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Cody Walsh leaves Arkansas for California. Lured by stories of opportunity, even for women, Cody disguises herself as a man and prepares for the arduous journey west. 

 

Lillie Ellis leaves New York to accept a post as a schoolteacher on the frontier near a small homestead she just inherited from her uncle. Lillie’s ultimate desire is to become a painter, and she hopes the Kansas frontier will offer her the freedom to follow that dream. In the nineteenth century, a young woman has few options in the East that don’t revolve around marriage and motherhood. Lillie is interested in neither. 

 

Cody rescues Lillie after a chance encounter in Independence, Missouri. Their destinies and desires become entwined as they face the perils of the untamed West. Despite their differences, they discover that love’s uncharted frontier is not for the weak in spirit or the faint of heart.
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For Evelyn


Chapter One

 

 

 


The first strike of the whip across her back forced Cody to
her knees. If pain had a color, this was glowing red—like grabbing a hot poker
from the coals with your bare hand. And then a second strike came, and a third
in rapid succession. 


Her father’s breathing was labored. During these fits, which had
become more frequent, he looked as if he were fighting some demon she couldn’t
see. Or maybe he was enraged that he’d been pulled out of his alcohol-induced
haze and forced to acknowledge his sad life for a few minutes. Or possibly he
was trying to strike a blow at God almighty. It was anyone’s guess, ’cause he
sure never talked about what had turned him against his own kin.


Cody rose up just enough to let her younger sister, Ellen, crawl
out from under the cover her body provided. She ran for the barn. By the fifth
strike Cody was rigid with rage. There was a point when enough was enough.
Every time he’d taken his riding crop to her she’d said to herself it was for
the last time, but then she’d get scared to leave. She also didn’t want to
leave her sister behind, and then she’d get lulled into thinking it wouldn’t
happen again because he’d promise such things. She’d feel sorry for him, so
she’d stay.


But it did always happen again. 


Meanness had become her father’s stock-in-trade the past few
years. She could no longer remember the man he used to be. And the liquor just
made it worse. 


She’d seen him go to the rocking chair on the porch with his pint
jar of corn whiskey a few hours earlier. She’d watched from across the skinned,
hardened clay of the yard as Ellen had run out the door and knocked the jar
over by accident. That was all it took to send him into a rabid frenzy, like a
mad dog. Ellen made it only twenty feet from the porch before he was on her. He
kicked her to the ground with a boot to her backside, ready to lay into her
with his riding whip. 


Cody put herself between the old man and Ellen—like she’d done so
many times before. He didn’t seem to care who was taking his licks. He’d
probably already forgotten who kicked the jar over in the first place. 


As she felt the sting of the whip across her shoulders, something
inside Cody snapped. 


This wasn’t the first time she’d thought of killing him. 


More than one night, she’d lain on her thin cot, looked up at the
unfinished plank ceiling, and conjured plans for his demise. She’d considered
slipping into his room and smothering him with his own pillow. She thought of
sneaking up behind him with a shovel and bashing his head in. The solid thump
of the steel meeting his thick skull was satisfying to imagine. 


She’d even considered letting loose a copperhead in his room at
night, knowing the snake would likely seek out the warmth of his body. But
she’d done none of it, and she wasn’t even sure why. Maybe because he was her
father and the Good Book said to honor thy father. Maybe it was as simple and
misguided as that, because she knew she didn’t love him, not in the way a
daughter should love her father.


Cody could see his shadowed silhouette on the ground. When he
recoiled for another blow, with his arm high above his head, she lunged at him
and caught him right in the gut with her shoulder. He fell backward and Cody
with him. She’d hit him under his ribcage knocking the wind out of him as they
hit the hard-packed dirt with a thump.


She scrambled off him and started across the yard, but he didn’t
follow as she’d expected. Cody turned and considered going back to check on him
as he lay motionless, the braided rawhide whip dangling loosely from his limp
hand.


Ellen peeked out from one of the barn stalls, from behind the
rough sided buckboard, but Cody signaled for her to stay back. Slowly, Cody
approached her father, ready at any moment to take flight, but he was out cold.
He’d fallen back and struck his head on a rock. She could see the red smear
across the stone from three feet away. She watched him long enough to see his
chest rise and fall as he took a breath. He wasn’t dead.


Cody stood frozen and considered what to do next. She surveyed
the place she’d called home. She knew it was now anything but. 


Her father had seen her mother laid into an early grave. He’d run
off her two older brothers in a fit of angry shouts, leaving only Cody and
Ellen. Cody had only stayed because of her sister.


The unpainted plank boards of the three-room frame house hung
slack and ashy, the vertical struts visible in the dark gaps between the wood
siding. The worn porch boards rose and fell unevenly from long exposure to
weather. The area around the house was mostly bare clay. The grass beat back
from the decrepit building as if the earth itself had been scorched.


The barn looked as sad and run-down as the house. Cody rotated as
her father’s horse, Shadow, stomped in the heat, sending up a small dust cloud.
Shadow was as tight against the railing of the enclosure as he could be, trying
to wedge himself into the small bit of shade afforded by an overhanging oak
just outside the fence.


Cody decided right then to leave. There’d been a flyer on the
corkboard outside the mercantile in Batesville advertising for wagon trains
heading west from Missouri. Free land. That’s where her brothers, Adam and
James, had headed off to, and she should’ve probably gone with them. 


They’d talked of traveling to California for months out of their
father’s earshot before they actually left. There was lots of work there,
plenty to go around, or so their letter said. They’d ended up with a timber
outfit north of San Francisco. Northeast Arkansas in 1856 had nothing to offer
her. There’d have to be more opportunities in the West for women like her than
there were here, women who’d rather ride and hunt than cook and clean. She
could pass for a fella if she needed to, if safety called for it. She had no
curves to speak of, and she was tall, at the high end of five feet. She’d
always kept her hair short too, which had sorely disappointed her mother, God
rest her soul.


Her brothers had ridden west two years ago, and every other day
she regretted her decision to stay. But she had Ellen to think of, and at the
time, Cody had been only sixteen. She was eighteen now and figured she could
take care of herself.


She motioned for Ellen to follow her to the house. Ellen rushed
to Cody and clung to her, glancing sideways to where their father lay.


“Is he dead?”


“No, he isn’t dead. He’s just sleepin’. Get your things. We’re
going to Aunt Hannah’s.” Cody hustled Ellen toward the house. “Hurry.”


“For how long?”


“Forever. We’re not coming back here.” Beside her, Ellen let out
a whimper.


“Not ever?”


“No, not ever. There’s nothing for us here. Now hurry, before he
wakes up.” Cody pulled a worn flour sack from under her narrow bunk and shoved
a few things into it, while Ellen piled her things on the bed on the other side
of the small room.


“Bring your stuff over here.” Cody spread a blanket on the bed,
and when Ellen settled her things in the middle of it, Cody tied the four
corners to bundle everything inside. Including Ellen’s threadbare rag doll. 


She reached for the pistol and belt that hung on a wooden peg
next to the door. She’d already put a small box of ammunition from her daddy’s
nightstand into the sack with her clothes and some dried meat and yesterday’s
cornbread. She bent to lift the loose board inside his closet. There was a
wooden box that contained money, letters, and other small family heirloom bits.
She took two-thirds of the money from the box: a third for her and a third to
leave with Aunt Hannah for Ellen. Twelve dollars split three ways wasn’t much,
but it was all the inheritance she was ever going to get, so she was taking it
now.


She considered other items in the box. A silver brush that had
belonged to her mother and her mother’s wedding ring—a simple gold band with a
small ruby stone set into it. Cody held the ring in the palm of her hand for a
minute then tucked it into her pocket. Then she reached for the letter from her
brothers. If she made it to California, this would be her only chance of
finding them. She got to her feet, leaving the board upturned so that he’d know
what she’d done. 


They cut a wide path around her father as they went to the barn.
Cody saddled Shadow while Ellen nervously fidgeted. She hung the gun belt over
the saddle horn and was just about to climb up on Shadow, but there was one
more thing she wanted to do.


With tentative steps, she approached her father. He didn’t move,
even when she nudged his leg with the dusty toe of her boot. Satisfied that he
was still out, she reached over and took the whip from his hand.


Shadow shook his mane as Cody settled into the saddle. She
reached down and pulled Ellen up behind her. She tugged the reins, and Shadow
turned and headed north toward the Missouri border.


Chapter Two

 

 

 


Lillie Winston Ellis folded the quilt around the framed
photo of her parents so that it would be protected from jostling inside the
trunk. She’d had to be judicious with her packing, limiting herself to only two
trunks and then two small suitcases. She turned slowly in the center of the
room. Had she forgotten any items that she’d regret leaving behind when she
reached Kansas? She assumed small reminders of her childhood would likely bring
her great comfort once she was out west, far from home and family.


As she shut the hinged lid of the velvet lined trunk, she heard a
soft knock.


“Come in.” Her cousin Caroline was just two years younger than
Lillie and looked enough like her to pass for a sister. They both had auburn hair
with hints of red when lit by the sun, and both had brown eyes. Lillie was a
bit more slender than Caroline but probably only because she was a couple of
inches taller. Caroline’s dress brushed the floor lightly as she crossed the
room; the crinoline underneath caused the skirt to sweep in front of her as she
moved.


“You’ve been up here packing for hours. Let’s go for a walk in
the park.” Caroline leaned against the high foot post of Lillie’s bed. She
fingered the fabric draped around the polished mahogany bed frame. The drape
reached from the canopy to the floor at all four corners of the bed.


“It’s not easy to pack one’s entire life into two small trunks.”


“You could always just come stay with me in Philadelphia instead.
That would require a lot less preparation and would no doubt be much more fun.”
Caroline smiled.


“You are probably right, cousin. But where is your sense of
adventure?”


“My sense of adventure extends as far as a stroll through the
park to the pond to feed the ducks. And maybe a stop for lemonade. Yes, my
sense of adventure definitely involves lemonade.”


Lillie laughed. “Okay, I suppose I do need a break. My brain is
tired and I feel as if I’m forgetting something important. I can probably use a
rest.”


“Come on, we can run through what you’ve packed as we walk.”


Caroline followed Lillie down the wide staircase to the foyer on
the first floor. Lillie reached for a small parasol from the pedestal near the
front door. One of the household maids watched from the adjacent room. She
suspected the staff was all atwitter about the drama that had unfolded in the
Ellis family ever since news of Lillie’s departure was met with the pleas from
her mother for her to stay.


“Mary, if Mother asks, tell her Caroline and I went for a turn in
the park.”


“Yes, Miss Lillie.” Mary stood in the small sitting room with a
duster poised midair. Her white apron was smudged all across the front.
Lillie’s mother would likely have a comment about that. Mrs. Ellis was a stern
matron of the house when it came to cleanliness and appearance, and she was an
equally strong advocate for her three daughters when the need called for it.


Lillie’s younger sisters, Emily and Sarah, were no doubt driving
their mother to distraction at this very moment. They’d gone dress shopping as
soon as the shops had opened. Lillie and Caroline would likely return from the
park to find her mother propped up with tea and cake in an attempt to recover
from the outing.


Lillie pulled Caroline along by the hand down the front steps.
They waited for a carriage to pass and then crossed the street from the stately
row of brownstones into the grassy green haven of the park.


Women in spring dresses with light shawls around their shoulders
spoke softly to one another. They walked arm-in-arm as they crossed the manicured
lawns between the brick paths swept clean of leaves or other debris. A
gentleman clad in a dark suit tipped his hat as Lillie and Caroline passed. 


The park was awash in the bright yellow-green of spring, and
flowers were just beginning to bloom. Clusters of daffodils lined the walkway.
Lillie wondered if such lush sanctuaries existed in Kansas or if the frontier
was nothing more than a dry straw grass prairie. She couldn’t quite picture it,
although she’d read every newspaper story she could get her hands on about
frontier settlements to the west. Ever since the moment she found out her uncle
had deeded her his homestead.


Her mother had been furious when the news of her inheritance
arrived at their home in New York. Lillie’s uncle Winston, her mother’s
brother, had for many years been maligned by his more conservative family as a
reckless wanderer and dreamer. Winston Gage had taken the government at their
word when they offered homesteads to settlers in Kansas and territories to the
west. He’d left in search of destiny and a fortune on the frontier. 


Maybe it was that Lillie Winston Ellis was named after him, or
maybe because she shared his love of adventure, but Winston obviously felt
Lillie was a kindred spirit. So when he met with an untimely death from
pneumonia he’d left his small Kansas homestead to Lillie. 


Even while she mourned the loss of her older brother, Lillie’s
mother had cursed him for tempting Lillie away. Lillie’s father owned a
shipping company and was currently detained in a port somewhere along the
Virginia coast. He would not return for another three weeks. Lillie didn’t
think it would be prudent to wait that long to leave. Everything she’d read
cautioned against traveling across the prairies too late in the year. She’d
penned a very long letter to her father, hoping that since they shared some of
the same yearning for travel that he would understand her need to depart before
his return.


Lillie’s father had allowed her to nurture a spirit of independence
not often granted to young women. He may even have encouraged it. As a man
living in a house with four women, maybe he secretly enjoyed that Lillie
sometimes shared his interest in travel, politics, and geography.


Having turned twenty-one just three months prior to her uncle’s
death, Lillie was of the age to make her own decisions. And against her
mother’s persuasive arguments, she’d chosen to travel to the Kansas frontier.


“Are you afraid?”


“What?” Lillie had been lost in thought.


“Afraid? Are you at all afraid to travel so far alone?” Caroline
squeezed her arm and leaned into the shade of the parasol that Lillie carried.
They neared the pond and took a bench seat to watch the ducks paddle about.


“Maybe I should be more apprehensive, but the truth is I’m
excited.”


“I’ve read there are lots of eligible young men on the frontier.
The odds will be in your favor.” Caroline smiled mischievously. She was utterly
distracted by the opposite sex. She attended every dance she was invited to,
and her youthful beauty and grace assured that her dance card was always
filled.


Lillie didn’t want to dampen Caroline’s search for romance, but a
husband was the last thing on Lillie’s mind. She could think of nothing worse
than a man to tend to or make choices for her.


In 1856, the sphere allotted to women was defined by the
activities and functions that men thought appropriate for them. Those roles
were typically subordinate to men. A young woman had few options in the East
that didn’t revolve around marriage and motherhood, and at the moment, Lillie,
much to her mother’s exasperation, was interested in neither. 


But maybe she’d find men on the frontier more intriguing. The
eligible young men in New York seemed occupied only with the acquisition of
money, and Lillie found all the bragging about their business acumen boring at
best. Never did a young man ask what she planned to do with her life. Either
they had no interest in finding out or they assumed she had no aspirations
beyond wifedom and motherhood. 


“If the men are as dashing and roguishly handsome as I imagine
then you must write to me straightaway and I’ll come join you.”


“I think you’ve clearly been reading too many western novellas.”
Pulp stories populated newsstands everywhere, but Lillie assumed that most of
them were embellished for narrative effect.


“And I wouldn’t be at all surprised to see your name on the cover
of one. Lillie Winston Ellis and the tales of the wild frontier.” Caroline
swept her hand through the air as if she were envisioning the title on a
playbill poster.


“I’ll be sure and keep a diary in case the opportunity to publish
my memoir presents itself.”


“You’d better.” Caroline bumped her shoulder lightly. “And don’t
forget to write me and describe all the handsome men you meet along the way.”


Chapter Three

 

 

 


Cody stoked the campfire and sparks rose into the night sky
like fireflies. Beside her, Ellen nibbled a wedge of cornbread and pulled the
blanket more tightly around her narrow shoulders. Ellen’s face was smudged from
dirt mixed with tears. Cody sank back against the saddle, propped on one elbow.


It was only about twenty miles to Aunt Hannah’s place near
Davidson, but they’d started late in the day and only made it about eight miles
before dark overtook them.


“Do you think Papa is gonna be mad when he wakes up?” Ellen
sounded small and far away even though she was sitting right next to Cody.


“I suppose so.” Cody stared at the fire.


“Will he whip us?”


“No, he’s not gonna whip you any more.”


“Why?”


“’Cause we aren’t goin’ back there. And if we aren’t there, we
can’t get no whippin’.”


“Do you think Aunt Hannah’s farm is still nice?”


“Yeah.”


“How long will we stay there?”


“Not sure yet. We’ll have to wait and see.” Cody was trying to
say as little as possible to Ellen. 


Ellen looked waifish and downright forlorn with her smudged face and
hollowed cheeks highlighted by the firelight. Her ragged dress hung loose
around her tiny frame, and the sleeves drooped over her stick slim arms. Ellen
had cried off and on all afternoon so Cody was trying to get her to settle down
and not be afraid.


A child ought not be afraid of her own father.


Fathers should protect their children, raise them up, and cherish
them.


“Come here.” Cody motioned for Ellen to curl up next to her.


The saddle was at her back, and she’d used her linen sack of
clothing as a pillow. Cody was still feeling the licks her father had given her
with the lash so she was gingerly settled onto her side, allowing the painful
welts on her back to cool. Ellen sidled over and spooned in front of Cody, facing
the ebbing fire. Cody pulled her close and kissed her hair.


“Did you have enough to eat?”


Ellen nodded and pressed her tiny body tightly against Cody’s.
She let Ellen keep the blanket. The night was cool but pleasant, and Ellen’s
body heat would keep her warm enough.


Cody lay quietly. Ellen’s breathing slowed as she drifted asleep.
Cody watched the pulsing coals of the near-dead fire. 


Where was she going?


West was a vague notion, and she wasn’t completely sure exactly
what a journey to California would involve. Her only thought so far had been to
get herself to St. Louis and then find passage upriver to Independence. Her
brother had told her that was the jumping off spot for trails heading west. Her
older brother, Adam, had been to St. Louis and back once, so she had an idea of
how far that was. It would take at least seven or eight days of steady riding.
She’d need more food to make that trip. 


She’d stolen her father’s horse, which he’d be plenty sore about,
probably angrier than he would be about their leaving. Cody’s early childhood had
been a happy one. How had things gone so wrong? She could see now that her
mother was what kept everything together. Her mother was the thing that
mattered most. Not money or schooling or religion, but maternal love had been
the thing that had truly created a family.


She’d never been so inconsolable as the night her mother had
passed. Cody was eleven, and she remembered the night as if it were yesterday:
the temperature of the room, the candle flickering at the bedside, her brothers
standing at the foot of the bed, the whimpering cries from Ellen, the aching
hole in her chest, and the gaunt, empty expression on her father’s tear-stained
face.


At first, it was probably grief that overtook him, and Cody
didn’t fault him for it. She’d granted him months to come to terms with it,
waiting for the man she’d known as her father to return, but he never did. The
grief turned to depression and the depression turned to anger, a deep
insatiable rage that nothing could temper except whiskey. And even that was
only temporary.


Cody had been grieving too, but there was no time for it because
she’d been the only one left to care for Ellen. Maybe that’s what saved her.
Ellen was only four at the time of her mother’s death and mostly immune to the
sadness that overshadowed the house like the dark cloud that precedes a
tornado. Her father’s cloud of angry sadness was just as dangerous as a
twister; it just took longer to feel the destructive effects of it.


A tear trailed down Cody’s cheek, and she squeezed her eyes shut
against it. She was free and could plot her own course now. She hoped the ghost
of her father’s sadness wouldn’t follow her west.


 


*


 


Lillie leaned back in her chair as plates from the evening meal
were cleared and tea served. Her mother had hardly taken a breath during dinner
as she’d used every opportunity to dissuade Lillie from tomorrow’s early
morning departure.


“How can you torture your mother in this way?” Her mother patted
at her lips with her cloth napkin as a floral print china teacup was settled
onto a saucer in front of her. With her father away, her mother sat at the head
of the table and held court over Lillie, her sisters, and her cousin. Her
mother’s face was more round than Lillie’s more delicate features. She
resembled her father, while her sisters took more after her mother’s side of
the family.


“Mother, I don’t wish to torment you, but I will not change my
mind. No matter how persuasive your argument.” Lillie rested her hands in her
lap. “Please, let’s just have a pleasant evening. It’s Caroline’s last night in
New York.” Caroline would be taking the train with Lillie the next morning as
far as Philadelphia.


“I wish your father were here. He’d talk some sense into your
prideful head.”


“Or not.”


“Don’t be fresh with me, young lady.”


“Yes, Mother. Sorry.” 


A delicate lemon layered cake was served, and the table fell
quiet under its sweet frosted spell. Then Lillie’s youngest sister broke the
silence. At sixteen, Emily was easily spooked by anything residing farther than
a block from their house. In her mind, dastardly villains lurked around every
corner in the city that surrounded their brownstone.


“Do you suppose you’ll see Indians?”


“I suppose I might.” Lillie sipped her tea. She attempted to
sound calm so as not to incite her sister’s active imagination further.


“Will you take Father’s pistol along just in case you do?”


“Heavens no! She will do no such thing. No daughter of mine is
going to carry a pistol.” Emily sheepishly glanced in her mother’s direction.


Actually, Lillie had thought of taking a pistol, but she knew her
mother wouldn’t even discuss it, and she wouldn’t take one of her father’s guns
without his permission. But she assumed that once she reached the edge of
civilized society a gun might be a very necessary thing to have. She’d have a
certain amount of cash from her uncle’s estate for the procurement of supplies
once she reached Missouri. Lillie had decided to deal with the gun question
once she arrived in Independence. 


“I think Lillie would look just grand with a holster strapped to her
hip like some lady outlaw.” Lillie frowned at Sarah, who at eighteen wasn’t
afraid of anything. She knew Sarah was just joking to get more of a rise out of
her mother, and it was working. Her mother swooned in the chair, the dark
fabric of her long skirt spread out around her, and she fanned her plump red
face with her napkin. She looked as if she might faint.


“Will you be sure and keep a diary of sketches and send us a
drawing of the first frontier savage you meet?” A grin spread across Sarah’s
face as she watched her mother’s reaction to the request.


“Oh Lord in heaven, deliver me!” Her mother howled, and Lillie
was afraid she might actually slip from her chair as she slouched lower. Lillie
stood quickly and stroked her mother’s wrist with her napkin that she’d just
dipped in cool water.


“Now, Mother, you must calm down. Sarah is only teasing.” Lillie
glared at Sarah while her mother’s eyes were closed. “I’m sure I’ll keep a
sketch diary of all the beautiful summer flowers on the prairie and no doubt the
many lovely birds I’ll encounter.” She attempted to paint a much less
frightening mental image for her excitable mother.


Lillie loved to draw and paint. By age ten, she had decided to
become an artist, and her father had arranged for her to receive private art
instruction from a local watercolorist.


Washington Square and Greenwich Village were the hubs of cultural
life in New York City. Many of the artists of the Hudson River School had
settled around Washington Square, and one of them, John Weathers, had been
hired as Lillie’s painting tutor. 


The Hudson River School was an art movement, a group of landscape
painters influenced by romanticism in Europe. The subjects for most of the
paintings for which the movement was named depicted the Hudson River Valley and
surrounding areas, including the Catskill, Adirondack, and the White Mountains.


Initially, Lillie had been a diligent and ambitious student, but
she’d abandoned the idea of pursuing a career as an artist several months
earlier in frustration. She felt she could never distinguish herself as an
artist within this derivative tradition that had formed the foundation of her
art training. As a woman, she feared she would never be taken seriously as a
painter and especially not doing work she considered unoriginal. She was
willing to forsake the high-minded art scene in New York for room to breathe.


Lillie reasoned that it was no wonder her work felt imitative.
She’d never really been anywhere on her own. She’d never done anything that
could be considered bold or courageous. Polite society fervently discouraged
such behavior in young women.


Well-meaning critics had referred to her paintings as girlish and
pretty. That description haunted her. On the frontier, might she find the
opportunity to be both pretty and fearless? She hoped so.


She’d carefully packed pigment and paper in the hopes that the
western landscape would help her find her artistic voice.


“Why don’t we move to the study and Sarah can read something?”
Lillie was grateful to Caroline for the distraction.


“Come along, Mother. We’ll get you settled in a more comfortable
chair.”


Chapter Four

 

 

 


Cody saw a thin thread of smoke rising above the treetops
before she actually laid eyes on Aunt Hannah’s cabin.


They rode along the rutted dirt road for another half mile before
the cabin came into view. The rustic structure was nestled in a grassy
clearing, bordered on one side by thick woods and a small fenced enclosure on
the other, between the dwelling and the barn.


