inch. “Nora,” Luke said.   

Nora wasn’t sure whether it was the intensity of that single word or the close embrace that suddenly made her heart thump in her chest. She brushed her lips against Luke’s temple and held her close. She could feel how agitated Luke was. “Hey, hey, are you all right?” She pulled Luke even closer, enjoying the feeling of their bare bodies pressing against each other.   

Luke gave a shaky nod. She leaned forward and kissed Nora with languid slowness, then jerked back for a moment when she tasted herself on Nora’s lips before she deepened the kiss again. “I love you,” she whispered against Nora’s lips.   

Now it was Nora’s turn to jerk back. “Luke,” she said slowly, warningly. She moved away from the tight embrace, 472 





holding Luke at arm’s length, physically and emotionally. “I can imagine that this was an overwhelming experience for you, and I know that in the heat of passion –”   

“The heat of passion is not why I fell in love with you,” 

Luke protested. “I experienced the heat of passion with Tess, but I never thought I was in love with her. I don’t love you because you shared the bedroll, your body, and this incredible night with me. I love you because...” She thought for a moment, then shook her head. “There are too many reasons to even count. Nora, you are a wonderful woman, and the way you grew into yourself during this journey... it just takes my breath away. I know in my heart and in my soul that you’re the right one for me. Can’t you feel the connection between us?” She turned desperate eyes on Nora, silently pleading for a sign that her feelings were returned.   

Nora touched her cheek in a calming gesture, and Luke immediately pressed her face into the soft touch. “Of course I do,” Nora said. “I know that we have formed a very special friendship during the last few months. But love? I thought we agreed that love is not for us? Remember back at the Boise River?”   

“I changed my mind. You changed my mind,” Luke said with a sad smile. It hurt to know that Nora didn’t feel the same even if Luke had never really believed that she would. 

For one second, she’d almost let herself believe that what she had always thought impossible could really be true.  You should have known better, you fool. Did you really think that a woman as wonderful as Nora could really love someone like you? 

With a pained expression, Nora suddenly pressed her hands against her lower belly. “Oww.”   

Luke’s eyes widened in alarm. “What’s wrong? Did I hurt you earlier?”   
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“No, of course not. If anything, you should be proud.”   

“Proud?” Seeing Nora in obvious pain made Luke feel anything but.   

Nora gave her a tight smile. “That orgasm was quite intense. I’m still pulsing.” She rubbed her lower belly again.   

Luke bit her lip and averted her eyes, hiding her hurt and disappointment from Nora. She was glad that she’d been able to bring Nora pleasure, but without Nora’s love, the pleasure didn’t really mean anything. Even though she was still lying wrapped in Nora’s arms, she suddenly felt lonely. She sat up and put the bandages back around her chest. The familiar protective layers didn’t shield her heart from the hurt, though.   

With a sigh, she pulled the blankets up around them and closed her eyes, trying to drown out her thoughts. She just wanted to sleep, dream of making love to Nora, and forget about everything that had happened afterward.   

Nora settled down on her side, her cheek against Luke’s shoulder. She closed her eyes, too, but Luke could feel that her body wasn’t relaxed at all. “Luke,” she said after a few minutes.   

She didn’t want to talk about it anymore, but finally Luke sighed and answered, “Yeah?”   

“I think the baby’s coming.”   

The blanket went flying when Luke snapped upward. 

“What? You don’t mean... now?”   

“I’m afraid, yes.” Nora frowned. “My back aches, and my lower belly clenches rhythmically, and I don’t think it has anything to do with my orgasm or it would have stopped by now instead of getting worse.”   
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Luke shrugged into her shirt and tried to close the buttons with trembling fingers. “I’ll go for help, bring Bernice back here!”   

Nora held on to the pants that Luke wanted to pull up. 

“No. If you go, I’ll be trapped all alone in these godforsaken mountains. You’ll never find them in the darkness and bring back help in time. I can’t do this alone, Luke.”   

Luke closed her eyes for a moment. She pushed her feelings back into the recesses of her mind. There would be time to deal with what had happened between them later. 

When she opened her eyes again, they held a new look of determination. “Then I’ll stay and help you.”   

“Have you ever helped with a birth?”   

“Yeah. More than a dozen times.”   

Nora blinked. She had not expected that reassuring answer. “You have?”   

“Mostly, I just sat back and watched, but once or twice I had to reach inside and –”   

“Reach inside?” Nora clenched her teeth as another wave of pain started.   

Luke quickly pulled up her pants and kneeled down next to Nora. “Yeah. When the mare had problems –”   

“Mare?” Nora spat out with a pained groan. “What are you talking about?”   

“I was a ranch hand and a Dragoon for years. I helped when the mares had their fillies.”   

Nora pointed a warning finger at her. “I’m not having a filly!”   

Jacob Garfield had warned her never to argue with a heavily pregnant woman. Apparently, the same went doubly for women in labor. Luke decided that in this case, discretion 475 





was the better part of valor. She quickly changed the topic. 

“What can I do to help you?”   

“Right now, you can only do what you did with your horses: sit back and watch,” Nora answered, her annoyance at being compared to a mare now laced with humor. Another cramp-like pain started in her lower back, and then radiated around to the front of her belly.   

Luke could see her grip the bedroll until the pain lessened again. It was hard for her to see Nora in pain without being able to do anything to help her. “Are you sure there isn’t anything I can do? Do you want a cup of water?” At Nora’s nod, she hurried to the wagon. Her fingers trembled when she opened the water barrel, and she had to concentrate not to spill the water on her way back. She kneeled down and helped Nora to slowly sip the water.   

“Luke, calm down.” Nora stroked the fingers that were clenched around the cup. “This is gonna take a while, and I need you calm.”   

“A while? How long exactly?” Luke asked, fighting against her rising panic.  She should have been safely in Oregon City to give birth or at least with the other women on the train, not here, trapped in the mountains, with only a nervous former soldier to help her. 

Nora shrugged. “When I gave birth to Amy, I was in labor for eighteen hours.”   

“Eighteen hours?”   

“Don’t look at me like that! Do you think it was my idea? 

If God had asked me my opinion before deciding on a birthing process, you’d be able to order babies along with Godey’s Lady’s Book. Besides, I think the midwife said something about it not lasting so long with the second baby,” 

Nora tried to reassure Luke and herself.   
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“You think?”   

“I didn’t listen all that closely at that time,” Nora explained. “After those eighteen long hours, I was determined that Amy was gonna stay an only child anyway.”   

During the next few hours, Luke slowly began to understand that sentiment. For the first time in her life, she was glad not to be a man, because she didn’t want Nora to ever have to go through this again. The contractions were getting progressively stronger, longer, and closer together until they seemed to come without any pause between them.   

Luke tried everything to make her a bit more comfortable. 

She massaged Nora’s lower back, where she seemed to feel the pain the most, and wiped away the sweat beading on Nora’s forehead with a cool cloth. She fought her way through the dense forest to gather some wood that was dry enough to build a fire.   

Then, finally, when the first gray light of pre-dawn lit the sky, the pushing and bearing down began.   

Luke was getting more worried by the minute. Nora already seemed exhausted.   

Another contraction ripped through her. Nora grunted in pain as she bore down again. When the pain finally eased, she fell back, panting heavily, until the next contraction started. 

“This is all your fault!” she ground out between clenched teeth.   

Luke froze, her hand with the cloth suspended in mid-air. 

She swallowed. Jacob had predicted that Nora would say something like that during labor, but he had assumed that Luke had been the one to get Nora pregnant. “Me? I didn’t father that child,” she defended herself.   

“No, but you gave me the orgasm that induced labor!” 

Nora hissed.   
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“Oh.” Luke bit her lip and decided to just shut up.   

When the next contraction hit her, Nora let out a loud cry. 

“God, that burns!” She gasped and panted when the wave of pain finally receded. “Please tell me that you can at least see the head by now!”   

Luke, resting frozen on her knees, numbly shook her head.   

“You have to look to see anything!” Nora nearly yelled at her.   

With hesitation, Luke pulled back the blanket that rested over Nora’s bent knees and took a peek. Her eyes widened, and she had to press both palms to the ground not to topple over. “I-I can see the baby’s head!” She gazed up at Nora, trying her best to look encouraging. “It won’t be long now, just a few more pushes.”   

“Mama? Papa?” Amy’s scared voice came from inside of the wagon. The moaning and yelling had finally woken her up.   

Panic threatened to overwhelm Luke for a second. She couldn’t deal with this at the same time, too. Then she straightened her shoulders and gave Nora a reassuring nod. 

“I’ll get her to settle back down. I’ll be right back.” She took the five steps to the wagon, using the time it took her to hide her nervousness from Amy, and looked down at the scared girl with a calming smile. “Hey, sweetie, you should be sleeping.”   

“Can I sleep with you and Mama?” Amy pleaded.   

Luke knew that she couldn’t let Amy leave the wagon. It would scare her to see her mother in so much pain.  God knows it’s scaring me! “Tomorrow, all right? If you go back to sleep, I promise that I’ll have a big surprise for you when you wake up.”   