The cabin was built from oak logs and was about sixteen to
eighteen feet square, its size likely being limited by the length of the log
that could be carried by two men. The roof was made of split shingles, and
pieces of shingle had been used to chink the spaces between the logs. A stone
chimney was located at one of the gable ends, and a centered door stood at
right angles to the ridgepole. 


There was a small animal enclosure that opened into the barn, a
corncrib, and a smokehouse. But the thin trail of smoke Cody had seen was from
the cabin’s chimney. 


Cody hadn’t seen her aunt since her cousin’s funeral, which had
been nearly two years now. Cody’s cousin Charlie, who was born only three
months ahead of her, had been taken with the fever. He was only sixteen when he
passed. 


“Hello in the house,” Cody called from the saddle, keeping a
respectable distance from the narrow, long porch.


After a few minutes, the rough wooden door opened and Hannah
peered out. “Who you be?”


“Aunt Hannah, it’s Cody and Ellen.” Cody held onto Ellen’s hand
as she slid down from the saddle and then Cody dismounted.


“Well, I’ll be! I didn’t recognize you.” Hannah walked toward
them. “Why Lord, child, you’re thin as a rail.” Hannah touched Ellen’s hair.
“And, Ellen, how you’ve grown. You must be twelve by now.”


Ellen nodded shyly.


Cody was hungry, that was for sure. And something was on her
aunt’s cook fire. The scent of fried meat wafted from the open door. Cody held
Shadow’s reins loosely and awkwardly shifted her weight from foot to foot under
her aunt’s inquisitive gaze. She thought Hannah looked thin and pale also. She
seemed to have aged ten years during the two years since Cody had seen her
last. She figured losing your only son took a lot of life out of a person.


“Well, come on in. I was just fixin’ dinner and I’ve got enough
for y’all. Lord knows it looks as if a stiff wind could blow you over.” Hannah
motioned for them to follow her. “Your uncle Eli should be back tomorrow. He
went to see about a calf.” 


Cody tied Shadow to a post at the front of the house and followed
Hannah into the dark interior. Ellen clung to Cody. 


“Don’t be shy. This is your aunt Hannah. You know her.” Cody
tried to pry Ellen off, but Ellen only clung more tightly.


“Come here, surgah, let me have a look at you.” Hannah took a
seat at the table and held out her arms. “Come on now. I’m not gonna bite.”


Ellen eased over and allowed herself to be examined. Hannah
brushed Ellen’s long blond hair off her face and smoothed at the front of her
crumpled dress. 


“We were hoping we could stay for the night.” Cody didn’t want to
say everything just now, not in front of Ellen. Her aunt gave her a questioning
look.


“Well, of course you’ll stay the night. Now let me put another
bit of pork in the skillet.” She stood but kept her hand affectionately at
Ellen’s back. “You want to help me with supper while Cody sees to the horse?” 


Ellen nodded and smiled up at Hannah.


Cody’s stomach tightened. Not from hunger this time, but for
Ellen’s loss. She’d never gotten the chance to grow up knowing the comfort of
their mother, and she could see now how great a depravation that was. Ellen’s
face seemed to brighten at the suggestion that she could help in some way.


 


*


 


Dinner consisted of bits of pork fried in lard and biscuits. It
was the best meal Cody had eaten in days. 


The rustic cabin was warm and clean and cozy, with flooring made
from split logs, rounded side down. Candlelight from the lantern that hung over
the center of the wide plank table cast the room in a soft golden hue. A breeze
from the window brought with it a scent of grass and the sounds of night
approaching. Tree frogs and cicadas serenaded them as Cody wiped the last remnant
of pork from her plate with a biscuit. 


Cody worried that she was poor dinner company as she’d hardly
looked up from her plate. Hannah had asked Ellen questions while they ate, and
Cody realized that she wasn’t much of a talker herself. It was clear by the
sparkle in her eye and the way she hung on Hannah’s every word that Ellen was
starved for motherly female attention.


“Ellen, why don’t I get you settled in for the night?”


Cody had questions she’d been holding for her aunt. She didn’t
want to ask them in front of Ellen. She knew she wouldn’t have to wait long to
talk more openly with her aunt because Ellen’s eyes had gotten progressively
more heavy lidded during dinner. A hot meal and two days in the open had taken
a toll. Ellen looked as if she was about to fall asleep right in her chair.


Cody sipped coffee and watched Hannah settle Ellen in a low bed
along the back corner of the open room, which was divided by handmade quilts
strung along lines from side to side. 


Hannah was her mother’s older sister. They resembled each other
in both looks and manner. During supper, Cody couldn’t help watching Hannah’s
hands. Hannah’s movements were so similar to her mother’s. However, unlike the
way she remembered her mother, Hannah’s hands and face were creased and
weathered from age. Her gray hair was pulled tightly into a knot at the back of
her head, and her gingham cotton dress was clean but worn so thin in spots that
the fabric had lost its color.


Hannah said something softly to Ellen that Cody couldn’t hear and
then kissed her on the cheek. She pulled the quilt across the space beside the
table to block the light so Ellen could sleep and then returned to the table.


“I think she was asleep before her head hit the pillow.” Hannah
poured more coffee for both of them and then took a seat across from Cody.


Her aunt didn’t say anything right away. She was probably waiting
for Cody to volunteer some clue as to why she and Ellen had shown up out of the
blue and asked to spend the night.


“We can’t go back home.” Cody hadn’t really sorted out exactly
what she was going to say to Hannah, and rather than ease into the
conversation, she just blurted out the words. She tried to speak quietly so
that Ellen wouldn’t hear.


“Did something happen to your daddy? Is he sick?” Cody couldn’t
quite figure out the tone of Hannah’s voice, but she was fairly sure it wasn’t
concern or empathy.


“He’s sick, but not in the way you mean.”


“I see.” Hannah pursed her lips into a thin line. She held the
cup aloft with both hands and studied Cody. She took a sip of her coffee. “Is
he drinkin’ then?”


“Yeah.”


“I shoulda gone sooner to see about you girls. I shoulda done
that for sure.” She looked away from Cody as if she was studying something in
the coals on the hearth. “I owed my sister that much.”


“It’s nobody’s fault. It’s just the way it is.” Cody didn’t want
Hannah to feel bad for something that she couldn’t have known. Cody figured it
was more her fault for not leaving sooner. She was old enough to know better,
but she’d been afraid to leave until now. But she wasn’t going to be afraid any
more. Fear wasn’t ever going to run her life again.


“Well, you girls will stay here with us. That’s all there is to
it. Eli will want you to stay.”


“Hannah, I’m moving on.” Cody tried to sound more confident than
she felt.


“Where to?”


“California.” Cody took a long swallow of coffee, leaned forward,
and rested her elbows on the edge of the plank table. “I was thinking I’d ride
as far as St. Louis, find some work, and then, well, work my way west and meet
up with Adam and James. They were headed to San Francisco.”


Hannah sat silent. Her eyes bored into Cody from across the table
in the low light. Cody thought Hannah might be formulating an argument for why
she should stay, but the argument never came.


“You could have Charlie’s clothes if you like, and his other
things.” Hannah spoke softly, almost as if she was conspiring about something
and was afraid someone would overhear.


The offer surprised Cody, and it probably showed on her face.


“Us women folk are handicapped by our sex,” said Hannah.


Truer words were never spoken, and she’d already thought the same
thing on more than one occasion. There were logical and pragmatic reasons for a
woman to dress like a man. Putting on men’s clothing, a woman might enjoy increased
freedoms and the opportunities to find work that paid. 


“Women are usually bound down by domestic chores, but you
aren’t.” Hannah placed her hand lightly over Cody’s.


“I had considered dressing like a boy. Dressed like I am now I’d
almost pass for one.” Cody couldn’t believe Hannah was also suggesting she
disguise herself as male. The fact that Hannah readily suggested it made Cody
almost believe she could pull it off.


“I daresay putting on a jacket and trousers is a quicker way to
achieve equal suffrage than waiting for the vote.”


Cody and Hannah both laughed. 


She’d had no idea Hannah was such a rebel. Maybe her mother had
been the same, but she’d never known her when she was old enough to understand
such things.


“You would need to walk and talk and swear like a man. You think
you could do that?”


“Yes, ma’am.” Cody tipped back in her chair, with her thumbs in
the waist of her trousers. “What I meant to say was, hell yes.”


Hannah laughed.


Cody tipped forward and ran her fingers through her hair. She
felt a bit bashful under Hannah’s perusal.


“You’ve got no curves to speak of, and I could cut your hair a
bit for you.” Hannah motioned for Cody to stand up and then turned her about.
“You’re tall enough and you’ve got broad shoulders. You’re thin, but that will
only help you pass.” Hannah slowly circled her. “You’ve got no beard, but folks
would likely just chalk that up to youth.”


Cody thought she could pass, and it seemed like Hannah did too.
Her arms were lean but strong. She could fight as good as any man her size.
She’d taken her older brothers down a notch or two from time to time. Of
course, they’d put her on her butt, too.


If other places were like Arkansas, remote and restless, then no
one would likely look too closely or ask too many questions. It seemed people
liked to keep to themselves about personal matters. Cody found most people to
be so walled off that they hardly knew each other at all, unless they were
close kin, and sometimes even that couldn’t bridge the remoteness.


“You get some rest and we’ll see about Charlie’s things in the
morning.” Hannah tenderly laid her hand on Cody’s cheek.


“What if Papa comes looking for Ellen?” Cody knew she couldn’t
leave until she felt sure Ellen would be protected.


“Don’t you worry about Ellen. We’ll keep her safe. Eli and me
will be glad to have a child on the place. Don’t you worry.”


Chapter Five

 

 

 


Lillie clung to Caroline longer than was necessary. She
wondered if Caroline sensed her reluctance to release her. Because once she
did, Lillie knew she would truly be on her own. And she knew once she was alone
her mind would fill with thoughts of what challenges lay ahead of her. Some she
probably couldn’t even imagine.


“You can always change your mind and stay here with me for a
while. Philadelphia is beautiful in the springtime.”


“Don’t tempt me.” Lillie stepped back and fussed with the front
of her dress. “I think it’s all just becoming real. I’m traveling to the edge
of civilization.” She paused. “I own a homestead in Kansas.”


“When you say it that way, even I feel nervous.”


Lillie laughed. 


Caroline hugged her again. “You take care of yourself, Lillie.”


“I will.”


“And write me lots of letters about your adventures.”


“I will.”


Caroline held her at arm’s length. “And find yourself a dashing
frontiersman while you’re at it.”


Lillie shook her head. “I should be so lucky.”


“Mark my words, Lillie Ellis. You’re a catch. You’ll be turning
down offers left and right before you even reach St. Louis.”


“Okay, now I know you’ve been standing in the sun too long.”
Lillie climbed up the first two steps to the train compartment. Steam drifted
past and brakes released loudly a few cars ahead of where they were. Then the
cars lurched forward, slowed, and edged forward again. Lillie waved to Caroline
from the open door. “Wish me luck!”


“You won’t need it!” Caroline blew her a kiss.


 


*


 


Cody knelt down and hugged Ellen tight, then held her with
outstretched arms so she could look at her face.


“You look different in Charlie’s clothes.”


“Do I?” Cody removed her hat and ran her fingers through her
hair. Hannah had given her a good trim right after breakfast. “I needed to
borrow these things for my trip. Charlie’s jacket is much warmer than mine.”


“You look good.”


“Thank you.” She held Ellen’s face in her hands. “You mind Aunt
Hannah.”


Ellen nodded and looked as if she was about to cry.


“Don’t you be sad, Ellen. Things are gonna be better for us now,
you’ll see.”


“But I want to go with you.” Ellen pleaded softly.


“I’ll come back and see you, okay? And in the meantime, I’ll
write. But for now you can’t go with me because I don’t know where I’m going to
end up.” Cody brushed a wisp of hair behind Ellen’s ear. “Listen, Aunt Hannah
needs you. Do you think you could stay and help her and Uncle Eli out for a
while?”


Ellen nodded. Tears were gathering at her lashes, and Cody didn’t
think she could hold hers in check if Ellen truly broke down and clung to her.
Luckily, Hannah edged closer and put her hands affectionately on Ellen’s
shoulders. 


“We’re going to make Ellen a new dress, first thing. Would you
like that, Ellen?”


Ellen’s expression brightened as she looked up at Hannah.


“I’ve got some fabric I’ve been saving for something special, and
I think this is the time to pull it out.” Hannah looked at Cody. “You don’t
worry about us girls. We’re gonna be just fine.”


Cody swallowed down the knot in her throat. She never thought
she’d be the sort of person to leave her sister with anyone else, but she
really had no choice. She could hardly look after herself, and there was no way
they could stay one more day with their father. No, she’d made the right decision.
And once she made a place for herself out West, she’d send for Ellen.


“You should get going. You’ve got a long ride ahead of you.”
Hannah handed Cody a linen sack of dried beef jerky and the leftover biscuits
from their breakfast.


Charlie’s gear was already stowed behind the saddle in two
leather bags. There was a bedroll, and Hannah had given her Charlie’s bowie
knife along with two cans of beans that she could spare. 


Cody pulled her hat low enough to shadow her eyes and nodded one
last time before she climbed into the saddle. She pointed Shadow toward the
rutted road.


“You take care of yourself, Cody Walsh,” Hannah called out to
her. “You remember that you are your mother’s daughter. You hold your head
high.”


She waved back at them and then turned away so that Ellen
wouldn’t see her cry. She couldn’t help herself now. The mention of her beloved
mother had brought the knot to her throat again that she’d tried her best to
choke down. She let the tears come. It felt good to let go.


Shadow snorted. She patted his neck and spoke softly as much to
herself as to him. “We’re going to be okay, boy. We’re going to be okay.”


Chapter Six

 

 

 


Lillie found travel by train exhilarating. 


The wooden seat was hard, and every so
often she’d have to stand up and walk the length of the car to stretch her
back, but still, her spirits were high. This was an adventure and she planned
to relish every minute of it. 


She’d sketched and made notes in her diary all along the way.
Each segment of her journey presented a landscape unfamiliar to her, as she’d
previously never traveled farther west than Philadelphia. Other passengers were
as foreign and unknown as the landscape, and when they were unaware, she
sketched their faces and clothing; she even jotted down bits of conversation.


As a woman traveling alone, she was ever aware of her
surroundings and cautious with strangers, especially men. But she didn’t feel
afraid. Somehow she felt empowered by her newfound freedom in the world.


She had accepted a post as a schoolteacher to at least partially
support her westward move. She wasn’t so naïve that she didn’t realize she knew
next to nothing about owning or maintaining a farm. She hoped teaching would
provide a certain amount of income until she figured things out. It seemed
frontier communities were hard-pressed for teachers so her application had been
readily accepted. 


Her plan was to travel by train to St. Louis and then by
steamboat up the Missouri River to Independence, where she would meet with her
uncle’s estate attorney. He’d been the one to arrange the teaching position for
her. He’d been extremely helpful in every way during their correspondence. If
she looked at the trip all at once she’d have been overwhelmed by it, so she reasoned
she would only focus on each small section of the journey as it unfolded.


First she’d focus on getting to St. Louis. Then she’d book
passage by steamship up the Missouri. Once she arrived in Independence, she’d
meet with her uncle’s attorney and finalize details for the last leg of her
trip. How hard could that be?


Lillie had slowly walked the length of the car twice and settled
back into her seat to look out the window. Don’t
let the details overwhelm you. She coached herself as she watched
the landscape sweep past.


“Did you do that drawing?” A female voice pulled Lillie’s
attention away from the window. It took her a moment to realize why the girl
was asking. Then she looked down to see that her diary had fallen open. The
loose sketch paper had slipped to one side and was visible on the seat next to
her. “Yes, those are my sketches.”


“Sorry, miss, my daughter is too inquisitive sometimes.” A man
walked up behind the teen, placing a hand on each of her shoulders. 


“It’s no problem. Are you interested in art?” asked Lillie.


The young woman sat on the bench seat across from her. “Yes, very
much. But I don’t draw as well as you. I’m Anna.”


“My name is Lillie.”


“This is my father. We’re traveling to Columbus and then taking
the stage west.” Anna’s father took the seat next to her. 


Lillie wondered if they’d just gotten on the train in Pittsburgh.
If they’d been in her compartment for very long she was sure she’d have noticed
Anna, who had a mane of red hair that hung almost to her waist. Her fingers
were slender and delicate, and her neck was thin and elegant. She was
strikingly beautiful.


“My daughter saw you sketching shortly after we got on the train.
Sorry for the intrusion. I’m James McElvy.” He tipped his dark felt hat to
Lillie.


“Lillie Ellis. Pleased to meet you both.”


“May I look at your drawings?” Anna asked. Lillie hadn’t really
been inclined to share the sketches, but Anna’s sweet open expression won her
over.


“Of course.” She handed the small book to Anna, who held it
reverently with both hands, then slowly began to leaf through the pages, pausing
to study each one.


“Are you meeting family in Columbus?” Lillie watched Mr. McElvy
as he looked at his daughter. It was obvious that he doted on her.


“My wife will be joining us in a few months. She had to stay back
with her sister, who isn’t well.” He fingered the brim of his hat in his lap.
“We’re planning to homestead in Oklahoma. Anna and I will go on ahead by wagon
to stake the claim.”


“I see.”


“And you? Are you traveling to Columbus also?”


“I’m taking the train as far as St. Louis. And then on to
Kansas.”


“Well, then, maybe our wagons will pass on the prairie.” He
smiled broadly. 


“Perhaps they will.”


 


*


 


It was another twenty miles from Hannah’s place to the Missouri
border and then another day’s ride to Greenville. Cody decided to stop and get
a few more supplies. In another day she’d have run through everything Hannah
had given her.


This would be her first encounter with anyone who wasn’t family.
The first time she presented herself as a man. Nerves gathered in her gut like
a clenched fist as she eased Shadow past the livery and then the blacksmith’s
shop. She dismounted in front of the only mercantile along the main
thoroughfare and tied Shadow to the hitch out front.


Cody pretended to adjust some tie near the saddlebag, but really
she was just taking a moment to settle. She took a few deep breaths and then
climbed the plank steps up to the long covered porch. 


The one-story building was a combination of split logs and hewed
timber. The hinges squeaked and the door banged shut behind her. A gray haired
man talking with a customer looked in her direction but then turned back to his
conversation at the counter.


It took Cody several minutes of feeling like every eye in the
place was on her to realize no one was looking at her. One man muttered howdy as he stepped
past her to exit. She’d simply nodded a greeting as he passed.


The wall behind the counter was covered with shelving, full of
canned goods, flour, and other sundries. Cody studied the goods doing the math
in her head to figure out what she could afford.


“Can I help you with something, sir?” A young woman stood nearby,
on the other side of the counter. Cody felt the woman’s eyes on her and heat
rose to her neck. She tugged her hat lower over her eyes and tried to act
natural. At this point, what did that even mean?


Just relax;
she doesn’t even know you. Cody cleared her throat and shifted her
stance so that she took a step away from the counter.


“I can get whatever you need. Just let me know when you’re
ready.” 


“Could I get three cans of beans, a pound of cornmeal, and a half
pound of coffee?” Cody tried to look at the objects on the wall, rather than
make eye contact with the clerk.


“Do you need the coffee ground?”


“Yes, please.” Cody’s heart rate began to slow to normal. The
woman hadn’t given her a second glance. Cody willed herself to relax. She sank
her hands in her pockets and looked around the store. It seemed no one was
watching her. She’d felt as if she were under a bright light, as if everyone
were staring at her, as if she were on a stage, when the reality was all anyone
saw were breeches and boots. No one seemed to really look at her. 


Maybe she’d looked like a boy all along. Maybe even more than
she’d realized. Kids had teased her back home. Even her brothers had taunted
her saying she’d secretly wanted to be a boy every time she picked a fight with
them. Had they been right? Did she want to be boy? Not really. Cody liked
herself, but she realized the moment she tossed her dress aside for trousers,
that it was the clothes that had been the problem. Pants definitely made Cody
feel more like herself than dresses, which had never felt natural.


“Do you need anything else?” The woman placed the items on the
worn wooden counter.


“No, that’s it.” Cody fished in her pocket for coins and handed
them to the woman. Her fingers brushed lightly against the woman’s hand and she
smiled at Cody.


“Have a nice day.”


“Thanks.” Cody gathered the cans, coffee, and meal and once
outside, packed them into the saddlebag.


Cody had passed the first test. It had hardly even been a test.
The tension across her neck and shoulders began to ease, and she relaxed into
the saddle as Shadow ambled up the dusty road.


There was a horse trail winding northeast from the edge of town.
She’d follow it as it cut across the hills from Greenville to the main trail
heading north all the way to St. Louis. 


She rode on until dusk and then made camp.


Chapter Seven

 

 

 


It would take a few more days to reach St. Louis. The
farther Cody rode, the more she considered things. She realized that the things
that bind children to their homes were all gone for her. Cody didn’t feel sad,
just sort of empty as if she was waiting to discover the thing that would fill
her up again.


Close to the Mississippi River the farms got bigger. She figured
that with the river for passage of goods, these folks could afford to keep
larger places. But keeping a larger place required field hands for labor.


Late one day, she passed a large green field where slaves were
tending to the rows of brown shrubbery, speckled with white puffs.


She’d heard their singing before she saw their dark figures,
hunched over and burdened by long sacks dragging on the ground behind them,
filled with cotton.


The song carried the most doleful sentiment sung in the most
joyful manner. Cody couldn’t completely comprehend the message, which partly
sounded like a prayer, like souls beseeching their maker. The words of the song
sounded bittersweet and anguished.


She kept her hat low and her head down as if by looking at them
directly she would be interrupting some private moment that she was never meant
to witness.


It seemed the song was sung not for joy but for sadness, the way
tears relieve an aching heart. And for a moment her own sadness was pulled
forth by the song as if it had given her permission to grieve. Tears trailed
down her cheek, and she wiped at them with her hand.


She wasn’t sure if she was sad for herself, or sad for shackled
souls, or sad for the world, but whatever had been sung weighed on her chest.


Shadow ambled along the trail until the red sun dipped low at her
left shoulder and she could hardly see to make camp. Oddly forlorn and utterly
alone, Cody huddled closer to the comfort of the fire. She leaned against her
saddle and ate a can of beans.


The unexpected surges of emotion had surprised her. Obviously,
there were feelings she’d buried and hadn’t dealt with. It was probably good that
she was getting the crying out of her system now. 


Men didn’t cry, at least not the ones she’d known all her life.
She reminded herself of that. And she was a man now; she needed to start acting
like one. She’d have to learn not to be so sensitive. Or if she did feel
sensitive she’d have to practice not showing it.


She set the beans aside and rummaged in her gear until she found
her father’s riding crop. The braided leather was darkened in spots from use.
She held it in her hand and studied it. She pulled a long strip of the thin
rawhide braiding loose. She threaded the slender strip of leather through her
mother’s ring and tied it around her neck. The ring slid down through the open
collar of her shirt, cool against her skin.


She held the whip in front of her, staring at it as if casting a
spell on it, then tossed it into the flame.


The leather slowly blackened and separated as flames licked it.
The whip curled up on itself. Cody watched its destruction with satisfaction.


She was free. She was her own person now.


 


*


 


Lillie carried one small suitcase with her as she stepped off the
train in St. Louis. She’d need to flag down a steward to assist her with her
two trunks and the remaining suitcase. After several days on the train, the
thought of a night in a hotel was exhilarating: a hot bath and a good meal and
a good night’s sleep on a real bed. These things sounded like long forgotten
luxuries. 


Her ticket had included a sleeper compartment seat, but the
narrow, thin mattress on a shelf that folded down from the ceiling of the train
car could hardly be called a bed. She felt fatigued because she hadn’t slept
decently since she’d left New York.


Steam from the engine hid the far end of the platform from view.
Lillie surveyed the other travelers as they disembarked, gathered children, and
met relatives who waited for their arrival. 


No one was waiting for Lillie, and for an instant she had just
the tiniest twinge of anxiety at the thought of how far from home she’d
traveled. She squelched the uneasy sensation and moved farther down the
platform toward the cargo cars at the rear.


“Can I help you, miss?” A gentleman with gray hair, thin across
the crown of his head approached. He was wearing a cuff around his shirtsleeves
at his forearms and had a dark wool vest. The gold chain of a pocket watch hung
across the front. He looked official in some capacity. Lillie smiled with
relief at his offer to help.