Amy reluctantly settled back under her blanket.   
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“Good girl.” Luke breathed a sigh of relief. She pressed a gentle kiss to Amy’s forehead and started to turn back around when another pained groan could be heard from Nora.   

“Mama!” Amy shot back up.   

“No, no, no, little one, you stay right here.” Luke gently pressed her back down. “Mama has a bit of a bellyache, but it will be better soon.”  At least I hope it will! 

"Luke!" Nora moaned from inside of the tent.   

Luke took one last glance at Amy. “Stay here, please. I’ll come and get you as soon as I helped your mother.” She hurried back and kneeled back down in front of a panting Nora.   

“How’s Amy?” Nora asked between clenched teeth.   

“Just fine. She’ll be asleep again in a moment,” Luke lied. 

She didn’t want to add to Nora’s distress. Worrying about one child at a time was more than enough for the moment. She peeked under Nora’s blanket again. “You’re doing good! The head is almost out. One more push should do it, I think.”   

Nora dug her heels into the bedroll when the next contraction peaked. Her face started to turn red as she took Luke’s hand in a vice-like grip. Her other hand was pressed against her mouth, trying to hold back a scream.   

Luke could practically feel her bones grind together. She winced in pain but didn’t draw back. She was sure that the pain in her hand was nothing compared to what Nora was going through. She looked under the blanket again. “Nora! 

Let go of my hand!” she said urgently.   

The baby’s head was finally out, but it was covered with a sack-like membrane, making it impossible for the baby to breathe. Luke had seen a similar thing with the horses she had helped to deliver. She gently pinched the membrane, which broke and released a fluid.   
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With one of the clean cloths she had prepared earlier, Luke cleaned the tiny face.   

“Is the baby all right?” Nora panted between contractions.   

“She’s fine. Just one more push and you can see for yourself,” Luke promised. She steadied the baby’s head when the next contraction started and Nora bore down again. With trembling fingers, she guided the first shoulder out, and then quickly had to grab the slippery baby when it slipped from Nora’s body.   

Nora collapsed back onto the bedroll.   

Luke cut the umbilical cord as Nora had told her to earlier, then quickly cleaned the baby and wrapped it in her last clean shirt. Then she sat back and stared at the tiny bundle in her arms. Suddenly, she had to blink back tears. Afraid that she would drop the baby should she try to stand, she moved forward on her knees until she could place the baby in Nora’s arms.   

Nora caressed the baby’s face with the tip of her index finger, tracing the tiny features with the same expression of wonder that Luke felt. She opened the shirt a bit to count her fingers and toes. “A girl,” she said, her voice hoarse and shaky. She looked up at Luke.   

“Yeah. She’s beautiful.”  Like her mother.  Even with her blotchy red face and sweat-dampened hair, Luke couldn’t think of Nora as anything but beautiful.   

Nora looked down at her newborn daughter. The baby’s face was a little blueish but quickly gained a normal color, and she blinked up at her mother with puffy, unfocused eyes. 

Still, Nora wholeheartedly agreed with Luke’s assessment. 

“Yes, she is. Look at all that black hair.” She stroked the dark fuzz on the baby’s head. “She looks like you,” she told Luke with a smile.   
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Luke swallowed but didn’t say anything. She wanted so much to be a part of that baby, to be a part of her life, but she wasn’t sure if that dream would ever come true.   

The newborn began to nuzzle against Nora, and she lifted her to her breast.   

Luke watched in awe as the baby began to nurse. She had never seen anything as beautiful as this. “God,” she whispered, afraid of destroying the moment should she speak more loudly. “I love you.”   

Nora closed her eyes. “Luke, don’t say that. Not when I can’t say it back.”   

Luke shrugged helplessly. She hadn’t thought about it – if she had, she certainly wouldn’t have made a fool of herself a second time. It had slipped out before she could censor herself. Still, she couldn’t deny her feelings even if Nora would never return them.   

Someone cleared their throat right next to them.   

Luke reluctantly looked away from mother and child, expecting to see Amy, who had climbed out of the wagon.   

Instead, she met Bernice Garfield’s disapproving gaze.   

“Bernice!” Nora joyfully smiled up at the older woman. 

“Look who has decided that she didn’t want to wait until we reached Oregon City to be born.” She held up the bundle in her arms with a tired, but proud smile.   

The steely expression on Bernice’s face softened. “I had a feeling something like this would happen. That’s why I made Jacob bring me back at the first hint of daylight. I had a bad feeling about leaving you behind all on your own.”   

“I wasn’t on my own,” Nora objected. “Luke was with me, and he did a wonderful job.”   
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The smile vanished from Bernice’s face when she looked back at Luke.   

Luke could feel that she had heard her declaration of love to Nora – and didn’t approve of it.   

“Maybe it would be better for this innocent child if you stayed out of her life,” Bernice said quietly.   

“What’s the meaning of this, Bernice?” Jacob’s voice suddenly thundered behind them. He had come up behind his wife and heard her last sentence. “You’re not making any sense. Of course Luke is gonna be a part of the baby’s life! 

He’s her father, for heaven’s sake!”   

Luke watched Bernice take a deep breath and open her mouth. She didn’t want to hear it for she already knew what Bernice would say. With just a few words, Bernice would destroy her life and take away the only family she had ever known.   

“Jacob, please, I... I didn’t mean it like that.” Bernice tried to talk her way out of it.   

Jacob stared her down. “How did you mean it, then?”   

Bernice wrung her hands but remained silent.   

The older woman went up a few notches in Luke’s estimation. Bernice had never left any doubt about her disapproval, but now she was risking her husband’s wrath by protecting Luke’s secret.   

“Explain yourself, wife!” Jacob demanded. It was clear that he wouldn’t move an inch without an explanation.   

“You heard what Nora said,” Bernice ground out, addressing Luke. “Nora doesn’t... She doesn’t love you. She –

”   
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“What are you talking about?” her husband interrupted. “A blind man could see that she does! The night Nora almost lost her baby, you even told me –”   

Bernice gave a reluctant nod. “I know what I said. But back then, I didn’t know...”   

“Didn’t know what?” Jacob pressed when Bernice fell silent.   

Bernice shook her head, refusing to answer.   

Her husband’s face took on the color of an overripe tomato.   

“What she didn’t know back then is that the baby isn’t really mine,” Luke said before the situation could escalate further. “Nora was already pregnant when I married her.” 

Admitting to that was a small price to pay for keeping her secret safe and helping Bernice out of her desperate situation.   

Jacob stared at the baby for a moment, then rested his gaze on Nora before he looked back at Luke. “But you’re willing to raise her as your own?”   

Luke nodded without hesitation. “I couldn’t love her more if I had fathered her myself.” She didn’t say it just for Jacob’s benefit. Holding the baby in her arms for the first time, she had immediately felt the love that she held for the baby’s mother extend to the little girl, too.   

Jacob turned a steely gaze at his wife. “Then what is this nonsense that you’re saying about him staying out of the baby’s life? Didn’t you once say that you consider the man who provides and cares for a child the father even if he isn’t by blood? Does that mean you changed your mind?”   

“No, no, that’s not... I don’t mean that at all. It’s just... 

he...” Bernice gestured at Luke in desperation but couldn’t explain without revealing Luke’s secret.   
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Jacob didn’t even listen. “Then maybe you want me to disappear from Wayne’s life, too?” His normally calm voice vibrated with emotion.   

Luke stared from one Garfield to the other. She didn’t understand what was going on between them. Suddenly, their discussion didn’t seem to be about her and Nora anymore.   

After long moments of tense silence, Jacob turned to her, his expression like stone. “I didn’t father Wayne, but I always considered him mine anyway. I thought that Bernice did, too, but it seems that’s not the case at all.” Without another word, he turned and disappeared into the forest.   


*  *  * 

Bernice stood frozen to the spot. Tears were running down her face, dripping onto the ground without her even noticing. 
She pressed a hand to her mouth to muffle a sob, then turned abruptly and ran away, too.   

Luke’s and Nora’s gazes met over the still nursing baby, but then Luke quickly looked away as a feeling of guilt gripped her. In her opinion, the Garfields had always had the best marriage of all the couples on the train.  And now that might be ruined, just because of me. 

“Ow!” Nora suddenly winced and held the baby out to Luke. “Take her for a moment.”   

“What? Why?” Luke stared at the newborn in alarm. 

Before this day, she had never held a baby, and she didn’t think that now was the time to practice it, not when she could easily hurt the baby in her agitated state of mind.   

Nora still held out the baby. “Because I’m having contractions!” she hissed.   

“C-contractions? You mean you... you’re having twins?” 

Luke wasn’t sure whether she should be elated or taken aback. Mostly, she was just panicked.   
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Nora laughed for a moment before she grimaced in discomfort. “No, it’s the afterbirth. Take her, please.”   

“I don’t have much experience with babies.”  Try none! 

“You won’t hurt her,” Nora encouraged. “You were wonderful with her earlier. Just support her head and neck with one of your hands.”   

Luke slipped one of her hands under the baby’s head and lifted her into the cradle of her other arm. “Like this?”   

“Yeah, that’s good.” Nora rubbed her lower belly.   

“Mama?” came Amy’s voice from the wagon.   

Luke gazed down at Nora, hesitant to leave her alone.   

“Go,” Nora encouraged her. “This is nothing compared to what I went through before.”   

Very slowly and carefully, Luke stood and made her way to the wagon with the baby in her arms. “Amy? Come and meet your little sister.”   

Amy scrambled up from beneath her blanket and eagerly rushed toward Luke. Then she took one good look at the baby and frowned. “But she is sooo small! I can't play with her. 

Can I give her back and get a filly?”   

Luke bit back the laughter that wanted to bubble up. She was afraid that if she allowed herself to laugh, she would lose control of her emotions and the tears would follow close behind. The night had been a constant up and down of various emotions –   fear, uncertainty, desire, joy, love, panic, sadness, disappointment, and guilt. Before she met Nora, Luke had led a simple life, feeling very little except for contentment and sometimes a mild annoyance. Now she had experienced the whole spectrum of intense emotions in just one night.   

“She’ll grow and you can play with her when she’s a little older,” she reassured Amy, silently wondering if she would 485 





still be a part of the little girl’s life when she was Amy’s age. 

Then she resolutely forced back the thought because it hurt too much.   

She got Amy settled down for the night and left the baby with Nora, who was getting cleaned up with the help of a stony-faced Bernice. She decided to go and search for Jacob. 

 I better ask him for help with the wheel now before Bernice tells him everything and he refuses to help me, leaving me to freeze to death next to my broken-down wagon! 

Luke stalked through the dense forest, enjoying the time away from the small camp where so much had happened in the course of just a few hours. She finally found Jacob sitting on a fallen log, driving his knife into the bark again and again. “Jacob?”   

“I don’t want to talk about it,” Jacob told her brusquely.   

 Good, neither do I. I had enough heartache for one night. 

“Do you think you can help me with the wheel?” Luke asked him. “I want to get Nora and the baby to Oregon City as soon as possible.”   

Jacob slid from the log. “Let’s get it over with.”   


*  *  * 

Nora looked down at the sleeping baby in her arms. Every muscle in her body hurt, and she didn’t look forward to traveling in the wagon as soon as Jacob and Luke had finished the repairs. The bumping and jostling would be anything but pleasant, and she could only hope that the baby would sleep through that.   
“What are you going to call her?” Bernice asked as she helped her slip back into her bodice after nursing the baby.   

“Natalie... Nattie,” Nora answered with a smile. “We’ll name her for Nate, a friend of Luke’s who died in the Mexican War.”   
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At the mention of Luke, Bernice’s smile vanished. She hadn’t said a word to Luke or Jacob for the last few hours, nor had Jacob talked to her.   

“I didn’t know... that Wayne is not Jacob’s son, I mean,” 

Nora said into the awkward silence.   

Bernice sighed. “Nobody knew. No one but me and Jacob.”   

“Not even Wayne?”   

“No.” Bernice slowly shook her head. “We never thought it necessary to tell him. Jacob is his father in every way that counts.”   

Nora looked down at the baby and thought about her own children. Would they some day tell them that Luke was not their father? Would they tell them who and what she really was? Would Luke even stay with them long enough for it to become an issue?   

Nora had felt the pain and sadness that the unrequited declaration of love had caused Luke. It had hurt her, too, just to see the pain in Luke’s eyes before she quickly erected the protective walls around her that it had taken Nora months to slowly break down. But the second before that shield had come up had been enough for Nora to realize that Luke would take her rejection as a confirmation that no one would ever love her.   

 It’s not her,  Nora thought regretfully.  It’s me. I’m not able to love anymore. Affection, desire, yes, but not unconditional, all-consuming love.  She had loved once, and it had nearly destroyed her life. She wouldn’t risk that again. She was no longer a naïve young girl; she was a grown woman with children who depended on her. She couldn’t afford to put her trust in something as transitory as love and act like a besotted fool again. Nora was determined that all her future decisions 487 





would be made with a level head, not with an infatuated heart.   

She didn’t allow herself to think about the consequences that her decision would have for Luke. Forcing her thoughts in another direction, she asked about Bernice’s life instead. 

“How old was Wayne when you met Jacob?” She still couldn’t believe that Jacob was not Wayne’s father. The boy, almost a man by now, was so much like Jacob in everything but his physical appearance.   

“He hadn’t even been born yet. Wayne’s father... the man who fathered him, we were engaged, but when I got pregnant, he couldn’t disappear fast enough,” Bernice told her bitterly.   

Nora nodded in sympathy. It seemed that their experiences had been nearly identical.   

“Jacob was our neighbor and an old friend of the family. 

He helped me through that time. When he asked me to marry him, I said yes without even having to think about it. It didn’t matter to me that I was not in love with him,” Bernice continued. “I had been in love with my betrothed, and look where it got me. All I wanted after that was a friend and a father for my baby.”   

Nora blinked.  Is she really talking about herself? That could have been the story of my life.  The parallels between their lives were almost eerie. “Then you lived with him, shared his bed, and raised children with him without loving him?” she asked quietly. It almost came as a relief to her because it eased the guilt she felt toward Luke. Here was another woman – a woman she had always thought very highly of – who had lived a content life with her husband until now, without confessing her undying love for him.   

“No,” Bernice said, shattering Nora’s relief. “That’s not what I said. I didn’t start out loving him when I agreed to marry him. But today, I can honestly say that I love him more 488 





than my foolish younger self ever loved that immature young man who fathered Wayne.”   

“You’ve come to love him over the years because he proved to be a good father and a reliable friend,” Nora said, almost to herself. These emotions were safe enough, and she could readily admit feeling the same for Luke. It was a tame, friendly kind of love that could easily be controlled.   

But once again, Bernice shook her head. “He’s both, but my feelings for him are a little more than just that. He can make me laugh, blush, tear my hair in frustration, and forget about everything else in the world when he smiles at me. I love him from the bottom of my heart, and I know that my life would be over if I lost him,” she said, looking sadly at her husband, who pointedly had his back to her while he worked.   

 That’s where the parallels between us end,  Nora decided.  I won’t tie my heart, my life, my very soul to one person ever again.  The possibility of losing Luke was all too real, and she couldn’t afford to stop living if it should happen. Her children were her reason for living, not love. “Did you try to talk to him?” she asked, glad to direct her thoughts back to Bernice and Jacob.   

“And just what do you suggest I say? The only explanation that he would accept is the truth, and that would turn your life upside down.” Bernice looked her in the eyes. “Do you want me to do that?”   

Nora averted her eyes. “No,” she admitted.   

Bernice stood with a sigh. “They’re ready. Let’s get you and the little one settled in the wagon.”   
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Sandy River; 

October 9th, 1851 





LUKE WOKE WITH A START. She lifted up on her elbow with a groan, listening into the darkness. Her muscles hurt from lowering the wagons down the Barlow Pass. They had been forced to zigzag down the steep slope, which had made it necessary to cross and re-cross the little stream called Zigzag River again and again until they had reached the Sandy River.   

The roads were still bad, covered with mud holes after it had rained all through the night. Nora had endured the constant jostling without complaint, but Luke could see that she was hurting and exhausted.   

A whining sound came from the wagon under which Luke had settled down for the night.  The baby,  Luke realized. 

 That’s probably what woke me up.  The low whining quickly became louder, turning into a nerve-racking cry.   

Luke rolled out from under the wagon. She looked into the wagon, seeing a red-faced baby look back at her. The little girl continued to cry, but still Nora didn’t stir, dead to the world due to sheer exhaustion.   

Luke stared at the baby, willing it to stop crying, but of course it didn’t. She had no idea what to do. Nora had always taken care of Nattie when she had cried before, and Luke had gladly relinquished any baby-related tasks to her, afraid that she would somehow hurt the baby in her inexperience.   

But now it seemed she was on her own. She didn’t want to wake Nora, knowing she was exhausted from the exertions of 490 





giving birth and the loss of blood. She needed the rest. Luke reached over Nora and carefully lifted the baby into her arms.   

The baby was silent for a second, then she cried even louder.   

“Sssh, ssshh!” Luke quickly walked away from the wagon with its sleeping inhabitants. She cradled the baby protectively against her chest, shielding her from the cold wind. She listened to Nattie’s cries and studied her tiny face, trying to find out why she was crying.   

Nora always seemed to know. She could easily discern the 

“I’m hungry” from the “I need my diaper changed” cry, but Luke found herself sadly lacking in that department. After two rounds around the outer perimeter of the camp, she still didn’t know why the baby was crying. Finally, she decided to check the baby’s diaper because she couldn’t help with her 

“dinner” anyway.   

She returned to the wagon and took one of the clean cloths that served as Nattie’s diapers. Carefully balancing the baby against her chest, she spread out her bedroll on the sparsely growing grass. Then, steadying Nattie’s head as Nora had told her, she laid the baby down on the bedroll.   