“Yes, I need some assistance with my luggage.”


“I’ll see that a porter fetches it for you. Is this your final
destination, ma’am?”


“No, I’ll be transferring to a steamboat. I’m meeting someone in
Independence.”


“Got a man waiting for you there?” He smiled at Lillie and
motioned for her to follow him toward the rear of the train.


“Yes, sir.” She figured it was best to leave the implication out
there that she had a husband or a fiancé who was expecting her. Not that she
sensed any mischief from this gentleman, but better to be safe. “Is there a
hotel you might recommend for the night? I don’t believe the boat departs until
sometime tomorrow.”


“Why yes, ma’am. I know a place. Hey, Cody! Come here! See to the
lady’s things,” he shouted at a young man not too far away. He motioned for
Cody to come nearer. As the boy approached, the older man turned back to
Lillie. “This is Cody. He’ll see you and your things to the hotel. Then in the
morning someone at the hotel can get your trunks over to the boat launch at the
levee.”


Lillie nodded. She stood quietly, studying the young man as the
elder steward gave him instructions and pointed toward a buckboard near the
platform.


“The lady would like a room for the night. See that you help her
find her things and get settled at the Portsmouth Hotel.” He turned and spoke
to Lillie. “It’s one block from the riverfront. You’ll be able to see all the
boats and the dock from the front porch.”


River traffic had increased to such an extent that St. Louis had
become the second largest port in the country, and it showed. The dirt roads
all around the train depot were swarming with activity, men hauling goods in
all directions via wagon or pushcart. Emigrants and traders making for the West
had piled on the train in Pittsburgh, and now seemed to all be disembarking in
St. Louis. 


It was springtime, and travel to the West seemed to have begun in
earnest. St. Louis would no doubt continue to prosper as the Gateway to the
West, outfitting many a wagon train. But Lillie didn’t think she could make it
quite that far on her own by wagon. And she had too much luggage to travel by
stagecoach. Her plan was to take a riverboat to Independence and then embark by
wagon for Kansas from there.


“Do you have your ticket already, miss? The boats get pretty
crowded this time of year.” Cody’s question called her back to the moment at
hand.


“Not yet. I’ll have to take care of that first thing in the
morning then.” Maybe she should consider staying for two nights in St. Louis to
rest. If the hotel was accommodating, that might be a very good idea. Then she
could investigate the fare for passage on a steamer and not feel rushed.


Lillie waited with Cody while all manner of goods were unloaded
from the train. The steward had moved on to assist other passengers who’d also
just arrived. 


Beside her, Cody held himself with casual confidence. His sleeves
were cuffed to his elbows revealing tan, leanly muscled arms. His demeanor
seemed pleasant. And as he moved to help with an unbalanced load from the
nearby ramp, Lillie allowed herself to focus on his face. He was handsome, with
a strong tapered jawline and smooth skin. She kept watching as he removed his
hat and swept his fingers through short hair bleached blond from the sun. 


Cody turned and smiled at her. He met her gaze as he stepped back
to stand beside her. Lillie found herself caught up by blue eyes that seemed to
take in the whole of the sky and reflect it back at her. She felt heat rise to
her cheeks because she knew she’d been staring. Lillie cleared her throat and
averted her eyes, pretending there was something on the sleeve of her dress
that needed her urgent attention.


“I should properly introduce myself. I’m Cody Walsh.” Cody’s
words held hints of a Southern accent. He took his hat off again and held it in
his hand. His manner was polite, despite the fact that his clothing signaled a
more rustic upbringing.


Lillie silently chided herself for making any sort of judgments.
As far as she was concerned, she was in a new world and the rules and
assumptions of Eastern society probably hardly resembled the truth of this
place. 


“I’m Lillie Ellis. It’s nice to meet you.”


“Likewise.” Cody resettled his hat. “Just point out your things
when you see them, and I’ll get them on the wagon.”


Lillie nodded. A flurry of activity surrounded them as passengers
and porters retrieved luggage, and horses and cattle were offloaded farther
down the platform. The sun was warm. Lillie pulled the ties of her bonnet loose
and let them hang. She really wanted to remove the covering from her head
altogether, but she didn’t know how long they’d be standing in the sun and was
afraid she’d get sunburned.


The air seemed somehow different here. It was humid like New
York, but it smelled different, and it felt different against her skin.


Cody tried to study Lillie without her noticing. Every time
Lillie would look away, distracted by some activity nearby, Cody would allow
herself the luxury of watching her. 


Lillie had a peculiar air of refinement, a softness of manner.
Her movements had a natural grace to them, her hands delicate but sure as she
loosed the ties for her bonnet. Her posture was erect, but not stiff. Her brown
eyes danced with curiosity.


Lillie Ellis was beautiful in a fresh, dazzling, girlish kind of
way. When she spoke to Cody, she sounded pleasing and personable. Not aloof or
condescending, which Cody had half expected based on the fine dress she was
wearing and her fair complexion. It was obvious Lillie had never labored in the
field or probably even spent much time outdoors. She wondered what great thing
would coax Lillie so far west.


“That’s mine. And that one, too.” Lillie pointed toward two large
trunks that had just been offloaded onto the platform next to several wooden
crates and other luggage. 


Cody pulled a pushcart near the first trunk and hoisted it up on
one end. Something shifted inside, and she gave Lillie a sideways glance.
Lillie obviously hadn’t noticed. She was weaving her way among the other items
on the platform as if she was looking for something.


After hoisting the trunk onto the buckboard, Cody returned for
the second trunk. Lillie had clearly found what she was looking for. She had a
small suitcase in each hand as she stood near the remaining trunk.


Cody busied herself loading the second trunk, which luckily was
lighter than the first. 


She was conversant with hard work and hard characters so she’d
had an easy time finding day labor when she arrived in St. Louis two days
earlier. There was lots of work along the riverfront. Lots of black men worked
as dockhands, but there was plenty of dock work to go around, so in many cases
young white men worked side by side with black men loading wood and cargo. 


St. Louis was bustling with goods and travelers, and there was
plenty of work if a person was willing to roll up their sleeves and get to it.
With one more full day of work, Cody would have enough for passage to
Independence on the steamer of her choice. She just had to pick one.


The springs of the seat at the front of the buckboard squeaked
loudly as Cody dropped onto it. Only then did she realize that Lillie was still
standing on the ground waiting for assistance. Lillie cocked her head and gave
Cody a curious look.


“Oh, sorry.” Cody hustled down and offered Lillie her hand. This
was the one thing she had to keep reminding herself about. Women expected a
gentleman to behave in a certain way, and Cody kept forgetting that as far as
anyone else was concerned, she was a man and her behavior should align with her
sex.


Lillie accepted Cody’s outstretched hand but made no immediate
move to climb up into the buckboard. She hesitated, studying Cody closely. And
as she did, she held Cody with her eyes as if some silent conversation was
taking place between them in a language that Cody didn’t fully understand.


A tingling sensation flowed through her fingers, lightly holding
Lillie’s. The sensation traveled up her arm and settled in the short hairs at
the back of her neck. Unsure of what had just passed between them, she was
about to take a step away from Lillie when Lillie slipped her foot onto a spoke
of the large wagon wheel and braced against Cody’s hand as she climbed up. Lillie’s
cheeks looked flushed as she regarded Cody from the high bench seat.


Cody leaned against the side of the wagon, lowered her head into
the shadow of the sideboard, and took a deep breath. It must just be the heat.
Cody’s head was swimming with a touch of dizziness. She shook her head back and
forth to clear the fuzziness from her noggin and then climbed up beside Lillie
and turned the wagon toward the riverfront.


Chapter Eight

 

 

 


Lillie descended the stairs to the first floor where dinner
would be served. She’d been lucky enough to get one of the last rooms available
at the hotel. She’d taken a hot bath and sent her soiled clothing out to be
laundered. As she drew closer to the first floor of the grand hotel, she could
hear a random array of voices from the dining hall, bits of conversation, and
laughter.


Near the main entry vestibule, there was a large map of the
United States framed on the wall, and she paused and stepped closer to examine
it. The map was intricate and detailed, listing cities and towns all the way from
the East Coast to the Missouri and Arkansas borders. Beyond that demarcation
were notations about rivers and little else except the sketched topography of
hills and mountains. 


Kansas and Nebraska occupied the central region of a vast plain
from the Canadian border to the northern boundary of Indian lands. For all that
was noted on this map, they may as well have added dragons and sea serpents
warning travelers of the unknown that lay in the uncharted West.


“Ah, men’s love affair with the illusions about the frontier.”


“Excuse me, sir?” A gentleman was standing behind her. She hadn’t
known he was there until he spoke. 


“The frontier dwells in tempting obscurity. Neither so well known
as to dampen the imagination nor so darkly unknown as to intimidate the less
courageous.” He playfully smiled at Lillie. “Edward Franklin, at your service.”
He bowed politely. 


“Lillie Ellis.” She turned back to the map. “You’ve traveled west
then?”


“No farther than Independence, and trust me, madam, when I tell
you that is quite far enough.” He glanced over his shoulder into the dining
hall. “May I share your company for the evening meal? It’s so much more
pleasing not to dine alone.” She didn’t respond immediately. “That’s assuming
you aren’t otherwise engaged for the evening?”


Lillie considered Edward’s invitation. He seemed harmless enough.
Based on his use of word play, he was educated, and based on his clothing, well
off. He was probably in his late twenties, maybe thirty, tall and slimly
elegant in a dark tailored suit. She decided she might as well make the most of
her time in St. Louis and learn what she could from anyone who’d traveled
farther west than she had. Edward Franklin seemed inclined to share his
observations freely.


“Thank you. I’d be delighted to join you.”


He extended his arm to her and she accepted it, lightly resting
her hand at his elbow.


A matronly hostess wearing a long skirt and apron showed them to
a table near a front window. The dining room was pleasingly appointed. Each
table was covered with white linen, and several servers bustled about the
tables crowded with patrons. 


Edward and Lillie both ordered the evening special, beef stew
with biscuits. Lillie also ordered hot tea, while Edward sipped coffee.


“Might I inquire as to why such a lovely maiden as yourself might
find herself in St. Louis?”


“I’m traveling to Independence. I’m only here briefly.” Lillie
ignored the compliment. She was used to compliments and found most of them
annoyingly patronizing. Men never seemed to see past a woman’s outward
appearance. They had somehow all been instructed that the best way to woo a
woman was to tell her how beautiful she was. In Lillie’s case, that sort of
flattery inspired her not to take the fellow very seriously.


“What a coincidence. Independence is where I’m bound also. I’m
taking a position as an attorney in a land grant office there.” Edward moved
his coffee aside to make room for a heaping bowl of stew.


It smelled delicious, and Lillie realized she was starving. They
were both quiet for a few minutes as they sampled the food. She took small
bites, allowing the broth to cool a bit.


“Are you traveling upriver by steamship?”


“Yes, although I haven’t purchased passage yet.” Lillie broke off
a piece of biscuit and savored it.


“I could assist you in the morning if you like. I need to book
passage as well.” Edward took a long swig of his coffee and then chased it with
water. “I’ve had a couple of the boats recommended to me. Some offer better
accommodations than others.”


“I’d appreciate your guidance in selecting the best one.” Lillie
hadn’t realized that there was any great difference between the boats aside
from the more glamorous boats styled as floating palaces. She’d assumed that
basic steamships were all pretty much the same. Maybe Edward would come in handy
after all. She hadn’t really been looking forward to navigating the docks on
her own anyway.


“Shall we meet for breakfast and then walk to the levee to
evaluate our options?”


“Yes, thank you.” She didn’t necessarily want to share another
meal with him and possibly give him the wrong impression, but it seemed rude to
refuse the invitation if he was going to help her book passage on the best
steamer.


After dinner, Lillie left Edward to follow other men into the
study to smoke. He’d been tolerable company during the meal, but now with a
full stomach all she wanted to do was crawl into bed. It was barely eight
thirty, but her eyelids acted as if it were midnight.


The room was small, especially with her two trunks taking up any
free floor space, but the bed was clean and the mattress softly embraced her
stiff muscles. She pulled the covers up under her chin and let out a long sigh.


Tomorrow she’d send a letter by post to her mother and sisters to
let them know she’d arrive safely in St. Louis. The easiest part of the trip
was behind her. Now the true adventure would begin.


As she let her mind drift over the events of the day she was
reminded of the young man who’d helped her with her luggage at the train, Cody
Walsh. 


Cody Walsh was very intriguing indeed. So uniquely different from
the young men Lillie was acquainted with in New York, and so different from
Edward Franklin. There was something distinctive about Cody that Lillie
couldn’t quite put her finger on. As she pictured Cody’s handsome features, her
cheeks heated. Maybe Caroline had been right. Maybe she’d find the men on the
frontier much more appealing.


 


*


 


Cody unhitched the buckboard, fed the horse, and sauntered to the
back side of the livery where a few other young men were gathered around a cook
fire. 


The livery was on the south end of the city, not far from the
river, but well away from the central business district of St. Louis. 


There were cots for rent by the day in the loft of the barn. Cody
and a few other day laborers had taken shelter there, but it meant that they
had to cook outside. Cody didn’t mind. She’d contributed a can of beans to the
effort, and someone else had added bacon and some potatoes. 


Norton Lee stirred the contents of a cast iron pot sunk into the
hot coals. Norton was from Tennessee and was a fairly good cook. He’d clearly
had lots of experience cooking over an open fire. 


Cody met Norton Lee her first day in St. Louis. Norton, who liked
to be called Lee, had clearly felt some kinship for Cody, a fellow Southerner,
and had taken her under his wing. She figured Lee was close to her age, but he
seemed to be more worldly in terms of how to find work and get paid for it.
He’d likely been on his own longer than she had. In any case, she was grateful
for his tutelage and friendship.


Cody dropped to a stump near the fire. There were a couple of
other fellows gathering. None of them seemed to suspect that she was a girl in
boy’s clothing. 


She didn’t know all their names. Most everyone seemed to keep to
themselves except Lee. They were here the same as her, to make a few dollars
and move on.


Lee spooned some food into a bowl and handed it to Cody.


“Thanks.” She touched the tip of her tongue to a spoonful of
beans. They were piping hot. She blew on them and then sucked a few into her
mouth, pulling in air to further cool the food on her tongue. 


“How’d you do today?” Lee talked around a mouthful of food. The
sun had set, and with no moon it was fully dark except from a few lanterns
visible in windows farther up the main road and the light from the fire.


“I did all right.” Cody’s goal was to earn enough for passage to
Independence. A ticket was close to twelve dollars, depending on the boat and
the grade of ticket you bought. 


Aunt Hannah had insisted she take all the money she’d liberated from
her father’s box under the floor. Between that money and what she’d earned
since she arrived, she had enough for the ticket and for Shadow. She wanted to
work one more day just to have a little extra for when she reached the other
side of Missouri.


She’d debated selling Shadow for cash, but then she wasn’t sure
how hard or expensive it would be to buy a horse once she reached Independence.
Plus, she was attached to him. After deliberating for several days about it,
she decided to keep Shadow. She could always sell him later if she couldn’t
afford to feed him. 


The fellas she’d met in St. Louis had talked of some folks who’d
walked all the way to California. She’d do it if there were no other option,
but traveling by foot for that distance didn’t sound at all appealing.


Sam Rankin, one other guy Cody knew by name, scraped his bowl
clean and rubbed it with sand from near the fire pit. 


“Well, fellas, I’m goin’ for a drink. You coming?” He turned his
bowl over on a rock in preparation for the morning meal, stood, and brushed his
trousers with his hands.


There was a tavern a few buildings down from the livery. As yet,
Cody hadn’t ventured in, but a drink sounded appealing tonight. Her new life as
a boy had been rather liberating thus far. She knew how to roll a cigarette
because she’d done so for her father many times in her youth, but she’d not yet
taken to drinking. Maybe because she’d seen its effect on her father. She was
wary of the temptations of whiskey, but at the same time she didn’t want to
blow her cover by not appearing to be one of the boys. And apparently, boys
liked to drink.


“What d’ya say, Cody?” Lee looked over in Cody’s direction.


“I reckon I’d like a drink.”


“Me too. This pot will keep till we get back.”


Cody felt for coins in her pocket. She’d limit herself to one
drink. She didn’t want to waste money that would be her passage out of town,
but she certainly had earned one libation after working from sunup to sundown.


The air in the tavern was filled with smoke and noise. Cody
followed Lee and Sam to the bar, paying close attention to how they conducted
themselves. She tried her best to mimic their behavior. It wasn’t that hard.
Sam was a bit of a joker and an oaf. Lee was more reserved and quiet.


One of the surprising things Cody had discovered since starting
her expedition wearing Charlie’s clothes was that she apparently already acted
like a boy and hadn’t realized it. Probably because her mother had been gone
for so many years. She’d have been the only one to encourage Cody to act more
feminine. Her father seemed to pay no attention or couldn’t have cared less.


Sam, the most gregarious of them, was the first to get the
bartender’s attention. He ordered three pints of beer, and they each slapped a
coin on the shiny wood surface. Sam chugged a third of his drink before Cody
had even tasted hers. She knew she shouldn’t sip it. That would be a dead
giveaway, so she gathered courage and took a huge gulp. She held the beer in
her cheeks for an instant, like a squirrel storing nuts for the winter, and
then forced herself to swallow.


“Damn, boy, you were thirsty!” Lee slapped her on the back. Cody
laughed and made sure the second swig was a smaller one. She was afraid to
drink too much too fast not knowing what sort of tolerance she had for alcohol.


Chapter Nine

 

 

 


“On some days, as many as a hundred and seventy steamboats
can be counted along the levee.” Edward was clearly doing his best to impress
Lillie with his knowledge of St. Louis. She let him talk while she enjoyed the
view of the bustling river port. “Some of which are like floating palaces,
complete with chandeliers, lush carpets, and fine furnishings.” 


Lillie was fairly sure the ticket she planned to purchase would
be for more modest accommodations. Lillie continued to listen politely as Edward
detailed the merits of the steamship named The
Mary MacDonald, but she’d already made her decision.


Call of
Freedom seemed the perfect moniker for the steamer that would carry
Lillie up the Missouri, to the frontier, where land was cheap and there were opportunities
for all, no matter what your previous station in life had been in the East.


The boat was docked near Quincy Packet Landing, which was
surrounded by stacked burlap packets of grain, stone rubble, timber, and
barrels of things waiting for transport.


Riverboats lined the shipyard that stretched all along the
boardwalk, but this particular steamer had been the one that caught Lillie’s
eye. Luckily, this was a ship that had also received a favorable review from
one of Edward’s contacts, so they purchased tickets for room and board for the
entire passage.


St. Louis had a special sort of urban pulse. In the previous
decades, the city on the river had transitioned from a center for trappers and
fur traders to a hub of commerce. The city was filling up with warehouses and
factories all along its northern boundary. St. Louis had become one of the
nation’s preeminent cities, ranked right after New York, Philadelphia, Boston,
and Chicago.


Spreading out from the epicenter of the riverfront were houses,
storefronts, brass and iron foundries, and a mill.


As they strolled up the rutted roads from the levee, they passed
by a photography studio, a druggist, a grocer, a saloon, a confectioner, and a
cigar manufacturer. 


Edward excused himself to replenish his cigar box prior to
heading upriver. Lillie remained outside on the street for only a moment before
the lure of the confectioner across the street got the better of her. The
street was busy. A wagon lumbered past and then several men pushing carts full
of firewood. She waited for them to pass before stepping into the road.


 


*


 


Cody rounded the corner and strode onto the dirty, busy
throughway. Shouting behind her caught her attention. She saw right away what
all the commotion was about. A runaway mule was careening down the crowded
street overturning handcarts and smashing crates as the small wagon hitched to
the animal bounced behind the mule’s frenzied dash.


Cody was just about to jump out of the way when she saw a young
woman crossing the street looking in the wrong direction. The girl seemed
completely unaware of the danger barreling down the street toward her. Cody
launched herself across the rutted uneven roadway and lunged forward, sweeping
the girl up in her arms as she went. Cody pinned the woman to the rough siding
next to the candy shop, shielding her from flying dirt and debris with her
body.


More shouts sounded behind her as several men followed the crazed
mule on horseback at a fast clip. Cody relaxed her hold on the woman and for
the first time, looked at her face.


“Lillie?” Cody almost whispered her name. Their faces were very
close as Cody still had her arms protectively around Lillie’s shoulders.


“Mr. Walsh?” Lillie regarded Cody with surprise.


“I’m so sorry. I hope I didn’t hurt you grabbing you the way I
did, but you were about to…I mean, you almost…”


“No, not at all. I’m fine. Thank you.” Lillie made no move to
extricate herself from Cody’s embrace. She put one hand at the center of Cody’s
chest. “Thank you. I…I didn’t even see the wagon coming.”


“You’re okay then?” Cody placed her hands on Lillie’s arms. They
were still standing very near, maybe closer than was necessary, but Cody
couldn’t bring herself to step away. She leaned one shoulder against the plank
siding of the shop to keep from swaying on her feet from the heavenly scent of
lavender in Lillie’s perfume. Lillie’s slender pale hand on her chest was like
a lure pulling her in. She was losing herself in Lillie’s warm caramel eyes.


Lillie wanted to sink further into Cody’s embrace. Cody smelled
so good, of hay, and earth and fresh air. She could almost feel the warmth of
the sun coming off his tanned skin.


“I’m so silly. I almost got you killed.”


“I think it was the mule that almost got us killed.”


Lillie felt herself relax. Cody’s Southern accent was soft and
lazily melodic. Lillie could have listened to Cody talk for hours.


“They can be right crazy when they’re green broke. I once knew a
mule to take off on a run for three miles. Then when the fellow finally caught
him the mule was so stubborn that he wouldn’t turn around. He walked backward
all the way back to the barn.”


“You’re making that up.” Lillie couldn’t help smiling.


“No, ma’am, that is a true story.”


“Well, thank you. I feel much less—”


“What’s this now? Take your hands off her!” Lillie was cut short
by Edward’s shouting. Cody looked up and swiftly took a step away from Lillie,
dropping his hands to his sides. Edward didn’t wait for a response. As soon as
he was within reach, he shoved Cody.


Cody stumbled backward but then took a step forward, obviously
not afraid to stand his ground.


“Edward! Stop! It’s not what you think. Mr. Walsh just saved me
from a runaway wagon.” She stepped in front of Edward, forcing him to look at
her. His outburst infuriated her. She hadn’t asked him to look out for her, and
she certainly didn’t want him to shove Cody again, or worse.


Lillie turned to face Cody. “I’m so sorry, Mr. Walsh.”


“It’s all right. No harm done.”


“My apologies, sir. I jumped to conclusions.” But he didn’t sound
the least bit contrite. Edward cleared his throat and tugged at the lapels of
his jacket. A box of cigars was tucked under one arm, and he offered his other
arm to Lillie. “Shall I escort you back to the hotel?”


Lillie wasn’t ready to leave, but she could see the moment with
Cody had been ruined. It was written all over his face. And her desire for
sweets had evaporated as well. At the moment all she craved was another
encounter with Cody. One not interrupted by the self-important Edward Franklin.


“I should get going. It was a pleasure to see you again, Lillie.”
Cody shoved his hands in his trouser pockets and took a slow step backward, as
if some unseen force was slowing his departure.


“Thank you again, Mr. Walsh.” What she really wanted to do was
ask him to stay, to ask Cody to escort her back to the hotel instead of Edward.
“I owe you a debt.”


“None that I’m aware of.” Cody tipped his hat and punctuated the
statement with a heart-stopping smile.


And then he was gone.


Lillie stood frozen as she watched Cody recede and become swallowed
up by the pedestrian traffic along the street. Slowly, her focus returned and
she became aware of the jostling activity all around her along the roadway and
of Edward standing beside her, waiting for her to accept his offer.


Chapter Ten

 

 

 


Cody visited Shadow in the compartment for livestock aboard
the steamship. She’d hung the saddle and bridle on stout hooks along the back
of the stall. She checked his water a second time and then walked back toward
the main upper deck of the wooden hulled side-wheeler.


Lots of passengers milled about topside. It had warmed by midday
so many of the ladies carried small parasols to ward off the sun. Cody chose a
spot along the railing to lean and observe the swirling brown river water
below.