The crying became even louder, and Nattie’s tiny limbs kicked out in protest of being moved away from her warm place against Luke’s chest.   

Luke unwrapped the soft baby blanket. “Ugh! You definitely need your diaper changed, little one.” She pinched her nose for a second. “All right,” she muttered to herself, 

“you can do this.” She had watched Nora or Bernice change the baby’s diaper before, but it had always appeared so easy then. Taking a deep breath, Luke removed the soiled diaper. 

She wrinkled her nose and tied the ends of the old diaper into a neat ball.   
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The baby continued to cry. Her face had begun to turn red from all the crying, and Luke hurried to get her cleaned up and dressed again. Finally, she lifted up the clean cloth that would be Nattie’s new diaper. She struggled to get it under the baby until she remembered that Nora had lifted Nattie up a bit by the ankles.   

Luke hesitated. She didn’t want to hurt the baby. Being responsible for something so small and vulnerable was scary. 

 Come on,  she told herself.  Don’t be such a yellowbelly! You can’t let her lie around half-naked in this weather!  She gently lifted the baby’s lower half and slid the cloth under her bottom. She secured the corners of the cloth, and then leaned back to admire her handiwork.   

It didn’t look as neat as Nora’s, but it would certainly do. 

Luke allowed herself a relieved grin before she lifted the baby up again. “Hey, hey, why are you still crying?” She lowered her voice to a soothing level. “You’re all nice and clean now, aren’t you?”   

On the third round around the camp, the baby finally stopped crying and nuzzled against Luke’s bound breasts.   

Luke felt her cheeks grow hot. “Sorry, little one,” she murmured, embarrassed and amused in equal parts, “I’m not the parent with your built-in dinner.”  Parent.  Luke stopped and looked down at the tiny girl in her arms. The baby and the responsibility that came with it were still scaring her a little, but she had never been so sure that what she felt for Nora was really love than when she looked at Nora holding her youngest daughter.   

She wanted to make a life with them, wanted to be there to see the girls grow up. In some moments, it already seemed so real and attainable that she could see the four of them sitting on the porch of the ranch she would build. But then there were the moments when she saw a man sitting in her place next to Nora, a man that Nora could love.   
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“Luke? Is that you?” Jacob called out from his place at the fire. He had volunteered to stand guard for the second night in a row, making it easier for him to avoid his wife.   

“Yeah. Me and Nattie.” Luke sat in front of the fire, careful not to get too close to the flames with the precious bundle in her arms.   

Jacob leaned forward to peer beneath the baby blanket at the now sleeping infant. There was so much emotion in his eyes that Luke just knew that he was thinking about Wayne at that age.   

“Walking around seems to calm her,” she said, just to break the silence. “She must have gotten used to the constant walking Nora did while she was pregnant with her.”   

“Of all my children, Wayne is the one who’s most like me in everything he does,” Jacob said, not reacting to Luke’s words at all. “How do you think that’s possible?”   

“You’re his father,” Luke answered simply. “You taught him everything he knows.” Luke tucked the blanket a little closer around the sleeping infant. The thought that Amy and Nattie would some day be a little like her was wonderful and scary at the same time.   

Jacob stared into the fire. The circle of light flickered over the dark shadows under his eyes.   

 He’s hurting, and so is Bernice.  The guilt settled like lead in the pit of Luke’s stomach. They were both good people, and she didn’t want to see their marriage suffer just because of her. She had promised herself that she would leave before her secret could hurt Nora or the children, and now she felt that the same promise should hold true for the first friends she had made in years. Only this time, leaving wouldn’t resolve the situation.   
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She took a deep breath and opened her mouth, then closed it again.  No. Not without talking to Nora first. This affects her and the children, too, and she has a right to be a part of the decision. 


*  *  * 

Nora’s hand reached out from under her blanket, feeling around for the baby. She quickly sat up when her hand found only an empty space where Nattie had been. She had thought she heard Nattie cry in her dreams, but now everything was quiet.   
 Maybe Bernice has taken her to allow me some sleep. 

Nora was grateful for it. She gingerly stretched her still hurting body, and then checked on the sleeping Amy before she climbed out of the wagon. Still a little sleepy, she wandered over to the Garfields’ wagon and peered inside.   

Bernice was tossing and turning in her sleep, and one of the children was coughing, but there was no sign of the baby. 

Nora was suddenly wide-awake. “Bernice,” she whispered urgently.   

The older woman immediately opened her eyes. She hadn’t slept well since her argument with Jacob.   

“Nattie was gone when I woke up. She –”   

“Luke has her,” Bernice interrupted. “I saw her walk around camp with the baby for an hour before Nattie finally fell asleep. I think she even changed her diaper.”   

“Oh.” Nora hadn’t expected that. Luke had been so nervous and awkward handling the baby before.   

“She’s quite the little daddy,” Bernice commented sarcastically.   

Nora felt her hackles rise. “Bernice,” she said, a quiet warning in her voice. “You’re a kind, warmhearted woman. 
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Why can’t you just let it go and accept Luke’s role in our lives? You say that Jacob is Wayne’s father because he’s always been there for him, but –”   

Bernice shook off her blanket and sat up. “He was!” she defended her husband. “He’s the best father that Wayne could wish for.”   

“I don’t doubt that. I just don’t understand why you won’t accept that Luke can be a wonderful parent as well.”   

“It’s not the same!” Bernice struggled to keep her voice down.   

“No? Why not?”   

“Because it’s unnatural! It’ll only bring you hurt and pain,” Bernice warned.   

Nora sadly looked at her. “At the moment, you are the one hurting me,” she whispered. “You didn’t let nature dictate the relationship between Jacob and Wayne, why should it prevent me and my children from loving Luke?”   

“You said you didn’t love her,” Bernice pointed out.   

Nora closed her eyes. “I-I don’t. I...” She rubbed her temple. “I think I better go and rescue Luke. She must be a nervous wreck by now, all alone with the baby.” She fled from the wagon before Bernice could say anything. She hurried through camp, not allowing herself time to think.   

She stopped abruptly at the sight that greeted her when she reached the fire at the edge of their camp. Luke sat next to a brooding Jacob, both of her arms safely wrapped around the bundled-up form on her lap. A tiny hand was sticking out from under the baby’s blanket, its fingers curled around Luke’s larger one.   

Nora smiled. Her daughter was sleeping peacefully, and Luke didn’t seem far off either. Her eyelids, as she gazed 495 





down at the baby, were beginning to droop. Quietly Nora walked up to them until she could feel the warmth of the fire.   

Luke looked up when she caught the movement out of the corner of her eye. She instinctively pulled the baby a little closer, protecting her with her own body. “Nora! Hey, are you all right?”   

“Yeah.” She quickly blinked away the tears that had begun to gather in her eyes at the sight of Luke with the baby. “It’s just the smoke. Do you want me to take her?” She nodded down at the baby in Luke’s lap.   

“No, she’s fine. She’s finally sleeping,” Luke said with a smile.   

Jacob stood abruptly. “I’m going to turn in now. Can you take over guard duty, Luke? Brian will relieve you in half an hour.”   

Luke nodded.   

Nora watched him go, wondering if her presence was what had chased him away. She gingerly sat down next to Luke and nodded down at the baby. “I’m sorry I didn’t hear her. I must have slept like a log.”   

“It’s all right. It was time that I started to take my turns with her anyway. My diapering skills definitely need practice,” Luke answered easily.   

Nora studied the gray eyes, almost like a mirror in the firelight. To hear that Luke was willing to take care of the baby was a relief. She could only hope that it meant she hadn’t driven Luke away and that Luke was still willing to take on a more permanent role in the children’s lives. Slowly, she leaned closer, and when Luke didn’t move away, she experimentally rested her cheek against Luke’s shoulder, relieved when Luke allowed the simple contact. She knew she had pushed Luke away, and she had been afraid that Luke 496 





would retaliate and not allow her close either. “I’m sorry,” 

she whispered.   

“You already apologized,” Luke pointed out.   

Nora shook her head. “Not for sleeping through Nattie’s crying. I’m sorry for hurting you.”   

Luke shrugged. She didn’t look at Nora but kept her gaze fixed on the baby. “You can’t force love if it isn’t there.”   

 Yeah. And you also can’t force it to go away if it is.  Nora quickly shoved the thought away.  You were not in love with Luke as a man, so you’re certainly not in love with her now that you know she’s a woman! “I just want you to know that it’s nothing you did or didn’t do. You’re very loveable.”   

Luke snorted.   

“You are!” Nora said with more force. “You’re wonderful just like you are, and you deserve someone in your life who can touch you and look at you with love.”   

“I thought you did,” Luke whispered. “The night Nattie was born... when we made love...” She hesitated, maybe waiting for Nora to object to the word “love” in her sentence.   

Nora didn’t. She sighed. “It’s not that I don’t care about you. Please, don’t think that. I do care. It’s just that I... I...” 