The captain had announced that they would be on their way in a
short time. Firemen were feeding the furnace, and a thin black cloud was
rolling from the smoke stacks. But the boat had stayed put almost all day. At
this rate they wouldn’t leave St. Louis until nearly three.


A few cheers were raised when the steamer finally eased away from
its spot along the levee. Cody watched the water churn below and leaned out
over the railing to get a better view of the receding city. Now that she was
some distance from it, the gray smoke haze from factories and chimneys that
hung over St. Louis was plain to see. When she’d been in the midst of it she’d
hardly noticed. St. Louis was the biggest place she’d ever visited, and so she
was far too distracted by the bustling newness of it all to notice a bit of
smoke in the air.


Behind her, the bell rang signaling dinner was about to be
presented in the main cabin.


There was already a crowd gathering to claim seats when the word
was given. Standing as tall as possible on tiptoes, Cody could see the captain at
the far end of the table preparing to carve the evening’s roast. Cody had never
seen such a spread at mealtime.


A troop of twenty black waiters in white jackets as well
choreographed as soldiers hurried down the long table bearing heaping dishes of
food. And in case someone didn’t care to drink the river water, which had been
allowed to settle, something stronger could be found in the ship’s saloon.


There was only one drawback to travel by steamship that Cody
could see so far—not enough room at the table.


There were probably three hundred passengers on board and only
table room for seventy-five at one time. Women were served in the first group
so some men had decided to resort to a ruse in order to get a spot at the first
table. It seemed that women were in great demand at mealtime; even young girls
might find a beau for the trip in trade for securing a seat at the first table.


Cody was almost too excited to eat, and with no intention of
wooing a female companion, she relegated herself to wait for the second dinner
course to be served. 


She stepped away from the crowd and resumed her position at the
railing. It seemed she would never grow tired of watching the river’s shoreline
slip lazily past. The scent of damp earth and wisps of wood smoke filled her
nostrils. The churning paddle wheel left a trail of roiled white water behind
them. The sun was riding low on the horizon signaling the day was almost gone.


The flat-bottomed vessel, which was audaciously advertised to
draw so little water that it could float on dew, would apparently run aground
on sand bars. So as darkness neared, the boat would be tied to the shore for
safety, to resume passage in the morning. This would be a slow trip to Independence,
but Cody planned to enjoy the ease of this part of her journey west. What lay
beyond would certainly be more arduous.


She wondered if Lillie was somewhere on the river too. Thinking
of Lillie quickened Cody’s pulse, and she didn’t fully understand why. 


Lillie was probably traveling with the gentleman who’d walked up
when they were talking. He looked like the sort of fellow Lillie would like.
Well-dressed and well-mannered. He looked rich. 


What did it matter? It wasn’t as if she had anything to offer
Lillie other than friendship. She wasn’t a real man, nor did she want to be
one. And surely at this point, Lillie believed she was a man. If she’d seen
Lillie again things would just have gotten more confusing and likely more
complicated. She let out a long sigh and dropped her chin onto her forearm to
watch the sunset give way to twilight.


 


*


 


Lillie was surprised to find herself seated for the first serving
of dinner. But then she discovered why. 


There’d been a bit of a scramble as some of the young women
previously unattached found themselves with male companionship for the meal.
The entire display was amusing. Women didn’t have the right to vote, but it
seemed the captain thought they should have the right to be fed first.


While she’d waited for the boat to get underway she’d had a
marvelous time people watching. The population of this small world aboard the
riverboat seemed spirited, diverse, and optimistic.


Missionaries, gamblers, young married couples seeking their
fortunes, unmarried men, husbands who’d left their wives behind to scout things
out. All were confined to the steamship for its passage west.


She’d toured the boat in the afternoon to further entertain
herself. At one end of the saloon a game of cards had been in progress. And to
her surprise, there were women at the table gambling alongside the men. At the
same time, at the other end of the saloon a prayer meeting had been in
progress.


A waiter offered Lillie a second helping of beef, but she
declined. She listened to those seated around her as she ate. The conversation
was animated and wide-ranging now that most had eaten their fill.


Griffin Lambert and his wife, Nan, were seated directly across
from Lillie. Griffin and Nan had been married for barely a year and were
planning to stake a claim in Oregon. Edward was seated beside Lillie. She’d not
intended to make a habit of taking her meals with Edward, but she felt obligated
to invite him to join her for this first meal en route since he’d helped her
purchase the ticket. 


The fact that she already felt any obligation to anyone annoyed
her. She was sure that Edward felt some genuine connection to her and had no
idea that she found him as boring as the men who’d attempted to court her
affections in New York. 


Lillie sipped coffee and tried to temper her annoyance. The meal
would be over soon and she could escape to her cabin for the night. She’d
purchased a first class ticket, which included a small, very small, private
sleeping compartment. 


Servers cleared the dishes, and those who’d been seated moved
away from the table to make room for the second seating. 


“Say, Griffin, would you join me for a drink before we retire for
the night? I also have some cigars I secured before departing St. Louis.”
Lillie was relieved that Edward hadn’t asked her to spend more time with him. 


“If Nan doesn’t mind.” Griffin looked toward his wife.


“Please go have a drink and a smoke. Miss Ellis and I will take a
turn around the deck.” Nan looked in Lillie’s direction. “Would that be
agreeable to you?”


“Thank you. That would be most pleasant.” Lillie looped her arm
through Nan’s, and they left the noisy main cabin for the open air. 


The deck space between the main cabin wall and the railing was
wide and offered a very pleasant promenade. Other passengers seemed to have the
same idea, and so the wraparound deck was scattered with small clusters of
folks huddled together talking softly or leaning against the rail to enjoy the
cool evening breeze. 


“So I get the feeling you and Edward are newly acquainted.” Nan
was close to Lillie’s age, maybe a bit younger. She had an amiable manner.
Lillie had already decided that she and Nan would become friends on this
voyage. She was delighted to see that Nan had chosen to seek out her company as
well.


Their skirts swished against each other as they walked despite
the fact that neither of them was wearing a crinoline under their long dresses.
There didn’t seem to be enough room for the extravagance of it in the confined
space of the ship. At least that’s what had been at the root of Lillie’s decision
to store her crinoline in her trunk for the duration of the voyage. The
societal norms for attire seemed to relax the farther west she traveled. Not to
mention the fact that as each day’s weather continued to warm, a cotton skirt,
with a simple slip underneath, would be much cooler.


“I met Edward in St. Louis. He’s…nice.”


“Hmm, that does not
sound promising.”


Lillie laughed. “I should be more gracious.”


“I say it’s better to be honest than gracious where matters of
the heart are concerned.”


“I’m relieved to hear you say that. We are of the same opinion
then.”


“He is just a wee bit full of himself isn’t he?”


“That’s the understatement of the day.”


“Well then, we will just have to spend our leisure time in search
of someone much more interesting for you to invite to our next meal.”


As they continued to stroll the long narrow deck, two men passed
by and tipped their hats. They both stopped and smiled as Nan and Lillie
passed. Lillie averted her eyes so as not to encourage them.


“I don’t think it will be very hard to find someone. I get the
feeling, Lillie Ellis, that you are already quite popular.


“I’m certain they were looking at you, Nan.”


Nan squeezed Lillie’s arm playfully. “No, my dear, they were
looking at you.”


 


*


 


At six thirty the next morning, the first bell sounded. Cody
rubbed her eyes and sat up. She hadn’t slept well, and her head was foggy.
Several other men who’d slept on the deck nearby slowly got to their feet.


The boat was so crowded that mattresses had been laid on the main
cabin floor the previous night. The steerage level tickets had clearly been
oversold. There were not enough beds to go around so when the cabin crew
brought mattresses out and spread them about on the floor, a general melee ensued
as folks scrambled for a bed.


A few kicks and punches had been thrown between those who were
more disagreeable about the accommodations. Cody happened to be standing near
the first mattresses put in place and quickly realized what was happening.


Now that the sun was well up, ship stewards were busy getting
things ready for the breakfast meal. As quick as someone got off a mattress it
was taken from the floor. Tables were set end-to-end and spread with white
cloths and dishes where the beds had previously lain.


At the sound of the bell, passengers with better class tickets
had emerged from their berths and rushed to the washrooms where they made their
morning ablutions in river water.


At seven, the breakfast bell sounded and Cody was almost toppled
as men standing nearby rushed for the table, which now ran the entire length of
the main cabin. The men needn’t have hurried. As had been the case the evening
before, ladies got preferred seating in the first serving, and men without
escorts had to wait in the wings. 


Cody sleepily stepped aside to wait. She was in no mood to fight
for a chair this early in the morning.


 


*


 


Lillie emerged from the washroom and angled toward the long
table. She scanned the room, hoping to avoid Edward, when she saw a familiar
face near the far side of the cabin. Lady luck was working in her favor. By
some miracle, she and Cody had ended up on the same boat. She could hardly
believe it.


Cody, dressed in a white shirt with sleeves rolled to the elbow
under a brown vest, was casually slouched against the wall. He was looking in
the opposite direction and hadn’t seen Lillie. She cut through the crowd, her
heart rate increasing as the space between them shrank.


“Mr. Walsh, how nice to see you.” Lillie watched first an
expression of surprise and then a smile spread across Cody’s face.


“Lillie. I mean, Miss Ellis.” Cody shifted away from the wall and
straightened.


“Call me Lillie.”


“And please call me Cody.”


“As you wish.” Lillie felt her cheeks warm. She averted her eyes
and tried to temper her body’s response to Cody. She was so excited to see him.
She felt giddy inside, like a little girl on Christmas morning who’d just
discovered that the one thing she most wished for awaited her under the tree.


“I can’t believe we’re on the same boat.” 


Cody was refreshingly free of pretense. Lillie found it utterly
charming.


“Nor can I.” Lillie cleared her throat. Why was she so nervous?
“I wondered if you’d like to join me for breakfast?”


Cody didn’t respond immediately, but instead regarded Lillie with
a wide-eyed expression on his face, and for a moment Lillie was afraid she’d
misread his initial reaction to seeing her.


“I’m sorry, maybe you are here with someone else?” Lillie
realized she’d only ever seen Cody briefly, and for all she knew he already had
a wife, or at the very least, a sweetheart.


“No, I’m not. What I mean to say is, thank you, I’d love to join
you for breakfast.”


Lillie smiled. The knot in her chest unwound a bit. “Excellent.” 


She slipped her hand through Cody’s arm and led him toward the
table where only a few seats remained empty. 


She was so distracted that it was only after they were seated
that she realized Edward was sitting directly across from them. He’d obviously
managed to get a seat on his own, without an escort, and he now regarded her
with an expression that was hard to interpret. But she was fairly certain he
was not pleased to see Cody sitting across the table. She thought she should
speak first and try to put him at ease.


“Good morning, Edward. You remember Mr. Walsh?” Lillie passed a
plate of biscuits to Cody. Then some sliced ham steaks on a platter.


“Yes, Mr. Walsh. The fellow who saved you from the runaway mule.”


“Call me Cody.” Cody heaped his plate with food and started to
eat while other items were still being circulated. Lillie wondered if he’d been
missing meals. He seemed very hungry. He wasn’t shoveling in the food, but he
was definitely eating with gusto.


Griffin and Nan had joined the table. They took the last two open
chairs. They were seated on the opposite side near Edward. Lillie made
introductions between the shuffle of heaped plates of eggs, gravy, and
biscuits. Nan quirked an eyebrow in Lillie’s direction when Cody wasn’t
looking, and Lillie couldn’t help but respond to her questioning look with a
smile.


“So, Mr. Walsh…sorry, Cody, where are you headed?” Edward had
asked the question, but Lillie was very interested in the answer.


“California.”


“We’re bound for Oregon Territory.” Griffin poured more coffee
for Nan.


Ignoring Griffin’s comment, Edward looked at Cody. “California? I
don’t know if I’d be willing to make such a grueling overland journey. Braving
the shrieking winds that knife across the prairie.” Edward leaned forward and
braced on his elbows. “Then there’s all the snow and perilous passes through
the Rockies before one must descend and endure the relentless parched vastness
of Death Valley. All for the sake of fabled gold.”


Edward was acting as if he was making pleasant conversation, but
he was clearly talking directly to Cody, probably trying to intimidate him.
Protectiveness came from nowhere, and Lillie was just about to say something
when Cody spoke.


“I don’t care nothin’ about gold.”


“A man headed to California who doesn’t care about gold? Well,
you are a rare individual, my friend.” Edward served himself more eggs and a
few potatoes.


Cody didn’t respond.


“Well, if one did find gold that would at least make the journey
worth it, after braving Indian raiding parties and bandits who prey on the
weak.”


“You use a lot of words. Are you a writer or something?” Cody
leaned back in his chair and sipped his coffee. He’d eaten a heaping plate of
food in a matter of minutes as Edward talked.


“I’m an attorney. And you?”


“A farmer.”


Lillie followed the conversation closely. Her mood swung from
annoyance with Edward’s condescension to delight at the fact that Cody seemed
to rise above it. His remarks remained neutral and affable, despite Edward’s
obvious baiting. If Edward had hoped to show Lillie that he was the better man,
he’d failed.


“I detect a Southern accent. What part of the South do you hail
from, Cody?”


“Arkansas.”


“We’ve no doubt got a high number of abolition emigrants on this
steamer. Does that bother you?”


Lillie stiffened in her seat, afraid that Edward was about to
ruin a very pleasant morning for her. She was furious but held her tongue.
Everyone knew that the possible extension of slavery into the territories,
especially Kansas, was being hotly debated back East and in the South. There’d
even been rumblings of secession from political operatives in Mississippi.


“Why would it bother me?”


“So you’re an abolitionist then?” 


“Actually, I’m a Baptist.” 


Lillie had to smother a laugh with her napkin. Cody’s chair
scraped the wood floor loudly as he stood up. 


“If y’all will excuse me, I’m going to let someone else have this
seat.” Cody turned to Lillie. “If you’re finished I wondered if you’d like to
join me for a stroll?”


Lillie nodded and gave a small wave across the table to Nan
hoping to communicate I’ll
find you later.


Chapter Eleven

 

 

 


Cody couldn’t believe that she’d gotten a chance to be alone
with Lillie. The light pressure of Lillie’s hand on her arm set her stomach to
fluttering like so many caged hummingbirds. 


She led Lillie down the deck to a long narrow wooden bench near
the bow of the boat. They hadn’t spoken since they’d left the breakfast table,
and Cody hoped she hadn’t said anything during the meal to embarrass Lillie in
front of her friends.


She’d previously assumed Edward was Lillie’s beau. But watching
Lillie’s reaction to Edward during breakfast, she happily surmised that wasn’t
the case. 


They settled onto the stiff bench. The sun was behind them so
their seat was in the shade. The morning was cool. Lillie pulled her shawl up
over her shoulders. Her auburn hair was pulled up into a bun at the back and
held in place with a silver comb. Every time they’d stepped into the sunlight
during their stroll, the red highlights in Lillie’s hair had flamed.


Lillie was so pretty. From Cody’s perspective Lillie was the
embodiment of feminine perfection. Even on her best, girliest day, Cody was
never as pretty as this. Seated side by side, Cody smiled self-consciously when
Lillie caught her looking.


“Thank you for breakfast.”


“That’s the least I could do, since, after all, you saved my life
in St. Louis.”


Cody laughed. “Hardly.”


“In fact, I think a life debt might be worth more than one meal.”
Lillie glanced sideways at Cody. The corner of her mouth turned up into a
playful smile.


The hummingbirds in Cody’s stomach launched themselves into a
frenzy. “I’d like that.” Cody’s words had come out raspy, barely above a
whisper. She cleared her throat. “I mean, that’d be nice.”


“I’m sorry about Edward.”


“Don’t worry about that. I think he just wanted to make me look
bad.” Cody shifted and stretched her left leg out in front of her. “He plainly
likes you. He probably thinks he should look out for you.” Cody had decided to
give Edward the benefit of the doubt.


“Well, I don’t like him.” Lillie paused. “I’m sorry. That sounded
harsher than I meant for it to. What I mean is that I like him well enough, but
not in the way he may have hoped.”


They were quiet. The air between them seemed to buzz with energy.
Or maybe that was just Cody’s nerves. She tried to relax. She wasn’t sure why
Lillie made her so nervous. Maybe it was because she really liked Lillie and
she wanted Lillie to like her back. Except even if Lillie did like her she’d be
liking a false representation of who Cody really was. The whole damn situation
was so confounding.


Abruptly, Cody stood. “I should probably go.”


“Oh, is there somewhere you need to be?” Lillie seemed a bit
crestfallen.


“Um, no, not really.” Cody looked down at Lillie’s upturned face.
Such a kind face. Sweet.


“Please stay.” Lillie put her hand on Cody’s. “Won’t you sit a
little longer?”


Cody looked down at Lillie’s fingers. There was that tingling
sensation again. Beginning with her skin under Lillie’s fingertips and
traveling all the way up her arm. 


Cody sat down. “Sorry, I suppose I thought maybe you had
somewhere else you needed to be.” 


“Isn’t that one of the nice things about traveling by boat? The
fact that there’s nothing to do and nowhere to be.” 


Lillie wondered if Cody was nervous. It seemed as if he were.
He’d kept shifting his feet and he’d stood so suddenly to leave. Lillie’s
nerves were inexplicably humming, so if Cody were nervous too that’d be a good
thing. It would mean they were both feeling something. She wondered if they
might be feeling the same thing.


Cody was different from other men in subtle ways. Lillie had been
keeping a running list in her head since their very first encounter on the
platform at the depot in St. Louis. There was softness around his eyes. She’d
almost have described his eyes as sensitive. His lips looked, well, for lack of
a better description, extremely kissable. And his neck, while leanly muscled
didn’t have a visible Adams apple. And his skin was youthful and smooth. Maybe
Cody was younger than she’d assumed. 


These were all details she probably noticed because of her
foundational art training. Life drawing required that the artist truly see the
subject: all the subtle shapes, shadows, perfections, and imperfections. Lillie
was certain that the primary skill involved in creating art was first learning
to see. 


Cody shifted beside her, and Lillie realized she’d been staring.
It was an occupational hazard that sometimes made others uncomfortable.


“I’m sorry. I was staring.”


“It’s okay.”


“I was trained as an artist…a painter, in New York. I’m afraid
that I study people without realizing I’m doing it. I apologize.”


“Did you paint portraits in New York?”


“No, actually, I prefer landscape painting, but it took me a few
years to settle on my focus.”


“I’ve never met an artist before.”


Lillie allowed Cody’s comment to sink in. It was true that any
serious artistic movement happened in the East. She’d now entered terrain where
civilization would become increasingly more rustic, and any connection to
culture or the arts would be lost.


She leaned back against the hard wooden bench. Her shoulders
sank. It was as if this hadn’t truly dawned on her until now. Her mother had
said that if she left New York she would be throwing her career as an artist
away. At the time she’d thought her mother was simply trying a different tactic
to dissuade her from the trip, and maybe she had been, but her mother had hit
on an essential truth. She was leaving the art world behind.


“Did I say something to upset you?” Cody must have sensed her
shift in mood.


“No, I’m sorry.” Lillie rolled her shoulders back and raised her
head. She offered Cody a weak smile. “Your comment just reminded me of
something, that’s all.”


They were quiet again. People strolled about; a few kids ran past
as they played tag in and out of the other pedestrians on deck. The sun was
higher in the sky and had warmed the air. Lillie removed her shawl and laid it
across her lap.


“So, you said you’re from Arkansas? I’ve never been there.”
Lillie wanted to stop thinking about her derailed painting career and think of
Cody instead.


“Well, I’ve never been to New York, so I guess we’re even.”


“Are you really going to California?”


“That’s my plan. My brothers headed out there a couple of years
ago. They sent a letter saying they were settled and working with a timber
outfit north of San Francisco.”


“How many brothers do you have?”


“Two. Adam and James.”


“Sisters?”


“One. Ellen, she’s a few years younger than me.”


Lillie thought Cody might offer his age, but he didn’t. Maybe he
was young after all. “I have two sisters, Emily and Sarah, but no brothers.”


They were quiet again for a few minutes, watching the other
passengers mill about. 


“So, where are you headed? Are you bound for California too?”


“Oh, no. Not nearly that far.” Lillie looked down and fingered
the edge of the shawl folded across her lap. “I inherited a farm in the Kansas
Territory from my uncle.”


“And you’re going there by yourself?” Cody’s comment made
Lillie’s stomach clench. Was this a crazy idea? Well, she already knew her
mother thought it was. Was her mother actually right this time?


“The way you asked that question makes me think my answer should
be no.”


“I didn’t mean anything by it…I just meant…well, you just don’t
look like someone who knows a lot about farming.” 


Lillie laughed. “I’m going to choose to take that as a
compliment.”


 


*


 


As Lillie retired to her cabin that evening, Cody’s words
lingered. She’d done her best to push through her nervousness about striking
out on her own for Kansas, but ever since their chat an uneasy feeling had
hovered around her like a fog. Could she really manage a farm on her own?


She lay under the covers on the narrow bunk and stared at the
ceiling. She was suddenly wide-awake, thinking of all that could go wrong. The
truth of it was that she knew so little of farming that she probably couldn’t
even anticipate everything that might go wrong. That was a sobering thought,
and not a pleasant one.


Maybe when she reached Independence her uncle’s attorney would
have some advice for her. He might recommend a hired man that she could bring
along to assist with the day-to-day running of her uncle’s place, at least
until she got the hang of things. 


She played that scheme out a little in her mind. She’d be alone
with some strange man in the middle of the Kansas Territory where she knew no
one and would have no one to ask for help. Her uncle’s attorney might suggest
someone he believed to be reputable, but what if he wasn’t? 


Lillie sat bolt upright, her breathing quick and her heart
jumping in her chest. What if she’d made a terrible mistake traveling west? She
took deep, slow breaths and tried to settle her churning stomach. One thing at a time. Just focus on one thing at a time.
To focus on all of it all at once was too much.


Lillie decided she’d meet with the attorney, and if she had
serious misgivings afterward, then she’d just turn around and return to New
York. Her mother would no doubt be thrilled with that decision. Never mind that
Lillie would likely never hear the end of how her mother had been right all
along.


She sank back onto the thin mattress and yanked the blanket up to
her chin, white-knuckling the edge of the frayed covering as if her life
depended on it. The journey up river would take several more days. That would
surely give her time to construct some sort of plan.


Chapter Twelve

 

 

 


Two days had passed since Lillie had invited Cody to join
her for breakfast. And Lillie had made sure to find Cody for every meal since
then. Edward seemed to have reluctantly gotten the hint that Lillie preferred
Cody’s company at mealtime and for the times in between. However, he always
still managed to find a seat near them at the table.


Lillie leaned over the rail to look at the ground below. Late in
the day, the captain had tied the steamer off for the night, partly to avoid
snags in the dark but also to bring more wood on board. The boat had been
anchored to the riverbank near a small grassy field ringed by trees. Passengers
happy for a little freedom away from the boat had gathered on the bank, and it
looked as if a footrace was about to get underway.


“Should we go join them?” Nan mimicked Lillie’s position at the
rail, looking at the ground below.


“Yes, most definitely.”


As they drew close to those gathered on shore, Lillie could see
that passengers from both first class and steerage were joining the
competition. She searched the loosely gathered crowd for Cody. She finally
spotted him joking around with Griffin. His white shirt was like a beacon in
the crowd. She couldn’t look away. Then someone shouted for everyone to line
up.


Those who only wanted to watch moved to the sideline, closest to
the boat. 


“Oh, look, Edward, Griffin, and Cody are all in this race.” 


Lillie leaned around a tall man in front of her for a better
view. There were probably ten or fifteen boys and men in an uneven line, side
by side. “Hmm, I wouldn’t have figured Edward for the sporting sort.”


“I’m guessing it’s more about competing with Cody than any love
of sports.”


Lillie laughed. “You’re probably right.”


A fellow off to one side of the haphazard line of competitors
fired his pistol in the air, and the group sprinted down the field. At the far
end of the grassy open space, maybe a hundred yards away, two other men had
planted themselves to mark a finish line. 


Everyone cheered and shouted the names of those competing. Lillie
had to stand on tiptoes to see. She shifted to the right as the crowd separated
a little so that she finally had a good view of the racers. She could see Cody
in a small cluster of men that included Edward. They weren’t in the lead, but
they weren’t bringing up the last position either.