She pressed the ball of her thumb against one closed eye, forcing back the threatening tears. “I’ll understand if this is not enough for you, but, please...” Her voice failed her.   

“Not enough?” Luke repeated. “Nora, this is more than I ever thought I would have. There was never any doubt in my mind that I would spend my life alone. Now I have a wife, who accepts me, and two beautiful little girls. What more could I want?”   
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dissatisfaction remained in Nora. She wasn’t even sure why she was so upset.  Wasn’t this exactly what you wanted? For Luke to stay and be content with what we have rather than expecting blazing, reason-defying love from me? 

“Listen,” Luke said when an awkward silence spread between them. “I’m about to make an important, life-changing decision. It will also affect you and the children, so I thought it only fair to ask your opinion before I do it.”   

A coldness that had nothing to do with the temperature in the mountains crept into Nora’s bones.  Now you did it,  she thought with a sinking feeling,  you drove her away with your pigheaded refusal to accept her love. She’s going to leave! 

“I don’t like the situation between Jacob and Bernice. If something doesn’t happen soon, their marriage will fail, there will be more angry shouting and accusations, and it’s only a matter of time until Wayne will learn that Jacob is not his father. I won’t have that on my conscience,” Luke said.   

“What are you going to do?” Nora asked with a sense of dread.   

Luke bit her lip. “There’s only one thing I can do that’ll make any difference.”   

Anger bubbled up in Nora. “Running away is no solution!”   

“Leaving is not what I had in mind – although it will probably come down to it anyway.” Luke shifted the baby in her arms a little. “I think I have to tell Jacob why Bernice doesn’t want me in the baby’s life.”   

Nora could only sit and stare at her. “But that would mean revealing your identity!”   

“Yes,” Luke said slowly. “That’s what it means.”   

Their gazes met.   
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They both knew the consequences. Jacob would probably react with the same disapproval that his wife had, and soon every last member of the wagon train would know that their captain was a woman living in disguise. They would feel betrayed, maybe even disgusted, and they would ask Luke to leave the train. Even if they didn’t, furtive hostilities would start. Some would begin to eye Luke with suspicion, others with pity as if she had contracted leprosy. Most would keep their distance from Luke and her family or even refuse to help them with the obstacles of their journey.   

Nora sighed. “Well, I promised to go whereever you go. 

There has to be another nice place for a horse ranch outside of the Willamette Valley,” she tried to sound enthusiastic about it but didn’t quite make it. After building friendships and a sense of community through long months of shared hardships, it would be hard to leave all that behind and begin anew once again.   

Luke gently shifted the baby into the crook of one arm. 

She reached out her free hand and softly squeezed Nora’s fingers in a gesture of silent gratitude. “They’ll probably offer you to stay with them,” she told Nora.   

Nora began to shake her head, but Luke held up her hand to stop her. “Hear me out first and think about it before you make a decision. I know you made friends on the train that you’d have to leave behind.”   

“They’re not much of a friend if they hate you just for being who you are,” Nora pointed out. She would miss her friends, but not half as much as she would miss Luke if she left her behind.   

“Then you think I should do it? Tell Jacob?” Luke asked.   

“I don’t want you to,” Nora admitted, “but it’s the honorable thing to do.”   
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Luke squeezed her hand again. “Jacob would have probably found out anyway. It’s a wonder that Bernice kept the secret for as long as she did. I didn’t think she would.”   

“She doesn’t understand, but she doesn’t want to destroy your life either.”   

“And I don’t want to destroy hers,” Luke answered. She sighed. “Come on. Let’s go back to bed. Tomorrow will come soon enough.”   

Still holding on to Luke’s hand, Nora stood and walked back to their wagon.   
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Devil’s Backbone; 

October 10th, 1851 





LUKE GENTLY PRODDED one of their milk cows with the end of her whip, making her catch up with the mixed herd of oxen, cows, and mules that they were driving to a strip of prairie with more grass than right next to their camp.   

Brian and Tom were herding their own lifestock nearby, but still far away enough not to be able to overhear them. 

Wayne and a few of the other boys had ridden ahead with the horses, giving Luke the ideal opportunity to talk to Jacob. She lengthened her stride to catch up with Jacob and grunted a greeting in true male pioneer style. Only then did she remember that with what she was about to tell Jacob, there was no sense in proving her manliness anymore.   

Jacob looked up. “Ah, the elusive Captain Hamilton! I haven’t seen you all day.”   

Luke bit her lip. She had spent the day in nervous rehearsals of what she would say to make Jacob understand. 

“Yeah, well, I stayed close to the wagon today. Nora is still not up to driving an exhausted ox team over miry ground and through a million mud holes.” It wasn’t a total lie. Devil’s Backbone, the three very steep, muddy hills that they had just passed over, was aptly named and difficult to travel.   

“I hope everything’s all right with Nora and the baby?” 

Jacob asked with honest concern.   

Luke couldn’t help smiling when she thought about the newest addition to their “family,” but then she strictly reminded herself that she was not here to gush about Nattie. 

“They’re fine. Listen, Jacob, can I talk to you?”   
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“I thought that’s what we were doing?”   

“Yeah, but there’s something in particular that I want to talk to you about,” Luke answered.   

Jacob turned to look at her. “And that would be...?” he prompted.   

“Bernice.”   

Jacob abruptly turned back around. “I don’t want to talk about her.”   

“Then don’t talk, just listen. Jacob, you know that she’s a good woman. She didn’t mean to make you feel like you’re not Wayne’s father,” Luke said. Maybe she could talk some sense into Jacob without having to reveal her secret.   

“How else am I supposed to feel when she tells you that you’re not allowed in the baby’s life because you didn’t father her? Was it supposed to make me fell all ecstatic and warm about my role in Wayne’s life?” Jacob snapped.   

Luke sighed. He was making it impossible for her to take the easy way out. “What Bernice said to me... it has nothing to do with Wayne or you.”   

“Ha!” Jacob snorted and flicked his whip at one of the mules. “Come on, can you honestly tell me that you can’t see the parallels?”   

“Our situations, yours and mine, are not as similar as you might think,” Luke said.   

Jacob said nothing, but his expression told her that he didn’t believe a word she said.   

Luke breathed in, and then let out a shuddery breath. She could see that hinting at it wouldn’t be enough to convince Jacob. “The reason why Bernice wants me to stay away from the baby is not because I’m not her father. She truly does believe that the man who cares for and is there for a child 502 





should be considered his or her father.” She emphasized the word “man,” knowing that Jacob wouldn’t notice anyway.   

“Right.” The mule earned another flick from Jacob’s whip.   

Luke sighed.  I better tell him before the poor animal doesn’t have any fur left! “Do you remember the day I was shot?”   

Jacob gave her a half-smile. “How could I forget that? It was a great fight, and then your wife standing there like some avenging angel with the gun in her hands...”   

“Then you also remember Bernice tending to my shoulder after I was shot?”   

“Of course. She was in there for so long that we thought for sure you were a goner and she was having to comfort your inconsolable widow,” Jacob commented.   

Luke suppressed a frown.  How nice. Let’s hope he doesn’t stay in this macabre mood when I tell him, or Nora will really become an inconsolable widow! “What kept her for so long wasn’t only treating the wound,” she explained. “She found something out about me that makes her believe it would be better if I stayed out of the baby’s life.”   

“What reason could there possibly be for that? A child needs a father, and that doesn’t change just because Bernice doesn’t like some minor thing about you!” Jacob snarled.   

“That’s just it; it’s not just a ‘minor thing.’” Luke clenched her fingers around the handle of her whip. Here it was, the moment of truth that she had avoided her entire adult life. She mentally prepared herself for every possible reaction – 

disbelief, anger, disgust, maybe Jacob would even try to use the whip on her. One last deep breath and she slowly unclenched her jaw. “Bernice found out something very fundamental about me. Jacob, I’m...”   
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*  *  * 

Nora stacked the tin plates back into the box attached to the back of the wagon. Her gaze wandered over the cooking utensils, tools, and provisions, making sure that everything was tied down should they need to leave in a hurry.  Is this really the right thing to do?  she wondered. She looked at the baby in her arms and at Amy, who was sitting on the wagon seat, dangling her feet.   
Leaving the wagon train now and continuing to travel on their own wasn’t really dangerous at this point of the journey. 

Tomorrow, they would reach Foster’s farm where they could stock up their provisions, and a day or two after they would be in Oregon City. There weren’t any obstacles that they couldn’t overcome on their own.   

But still, having friends and helpful neighbors while they struggled to build a new home and survive the first winter would have been nice. She would have liked for the girls to grow up with the other children from the wagon train, and for her to have a female friend with whom she could share her daily troubles and successes.   

 You do have a female friend you can share all that with – 

 Luke,  she reminded herself. A small grin flitted across her face, and she shook her head. She couldn’t imagine Luke giving her advice on cooking and needlework. That had been another thing that had been on her mind lately. When they were forced to leave and start a new life where nobody knew them, would Luke keep up her disguise or decide to live as a woman? Somehow, she couldn’t imagine Luke wearing a skirt and riding sidesaddle.   

She sighed and double-checked if the tent poles were secured tightly to the side of the wagon.   
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“Nora?” Bernice’s voice came from behind her. “Is everything all right? You seem... I don’t know... restless today.”   

Nora let go of the tent pole and turned around. For a moment, she considered telling Bernice that it was just because she was getting used to being the mother of a small baby again, but then she decided to tell the truth. At least it would give Bernice and her some time to prepare to say good-bye should it become necessary. “Luke is probably with Jacob right now,” she told her.   

“Yeah, I know. They’re driving the cattle to a spot with more grass,” Bernice said. “But there’s no reason to worry; there’s nothing dangerous on the trail.”   

“I’m not worried about the dangers on the trail. I worry because Luke wants to tell Jacob.”   

Bernice frowned. “Tell him what?”   

Nora shot her a pointed look.   

“What? You mean...?” Bernice lowered her voice. “She wants to tell him that she’s...?”   

Nora nodded gravely.   

“Why for goodness’ sake would she do that after the ridiculous lengths she went to to keep her identity a secret?” 

Bernice asked, a puzzled expression on her face.   

Nora looked directly into the brown eyes. “She’s doing it for you. She doesn’t want your marriage to suffer just because of the way she chose to live her life.”   

Bernice continued to stare at her. She seemed almost horrified.   

“What’s the matter?” Nora asked her with a hint of bitterness. “Isn’t that exactly what you wanted? For Luke to be forced to leave?”   
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Bernice slowly shook her head. “I wanted her to leave you alone, not take you away from your friends! And I certainly didn’t want anything to happen to her.”   

“Happen?” Nora echoed.   

“Are you really that naïve, girl?” Bernice shook her head at her. “Just because you have that strange fascination with Luke and what she is doesn’t mean that others will react that way, too. Do you really think the worst that could happen is that she’s asked to leave the wagon train? She could be killed!”   

“Killed?” Nora gasped. “Surely Jacob won’t –”   

“Not Jacob. He’s too levelheaded and gentle for that, but if Brian or one of the other hotheads get wind of it, there’s no telling what they might do,” Bernice warned.   

 Brian.  Nora looked at the Stantons’ wagon, where Brian’s wife was putting away the last of their washed dishes. Brian was nowhere to be found.  He went with Luke and Jacob, didn’t he?  Panic raced along her spine. Her heartbeat hammered in her ears. “Bernice!” she gasped. “Take her! 

Please!” She gently placed the baby into Bernice’s arms and grabbed Luke’s rifle from behind the wagon seat.   

“Nora!” Bernice called when Nora began to run.   

She didn’t listen. She gathered up her skirts with one hand while the other tightly held on to the rifle. She raced through camp, then panted up the hill, following the tracks of unshod hooves.   

“Mary, stay with Amy!” Bernice ordered her oldest daughter. She turned to hurry after Nora.   

Nora didn’t wait for her. She stumbled up the muddy slope. Her arms flailed when she almost fell. She stopped, gasping for breath, and bent down with her hands pressed against trembling thighs.  Luke! I have to get to Luke before 506 





 it’s too late!  her mind screamed, but her body, still weak from the exertions of giving birth, didn’t listen.   

“Nora! What do you think you are doing? You’re not up to running around like this, just two days after giving birth!” 

Bernice caught up with her. She grabbed Nora’s elbow to steady her.   

“Please, please, help me, Bernice! I have to find Luke!” 

Nora looked at the older woman with wild, burning eyes.   

Bernice soothingly rubbed her forearm. “Hey, hey, I didn’t mean to scare you so badly. The situation could escalate, yes, but I don’t think they’ll shoot her on the spot.”   

She had barely finished her words when a gunshot shattered the silence.   

Fear shot through Nora, making her nauseated. Never in her life had she been so afraid, not even when she’d been alone with her cruelest customers. “Oh, no! No, no, no! Not Luke!” She started to run again. Mud splattered her skirt, and branches scratched her skin. Nora didn’t even notice in her haste to get to Luke.   

“Nora! Nora, slow down or you’re gonna hurt yourself!” 

Bernice called, hurrying after her.   

“Hurt myself?” Nora yelled back. “They hurt Luke! 

Maybe she’s already...” She stopped, unable to say the word out loud, afraid that it might become reality if she did. “God, it’s all my fault!”   

Bernice caught up with her. “It’s not your fault. Luke is an adult; she made her own choices.”   

Without slowing down, Nora threw her a heated glance. 

“Almost everything she did on this journey, she did for me! 

She’s telling Jacob because of you, because you’re my friend and she knows I don’t want to see you suffer!”   
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“Hey, don’t be angry with me; I didn’t cause this whole mess!” Bernice protested, puffing along.   

“I’m not angry with you. I’m angry with myself. I was so scared and stupid, and now it might be too late.” She stumbled up the hill and stopped when she could see into the valley below.   

A horse was splashing through the small creek, racing toward them at full gallop. Nora couldn’t identify the rider yet, but she saw the rifle in his hand and gripped her own even tighter. She had let herself believe that the people on the train were their friends and wouldn’t hurt them, but now she was determined to fight for her life if need be. For Luke’s life.   

“It’s Wayne!” Bernice gasped next to her. “Oh, Lord, I hope Jacob didn’t get hurt.”   

The rider had almost reached them now, and Nora could see that it was indeed Bernice’s oldest son. The horse slid to a stop in front of them, its flanks heaving.   

Wayne tipped his hat back, and suddenly, Nora could see the blood on his hand. She lifted the rifle, the barrel shaking with her fear and anger as she aimed it at the young man. 

“What have you done to Luke?”   

Wayne’s eyes widened as he looked into the barrel. He began to raise his own weapon in reaction.   

“Wayne, no!” Bernice stepped between them and put a hand on Wayne’s rifle. “Where’s your father?”   

“Back there,” Wayne mumbled and pointed in the direction he had come from.   

Nora rushed past him, Bernice hot on her heels.   


*  *  * 
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“Jacob, I’m...” Luke nervously cleared her throat. “What Bernice found out about me is that I –”   

“That he’s been in prison,” a voice behind her interrupted.   

Jacob and Luke whirled around. “What?” they said at the same time, both of them surprised but for very different reasons.   

“What’s the meaning of all this?” Jacob demanded to know.   

 Yeah, I’d like to know that, too.  Luke stared at the two breathless women. Her gaze landed on Nora, who was standing next to Bernice with a tight grip on her rifle. Silent tears were running down her flushed face, and Luke had to force herself not to go to her and pull her close.   

“When I helped treat the wound, I saw the mark of a convicted criminal that was tattooed into his skin,” Bernice told her husband. “He’s been in prison because he was involved in a bank raid when he was younger.”   

Jacob turned toward Luke, gazing at her with blazing eyes. 

“Is that true?”   

Luke hesitated, but she knew there was only one answer that wouldn’t turn her life upside down.  What a strange world where being a criminal is better than being a woman!  She sighed. “Yes.”   

“Why didn’t you just tell me?” Jacob turned back toward his wife.   

“I didn’t want to destroy the lives that Luke and Nora have built for themselves. And because of Wayne,” Bernice simply told him.   

Jacob gave a nod of understanding, but Luke and Nora stared at them in confusion. How was the Garfields’ son involved in this?   
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“Jacob’s little brother, Wayne, was killed when he was just eleven. The stray bullet from a bank robber hit him in the back,” Bernice explained. “We named our son after him.”   

“Then why did you tell me now?” Jacob grumbled.   

Bernice hesitated, trying to find an answer that would sound convincing.   

“Because I just told her that Luke didn’t shoot or threaten anyone,” Nora quickly stepped into the breach. “He didn’t even have a gun; he was just a boy who agreed to stay with the horses and hold the reins for the older men.”   

Slowly, Jacob turned toward Luke. “You did time in prison?”   

“Yeah.” As far as Luke was concerned, it wasn’t really a lie. Her whole life had been a prison, locked in by people’s refusal to accept her as she was and let her live her life the way she wanted to. Only Nora’s presence in her life had freed her from that prison and made her start living instead of just silently existing, afraid to form close bonds and be found out.   

Jacob gave a short nod. “All right, then you already paid for what you did, and it’s not my place to judge you anymore.” He stepped close to Bernice and looked deeply into her eyes. “Next time, just tell me. And now come on, our son just shot a deer. We’re gonna have a feast tonight.”   

“Just a moment. There’s something I have to say before we go,” Bernice said to her husband, but her gaze was fixed on Luke. “I still don’t understand you and the choices you made in your life, and I don’t think I ever fully will, but I have to admit that you’re the most decent person that I’ve ever met. You were willing to risk your life for my happiness, and I won’t forget that.”   

Before Luke could think of an answer, Bernice stepped closer and handed her the baby, silently signaling that she 510 





approved of her being a part of the children’s lives. Then she took her husband’s hand and started back to the camp.   

Luke watched them walk away, then turned to Nora with a frown. “What the he –” She stopped herself with a look at the baby. “What happened? Why are you running around with my rifle?”   