Then she lost sight of Cody’s white shirt. She moved out of the
cluster of spectators for a better look. Cody was on the ground and then like a
shot he was up, lunging for Edward. Cody shoved Edward and then Edward swung at
him. Then Cody swung back. Several men closed ranks around them, and it looked
as if Griffin was trying to insinuate himself into the flailing cluster. Lillie
and Nan rushed toward the disturbance. 


By the time Lillie reached the other end of the field, Griffin
had succeeded in putting himself between Cody and Edward, but there was blood
on Cody’s face and shirt. Edward’s nose was gushing too.


“You just keep away from me!” Cody struggled against Griffin as
he jabbed a finger in Edward’s direction. Edward wiped at the blood on his face
with his sleeve.


“Just leave it.” Griffin pushed Cody to the sideline.


“He shoved me on purpose.” Cody’s lip was bleeding, and his shirt
had smears of dirt and grass.


“I saw it. He’s not worth it. Just leave it.” Griffin turned to
watch Edward. 


Cody was breathing hard and visibly still agitated.


“You’re bleeding.” Lillie put her hand on Cody’s arm and forced
him to look at her. “Come with me.” She tugged him toward the boat. She paused
and looked back at Griffin and Nan. “Thank you, Griffin.”


Griffin nodded.


“I’m fine.” Cody tried to pull away from Lillie.


“You’re not fine. You’re lip is bleeding and you’ve got a cut
near your eye.”


They climbed the gangway onto deck and then Lillie walked them
toward her cabin and shoved Cody inside. 


“I can’t be in here.” Cody started for the door.


“Yes, you can. No one is even around. Now sit down. I’ll get some
water and clean that cut.” Cody stood frozen in the center of the small space
so Lillie decided to be a bit more demanding. “I said, sit down.”


Cody’s heart was thundering in her chest, and she wasn’t sure if
the adrenaline charging through her system was because of the fistfight or
because she was in Lillie’s cabin. Probably both. Lillie gave her a stern look
and didn’t leave the room until Cody sat on the floor.


She leaned against the back wall of the space as she wedged
herself into a bit of floor between a small desk anchored to one wall and a
narrow bunk along the other. Lillie left briefly only to return with a pan of
water and a cloth. She closed the door and knelt on the floor next to Cody. The
room smelled of Lillie’s lavender perfume, and Cody’s head began to swim.


“You don’t have to do this.” Cody was very aware of Lillie’s
nearness in the small space.


“I know I don’t have to do it, I want to do it.” She wet the
cloth, rung it out, and then gently wiped at Cody’s lip.


Cody flinched. “Sorry, it doesn’t really hurt. That just stung a
little.”


Lillie moved the cloth from her lip to the scrape near her eye.
“What happened? I couldn’t really see from where I was standing.”


“We were getting close to the finish line. I was pulling ahead of
Edward, and he shoved me.”


Lillie leaned back to rest on her heels. She frowned. “Well, I
would never have expected such unsportsmanlike conduct from him.”


“He’s a jackass.”


Lillie laughed.


“I’m sorry. I should watch my language.” Cody had gotten used to
hanging around with men and not having to watch the way she talked. She knew
she should temper that when a woman was present, but she’d forgotten herself.


“Your language is perfect.” Lillie leaned closer as if she was
studying the scrape, but then her eyes refocused on Cody’s.


It was as if someone had just lit a furnace in the room. Cody’s
skin was getting hot and her heart was pounding again. She’d almost forgotten
to be nervous for a minute while they’d joked about Edward, but now Lillie was
looking at her. She was more than looking at her. She was giving Cody a look
that was reaching right into her soul.


Lillie drew closer, hesitated, and then kissed her.


Lillie’s lips were soft and warm. Her lips lingered on Cody’s. 


Cody held her breath. 


The walls of the cabin seemed to shrink inward. Blood was
thumping in her ears, and the hummingbirds were back in her stomach. And Lillie
had no idea who she was really kissing. It was almost as if Cody had forgotten
too. 


Cody broke the kiss and awkwardly lurched to her feet. But the
kiss had made her head fuzzy. Blood rushed to her brain, and she swayed on her
feet before she could reach the door. 


Lillie stepped in front of her and blocked her exit.


“I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have done that. I just thought…I
thought…” Lillie’s words trailed off, and her expression of hurt was like
another punch in the face for Cody.


“You didn’t do anything wrong.” Tell
her. “I’m the one who should apologize.” Tell her, goddammit.


“You’re in a relationship already. I knew it.”


“No, it’s not that.”


“Then what is it? What do you have to apologize for?”


Cody wanted to tell Lillie the truth. She’d almost done it the
day before but then chickened out. At first she’d worried that she couldn’t
trust Lillie, but the more she knew of Lillie the more that seemed like a silly
concern. What worried her more now was that once Lillie knew the truth she
wouldn’t want to be friends any longer. Cody wasn’t ready to give Lillie up so
she’d dragged her feet about confiding in her. And now she’d waited too long.
She’d made a mess of things for sure. Just
tell her.


“I’m not who you think I am.”
Just say the words.


“What does that mean?”


Cody closed her eyes and took a deep breath. She felt Lillie’s
hand on her arm and opened her eyes again.


“Cody, just tell me,” Lillie softly pleaded.


“I’m a girl.” There. She’d blurted it out.


“What?”


“I know you think I’m a boy, but I’m not. I’m a girl.” Cody
figured she might as well just get it all out while she could. She swallowed
the knot of emotion rising in her throat. “These are my cousin Charlie’s
clothes. I thought I’d fare better dressed this way heading west. I could travel
by myself, get any kind of work. I thought I’d have more options. But I never
figured I’d meet…you.” 


She didn’t know how to interpret the expression on Lillie’s face.
She didn’t seem mad or upset or even overly surprised. She also hadn’t said
anything, which made Cody feel like the room was closing in on her again. And
the tears were coming. The last thing she wanted was to break down in Lillie’s
room, in front of her. She moved past Lillie to the door.


“I’ll go. I’m truly sorry.”


“Cody, wait.”


But she didn’t wait, and she didn’t look back. Cody wanted to be
away. She wanted to be alone. She’d ruined everything.


 


*


 


Lillie stood in the doorway speechless. 


Her first instinct was to run after Cody, but if she caught her
she wasn’t sure what she’d say. She was surprised by Cody’s revelation, but at
the same time she wasn’t. Cody’s admission answered some nagging curiosities
Lillie had had, but it also raised other questions. Questions about herself.


Preparations for the evening meal were underway. A flurry of
activity obliterated Cody’s exit path. 


Tables were placed end to end and chairs settled into a long line
at each side. Stewards spread white cloths and arranged dinnerware. Lillie
turned away from the scene. She closed the door and dropped onto the bunk.


She’d kissed Cody.


Cody was a woman.


Why wasn’t she more upset?


There’d been something unusual about Cody from the very
beginning. Lillie had sensed it but couldn’t quite put her finger on what the
difference was. Given more time she very well might have guessed the truth, but
in the end, she’d forced her affections on Cody, and Cody obviously felt
compelled to reveal herself because of it. Cody had put herself at risk because
of Lillie. Cody could even be arrested for wearing men’s clothing if found out.


Of course she would never expose Cody’s secret, but Cody might
not know that. She had to find Cody and reassure her.


Just as she opened her door, the bell rang to signal that the
first seating for dinner was being served. Nan swept past and caught her by the
hand pulling her toward the table. Lillie searched the faces around her, but
Cody was nowhere in sight.


They sat down and almost immediately, Edward took the open chair
next to Lillie. She glared at him and without a word, got up and moved to the
other side of the table. Nan moved to sit next to her, across from Griffin.


“Are you okay?” whispered Nan.


“I’m fine, but after the way Edward acted earlier I’m in no mood
to provide polite company for dinner.” Lillie spread the white linen napkin
across her lap.


“Where’s Cody?”


“I don’t know.”


Nan patted Lillie’s hand. “We’ll find him after supper.”


Lillie simply nodded. She wasn’t actually very hungry, but she
thought it was best to try to eat at least a small serving of food. No doubt
Cody thought Lillie was angry and was avoiding her. The thought of having hurt
Cody in some way settled in the pit of Lillie’s stomach like a stone, ruining
her appetite.


She listened to the chatter all around her but remained quiet
through the meal. Edward had the beginnings of a black eye, which pleased her.
She’d glanced his way when he was otherwise distracted. She certainly didn’t
want to give him the impression that she cared one way or the other.


Lillie finished eating before the others and excused herself. She
couldn’t sit any longer, the urge to go look for Cody was making her legs
twitch under her long skirt.


Edward caught up to her just as she left the main cabin for the
open air of the deck. 


“Lillie, I don’t know what I’ve done to upset you, but—”


“Please take your hand off my arm.” Lillie tried to stay calm,
despite the fact that she was furious. After a brief hesitation, he let go.


“I know you’ve convinced yourself that you have some infatuation
for Cody Walsh, but he is beneath you. I’m trying to save you from embarrassing
yourself and ruining your life.”


Rage flared in Lillie’s chest, making it hard for her to breathe.


“Edward, you have no right to say such a thing to me. You are not
my father, my brother, or my husband.” She drew herself up and stepped closer,
speaking to him firmly yet quietly so as not to make a scene, although making a
scene would have been quite gratifying at the moment. “And even if you were any
of those relations to me you would still not have the right to tell me how to
conduct my affairs. I will choose my own friends.”


She turned abruptly and he reached for her again.


“Lillie, I’m trying to help you. You’re being a foolish girl.
Cody will only disappoint you. He’s not the sort of man who can give you the
life you deserve.”


Edward had called her a foolish
girl. He might as well have slapped her face. He’d unwittingly
triggered a highly sensitive nerve. 


“Edward Franklin, you are an arrogant, narcissistic, self-serving
jackass.” She’d intentionally used Cody’s word, and the label had the desired
effect. Edward let his hand drop to his side and regarded her with wide eyes.


She turned and stormed down the length of the deck. Edward didn’t
follow.
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It was fully dark, and Cody heard the dinner bell from the shore,
but she wasn’t hungry. Even when the third bell sounded she didn’t go back to
the ship.


She’d taken Shadow out for a bit of exercise and had walked the
length of the open field so many times that she’d worn what looked like deer
trails into the tall grass. 


The idea of taking Shadow and riding the rest of the way on
horseback had been pondered. But she also considered that leaving without
talking to Lillie might be something she’d regret, possibly forever.


She’d left so abruptly that she hadn’t given Lillie a chance to
say anything. And now she was afraid to see her. What if Lillie told everyone? 


No, she honestly didn’t think Lillie would do such a thing. But
how would she know for sure if she didn’t talk to her?


And what about that kiss?


Cody knew Lillie had kissed her because she thought Cody was a
man, but Cody couldn’t escape the discovery that she liked it. She’d wanted to
be close to Lillie ever since the first moment she held Lillie’s hand in hers
and helped her into the wagon. That same tingly sensation rippled through her
nervous system every time they touched.


Cody walked Shadow back to the boat and then cut back across the
field toward the tree line. She rested her arm across the broad trunk of an old
oak tree and leaned her forehead against her arm. She let out a long sigh and
closed her eyes.


“Cody?”


She whipped around to find Lillie standing a few feet away,
softly lit by the moon like some ghostly figure conjured by wishful thinking.


“Lillie, you shouldn’t be out here.”


“I’m tired of people telling me what I should and shouldn’t do.”
Lillie took a step toward her.


“I didn’t mean to boss you. It’s just…there are critters out
here.” Cody ran her fingers briskly through her hair. Who was she to tell
Lillie anything?


“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to sound angry.”


“No, I’m the one who’s sorry.” There was that knot rising in her
throat again. Cody swallowed it down and crossed her arms in front of her
chest. She was trying to look everywhere but at Lillie, because seeing the hurt
in Lillie’s eyes would be the end of her.


“Let’s stop apologizing and just talk.” 


Lillie didn’t sound mad. She sounded surprisingly calm. She put
her hands on Cody’s folded arms forcing Cody to look at her.


“What happens now?” Cody desperately wanted to know.


“Well, first, I want to tell you that I’m not angry. Okay?”


Cody nodded. 


“And second, I’m not going to reveal your secret to anyone.”


“Thank you.” The tension in Cody’s shoulders eased a bit.


“I missed you at supper.”


“You did?”


“Of course I did. Cody…I like you. I like you a lot.”


“I like you a lot, too.” That was probably the understatement of
the century. Cody liked Lillie so much that she could hardly think of anything
else. Even the excitement of traveling to California dimmed when compared to
thinking of time with Lillie. Cody didn’t even know what name to give the
feelings of fondness she had for Lillie, but not having a name for them made
them no less powerful.


“I saved you some biscuits from dinner.” Lillie revealed a
handkerchief folded over two biscuits filled with thick slices of ham. Cody
gladly accepted the offered food. Her appetite was coming back now that they
were talking again.


“Lillie, I hope you’ll believe me when I tell you that I never
meant to deceive you. That was never what I meant to happen.”


“I know.” Lillie leaned her back against the tree trunk as Cody
ate. “It seems we were fated to meet, don’t you think?”


“What do you mean?”


“Well, you helped me with my trunks when I first arrived in St.
Louis. And then of all the steamships we could have chosen, we both ended up on
this one.” Lillie smiled. “That seems like fate to me.”


“I suppose so.”


“There was some reason we were supposed to meet, Cody Walsh.”


Food and conversation were helping. The clenched muscles in
Cody’s stomach began to let go. She took a few slow deep breaths between
mouthfuls. The night air was humid and warm. Cody was starting to relax and
then she remembered how this had all begun.


“Lillie, about that kiss.”


“I’m sorry about that—”


“I’m not.” Cody cut her off.


“You didn’t mind the kiss?”


“No, I didn’t mind it.”


Lillie regarded Cody’s serious expression in the moonlight. Her
pulse quickened because sometime between Cody running out of her cabin and
finding Cody in the field the truth had slowly revealed itself to her. And the
truth was that she’d liked the kiss too. She’d apologized, but she wasn’t
really sorry, and if given half the chance she wasn’t sure she wouldn’t do it
again. Now it seemed as if Cody might not mind if she did. She smiled.


“Shall we walk back to the boat?”


“Yeah, maybe we should.”


Lillie looped her arm through Cody’s as she’d done many times in
the past few days. It felt good to be close to Cody, and more than anything,
she wanted them to remain close. No one needed to know Cody’s true identity. As
long as everyone believed Cody to be a man she would continue to help Cody with
the disguise. Concealing the truth worked in Lillie’s favor too if it protected
her from unwanted attention from the likes of Edward Franklin.


They strolled slowly back toward the ship arm in arm. Fireflies
hovered just above the tall grass, the yellow glow of their nocturnal dance
pulsed on and off as if to celebrate their affection for one another. They were
four days into a cruise up the Missouri River that would last at least several
more, plenty of time to figure everything out.


Chapter Thirteen

 

 

 


The next morning after breakfast, Lillie strolled out onto
the wide upper deck outside the main cabin. She was leaning against the
railing, lost in thought and didn’t know Nan was nearby until she spoke.


“Where did Cody get off to?”


“He went to see about his horse down in the stable area.” Cody
had been with her at breakfast, but they’d been unusually quiet with each
other. Lillie pulled her bonnet forward to shield her eyes from the sun.


“Is everything all right with you two?”


“Yes, I mean, of course…why wouldn’t it be?” Lillie was afraid
she’d somehow given away Cody’s secret. But that was a silly thought and she
dismissed it. There was no reason for her to think that. Nan was just asking a
normal question. She needed to relax. “Sorry, I think I’m just a bit jumpy
since the fight between Cody and Edward yesterday.”


Nan nodded. She seemed to accept Lillie’s explanation for being
on edge.


“You really like Cody, don’t you?” 


“I do.” Lillie cleared her throat. “Yes, I do. Is it so obvious?”


“Being obvious isn’t a bad thing as far as I can tell.” Nan
shifted with her back against the railing so that she partially faced Lillie.
She smiled playfully. “You could do far worse than Cody Walsh.”


“Do you think so?”


“He’s cute, attentive, good natured, he has a kind way about him,
and he sure seems interested in you.”


“He is very sweet to me.” It felt a little odd to refer to Cody
as he now that
she knew that wasn’t true, but to protect Cody that’s what she would need to
do.


“He’s also a bit shy isn’t he?” Nan paused and then cocked her
head slightly at Lillie. “Do you think he’s considering a proposal?”


“What?” Lillie’s voice went up an octave. She covered her mouth
and looked around to see if anyone had registered her blurted reaction. No one
was nearby. No one seemed to be paying them any attention. “Do you mean,
propose marriage?”


“Well, yes. Why not?”


“I…” Lillie was at a loss. “I hadn’t thought of it I guess.”


“You hadn’t thought of it at all?”


That wasn’t entirely true. She had thought of Cody in a romantic
sense. Ever since Cody had rescued her from the runaway mule she’d reflected
back on what it felt like to be held by Cody. If she were to be honest, she had
thought of being with Cody, even though she wasn’t sure what that meant. But
now that she knew Cody was a woman, none of that could happen. Could it?


“I suppose I have thought of it.” Lillie was looking into the
distance, allowing her eyes to lose focus. Why couldn’t they be together if
everyone believed Cody was a man? Suddenly, ideas were filling Lillie’s head.
Why hadn’t she thought of this herself? It wasn’t that she was in a rush to get
married in the traditional sense, but she did need a partner. Someone who could
help her get established on the farm in Kansas. And Cody needed the cover of a
wife.


She looked at Nan, and for a moment they simply studied each
other.


“You’re thinking it over aren’t you?”


She smiled at Nan. “You’re a mind reader. Yes, I’m considering
it. And I rather like the idea.”


“You might have to drop a hint for Cody then. I’m not sure he’s
confident enough about your affection to ask. Although, after yesterday, after
the way you fussed over him he might just be figuring things out.” Nan grinned
mischievously. “Don’t look now, but he’s walking this way.”


Lillie turned just as Cody drew near to where they were standing.


“Hi.” He tipped his hat to Nan and then Lillie. “I hope I’m not
interrupting.”


“Not at all, Cody. Actually, I was just about to go look for
Griffin. If I don’t keep track of him he’ll get himself lost in a card game or
worse.” She gave Lillie a small wave. “I’ll come find you later.”


“Bye.” 


Lillie felt her cheeks flame warmly at the conversation Cody had
almost stumbled into. She smoothed down the front of her dress and then smiled
up at Cody hoping she wasn’t blushing.


“I didn’t mean to scare her off.” Cody seemed nervous too. She
fidgeted with the brim of her hat as she held it in her hands. It was one thing
to discuss things in the dark of night, but in the light of day they were both
obviously struggling to act as if nothing had happened. They had kissed, and
Cody had revealed her true identity to Lillie. These were big things, intimate
things. Lillie felt closer to Cody in some ways and miles apart in others. She
wanted so terribly to say the right things and do the right things.


“You didn’t scare her off. We were just chatting.”


“It must be nice to have someone you can confide in.” The shadow
of sadness that passed across Cody’s face tugged at Lillie’s heart.


“You do have someone to confide in.” Lillie almost whispered the
words as she touched Cody’s arm. Cody looked up and met her gaze.


“Thank you.”


“Cody, last night when I said I liked you, I meant it.”


“That means a lot to me. And I want you to know that I meant it
too.”


“I just…I feel a little nervous for some reason today.” Lillie
thought if she were honest about how she was feeling that it might diffuse the
tension in the air between them.


“I feel a bit anxious too. Why do you suppose that is?”


“I don’t know. Maybe we should take a walk around the deck until
it passes.” Lillie smiled at Cody.


“I think that’s a good suggestion.” Cody offered her arm to
Lillie. They strolled slowly down the deck, and for the first time all morning,
Lillie felt lighter. Being with Cody somehow just felt right.
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Cody rolled onto her back so that she could look at the stars
overhead. It was a pleasant night, with clear skies so she’d tugged her thin
cotton mattress out onto the main deck. Sleeping men were strewn about on
mattresses, and she wanted some quiet, away from the chorus of snores in the
main cabin. Water lapped softly against the side of the hull. On any other
night the muted rhythmic sound would have lulled her to sleep, but for some
reason tonight she was all wrought up inside. Her unsettled insides clenched
and knotted and begged for release.


She slipped the leather string from inside her shirt and rubbed
her mother’s wedding ring between her fingers. She tried to picture her
mother’s face, but as the years passed, it was becoming harder and harder to
call forth her likeness. What would her mother think of Cody’s trek westward?
There was no way to guess, but thinking of her mother reminded her of Ellen,
and a wave of homesickness washed over her.


She wasn’t missing her father’s house so much as she was homesick
for the familiar. She’d spent her whole life in Arkansas. Her people were
there, except for her brothers, and she’d left her sister there. She allowed
herself to fret over Ellen for a few minutes until the tears threatened to
come, then she redirected her thoughts. Ellen was fine. Ellen was with family
who’d look after her until Cody could send for her. She’d write to Ellen once
she reached Independence.


Once she’d put those thoughts to rest, her mind turned to Lillie.


They had a few more days on the steamship together and then
they’d have to say good-bye. The thought of losing Lillie’s friendship gave her
stomach a turn. Lillie was confident and clearly had an adventurous streak, but
Cody feared she was naïve to the ways of rustic life. And to the dangers that
might befall her along the way once she was outside the structure of more
settled regions. Cody knew what it was like to live in a remote area. A woman
in those circumstances had to be prepared to defend herself against all manner
of harm. The thought of Lillie under any sort of threat gave her a chill. 


Cody rolled onto her side and pulled her knees up toward her
chest under the threadbare wool blanket. Maybe she should confide her fears to
Lillie. If Lillie had a better picture of what she was about to be up against
maybe she’d reconsider her path.


Chapter Fourteen

 

 

 


The days aboard the steamship were marked by regular
intervals between mealtime and the leisure time that followed. Days followed a
set schedule for passengers. Lillie spent some of her free time sketching or
writing letters to her family and to Caroline that she’d mail once they arrived
safely in Independence. Any other free time she usually managed to find Cody
for a stroll around the deck, or a leisure chat while seated on one of the long
benches that bordered the main cabin facing the river view.


It was late morning when she found Cody near the aft railing,
looking down at the water churned up by the big wheel. It was too noisy so they
moved to the other side of the deck. The tree lined bank slid slowly past as
the boat lumbered upriver at an unhurried pace.


“Lillie, I wanted to talk with you about something.” The serious
look on Cody’s face made Lillie worry about what she might say.


“Is something wrong?”


“No, I mean, yes, but it’s not what you might think.” Cody turned
to face her. “Last night, when I was trying to fall asleep, well, I couldn’t
stop thinking about you.”


That sounded nice. Where was the problem with that? Lillie waited
for Cody to continue. She seemed to be struggling with what she wanted to say.


“What I mean is, I couldn’t stop thinking about you and worrying
that you don’t really know what you’re getting into.”


“You were worrying about me?”


“I don’t want to upset you by saying this, and I’m certainly not
trying to boss you.” Lillie smothered a laugh. Cody had obviously spent enough
time with her to know she didn’t appreciate being told what to do. 


“Friendly advice is always welcome, Cody.”


“I’m glad to hear that.” Cody removed her hat and ran her hand
through her hair. Her eyes practically sparkled in the direct sunlight, and
Lillie’s heart registered her intense gaze. “Lillie, you’re from the city.
You’ve never had any experience living in the wilderness and I’ve been fretting
about that. You may not understand what you’re getting yourself into, and that
scares me…for you.”


Lillie’s heart practically swelled with emotion. Cody was
thinking about her. Cody was worried about her.


“It’s funny that you bring this up, because I’ve been thinking
the same thing.”


“You have?”


Now seemed like the right time to share her possibly crazy idea
with Cody. The idea she’d been mulling over ever since Nan had introduced the
notion the previous day.


“I have an idea. Would you like to hear it?” Lillie tilted her
head and gave Cody a sideways look.


“Sure, what’s your idea?”


“I think we should get married.”


Cody almost fell over. Her mouth was open, but nothing came out.
Finally, she managed one raspy word. “What?”


Lillie almost laughed at the look of shock or possibly fear on
Cody’s face when she’d voiced her idea aloud. But Cody hadn’t turned and run
away, so that was a good sign. Maybe this idea had merit after all, especially
if it benefited them both.


“Listen, I don’t want to get married, I mean, not to a man. Part
of why I decided to travel to Kansas was to be independent. Hopefully, in a way
that I haven’t been able to be independent in New York.” Lillie tried to read
Cody’s expression as she talked, but she couldn’t tell what she was thinking.
“I think we could help each other.” 


“You’re serious.” It was a statement, not a question.


“Yes, I’m serious. Cody, you look like a man. Everyone thinks
you’re a man. Even I didn’t suspect and I’ve been physically close to you.”
Granted, given more time she might have figured things out, but if they were
married then no one would have the sort of personal access to Cody that Lillie
did. “I believe that two people protecting your secret would surely be more
convincing than one. If you have a wife everyone will certainly assume that you
are a man. No one would question your sex.”


Cody rubbed her face with her hands and slowly exhaled. 


“You really think we could get married?”


“Yes, I do. And I’m sure the captain would perform the ceremony
before we even get to Independence.” He’d already performed two ceremonies for
couples who’d met during the brief voyage. Excitement began to build in
Lillie’s chest. She could tell that Cody’s mood had changed. She seemed lighter
somehow. Lillie could see a difference in her countenance.


“Lillie, have you really thought this through?”


“Well, not completely. I was hoping you’d help me with the
details. But I was thinking that we are both planning to head west by wagon,
why not travel together and offer each other the safety of companionship? I
realize safety might be more of a concern for me than it is for you in your
current disguise, but we could travel together until we reach my uncle’s place
in Kansas. Maybe you could help me get started there, show me the ropes a bit,
and then you could continue on to California.” She took Cody’s hand, like she’d
do with any of her girlfriends back East, although, somehow this felt
different. Cody looked down at their entwined fingers. “You’d be free to leave
whenever you were ready. I know you’re anxious to find your brothers.”


“I can see how this helps me, but does this really help you? You
should get something out of this arrangement too.”


“Well, I don’t know anything about outfitting a wagon or driving
a yoke of oxen or camping in the open…” Lillie suddenly wondered if this
arrangement would end up being terribly unequal because she realized if she
thought about it, she could list even more things she didn’t know. Cody would
bear the brunt of teaching her many things during their journey across the
plains.


“I guess I see how this would be good for you, for us. I
understand.”


“Cody, I hope you need me as much as I need you. I truly believe
we can help each other.”
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They wasted no time putting their plan in motion. Cody made
arrangements with the captain after lunch and he agreed to perform the marriage
later that evening. The wedding ceremony was simple and sincere, just the way
Lillie would have wanted it to be even if it had been real. 


Griffin and Nan stood as witnesses to the event, and the captain
read the vows that she and Cody repeated. Cody had offered her mother’s wedding
ring as a token of their union, and luckily, it fit Lillie’s finger perfectly.
When Cody kissed her lightly on the lips to seal their vows, it had been just
as sweet as their first kiss. And Lillie had visions of more kisses in their
future.


The ship’s head cook made a single-layer yellow cake large enough
for any who wanted to join in the celebration of their union. Edward took a
slice but sulked in a corner while he ate it. Lillie reveled in the notion that
not only had she utterly ignored Edward’s admonishment to stay away from Cody,
she’d rubbed it in his face by marrying Cody within days of their argument.


Lillie felt so free.


Her mother had pestered her about marriage back East, and now
that she was out from under her mother’s strict oversight, she’d willingly gone
and gotten herself a husband, the best sort of husband in her opinion, a
husband in name only. A husband that would never meet with her mother’s
approval, which made it even more fun. This thread of thought amused her.
Lillie had obviously tapped into some deep-seated rebellious tendency that she
didn’t even know she had.


Cody was a wee bit nervous about all the attention, but seemed to
be taking it mostly in stride. Toasts were made, cake was eaten, dinner served,
and darkness had fallen before they were able to retire to Lillie’s cabin. 


They’d moved Cody’s things into Lillie’s room because now that
they were married they could share quarters without reproach. Cody didn’t have
much, just two saddlebags and a blanket. Cody would no longer have to sleep on
a thin mattress on the hard deck.


Lillie flopped onto the bunk along the wall, exhausted but happy.
She closed her eyes and sighed, allowing her tired muscles to relax. She heard
a scuffling noise and opened her eyes to see Cody settling onto the narrow bit
of floor space next to the bed.


“What are you doing?” Lillie leaned over the side of the bed and
looked down at Cody.


“I was getting ready to go to sleep.” Cody folded her jacket under
her head for a pillow.


“Aren’t you going to sleep in the bed?”


“Um, I’m not sure we know each other well enough.” Candlelight
flickered across Cody’s face.


“That’s a very silly thing to say to a girl you just married.”


Cody laughed. “I suppose you’re right.”


“Come now, there’s plenty of room. I won’t be able to sleep if I
know you’re sleeping on the hard floor.” Lillie got up and started to unbutton
her dress. 


Cody realized Lillie was getting undressed and quickly shuffled
to her feet. There was nowhere to go in the small space so Cody turned to face
the wall and nervously crossed her arms in front of her chest. Why was she so
on edge? She’d seen girls undressed before. Damn it all, she was a girl. But she
couldn’t help feeling that this whole situation with Lillie was somehow different
from anything she’d experienced before and that this arrangement between them
was about more than just the need for travel companionship.


Thankfully, Lillie didn’t make fun of her shyness or joke about
the fact that she was probably blushing. Her cheeks felt like they were flaming
hot.


“I’ve got my nightgown on. You can turn around now.” 


“Sorry. I don’t know why, but I felt I should give you some
privacy.”


“It’s okay. We just aren’t used to being roommates yet. I’m sure
the nervousness will pass.”


So maybe Lillie was nervous too. Somehow knowing that made Cody
relax a little.


“You should get ready for bed too. You’re not going to sleep in
your clothes are you?” Lillie pulled the covering on the bed back and climbed
in, scooting close to the wall to make space for Cody.


“No, I reckon not.” Cody faced away from Lillie again and
stripped down to her undershirt and undershorts. She didn’t have a nightgown.
In fact, she’d basically been sleeping in her clothes every night.


She climbed on the narrow mattress and rolled on her side so that
her back was curled up against Lillie. She could feel Lillie’s soft curves
pressing against her, the warmth of her body seeped through Cody’s thin
undershirt. This felt good. It felt cozy and safe to be all snuggled up
together. 


Lillie draped her arm around Cody’s waist, and she entwined her
fingers with Lillie’s. She felt her mother’s ring on Lillie’s finger and
Lillie’s breath on the back of her neck. She inhaled deeply and let it out
slowly. She hoped Lillie was right about the nervousness passing, but she
wasn’t so sure.


“Good night, Cody,” Lillie said softly.


“Good night, Lillie.”


Chapter Fifteen

 

 

 


As the steamer stopped along the bank, closer to
Independence, to take on its last load of wood for the engine, it was flooded
with circulars and pamphlets by couriers boosting the new territory. The
excitement in the air was almost palpable. 


Everyone aboard the steamship showed signs that they were glad
the journey was coming to an end, and yet the trip upriver had brought the
emigrants together, regardless of their differences, like one big family. 


Cody held Lillie’s hand as they walked down the gangway from the
boat to the dock. They’d arrived at the western edge of Missouri along with a
teeming throng of fellow emigrants who seemed to be from all walks of life.
Independence, Missouri, was obviously a prosperous city, catering to and
outfitting pioneers. Cody had been told that trains of wagons left several
times a week for the Oregon and Santa Fe Trails, which split off from one
another forty miles southwest of Independence at Gardner Junction.


As they arrived, mud from spring rains made the streets a mess.
Women lifted the hem of their skirts just enough to keep them from sinking into
the mire. Mexicans and Indians roamed the streets around the docking ships
along with Santa Fe traders. A cadre of young men worked as porters and
dockhands, unloading gear and livestock. 


After arranging with a porter to deliver their luggage and see to
Cody’s horse, they were given directions for Mr. Noland’s hotel, the largest
hotel in Independence. As a matter of fact, it was the largest hotel in
Missouri outside of St. Louis and could accommodate as many as four hundred
guests at one time.


The boat had docked early in the day, so they’d decided to check
into the hotel and then Lillie wanted to visit the attorney’s office. There
were final details to work through in terms of settling her uncle’s estate.


The clerk at the front desk of the hotel gave them directions to
the office of Mr. Clark Taylor, attorney-at-law. The two-story building was
within a five-minute walk along the main thoroughfare. Planks of lumber had
been used to create makeshift footbridges across the worst of the mud near the
front of the office. Cody watched Lillie gracefully maneuver across the uneven
boards with her skirt in her hands. Cody scraped the worst of the mud from the
street off her boots against the edge of the porch boards and then followed
Lillie inside.


“May I help you, miss?” Cody assumed the young man speaking to
Lillie was a lawyer or clerk, based on his suit, although he didn’t look much
older than she was.


“I’d like to speak with Mr. Taylor if he’s available.” Lillie
brushed at the front of her dress to smooth it down.


“May I say who’s inquiring?”


“Lillie Ellis Walsh.” She tilted her head slightly and smiled at
Cody.


Cody felt that smile all the way to her toes. She’d introduced
herself as Lillie Ellis Walsh. That was the first time Cody had heard Lillie
say such a thing, and hearing the joining of their names created warmth in her
middle that spread outward. Cody felt grateful that the man had already turned
his back and gone to inquire after Mr. Taylor, because she was sure she was
blushing.


“Take your hat off,” whispered Lillie.


“Oh, right.” Cody removed her hat and ran her fingers through her
hair to tame it. She was still getting the hang of the customs of being a
gentleman. Lillie’s gentle and affectionately delivered coaching from time to
time was appreciated.


The man who’d greeted them returned with another man who was
quite a bit older. He had thinning gray hair and a bushy brow behind
wire-rimmed spectacles. Actually, he may have had more hair in his eyebrows
than on top of his head. Mr. Taylor was a bit shorter than Cody and generously
rounded about his midsection. 


“Mrs. Walsh, so glad to make your acquaintance.” He extended his
hand to Lillie. “And you must be Mr. Walsh.” 


“Nice to meet you, Mr. Taylor.” Cody shook his hand.


“Please, follow me. We can talk in my office.”


Mr. Taylor’s office wasn’t elegant, but it was definitely
comfortable. Two leather-covered chairs faced a large oak desk. Soot stains
created a dark halo on the tongue and groove wood paneling around two lanterns
mounted on the wall behind the desk. The faintest scent of cigar smoke lingered
in the air. Mr. Taylor motioned toward a decanter on a small table on the far
side of his office.


“Can I offer you a drink, Mr. Walsh?”


“No, thanks, I’m fine.”


“Smart man. Good to keep your wits about you when talking business.”
Mr. Taylor smiled good-naturedly and positioned himself in a large rolling
chair behind the desk. “Please, sit.”


“I must admit, Mrs. Walsh, I’m very relieved to see you with a
husband.”


“I beg your pardon?” Lillie visibly stiffened in the chair next
to Cody. 


“What I mean is, I was concerned about a young woman attempting
to assume ownership of this property and manage it alone.” He leaned his elbows
on the desk and interlocked his fingers. “The frontier can be a harsh place. I
was worried about your safety.”


“Oh, I understand.” Lillie cleared her throat. “Mr. Walsh and I
have only just been married. I’m sorry that I was unable to inform you of my
changed situation before we arrived.”


“Well, my sincere congratulations. You make a very handsome couple
indeed. Now, let us address the business at hand.” Mr. Taylor pulled some
papers from a file drawer behind his desk and began to shuffle through them.


Lillie smiled and seemed to visibly relax. Cody was still feeling
just a wee bit exposed under the elder attorney’s astute attention, but he
seemed to accept Cody as Lillie’s husband so she willed herself to accept it
too.


It took roughly an hour to go through all the estate
documentation. Lillie was given the remaining cash in her uncle’s accounts, the
deed to the property, and a map. In addition to the map, Mr. Taylor gave them a
list of local merchants who could be trusted to help them outfit a wagon for a
fair price. They were just finishing up when the man who’d first greeted them
knocked softly and stuck his head in the door.


“Sorry to bother you, sir, but the new attorney has arrived.”


“I just need another minute here. Show him to his office and tell
him I’ll be with him directly.”


“Yes, sir.”


Mr. Taylor organized the papers and tucked them into a folder. He
tied the stringed flap down and handed the whole business to Lillie.


“Thank you, Mr. Taylor, for everything.”


Cody and Lillie stood as Mr. Taylor rounded the desk to shake
their hands once more. “It was my pleasure to help such a charming young couple
start their new life together. Your uncle would be most proud. He was a fine
person and he will be missed.”


Mr. Taylor ushered them toward the outer office. Cody was just
replacing her hat when a familiar face seeped into her peripheral vision,
Edward Franklin. 


“Before you leave, allow me to introduce you to our office’s
newest attorney. Mr. Franklin, this is Mr. and Mrs. Walsh.”


There was an awkward silence for an instant before Lillie spoke.
“Mr. Franklin, what a pleasure to see you again.”


“The pleasure is all mine.” Edward stiffly bowed ever so
slightly.


“Oh, so you’re acquainted?” Mr. Taylor seemed pleased.


“Yes, sir. Mr. Walsh and I were on the same steamship as Mr.
Franklin from St. Louis.” Lillie, ever the diplomat, spoke in a friendly
manner.


“Well, how about that. The frontier is shrinking smaller each
day.”


Yes, thought Cody, too small. Cody nodded a silent greeting to
Edward, replaced her hat, and followed Lillie out the door.


“Did what Mr. Taylor said upset you?” Cody held out her hand to
Lillie as she tiptoed off the end of the board footbridge in front of the
building.


“You mean the part about a single woman managing on her own?”


“Yeah, that part.” Cody had to stifle a laugh at Lillie’s playful
scowl.


“I’m choosing to consider it confirmation. It proves that we were
right to get married.” Lillie tucked her hand in the curve of Cody’s arm. She
leaned into Cody’s shoulder as they sidestepped a mud hole and a passing wagon.
“And now together we can do whatever we want without restriction.”


Cody laughed. “That sounds good to me.”


 


*


 


Lillie invited Nan and Griffin to join them for dinner later that
evening at the hotel. As it turned out, they were all staying at Mr. Noland’s
hotel. Following dinner, Lillie had ordered a bath for herself and Cody. After
days of less than ideal conditions aboard the steamship, Lillie was anxious for
a good soak.


“Thank you.” Lillie walked the maid to the door after she’d
finished adding hot water to the tub. The maid left a kettle on the hearth,
hung above the fire to keep it warm in the event Lillie wanted to add more to
the bath. Lillie closed the door and surveyed the steaming water.


“Do you think all of the rooms are this big? With tubs in them?”
Cody was standing in the center of the room doing a slow survey.


Cody had been surprised by the size of the room earlier when they
dropped off their luggage. Now Lillie felt compelled to explain.


“No, I don’t think so. I’ll tell you a secret.” Lillie walked
over and squeezed Cody’s arm. “I may have mentioned to the matronly woman who
helped me at the front desk that we were newlyweds. So she gave us the
honeymoon suite.”


“This is the honeymoon suite?” 


“Yes, it is.” Lillie was in a playful mood. She twirled around
and then began to unbutton her dress so that she could take advantage of the
soapy liquid luxury that awaited her only a few feet away.


“Um…should I leave?” Cody seemed uncomfortable.


“No, I thought you might want to take a bath after me. Just turn
around until I’m in the water if that will make you feel more at ease.” Lillie
reasoned that maybe she just wasn’t as bashful as Cody, since she’d grown up
with only sisters. She and her sisters had always dressed and undressed in
front of each other.


Lillie piled her clothes on the floor. She’d send them out to be
laundered tomorrow. She climbed over the tall side of the deep tub and eased
into the hot soapy water.


“You can turn around now. I’m under.”


Cody pulled off her boots and socks and her trousers with mud
crusted cuffs. She sat in a chair near a small desk in her undershorts and
shirt. A lantern was on the desk. The candle flickered from the barely open
window casting dancing shadows up the wall behind where Cody sat. She leaned
her arm on the desk and smiled at Lillie.


“What are you thinking?” Lillie lathered a soap bar and swept it
up both arms and under her neck.


“How strange all of this is.”


“What do you mean?”


“This.” Cody swept her arm out in an arc. “You and me in the
honeymoon suite.”


“Do you not like it? Do you wish I hadn’t said anything?” Lillie
felt her near giddy mood droop as if it had just wilted in the hot water.


“No, it’s not that…” Cody’s words trailed off. “It’s strange that
it feels so…normal. Does that make sense?”


“Yes, it does make sense. I feel the same way.”


Cody watched Lillie splash water around to rinse the soap. Mostly
only her shoulders broke the surface of the water. But it was impossible not to
notice the rise and fall of her breasts, the soft curve of them displacing the
water with each movement. Sudden warmth rose in her chest and caused her to
look away. 


Lillie’s diary was on the desk near her elbow. She studied the
worn cover. There were loose sketches inside, and she was curious to see them,
but she hadn’t asked.


“Would you do me a favor?”


Cody turned back at the sound of Lillie’s voice. The room was
warming up from the fire on the small hearth. The window was open just a few
inches, and faint noises drifted up to their room on the first floor from the
street just outside—a muted conversation, horse hooves on the packed earth of
the roadway, the creak of a wagon passing, and somewhere in the distance, a
bell rang.


“Sure, anything.” 


“Would you help me wash my hair? It’s so much easier with two
people. My sister used to pour water over my head after I soaped my hair.”


Cody ambled over to the tub, dragging the chair behind her. She
set the chair at the back of the tub and reached for a pitcher on the floor,
probably for just this purpose. She handed the pitcher to Lillie, and she
filled it from the tub, then leaned back and closed her eyes. When Cody
hesitated, Lillie opened one eye and regarded Cody from her upside-down
position.


“This is when you pour the water.” The corner of Lillie’s mouth
quirked up playfully.


“Right.” The truth was, the view from above of Lillie’s nude body
in the bathtub, even though partially obscured by suds on the surface, took her
breath away. Lillie’s pale, shapely hips and thighs teased her view. The soft
pink circles of Lillie’s nipples were firm and raised, breaking the surface of
the water as Lillie shifted her position. A deep ache that had become Cody’s
constant companion these nights she’d spent spooned against Lillie’s soft form
settled in her gut. She let out a long breath. “Close your eyes.”


She poured the water slowly from the pitcher. Cody held her hand
at the back of Lillie’s head and moved the hair around with her fingers to make
sure she got it sufficiently soaked. She repeated this one more time before
Lillie started to apply soap. 


“Here, let me.” Cody took over. She luxuriously ran her fingers
through Lillie’s long hair, silky with lather. She traced her finger along
Lillie’s forehead and around her hairline to make sure the soap didn’t get into
her eyes or ears.


Lillie sighed and allowed Cody to support the weight of her head
in her hands. Cody held Lillie’s head in one hand and refilled the pitcher with
the other. As she leaned across Lillie, reposed with closed eyes, she thought
of stealing a kiss, but she chickened out.


“This feels nice.” 


“I’m glad.”


She rinsed Lillie’s hair until Lillie swept her fingers through
it and assured Cody that all the soap was gone. Cody fetched Lillie a towel and
held it up to offer Lillie a visual buffer as she climbed from the bath.


“Okay, your turn.” Lillie wrapped the towel around her chest. It
hung to mid thigh. Carefully, she lifted the kettle from the fire with a rag
and added more hot water for Cody. “I’ll put on a robe while you get
undressed.”


Lillie stepped behind a decorative screen in the corner of the
room, so Cody swiftly shucked off her undershorts and shirt and dropped into
the water. She sank up to her chin and closed her eyes. She wasn’t sure how
long she’d let herself lay submerged when she felt Lillie’s fingers in her
hair.


 


*


 


Lillie watched Cody from across the room until she could stand
the distance no longer. Cody’s eyes were closed and her head was against the
tall curve at the back of the large claw foot tub. She lightly sifted her
fingers through Cody’s hair and Cody opened her eyes.


“Let me return the favor.” She reached for the pitcher and tried
unsuccessfully not to notice Cody’s body beneath the water. Her narrow hips,
her long legs, her muscled stomach. She’d never seen Cody in a state of
undress. Cody was so shy about it that every time either of them changed
clothes Lillie made sure to look away. She’d imagined what Cody looked like,
based on the way her clothes fit, but that wasn’t the same as this.


Cody leaned forward in the tub so that Lillie could douse her hair
without splashing water out the back. The room was dimly lit by the lantern,
but even still, Lillie couldn’t stop the gasp that escaped when she saw the
upper part of Cody’s back. She quickly covered her mouth with her hand.


Cody stiffened and gripped the side of the tub as if she were
about to bolt out of it. She turned her head partway as if waiting for Lillie
to say something.


Lillie swallowed down the lump in her throat and tried to pretend
she hadn’t noticed the scars that crisscrossed Cody’s shoulders. She wanted to
know who would do such a thing. She vacillated between wanting to rage against
the perpetrator and the urge to pull Cody into her arms and place kisses on
every angry mark.


“Lean back a little.” 


Cody hesitated but then obliged. Lillie wet Cody’s hair and
rubbed soap into it. She took her time, savoring the contact and the view of
Cody’s small breasts. She could now see why a couple of layers of clothing
completely hid their shape from view. 


After a few moments, Cody seemed to relax. She released her
white-knuckled grip on the edge of the tub and allowed her fingers to dangle
into the water as she draped her elbows on the edge.


Lillie eventually moved to the fire, where she brushed out her
hair while she watched the short flames lick at the charred logs. She heard
water sloshing and turned to see Cody was ready to get out of the tub.


“Can you hand me a towel?” Cody couldn’t reach it without
climbing out and revealing herself.


Lillie retrieved the towel and held it up to offer Cody a shield,
just as she’d done for Lillie. Only once Cody was standing, dripping beside the
tub, Lillie didn’t release the towel. Instead she rubbed Cody’s hair and gently
brushed the towel against Cody’s damp skin. Cody looked down at her with the
most soulful eyes, huge and dark and wanting. Droplets of water clung to her
lashes.


Lillie dried Cody’s shoulders, then her chest and her arms. Cody
didn’t resist the attention. 


When she reached Cody’s waist, she looked up at her. She wanted
to say something, to ask permission, but the look in Cody’s eyes seemed to
grant it without her asking, so she kissed her.


This kiss was different from the ones before. The towel still
separated them, but Lillie reached around Cody and found the bare skin of her
lower back. She pressed Cody against her. She teased Cody’s lips with her
tongue until Cody parted them and took her in.


Cody stood stiffly against Lillie’s embrace, like a statue, hands
at her sides. Maybe the kiss was too much, because Cody pulled the towel up to
her neck and stepped away. Lillie hadn’t meant to push Cody, but she so badly
wanted to connect on some deeper level.


“I’ll let you get dressed.” Lillie turned back to the fireplace
and watched the flame. She ran her fingers through her hair to dry it. After a
moment, she heard the springs of the bed. Cody was lying on her side, facing
away from Lillie. After a few minutes, Lillie joined her.


Cody wasn’t sleeping, and she smiled at Lillie when she lay down.



“The bath felt good. Thanks for arranging that.”


Lillie traced Cody’s jaw with her fingertips and then let them
fall away. She wanted to say something to make Cody feel more at ease, but she
wasn’t sure what had caused Cody to pull away. Was it that Lillie had seen the
scars?


“Cody, I want to be close to you.” She spoke softly, as if asking
permission. They were lying on their sides, facing each other, like schoolgirls
conspiring. Lillie wondered if she were the only one truly conspiring. Cody
seemed so innocent.


“What does that mean?”


“I don’t know exactly what it means.” Lillie wasn’t sure how to
explain the ache she felt whenever they were physically close—an exquisite
torment low in the very core of her being that seemed to have worsened every
night they slept together, together yet held apart. 


“I don’t know what comes next, Cody. I only know that I want more
than friendship from you.”


“So do I.” Cody cupped Lillie’s face in her hand and kissed her
lightly. 


Cody wondered if there was something Lillie wanted her to do. She
was supposed to be the boy
in this situation; did that mean Lillie expected her to know things about sex?
All she knew of sex was what she’d overheard from her brothers, and that didn’t
seem at all helpful, or even the sort of sex she was interested in having with
Lillie. Was it sex she even wanted or just affection? She wasn’t sure.