The flush was leaving Nora’s face, and Luke could see that she was deathly pale. “We heard a shot and thought...” She closed her eyes, and a new tear dropped from her lowered lashes. “I thought they had shot you.”   

Luke had known from the start that being killed was a possible consequence of revealing her true identity while Nora seemed to have really grasped that only now. “Hey, hey, don’t cry.” It was always difficult for Luke to see Nora cry, and it was unbearable to know that she was the cause of these tears. She shifted the baby to her right arm and gently wrapped her left one around Nora, pulling her against the soothing warmth of her body.   

“I almost lost you.” Nora sniffled and leaned against Luke’s side. “I have every right to cry.”   

“Yeah, but everything’s fine now. We don’t even have to leave the train, and the Garfields made up, too.” Luke gently rubbed the trembling back in her attempt to comfort Nora.   

“Just one second later and everything could have been very different,” Nora reminded. “I didn’t fully realize how dangerous the situation could become until Bernice reminded me what a hothead Brian is. When I heard that shot echo through the valley...”   

Luke rubbed soothing circles on the small of her back, the baby held cozily in the cocoon between their bodies. “It was just Wayne, killing our dinner,” she tried to calm Nora.   
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“But I didn’t know that!” Nora sounded desperate, as if she was trying to make Luke understand something.   

“It was a scary moment,” Luke finally admitted. “Thank God that Bernice saved the day. I really didn’t expect her to help me out of that situation.” She realized that she had to learn to trust other people beside Nora in her life. She didn’t plan on revealing her secret to anyone who came along, but Bernice had proved again and again that she could be trusted. 

She looked at Nora, who was still very pale. “Would you have really shot at Jacob?”   

Nora grew even paler. “If he had hurt you... yes.”   

Luke didn’t know what to say. The fire in the green eyes made her body temperature rise. She was worried, confused, moved, and a little bit aroused, all at the same time. Finally, she jolted herself out of her thoughts and into action. “Come on, let’s go back and set up the tent. We have to get a good night’s sleep to keep up our strength.” Luke knew that reaching Oregon City would only be the beginning of another adventure.   
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Philip Foster’s Farm; 

October 11th, 1851 





NORA WANDERED THROUGH the vegetable garden and the orchards. She stopped in front of the comfortable log house and imagined the sweet smell of the lilac bush that would bloom in the front yard come spring. After two thousand miles through barren country, over steep hills, and through raging rivers, this place seemed like the Garden of Eden to her.   

Mary Charlotte Foster, a woman of about forty, proudly walked next to Nora, pointing out the two-story store and the green pastures where their livestock was already grazing. 

“Next year, as soon as spring comes, we’re building a school,” Mrs. Foster told them. “It was high time the government finally gave Philip permission, as we have twenty-eight children living around here.”   

Nora looked at the children that were running through the orchard with the children from the wagon train. She knew that eight of them were the Fosters’.  Eight, she mentally repeated, knowing that she would never have that big a family. Even if they stayed together, there would be no sons to take over Luke’s horse ranch.   

At her sigh, Luke looked up from whatever Mrs. Foster had pointed out right now. “There’ll come a time when they need a school at whatever place we’ll end up in, too. And they’ll need a competent teacher.” She gave Nora a pointed look.   

It took a few seconds for Nora to understand. “You... you mean... me?”   
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“Sure. You had the patience of a saint with me – and you needed it. Teaching a room full of small children should be easy in comparison,” Luke said with a grin.   

Nora smiled wistfully. Teaching would be a dream come true, but she wasn’t holding her breath, knowing that there would be so much work on the ranch that she would have no time for anything else. “There’ll be no time. You’ll need me on the ranch.”   

“We’ll make the time,” Luke gently objected. “The ranch will have to do without your loving care for a few hours each day.”   

Nora allowed her smile to grow. Here she was, thinking gloomy thoughts of how she would never be able to give Luke a son, an heir, while Luke concentrated only on the positive things in their future.  Who knows... knowing Luke, one of my daughters might one day be the first woman to own a horse ranch! 

“We still have a cabin left to rent for the night,” Mrs. 

Foster offered. She pointed at the baby in Nora’s arms. “I’m sure with the newborn and the falling temperatures at night, your wife would be glad to sleep under a roof again.”   

Luke nodded.   

“That’s not necessary,” Nora said quickly. “I’ll manage to sleep outside for a few more nights.” The Fosters’ farm might look like a paradise, but everything came at a price.   

But Luke was shaking her head. “It’ll be better for Nattie to sleep inside. And the campsites are getting really crowded with two other wagon trains pulling in. We’ll take the cabin.” 

She counted the dollars into Mrs. Foster’s hand.   
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Oregon City; 

October 13th, 1851 





NORA ROLLED AROUND TO lie on her back. She opened her eyes and stared up at the small room’s ceiling. 

She had been tossing and turning for the last two hours.  How ironic,  she thought,  I’ve wished to sink into the soft feathers of a real bed for months, and now that I have one, I can’t sleep! 

They had reached the capital of Oregon this afternoon, and Luke had rented a room for them again. 

Nora was exhausted, not only from all the traveling they had done during the last five months, but also from taking in all the things to see in Oregon City. It was a long, narrow town, right where the Willamette River rumbled through a rocky canyon. There was a church, and a newspaper office, a hatter, a silversmith, a cabinet maker’s shop, two saloons, and a few tailors. Beyond the town, on the Willamette, boats headed toward the Columbia River, and the Willamette Falls supplied power to lumber and flour mills. 

It was a growing town with a bright future, and most of their fellow travelers decided to settle down in or around Oregon City. 

Nora had known for some time that Luke wouldn’t be one of those people. Life in town was not for Luke. The dangers of being a part of a close-knit community were just too high – 

people were nosing into each other’s business, and Luke would always be in danger of being found out. 

So it hadn’t come as a surprise to Nora when Luke had emerged from the Government Land Office with a document 515 





that announced “Lucas Hamilton” as the new owner of one hundred and sixty acres of land at a place called Baker Prairie 

– according to Luke a beautiful green valley, bordered by rivers and surrounded by gentle hills and gorgeous mountains, just seven miles southwest of Oregon City. 

Careful not to wake up the other inhabitants of the small room, she sat up and looked around. Next to her, on a small table, were the documents that held their future. Nora could make out her name on one of the pages. Luke had filed a claim for another one hundred and sixty acres in her name. 

Never in her life had Nora ever had a place to call her own. 

Now she would own half of a ranch.   

Still a bit overwhelmed, she looked away from the table and the documents. The baby was slumbering peacefully in the crib that Luke had built for her. Nora reached out a hand and gently touched the squirrel that Luke had lovingly carved into the wood. Her finger trailed along the bushy tail and touched the point of an ear.   

Then her gaze wandered over to Amy’s bed. She frowned when she found the bed empty and the blanket abandoned. 

Before panic could break out, she found Amy on the small cot next to Luke. The small fingers were clutching Luke’s shirt as she had often clutched Rosie, her doll that had ended up in the Wakarusa River what seemed like an eternity ago.   

Nora blinked away a few tears, moved by the bond that had developed between Luke and Amy. They had even grown closer since Nattie’s birth. The baby needed so much of her time and attention that she would have felt really guilty if Luke hadn’t wordlessly stepped in. Now Luke was the one who read Amy her bedtime story while Nora nursed the baby, and she often took her with her when she scouted ahead on Measles.   

Nora moved closer. Her eyes, used to the darkness by now, began to study Luke’s face. Suddenly, her fingers ached to 516 





caress the tiny bump on the bridge of Luke’s nose, and her lips wanted to kiss away the lines of exhaustion on the familiar face.   

 Stop this nonsense!  she ordered herself.  Go back to bed and sleep!  But this time, Nora couldn’t bring herself to listen to the voice of reason. She stayed sitting on the edge of her bed, staring at Luke.   

Tomorrow, their new lives would begin.  A life at the side of this woman if I want it.  She had decided long ago that she did want it because she knew that Luke would make sure that she and her children would always have a roof over their heads and food on the table. Then, a few weeks ago, she had admitted that these materialistic considerations weren’t the only reason why she wanted to stay with Luke; it was also because she liked Luke.   

 Like?  Another, softer voice in her head repeated.  You don’t get into a panic because someone you like is in danger.  She thought back to the scary minutes at Devil’s Backbone when she had thought the men might have killed Luke. She hadn’t worried because that would have meant losing her protector and provider for her children.   

 Can I really let myself think like this again? Feel like this? 

she wondered.  Wouldn’t it be safer in the long run if I got up right now and left?  The need to protect her vulnerable heart was overwhelming. After being abandoned by Rafe Jamison, the supposed love of her life, she had learned to erect walls around her heart to survive. And after working as a prostitute, hiding what she truly felt had become second nature, even hiding it from herself.   

Slowly, Nora got up.   


*  *  * 

“Luke?”   
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Luke knew that voice. Its owner had visited her dreams quite often, so she just smiled and slept on.   