If she were honest with herself, being close to Lillie scared
her. It felt good, but it was also worrying. What if she did the wrong thing?
Or what if she touched Lillie in some way she didn’t want to be touched? The risk
seemed too great to overcome. She squeezed her eyes shut. But then she felt
Lillie’s lips against hers.


Tentatively, Cody rested her hand on the curve of Lillie’s hip as
they kissed. She had the urge to pull Lillie close, but nerves stopped her.
Lillie must have had the same impulse because she scooted closer. Their bodies
made light contact under the covers, and despite the clothing that separated
them, Cody felt her skin temperature rise until her face felt fever hot. She
still hadn’t repositioned her hand; she was afraid to move and break the spell.
She was overcome with sensations and found it hard to breathe and even harder
to think. 


They were quiet for a little while, and Lillie didn’t move away
from her. Cody wondered if Lillie had fallen asleep. Her eyes were closed, but
then she spoke. 


“I want you to know that I didn’t really plan this when I
suggested we get married.” Lillie leaned up on one elbow. She brushed hair off
Cody’s forehead. “Men never interested me. I thought maybe I would never be
close to anyone…that I would just do my art and be alone.”


“Lillie, I never expected this either.” Cody wanted to say that
she didn’t even know she needed this closeness or desired it. And if she had
realized it she wouldn’t have known how to ask for it. She wasn’t sure how to
ask even now, with Lillie so close and looking at her as if she could see right
through her. “I never expected it, but I like it.”


“Oh, Cody, I like it too.” Lillie kissed her lightly. She
snuggled into Cody’s shoulder and draped her arm around Cody’s waist. 


The position was so innocent yet at the same time so intimate.
Cody settled on her back and put her arm around Lillie’s shoulders drawing her
close. She held Lillie, feeling stiff and awkward but excited at the same time.
She gave herself over to it all. Feeling more vulnerable and undefended with
each passing night, she knew she was beginning to let Lillie in.


Chapter Sixteen

 

 

 


Lillie wasn’t sure what time it was when she put on her robe
and tiptoed next door to the water closet. It was early to be sure. No one was
about except a chambermaid carrying linens down the long narrow hallway lined
with doors.


She closed the door softly when she returned to their room. Cody
hadn’t stirred. She was lying on her back, a tantalizing glimpse of her chest
visible at the opening of her nightshirt. Pink strands signaling the sunrise
reached across the sky. Lillie opened the curtains to allow the early morning
light into the room. 


She settled into the chair near the window and watched Cody
sleep. As daylight sifted through the room, a swath softly lit Cody’s face.
Lillie opened her diary and took out a couple of sheets of white drawing paper.
She used the stiff diary as an easel, braced on her knee. She propped her foot
on the edge of the desk and began to sketch. It was such a luxury to study Cody
as she slept, to notice every subtle shadow of her face and neck. It was
humorous now to think she hadn’t discovered Cody’s secret sooner, despite the
disguise of men’s clothing. Her features were strong, her jaw square and
tanned, but her eyes and her lips were distinctly feminine. 


She shuddered as she darkened the shading with the pencil around
Cody’s lips. Those lips she feared she would never tire of kissing.


Lillie laid the paper and pencil aside on the desk and disrobed
to crawl back into bed with Cody.


As she slipped under the covers, Cody stirred and rolled over,
exposing part of her shoulder to Lillie’s view. Propped on one elbow, she
gently pulled the loose nightshirt down farther so that she could see Cody’s
back. She covered her mouth so as not to utter a sound. Cody’s entire back bore
red raised scars as if she’d been cut or whipped. 


Hot tears burned at the corners of Lillie’s eyes. She tried to
choke them back.


Beside her, Cody shifted again. She turned her head to regard
Lillie, her eyes heavy lidded with sleep. Cody blinked and then recognition
dawned on her face. She tugged the loose fitting shirt up so that her shoulder
was no longer exposed. 


Cody turned away from her without a word.


“Cody, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to upset you.” Lillie put her
hand on Cody’s shoulder, and Cody flinched. 


“Don’t.”


“Don’t what?”


“I’m sure it looks terrible and ugly. I didn’t want you to see.”


“Cody, it’s not ugly.” Lillie snuggled up next to Cody’s back and
draped her arm across her middle. “Will you talk to me about it?”


“There’s nothing to talk about.”


“Will you at least tell me how this happened? How you got the
scars?” Lillie wanted to know everything about Cody. The good, the bad,
everything. Everything that collectively made Cody who she was.


“My father.”


Lillie lay in shocked silence.


She couldn’t imagine her father doing such a thing to her or her
sisters. She couldn’t imagine any parent doing such a thing. It was beyond her
ability to comprehend something so egregious. She’d noticed days earlier that
Cody never really spoke of her father, but she hadn’t had a chance to follow up
and ask.


“Why—” She started to form the question, but Cody cut her off.


“There’s no why for that sort of thing is there? There’s no
understanding it. He’s a mean drunk, and that’s the story of it.” Cody rolled
onto her back, sighed, and looked at the ceiling. “A person who becomes a drunk
sort of ceases to exist. Whatever they say, whatever they do, it’s just the whiskey
talking.” Cody wiped at a tear that left a wet path on her cheek. “Sometimes
I’d see flashes of who he’d been. Sitting across the table caring who I was.
Remembering that I was a child of his own flesh. For a minute, things would be
okay, but the moment didn’t last, because the whiskey was always there,
waiting.”


Lillie lay very still giving Cody space to say more.


“I should have left sooner than I did.” She looked at Lillie. “I
should have taken Ellen away from there sooner.”


“Where is she now?”


“She’s with my aunt Hannah, my mother’s sister. I plan to send
for her as soon as I’m settled somewhere. As soon as I’m able.”


“Cody, I’m so sorry about your father.” Lillie pressed her body
against Cody’s and hugged her. She didn’t know what else to say except she was
sorry, and that seemed horribly inadequate.


“I guess I’m glad you know.” Cody sniffed and wiped at another
tear.


They lay quietly for a few minutes.


“If you let me, I have some salve that might make the scars
soften and heal.” 


Cody hesitated, but then finally nodded.


Lillie retrieved a small canister from her suitcase and knelt
beside Cody on the bed. “Turn over.” Cody rolled over, gathering the pillow up
under her chin.


“Thank you,” Cody whispered.


Lillie lifted the tail of the nightshirt and pulled it up until
it was gathered at her neck. She kissed Cody’s shoulder and then tenderly
spread the soothing potion on each mark all along Cody’s back.


 


*


 


Cody was dressed and waited for Lillie who’d offered to go down
and fetch coffee and biscuits for them while Cody washed up. As she was closing
the last buttons on her shirt, she noticed the sketch on the desk. She picked
it up and held it closer. The drawing was still in her hand when she heard the
door.


“I hope you don’t mind. You were too perfect this morning and the
light was so good…I felt compelled to sketch you.” Lillie set a small serving
tray on the edge of the desk.


“I don’t mind.” Cody set the drawing down and accepted the cup of
coffee Lillie offered. “I’ve been wanting to get a look at your drawings, but I
didn’t want to pry.”


“I think there isn’t much you couldn’t ask me that I wouldn’t
share with you.” Lillie’s cheeks flushed with color as she peered at Cody over
her teacup. The teasing look she gave Cody brought the hummingbirds back to her
stomach.


“Thank you for breakfast. The biscuits are good.” Cody took half
of a biscuit into her mouth in one big bite. “I guess I was hungry.” Crumbs
flew out as she spoke.


Lillie laughed. Then they were both laughing, which triggered a
coughing fit with more crumbs flying, until Cody washed the whole business down
with a large gulp of coffee.


After they finished the light breakfast, Cody suggested they see
about securing a team to pull their wagon. Ox teams were in great demand. They
sold for around twenty dollars a yoke. 


Cody had heard other emigrants talking about the obstacles of
travel by wagon when they’d been aboard the steamship. Consensus among the men
seemed to be that the longer they lingered before hitting the trail, the later
they’d leave and the worse the grass. That would mean less food for their team.
Cody and Lillie had discussed staying one more day to fully outfit their rig,
and then they would leave with the next group, which included Griffin and Nan,
and was being led by Mr. Alexander.


On the way to the livestock pens near the livery, they passed the
open doors of saloons full of drunks. And it was still early. Aspects of this
town appeared rough in a way Cody hadn’t seen before. 


A sense of desperation mixed with industry mingled in the air all
around them. The folks that milled about seemed to represent every type and
every rank of society. While not unlike the small community aboard the
steamship, the extremes at each end in Independence seemed to swing wider.


Cody made sure to keep Lillie close, and she paid careful
attention to her surroundings. The livery building was crowded when they
arrived. The smell of hay and sweat hung in the air of the large open office
that adjoined the barn. Several men were queued up bartering with other men at
a counter near the front. Tack hung along the walls. A man standing just inside
the door turned and spit into a brass spittoon.


Lillie had started to follow Cody inside but stopped. “I think
I’ll wait outside.”


Cody looked around and realized there were no other women in the
livery office. “Okay, if you prefer. Hopefully, this won’t take long.” The sun
was breaking through the clouds and warming the damp earth. Cody stood in the
doorway and watched Lillie walk toward the rail fence along where cattle stood
loosely gathered, munching hay.


 


*


 


Lillie smiled at Cody as she disappeared into the den of menfolk.
Too much manliness in one room, Lillie had decided. When she reached the fence
she crossed her arms on the top rail and rested her chin there.


She’d never spent any time around farm animals, cows, or even
oxen for that matter. Of course she’d had riding lessons in the summer, so she
had some limited experience with horses, but that was the extent of her
knowledge of animal husbandry. And yet somehow she’d believed that she could
take over her uncle’s farm alone? The farther away from New York she traveled
the more treacherous her journey seemed. What if she hadn’t met Cody? What if
Cody hadn’t agreed to the marriage?


She supposed she should prepare herself for all sorts of
unexpected challenges as they traveled across the prairie. Probably dangers she
couldn’t even imagine.


Her life in New York seemed like a memory of a faraway place now.
Like some mythical land with sculpted gardens, luxuriously appointed homes,
cafes, and art galleries. Art galleries. Artists. Her stomach clenched at the
thought of how far away she seemed to be from anyone who cared about art.


A noise behind Lillie pulled her mind back to the moment. She
turned to see that a few men stood nearby. One of them stood apart from the
group, looking at her. She glanced down at her light blue floral print dress
and back at the men and realized she looked sorely out of place. 


She felt uneasy but wasn’t sure why. The man took a step closer.
He was unshaven, and even from several feet away smelled badly. She wondered if
he worked in the stable. Although, if she were the owner she wasn’t sure she’d
trust him around horses, let alone customers.


“You lookin’ to buy a cow, missy?” He shuffled closer. His eyes
were shadowed by the brim of his dusty hat so that she couldn’t see them well.


“No, I’m here on other business.” She tried to move away from
him, but her back bumped against the railing. She’d forgotten how close she was
to the fence.


He laughed and turned back to the others. “She’s here on other
business, fellas.” They all laughed. She looked toward the door for Cody.


“Maybe there’s some other business we could help you with.” He
leered at her and edged closer. There was still about twenty feet between them,
and she was just about to make a move for the livery office when Cody appeared.


 


*


 


Cody stepped out to check on Lillie because there was a bit of a
wait inside. She turned to regard the loose cluster of four men slouching near
the holding pen across from the livery. She stiffened when she realized one of
them was talking to Lillie. She’d encountered men like this before back in
Arkansas. Men of low character. Rawboned, weathered men who reeked of sweat,
whiskey, and meanness. 


She followed their collective gaze to where Lillie was standing
at the fence across from them. Her pale blue dress stood out against the dirt
and mud all around the enclosure. For an instant, she could see Lillie as they
must have, like an innocent lamb in a territory of wolves. Her heart seized,
and she turned back to pin them down with a glare.


As she drew near to Lillie, one of the men spoke.


“You got yerself a pretty wife there, son.” He spat on the ground
near his boot.


Cody didn’t speak to him. He wasn’t trying to make conversation.
She knew enough about his kind to know the man’s statement had been a warning.
And she’d heard it loud and clear. 


Cody walked over to Lillie, standing directly in front of her to
block the men’s view. 


“You can’t be here.” She spoke so that only Lillie could hear. 


“I know.” Lillie leaned into Cody’s shadow. She looked
frightened.


“I’ll walk you back to the hotel.” Cody put a firm hand on
Lillie’s elbow and marched them away from the livery back toward the
well-populated shops in the central part of town.


As they walked, Cody decided having a pretty wife presented its
own set of problems, and she’d just gotten some advance warning that she should
be prepared to defend them both. She realized how dangerous it would have been
for Lillie to make the trip without an escort. It would have been impractical
and foolhardy, at best.


She resolved to teach Lillie how to shoot her pistol as soon as
possible.


Chapter Seventeen

 

 

 


Lillie decided it was quite difficult to know what was
necessary to pack and what could be left behind for travel across the prairie
by wagon. 


The basic idea was to be able to keep house on the road. Bacon,
beans, flour, salt, and other groceries along with essential tools and utensils
for housekeeping and farming needed to be purchased. 


After the encounter at the livery, she had decided to gather the
soft goods, food, and various supplies with Nan, while Griffin and Cody secured
livestock, tools, and wagons.


Lillie didn’t let on to Nan how much she didn’t know about
cooking over a fire or sleeping in the open. She hoped she could watch and
learn, although she also knew Nan to be a generous person who would no doubt be
happy to coach her in the skills needed to help keep them fed while traveling.


It was late in the day when Cody returned to the hotel. She
washed up before supper. They had a fine meal in the dining hall that Lillie
tried not to rush, but she was anxious to have Cody alone. They had one more
night to enjoy the luxury of the honeymoon suite before sleeping in a rough
wagon, partially exposed to the elements, for days. 


The wagon master, Mr. Alexander, stopped by their table during
dinner. He was leading the group they’d be leaving with in the morning. It was
safer for families to travel with others. There was safety in numbers she
hoped, at least that seemed to be the prevailing wisdom. Mr. Alexander was
responsible for organizing and guiding their wagon train. He’d traveled all the
way to California on the Santa Fe Trail so he knew the route.


“Good evening, Mr. and Mrs. Walsh. We’re to depart in the
morning. Are you all set?” He was a stout man, tall and fit. He had a stern yet
friendly manner. Lillie liked him. He reminded her in some ways of her father.
Maybe Mr. Alexander had been a ship’s captain in a former career.


“Yes, sir, we’re ready to leave. The wagon is stocked.” Cody
stood up, while Lillie remained seated.


“Excellent then. I’ll see you tomorrow at seven.” He tipped his
head in Lillie’s direction. “Good evening, Mrs. Walsh.


Lillie was a bit lost in thought as they finished supper and
walked to their room. She’d tried to prepare herself, but in reality, that was
impossible. After all, she was a city girl and had no idea what to expect from
this part of their journey.


“Do you think we really are ready?”


“As ready as we can be.” Cody slipped the suspenders from her
shoulders. They hung slack and bowed near her trouser-clad thighs. 


Lillie walked over and helped Cody with the buttons of her shirt.
Cody braced her hands on her hips and watched Lillie work each fastener free. 


“You don’t mind this do you?”


“Attention from you?” Cody draped her arms around Lillie’s waist.
“I find myself just wanting more of it.”


“Good. Because I think I rather like doting on you.” She turned
around once Cody’s undershirt was revealed because she could tell Cody was
still feeling shy.


She heard the rustling of the sheets as Cody settled under the
covers. Lillie felt Cody’s eyes on her from across the room, so she took her
time undressing and laying her clothes out for the morning. Finally, she climbed
in bed wearing a nightgown. 


She moved Cody’s arm away from behind her head and snuggled into
the hollow space in Cody’s shoulder as was becoming her habit at bedtime. Cody
pulled her close. She looked up and noticed the bed for the first time. It was
mahogany with two carved swags of oak limbs entwined on the headboard, and she
marveled that this detail had completely escaped her the previous night. She
was reminded of the mahogany bed she’d left behind in New York and how she
missed it.


Cody was feeling anything but drowsy. Normally, she looked away
when Lillie undressed for bed, but not tonight. Something had shifted between
them the previous night. Some barrier had been stripped away. She felt close to
Lillie in a way she hadn’t before. Maybe it was because she’d allowed Lillie to
see her scars. She’d allowed Lillie to see her worst and Lillie hadn’t turned
away. 


She watched reverently as Lillie had slipped out of her dress
revealing the creamy perfection of her neck and shoulders, the indent at her
waist just before the slight curve of her hips. Noticing these details only
served to quicken Cody’s pulse as she lay waiting across the room. Waiting to
be close to Lillie. And now Lillie was snuggled against her, and she wanted to
say something, something meaningful, but she didn’t know what to say. Lillie
was smiling and looking up at the headboard as if enjoying some private joke.


“What’s funny?” Cody decided to try to distract herself with safe
conversation.


“This bed. It’s very similar to the one I had in New York. I
didn’t even notice it last night.” Lillie kissed Cody on the cheek. “I was so
distracted that I didn’t notice the bed we were sleeping in. What else am I not
noticing I wonder?”


Cody couldn’t help smiling. She let her fingers drift through
Lillie’s hair. She wondered if Lillie could sense how nervous she was.
Nighttime was becoming the thing Cody most looked forward to and the thing that
also incited the most anxiety. Not a bad sort of anxiety, but a good sort, if
there were such a thing.


The collar of her nightshirt was open as the evening was warm,
and she was even warmer lying next to Lillie. She closed her eyes as she felt
Lillie’s fingertips trail down her neck and delicately brush across her exposed
collarbone. The tiniest contact of her skin with Lillie’s fingers caused a
waterfall of sensations for Cody. A tightness would start in her chest before
it released and splashed like a rock into her stomach and then her legs would
feel all twitchy, like they wanted to bolt and run. Regardless of what her legs
wanted, the last thing her mind wanted was to run away. Instead, she wanted to
run to Lillie. She wanted to be closer but wasn’t sure exactly how to go about
it or what would be allowed. 


Dressed as a man she’d already upended many conventions she’d
been raised to believe in. What would it matter to upend one more? Who was to
say that women should only be with men? Maybe women had something unique to
offer each other apart from men.


“Does this make you uncomfortable?” whispered Lillie.


She must have sensed how tense Cody was. She tried to force her
muscles to unwind. She shook her head and reminded herself to breathe. In and
out. In and out. Lillie’s lips were so close, and her fingers drew circles on
her skin at the opening of her shirt. She’d never had anyone touch her the way
Lillie did. Even the most casual gesture of affection cut through her like a
knife blade. 


Lillie was lying partially on top of her, her thigh barely
resting on Cody’s. She brushed a strand of loose hair off Lillie’s cheek. They
held each other with their eyes in the near dark room. The faintest hint of
light still issued from the dying fire, little more than the glow of one
candle. But it was enough for her to see Lillie’s beautiful face just above
hers.


Their lips met, and she felt the weight of Lillie’s body sink
into hers. She wanted to swallow Lillie whole, to have nothing to separate
them.


The kiss was needful, demanding, possessive. Lillie’s kiss was
like a match strike to dry grass.


Cody moved her hands luxuriously up and down over the outer curve
of Lillie’s hips. She could feel the warmth of Lillie’s skin through the thin
nightgown. Pressure was gathering in the place between her legs, and it was
hard not to move against Lillie.


Lillie must have felt something too. She shifted, which applied
more pressure between Cody’s legs. She was now fully on top of Cody, and their
centers were against each other moving in a very slow rhythm as they kissed.


Every movement Lillie made caused some primal surge through her core,
everything seemed to caress her; the air, the sheets, Lillie’s lips, the
pounding of her own heart. Her nerves were frayed and electrified.


Something was happening with Lillie that never had before, and
whatever that thing was it made Cody feel very much alive. When she’d left
Arkansas, her only notion was to get away. Any situation would have been an
improvement she figured. She hadn’t expected to meet someone like Lillie,
someone that she wanted to protect and care for. 


The encounter at the livery had unsettled her, but it had also
strengthened her resolve to look after Lillie. 


“I guess we should get some sleep. Tomorrow is a big day.” Lillie
kissed her once more, lightly, briefly, and curled up beside Cody again.


“I’m really happy to be here with you.” Cody brushed her hand
across Lillie’s shoulder. She’d wanted to say something more meaningful, but
nothing sounded right in her head.


“I’m happy too.” Lillie’s arm was draped across Cody’s
midsection, and she squeezed her a little as she spoke.


Cody wasn’t sure she’d be able to sleep. Her body hummed as she
tried to lie still so that Lillie could drift off. Lillie’s soft curves tempted
Cody’s view, and the scent of her skin invaded Cody’s senses. She wanted
nothing more than to keep kissing Lillie. She squeezed her eyes shut. Tomorrow
they’d really be on their own. Sure, they’d be traveling with others in the
company of wagons, but they would need each other now more than ever.


 


*


 


Cody looked up at Lillie sitting on the wagon’s bench seat above
her. She led the oxen along, keeping step with them across the well-traveled
grass. On leaving Independence there’d been so many wagons departing that the
canvas tops wound across the prairie like some long white serpent on an endless
field of green.


Their group had started in the early morning. They followed the
Santa Fe Trail southwest onto the blue-green prairie. Rattlesnake master and
coneflower grew young and succulent. Lupine was in bloom and Indian paintbrush,
scarlet set against all the green grass.


There were fourteen wagons in the company with yokes of oxen
leading each, including Cody and Lillie’s. About thirty head of loose cows and
calves and fourteen horses traveled with the group, including Shadow. 


The journey was too rough and the loads too heavy for horse
teams, so Shadow was relegated to walking behind the wagon on a long lead.
There might be times when Lillie would prefer to ride him, but this first
morning she’d chosen the high front seat of the covered wagon. Seeing how
Lillie was getting jostled about, she figured it wouldn’t be long until she
joined Cody on the ground and walked.


The rolling prairie lay ahead, and Cody scanned the sweeping
distance to find any object to rest her eyes on, but there was nothing. 


Earlier in the day she’d spotted a stream up ahead with a cluster
of trees gathered at its banks, but otherwise there’d been scarcely a shrub.
The exposed prairie rolled in front of them. They’d climbed a slight rise and
crested it, only to be met with more prairie as far as she could see.


She made mental notes of all her observations so that she could
set them down on paper to be included in the next letter she sent to Ellen.
Cody had posted a brief letter to Ellen, her aunt, and uncle the day before.
She figured by the time the letter arrived in Arkansas she’d be in Kansas.


Mr. Alexander seemed to know the route well so far. The plan was
to travel with the group as far as Council Grove, then Cody and Lillie would
follow a secondary trail south toward Emporia. Lillie’s farm was just north of
the fledgling community.


Cody hoped Lillie’s attorney had given them an accurate
accounting of farm equipment that had been left. According to the estate, there
was a breaking plow, rigging, and other tools and tack still on the property. 


In addition to Lillie’s two trunks and Cody’s meager belongings,
they’d loaded the wagon with axes, saws, carpentry tools, and seed potatoes.
Cody wasn’t sure what they’d need, and she had tried to be prepared for
anything required to repair the wagon should they run into trouble or break a
wheel.


The lumbering sway-backed prairie schooner was also decked out
with a spade and a hoe. Buckets and pails dangled noisily underneath. Boys of
all ages, barefoot and shaggy-haired, trudged alongside some of the wagons. Now
and then, Cody saw a sun-bonneted girl drive a small cluster of cows.


As the sun dipped low, the company arranged themselves for the
night. The weather was fair and the sky clear so they didn’t circle the wagons,
and the cattle were left to graze nearby at their leisure.


Cody dug a hole in the sod and built a fire with wood they’d
brought with them. Lillie had poured canned beans into a cast iron pot. Cody
set the pot down in the coals like a Dutch oven. They’d brought a loaf of bread
with them so there was no need to make biscuits just yet. 


Lillie watched Cody stir the fire from the back of the wagon.
She’d used the rear gate of the wagon as a makeshift table, which had worked
fairly well. She was tired and her lower back ached from the few hours she’d
spent rocking back and forth in the wagon seat. Cody had warned her that
walking might end up feeling less tiring in the long run. If prompted, she’d
have to admit that Cody might have been right. 


Tonight’s meal would be beans, bread, cheese, and coffee. Simple.


But nothing about this journey was truly simple. 