“Luke?” the voice came again, a little louder.   

“Huh?” Luke worked to open sleep-heavy eyelids. “’s it the baby?”   

The cot under her dipped a little when Nora sat down on its edge. She could feel fingers in her hair but wasn’t certain whether this was reality or a part of a dream. “No, the baby’s still sleeping,” Nora whispered.   

Luke shook her head, trying to get rid of the fog of sleep in her mind. Rubbing the sleep from her eyes, she looked around. Sometime during the night, Amy had bedded down next to her, and Nora was sitting on the edge of the cot, looking down at her. “What is it about this cot that’s so attractive to you Macauley women?” Luke asked, forcing a smile. She didn’t like the serious expression on Nora’s face and what it might mean.   

“It’s not the cot,” Nora said. She stopped and stared down at her hands. “Luke, listen. I’ve got something to tell you. 

I’ve come to a decision.”   

Suddenly, Luke was glad that she was already lying down. 

Every muscle in her body suddenly lost its strength. She shivered as coldness gripped her heart.  We’re in Oregon City. 

 The journey is over. She doesn’t need me anymore. She wants to stay in town and marry the schoolmaster or something.  She clenched her jaw, determined not to yell or cry when the hurtful words were spoken.   

“I love you,” Nora said.   

 God, you’re already hallucinating from holding your breath!  Luke blinked. “What?”   

“I love you.”   
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“Just like that?” Luke stared at her in surprise and with a bit of irritation. A part of her just wanted to accept Nora’s declaration of love at face value, but an even bigger part remained skeptical. “You decided to love me? Nora, love is not something you can just decide on. It’s not here,” she pointed at her head, “it’s here.” She laid a palm over her heart.   

Nora laid a hand over Luke’s, both of their fingers now covering her pounding heart. “I didn’t decide to love you; that happened months ago without conscious thought. But after almost losing you, I decided to take the risk and let myself love you. I always thought that it would hurt less to lose you if I made myself believe that I didn’t love you. But the second I heard that shot, I knew I was lying to myself.”   

Luke couldn’t stop staring. “W-why tell me now? That incident was three days ago.”   

“I had managed to bury it deep down again. But tomorrow is the beginning of a new life for us, and I don’t want to start it with a lie – to myself or to you.” Nora swallowed and said louder, “I love you, Luke.”   

Luke closed her eyes, then opened them again. Nora was still sitting there. This was really happening.  To me. This is happening to me!  Luke had always been so sure that she would never truly been loved, but the warm glow in Nora’s eyes told her that the unbelievable had happened. “I don’t know what to say,” she mumbled, her mouth dry.   

“An ‘I love you, too’ would have been nice,” Nora whispered.   

Luke reached over Amy’s body, grabbed Nora’s nightdress, and pulled her down, kissing her with urgent passion. When they broke apart after long minutes, she said with a breathless laugh, “I do.”   
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Hamilton Horse Ranch; 

Baker Pairie, Oregon; 

April 27th, 1853 





LAUGHTER AND THE THUMPING of booted feet on the porch made Nora look up from the letter in her lap. She watched as Luke strode toward her with Amy riding on her shoulders, both of them covered in dust, hay, and horse lather.   

“Papa! Papa!” Nattie stood from her place, playing at Nora’s feet, and raced toward Luke as fast as her short legs would allow. “Nattie ride horsie too!”   

Luke lifted a laughing Amy down from her shoulders, the five-year-old almost too big for being carried around like that anyway, and swung the smaller, dark-haired girl up into her arms. “Maybe next year, little one.” She carried her over to Nora.   

“Howdy, cowboy,” Nora drawled, putting every ounce of seduction that Tess had once taught her into her voice. She loved the effect that voice had on Luke every time she used it.   

Luke put their youngest daughter down and stalked closer. 

“We don’t raise cows,” she said playfully, pointing at the small herd of Appaloosa horses prancing around in the corral, 

“and,” she added and bent down to whisper in Nora’s ear, 

“I’m not a boy.”   

Nora laughed and kissed her on the lips. It was nice to see how comfortable Luke had gotten with that fact over the last two years. Everyone else still assumed Luke to be male – and they hopefully always would – but in the privacy of their bedroom... Nora grinned.  Later, she silently promised herself.   
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The grin on Luke’s face told her that her message had been received. “Letter from Tess?” Luke asked and bent down to take a look at the piece of paper in Nora’s lap.   

Nora used the opportunity to smooth her fingers over the mussed black hair. “No. It’s a wedding invitation. Wayne Garfield wants us to come over and watch him tie the knot next month.”   

“Woohoo!” Luke whistled. “They’re getting married already? That boy works fast!”   

“Six months is not that fast. You asked me to marry you three days after we first met,” Nora reminded her with a grin.   

Luke’s gray eyes crinkled at the corners as she smiled down at Nora. “Yeah, after you tried to seduce me the first time we met.”   

“I suppose we did things a little backwards,” Nora admitted. They had been strangers when they married, then had slowly become friends, and finally, they had fallen in love with each other.   

“Yeah,” Luke said, bending down to kiss her again, “but I like were we ended up at the end of our journey anyway.” 



The End 

521 





About The Author 





I GREW UP AMIDST the vineyards and gently sloping hills of southern Germany. I spent most of my childhood with my nose buried in a book, earning me the nickname "professor" before I even finished elementary school. The writing bug bit me at the age of eleven. The very first piece of fiction I ever wrote was a thirty-page western story that I still have somewhere (well-hidden because it alternately makes me cringe and laugh when I read it today). I wrote two dozen mostly novel-length stories (westerns, adventure stories, historical fiction, fantasy, science fiction - 

you name it, I've probably written it) in my "baby years" as a writer, but no one but my poor twin sister ever got to read them. 

That changed when I discovered the Internet and the wondrous world of FanFiction and online stories. My parents belatedly got their wish - I took my nose out of my books and started to spend my time glued to the computer screen instead. Soon after, I wrote my first FanFiction, a Star Trek: Voyager story. Don't bother to search for it on the web; even if there was still a copy in circulation somewhere, it's in German. Back then, I would have taken a thousand oaths that I would never, ever be able to write more than a grocery list in English. Then I took an intensive, free online language course - almost eight years of constant fanfic reading. Let's just say that I learned some words I later had trouble explaining to my friends why I would know such expressions. 

So in the beginning of 2006, I finally put my newly acquired knowledge of the English language to good use and wrote a series of three Law & Order: SVU fanfics in English. 

As my confidence grew, I wrote a longer FanFiction and then 522 





my first English historical fiction. In some way, I've come full circle because "Backwards to Oregon" takes place on the Western Frontier. Other than the setting I promise that it doesn't have much in common with my first childish attempt at writing. 

I still live in Germany, where I work as a psychologist. 

When I'm not working or writing, I like to spend my time reading, cooking for a bunch of friends, spending time with my nephew and niece, and watching way too many crime shows. I also enjoy learning new languages (Russian is my latest project. I haven't found any lesbian online stories using the Cyrillic alphabet to help me learn, though). 

523 





*  *  * 

Other Titles By This Author 



Conflict of Interest – Lesbian: Romance, Crime Summary 

WORKAHOLIC detective Aiden Carlisle isn't looking for love... and certainly not at the law enforcement seminar she reluctantly agreed to attend. But their first lecturer is not at all what she expected. 

Psychologist Dawn Kinsley has just found her place in life. After a failed relationship with a police officer, she has sworn to herself never to get involved with another cop again, but she feels a connection to Aiden from the very first moment. 

Can Aiden keep from crossing the line when a brutal crime threatens to keep them apart... before they've even gotten together? 


*  *  * 

Next of Kin – Sequel to Conflict of Interest Summary 
SEX CRIMES Detective Aiden Carlisle is slowly getting used to being in a committed relationship with Dawn Kinsley 

— a relationship that isn't always easy since Dawn is not only a psychologist but also a former victim in one of Aiden's cases. Aiden’s private and professional lives collide when Dawn's newest patient gets in trouble with the law. Will she be able to stay objective enough to solve the case without pushing Dawn away? 
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The same case also throws Deputy District Attorney Kade Matheson's well-ordered life into chaos. In the last few years, Kade has taken case files and law books, not lovers, to bed. She has been focused only on her career and fought hard to win cases like Dawn's, but now the case forces her to finally face her attraction to women. She suddenly finds herself with two secret admirers — but which one is more dangerous, the threat to her life or her heart? 
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*  *  * 

Back Cover Summary 


Backwards To Oregon – Lesbian: Historical Fiction, Romance 

Summary 

"LUKE" HAMILTON has always been sure that she’d never marry. She accepted that she would spend her life alone when she chose to live her life disguised as a man. 

After working in a brothel for three years, Nora Macauley has lost all illusions about love. She no longer hopes for a man who will sweep her off her feet and take her away to begin a new, respectable life. 

But now they find themselves married and on the way to Oregon in a covered wagon, with two thousand miles ahead of them. 


*  *  * 

Thank You for Purchasing and Reading Backwards to Oregon. 
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