She’d sent a letter to her mother and sisters before they left
Independence just to set their minds at ease. However, her outer calm was all
an act. Inside, Lillie was a churning mess of nerves. She and Cody had crossed
some great divide physically, and that was reason enough to be anxious. But
now, on top of the increasingly more intimate moments shared in bed, she was
currently adrift in a frontier landscape. On both counts, it was an adventure
almost too grand to fully grasp. 


As the wagon left the safety of Independence, the ruts of the
trail had sloped over several gentle rises, past clumps of cottonwood trees and
low shrubs gathered near creek beds. They’d crossed two handsome timber bridges
over fast moving streams. 


Initially, Lillie had thought all the stories of the desolate
plains had possibly been tall tales to keep the less courageous from venturing
forth. But as the timber bridges and cottonwoods faded into the distance behind
them and nothing lay ahead but a boundless sea of open grass, she began to feel
less sure of herself. 


The expansiveness of the landscape was hypnotic and exhilarating,
and it made her feel small. 


Lillie walked toward the fire. Halfway there, she paused and
looked up. She’d never seen so many stars. The view made her feel even more
insignificant under the vast heavenly display. The night sky wheeled above
clearer than she’d ever seen it in the East. She felt exposed beneath the
elements, and for an instant longed for the nearness of the city.


“How are you feeling?” The fire lit Cody’s features.


“My back is a bit stiff.” Lillie moved closer to the fire and sat
on one of the wooden folding chairs Cody had placed there. Maybe later she’d
share her feelings about the vastness of the firmament, but not right now.


“I can rub your back for you later if you like.”


“Thank you.”


“I wonder if we should have brought a tent.” Several in the group
had canvas tents, purchased from army suppliers pitched near their wagons.


“I’m glad we’re not sleeping on the ground. Even if we’re a
little cramped, I’d prefer to sleep in the wagon. I mean, what if a storm came
suddenly or what if there were wolves about…or snakes.” Her words had come out
all in a rush, betraying her nervousness at being so outside her natural
element. Lillie prided herself on knowing things, and when she didn’t know
things she prided herself on how quick she could adapt and learn. But tonight
wasn’t one of those nights. 


“Hey, don’t fret. Snakes don’t like us any more than we like
them.” Cody put her hand on Lillie’s shoulder. 


The small physical contact settled Lillie. She looked up at Cody.
“Thank you.”


“We can just sit here and enjoy the fire and be entertained by
everyone trying to get their tents upright in the dark.” Cody sat down.


They’d only been seated for a moment when they heard someone
approach.


“Hey there.” Griffin appeared out of the near darkness with Nan
on his heels.


“Hey yourself.” Cody stood and motioned for Nan to take her
chair.


“We thought we’d come see you tonight because we’ll be leaving
you tomorrow.” Griffin sank his hands in his pockets and looked down at the
fire as if he were afraid to look at them and betray some emotional attachment.


“Really, so soon?” Lillie had hoped for more time with Nan. She
felt as if they’d barely gotten a chance to be friends.


“Yeah, the Oregon trail splits off tomorrow and heads northwest.”
Griffin scuffed the toe of his boot in the dirt. “At least two other wagons
will be splitting off with us.”


Cody extended her hand to Griffin. “You take care of yourself,
friend.”


“And you do the same. You’re a good man, Cody Walsh.” Griffin
took Cody’s hand and held it firmly.


“Oh, Nan, I’m not ready to say good-bye.” Lillie reached for Nan
and hugged her tightly.


“Me either.” Nan was about to cry. “You take good care of each
other, you and Cody. I’ll think of you often.”


“Write to us when you get settled. Send a letter care of the
postmaster in Emporia. That way we’ll be sure to get it.”


“I will write as soon as we’re settled in Oregon.”


 


*


 


Climbing into the back of the wagon to sleep after supper
reminded Cody of how much she’d walked. Her legs ached with fatigue. 


She’d used boards to create a platform for the cotton filled
mattress they’d brought with them. Once the boards were in place, she unrolled
the mattress and lay down. Lillie climbed up to join her in the cramped space,
and as she did, Cody raised her booted foot in Lillie’s direction.


“What’s that for?” Lillie regarded her dusty boot with a look of
distaste on her face.


“Be a good wife will you and pull my boots off.” Cody had a
playful look on her face.


“Oh, is that what good wives do?” Lillie worked Cody’s boot free
and tossed it out the back opening of the canvas cover. It hit the grass with a
muffled thump.


Before Cody could protest, she grabbed for the other boot and did
the same.


“Hey!” Cody half sat up. “Some critter will make off with those!”


“Well, then, you should probably retrieve them.” 


Lillie stepped aside as Cody got to her sock feet and climbed
down to rescue her boots. She returned to find Lillie had taken her spot. She
looked up at Cody, feigning innocence. A smile slowly lit her face.


“Maybe I didn’t get the proper instruction of exactly how to be a
good wife.” Lillie propped up on one elbow.


“Well, if you’ve had any instruction at all I’d say it didn’t
take.” Cody dropped her boots on the tiny bit of floor left to stand on. She
tied down the back canvas flap and then squeezed into the narrow space beside
Lillie.


“Are you sleeping in your clothes?”


“Tonight I am. I seem to be sharing my camp with a prankster. I’d
best be prepared for mischief of any kind.” She smiled, even though her eyes
were closed.


“Didn’t I hear some promise earlier of a back rub?”


“Uh huh…maybe…if I hadn’t had to use my last bit of energy to climb
down and get my boots.” Cody grinned and pretended to be trying to sleep.


Chapter Eighteen

 

 

 


The camp had woken before dawn, and by seven the train was
moving over the vast prairie again. At the five-mile mark, the trail for Oregon
split off. Cody stood supportively off to the side as Lillie and Nan shared a
tearful farewell. Then the main group, eleven wagons in all, continued west on
the Santa Fe Trail.


As they traveled farther, the prairie grass was broken up with
shrubs and small spindly trees showing from shallow ravines. Maybe in heavy
rains these ravines were creek beds, but Cody was just guessing about that. The
last ten miles bore nothing but grass.


Late in the afternoon, they passed two graves, a woman and a
child. It seemed that lives began and lives ended and the trail had no concern
for either condition; it simply carried on.


As they set up that evening, three Indians followed some of the
emigrants into camp. They appeared friendly, so Mr. Alexander fed them and sent
them on their way at dusk.


Cody wondered what the native peoples thought of the settlers
with their houses on wheels. The whole of it must have seemed strange and
foreign and foreshadowing, for these native people of the prairie would surely
bear the brunt of westward expansion.


A verse from Proverbs came to mind as she watched the half-nude
men recede into the twilight. Every
way of a man is right in his own eyes. But the Lord weighs the heart.
She wondered what the measure of her own heart would be in the Lord’s
accounting. 


She’d stolen her father’s horse and his gun. She’d disguised
herself as a man. She wanted to make love to a woman that she worried she was
falling hard for. Cody figured she’d certainly embraced new life in a way that
had never been imagined by those who’d put the idea forward as an endorsement
and reason for westward expansion.


Dinner finished and put away, Cody was ready for rest. 


Cody climbed up into the wagon first. She turned back when Lillie
didn’t follow her right away.


“I think you’re going to have to help me up.” Lillie looked up at
Cody from the ground. “I’m afraid my legs are about to stop working.”


Cody reached down and pulled her up. “We probably covered twenty
miles today. You have a right to be exhausted. Maybe tomorrow you should ride
Shadow for a while.”


“Maybe,” Lillie murmured as she tumbled onto the mattress.


Cody lay next to her, spooning against her back. Lillie’s
breathing was slow and steady by the time Cody pulled the blanket up over them.
She was already asleep.


Cody kissed her lightly on the cheek and whispered, “Good night,
Lillie.”


Lillie didn’t stir.


 


*


 


Thunder woke Cody, or was it the wind? Whatever the cause, she
awoke with a start. In the tight sleeping space her sudden movement woke
Lillie. Or maybe she’d heard the thunder also.


It was an electrical storm.


The smell of sulfur was in the air, and lightning flashed vividly
in the darkness.


A flash of light followed quickly by rolling thunder caused
Lillie to jump.


“That was close.”


“Yeah, seemed like it.” As a child, she’d loved storms. Cody
never felt afraid, but this was different. They were in the open, with only a
canvas covering to shield them from the elements. This sort of storm would
spook the animals for sure.


Raindrops started to hammer against the heavy canvas covering like
hailstones, and the wagon swayed with each angry gust as the storm moved into
camp. Cody was worried about Shadow. He’d been tied near the wagon. She lifted
the back flap and squinted into the rainy dark. She didn’t see him anywhere
close. A lightning flash lit the camp, and she caught a glimpse of his shiny
dark coat making tracks away from them.


“Shadow’s loose. I’ve gotta go get him.” Cody hurriedly pulled on
her boots. She’d fallen asleep in her clothes so luckily she was already
dressed.


“Shouldn’t you wait for the storm to pass?” Lillie sat up on the
edge of the mattress. There was genuine concern on her face.


“I don’t want to lose him.” Cody dropped to the ground. The rain
was coming down in sheets. In a short minute, she was soaked through. She leaned
into the rain and wind and headed toward the last place she’d caught a glimpse
of him.


The short hairs on her arm were standing on end from the
electrified air. Another bolt of lightning cut across the sky. This one was so
close it caused balls of fire to jump off the horns of the oxen and roll along
the prairie like some flaming specter from a fireside horror story. Frantic,
the oxen barreled past the wagon at a dead run. They just missed her in the
dark.


The wind was so strong that it drove stinging rain against her
face. Her movements were labored, as if she were trying to run in deep mud, but
it was just the waterlogged grass and the wind and the lack of visibility that
was hindering her progress.


Just when she was about to give up and return to shelter, she saw
Shadow. He reared up when thunder pounded the ground with sound waves. He shied
and stepped back, but his harness line was taut as if it were caught on
something. 


As she got closer she saw that it was a dense cluster of Osage
orange almost as tall as she was. Nature had endowed Osage orange with long
sharp thorns, earning it the respect of man and beast. Except, apparently, in a
lightning storm.


“Shadow!” she called out to him. He reared his head. His eyes
were arched, his nostrils wide; he was panicked. 


“Shadow! I’m here, boy.” Cody fought to untangle the leather
reins in the dark. He shifted and stepped sideways, forcing her into a
precarious position between him and the thorns.
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Lillie waited anxiously for Cody to return. It seemed like
forever before she saw Cody’s disheveled head appear at the opening at the back
of the wagon. She held open the closure so that Cody could climb in. Her shirt
was drenched through and clinging to her torso. Streaks of red began to slowly
materialize, and Lillie realized the red seeping across the side of the now
snug-fitting shirt was blood. Cody wrapped her arms around her chest and began
to shiver.


“You’re bleeding.”


“Oh.” Cody looked down at the sleeve of her shirt. “Shadow got
tangled in a giant thorn bush. No doubt he’s bleeding too.” 


“You’re also shivering. We need to get you out of these wet
clothes and into a blanket.” The storm had caused the temperature to drop. Even
the air inside the wagon’s canopy suddenly felt much cooler.


Cody nodded and started to peel off the soggy clothing, necessity
obviously overriding Cody’s usual shyness in front of her.


She wrapped Cody in a wool blanket, but not before she saw
several raised cuts from the thorns on her arms and across her ribs. 


“Let’s give you a chance to warm up and then I can put something
on those cuts.” 


“Okay.”


Lillie rubbed Cody’s back through the blanket draped around her
shoulders in the hopes that the friction would help circulation and speed the
warming process. “I wish I had something warm for you to drink.” Lillie looked
around the cramped interior for a moment. “Oh, wait. I do have something.” She
rummaged through a small chest near the front of the wagon and handed Cody a
glass flask. “Brandy. I picked this up before we left. For medicinal purposes,
of course.”


Cody smiled. “Of course.” She took a swig and then a second. She
settled back a little onto the narrow mattress that lay across the length of
the buckboard.


The rain continued to pelt the sides of the canvas covering while
the low glow of the lantern created a small oasis of warm light in the interior
space. Lillie noticed just then the dark, wet cloth of Cody’s trousers. She
knew that to truly get warm Cody needed dry pants as well.


“Let’s get you out of the rest of these wet clothes.” Lillie was
seated on a wooden box across from Cody as she bent down and began to tug at
her mud-covered boots. 


“You’re not gonna toss those outside are you?”


Lillie laughed. “Not this time.”


An awkward moment passed between them when Lillie reached for
Cody’s belt and then hesitated. Recognition seemed to move across Cody’s face
that she could either hold on to the blanket covering her top half or release
it to unfasten her pants. 


“Are you okay if I help with these?” It was one thing to unbutton
Cody’s shirt playfully knowing that she was wearing an undershirt beneath it,
but helping her with the trousers seemed somehow more personal, especially
given their situation. Cody nodded.


She tugged the belt loose, and as she did, her fingers brushed
against Cody’s stomach. Lillie tried to manage the task as clinically as
possible, but despite her best efforts, she felt heat rise to her throat as she
unbuttoned the fly and began to lower the soaking wet trousers.


Luckily, Cody was wearing long boxy undershorts, and they were
less damp and covered her private parts and the top half of her thighs. 


Lillie hung the damp clothing over a wooden crate flush against
the far side of the wagon. Cody reached over and offered the flask to her as
she settled back into her seat. Not usually one to indulge, somehow at the
moment, she felt she needed the warming liquor to settle her nerves. The storm
raged around them, but Cody was safely back inside. They were safe.


“Are you warming up?” Lillie pulled another blanket over Cody’s
exposed legs.


“Yes. The brandy is helping too, thanks.”


Lillie looked in the wooden chest again and fished out a small
circular tin. “This is a salve made from pine sap. It’s very good for cuts.
I’ll put some on those scratches. They look deep.”


Lillie moved so that she was sitting next to Cody. She pulled the
lantern closer for better light. Cody turned and lowered the blanket so that
Lillie could see the cuts all along her ribs and her arm. 


“This might sting a little at first.” 


“It’s cold too.” Cody flinched as Lillie began to attend to the
first injury from the thorns.


Cody studied Lillie’s delicate features in the lantern light.
Lillie seemed to be taking her time with each cut. Cody raised her arm in order
for Lillie to reach the cuts across her ribs. There was a moment when she
thought Lillie had finished and then she felt her soft fingers tracing lines
across her back. 


Cody wondered what the marks on her back looked like. She’d never
seen them, and she hadn’t wanted Lillie to see them either, but it seemed that
the scars hadn’t put Lillie off. She’d never let anyone see the marks. She
wasn’t sure why she’d allowed Lillie to get so close. Lillie’s touch was doing
more to warm her up than the blanket or the brandy. Lillie felt so good leaning
against her.


“How are you feeling? Better?”


“What I’m feeling makes me want to do things.” She hesitated.
“Things that maybe I shouldn’t even be thinking about.” The admission caused a
knot of nerves to gather in Cody’s stomach.


“What sort of things?” Lillie was still leaning on her, and she
felt Lillie’s lips move against her bare skin as she whispered the question.


Would
Lillie be doing what she was doing right now if she didn’t feel something too? Cody’s
heart was pounding in her chest as she rotated to face Lillie. The blanket was
now draped only over one shoulder so she was really letting Lillie see, scars
and all. She saw only kindness in Lillie’s eyes in the soft light. She leaned
forward, but hesitated, almost letting their lips touch. Lillie closed the space
between them. Her eyes were closed, but she felt Lillie’s warm hands clasping
her face as they kissed.


Cody’s system was registering the slow burn of the kiss. Her
heart rate increased even more, making her face feel hot, then her stomach
flipped upside down and that same deep ache began to build between her legs. To
say she was feeling
things was a huge understatement. She leaned back, pulling Lillie on
top of her. Lillie broke the kiss just long enough to tug the blanket over
them.


“Body heat is probably the best way to warm you up.” Lillie
snuggled into Cody’s neck.


“I’m a big fan of body heat.”


Lillie laughed softly. “What did you mean when you said you
wanted to do things?” 


Lillie clearly wasn’t going to let her off the hook now that
she’d put her thoughts out there. Cody was uncomfortably aware that she had no
shirt on. She could feel the palm of Lillie’s hand resting over her heart as
she lay partially on top of her and partially beside her. She kissed Lillie’s
forehead.


“I don’t know how to explain it…I’m feeling you. I feel it deep
inside. My head is full of you.”


“Show me.”


Cody rolled over on the narrow mattress to face Lillie. She
traced the contour of Lillie’s face with her finger and then the curve of her
neck, and then she slowly followed the edge of Lillie’s dress collar. Without
saying anything, Lillie unbuttoned her dress and let it drape open, giving Cody
a view of the slip underneath and just a hint of cleavage. Taking this as an
invitation, Cody softly kissed the hollow space where Lillie’s collarbone
crossed to her shoulder, then pulled the dress aside and kissed the rounded top
of her breast.


Lillie inhaled sharply, and Cody feared she’d gone too far. She
looked at Lillie, but didn’t know how to interpret the expression on her face.


“I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have done that.”


“There’s no need to apologize,” Lillie whispered. And then she
kissed Cody, a slow, luxurious kiss.


Outside, thunder sounded in the distance and rain pelted the
canvas, while inside, Cody was entranced. Lillie sat up, eased the dress off
her shoulders, and then the slip, so that the fabric was gathered at her waist.
She lay back down facing Cody, both of them nude from the waist up. She took
Cody’s hand and placed it over her breast. She could feel the firm point of Lillie’s
nipple against her palm. She closed her eyes and allowed the sensation of this
sensual contact to wash over her. When she opened her eyes, Lillie was looking
at her.


Lillie studied Cody’s face. She wanted desperately to know what
Cody was thinking, but she didn’t dare ask for fear of breaking the spell.
Lillie’s breath quickened as Cody rolled on top of her. Braced on one arm, Cody
placed her other hand at Lillie’s throat, then Cody slid her hand down slowly
to Lillie’s breast. Cody’s hands were strong and calloused in places. She kept
her palm on Lillie’s breast until she replaced it with her mouth.


The sensation of Cody’s mouth on her breast was such exquisite
torture. She opened her mouth to cry out, but no sound came. She closed her
eyes and filled her fingers with Cody’s hair.


She’d wanted so desperately to be close to Cody. She wanted to
curl up inside her and have Cody climb inside her. There seemed to be the
thinnest separation between them, and then even that was gone, as if she was
feeling the beating of Cody’s heart in her own chest.


Cody rose up, resting on her elbows, and held Lillie’s face in
her hands. She kissed her tenderly. “Was that okay?”


“Yes, that felt wonderful. This is what I wanted, to be close to
you. To be near to you with nothing between us.” Lillie wanted even more. She
had a desire for Cody to touch her in other places. She wanted to feel Cody’s
hands all over her body, but she didn’t know exactly how to ask for that, and
this seemed like it might not be the best time for further exploration anyway.


Cody eased off to one side and pulled Lillie partially on top of
her under the blanket. Skin to skin. Lillie felt electrified, and it had
nothing to do with the thunder that boomed in the distance. Cody brushed her
shoulder lightly with her fingers under the blanket, and Lillie let her palm
drift over Cody’s stomach until it came to rest in the center of her chest.


“Do they look terrible?” 


“What?” The question caught Lillie off guard.


“The scars, do they look terrible?”


“I suppose you’ve never seen them.” Lillie kissed Cody’s shoulder
and then settled her cheek there.


“No, I’ve never seen them.”


“They don’t look terrible. They just make me angry that anyone
would do that.”


“I don’t feel angry, except at myself for not leaving sooner.” 


Lillie stared at the candle’s flame in the glass covering of the
lantern, letting her eyes lose focus as Cody talked softly. 


“I think abuse might be sort of like rising water. It comes up
slowly. It lulls you into thinking things will stop…or change. But the water
keeps rising. And then you’re fighting for air and you can’t see your way out…”



“Cody.” 


Cody felt Lillie’s fingers on her cheek. She was feeling
emotionally fragile and was afraid to see the expression on Lillie’s face.


“Cody, look at me.”


All around them the storm raged, but when Cody looked into
Lillie’s eyes all she felt was calm. 


Acceptance. 


Warmth. 


She closed her eyes when Lillie kissed her, allowing the warmth
to wash through her body like so many successive waves.


“You make me glad I left.” For the first time in a long time,
Cody felt like there might be a future for her out in the world. That she might
deserve better than the hand she’d been dealt.


Chapter Nineteen

 

 

 


As dawn broke, everyone took stock of the damage the storm
had done. Lillie tried to start a fire with some small sticks of dry wood from
inside the wagon. They’d had a long, sleepless night. She’d need coffee and
some food and so would Cody.


She watched Cody amble back in her direction from the other side
of camp. The bottom of her pants were soaked from the wet grass.


“How are things looking?”


“Well, the oxen ran against some of the wagons. They broke the
wheels and tongue of one and bawled and pitched around till they finally got
loose and ran off in a stampede.” Cody accepted a tin cup of coffee from
Lillie. “I’m going to go out with some of the fellas to bring them back.” 


“Whose wagon was damaged?”


“Abe Gunther and his wife.” Cody took a bite of dried beef
between sips of coffee. “Luckily, they weren’t in it. They were in their tent
several yards away.”


“They could have gotten hurt if the animals had run through the
tent.” 


“I know. They were lucky.”


“What happens now?” Lillie wanted to be helpful but wasn’t sure
what to do.


“Well, Abe has enough timber to repair the wagon, so he’ll work
on that while we gather the teams back. But my guess is we won’t leave till
noon, if then.”


It was probably just as well. The ground was soggy, and it would
be slow going if they tried to leave before it had a chance to dry out a little.


Cody ate a bit more and downed her coffee before she saddled
Shadow to go help look for the runaway stock. Shadow bore the marks of his
nighttime encounter with the thorns, but at least he was safe, although he
seemed as if he were still unsettled.


The animals seemed different to Lillie the farther away from
Missouri they traveled. They seemed uneasy. Maybe it was the scent of wild
animals, but they spooked at the least thing. They’d get frightened at anything
and sometimes at nothing. And Lillie didn’t really blame them. 


The cries of wolves in the night were enough to send a chill
through even the most valiant heart.


 


*


 


Cody’s prediction had proved to be accurate. The wagons weren’t
ready to head out until almost noon. 


There was nothing Lillie could do to help so she decided to try
to capture the surrounding prairie view with her paints. So far on her journey
from New York she’d only sketched, but she’d brought oils and watercolor
pigments along with her. 


She paused, considering which to use while she held the lid of
the trunk open.


Watercolor would dry faster and required less preparation. All
she needed was a small jar of water. The ground was still very soggy so she
carried a chair away from camp and set it facing the unbroken horizon. Then she
went back for supplies. She mounted paper on a stiff, thin wooden portable
easel board and gathered pigments and brushes.


The storm had moved away leaving a magnificent display of clouds
low over the swaying sea of green. She wondered if she’d be able to capture
that motion through texture.


Watercolor allowed for a freshness and luminosity in its washes
that Lillie thought would perfectly capture the sky. The biggest difference
between watercolor and oils was transparency. Painting with oils allowed her to
paint one opaque color over another until she had achieved a desired result.
The whites were created with opaque white paint. But the approach with watercolor
was the opposite.


In essence, instead of building up, the technique was to leave
out. The white paper created the whites. The darkest accents could be placed on
the paper with the pigment as it came out of the tube or with very little water
mixed with it. But the whites had to be created with unpainted spaces in
between.


The first quick color sketch was discarded.


Lillie rolled her shoulders and exhaled. She tried to relax into
the scene, to feel the color and texture, to allow her senses to open up.


She lost track of time but managed to paint two images that she
was pleased with. Two out of four wasn’t bad for a morning’s work. By the time
she returned to the wagon and stowed her things, everyone was ready for
departure. She didn’t show the pages to Cody. She’d share them later. She lay
them across the bunk inside the wagon to properly dry as they traveled.


With the livestock still on edge, it was decided that those with
loose cows should drive them ahead of the wagons. The men, women, and children
followed behind with the teams so as not to frighten the cattle.


The wagons wound across the prairie with not a tree nearby; some
were in sight but none near enough for shelter. 


The sun was exerting itself. Not a breath of air stirred, and
heat baking the damp earth made the air heavy and humid. Lillie took her bonnet
off and fanned herself, but she didn’t dare leave her head uncovered for long.
She could already see freckles on her hands and wrists from the sun. She didn’t
want too much sun on her face.


As she walked, Lillie was struck by her own self-governance in
this place. She was actually free to do what she liked. So what if she ended up
with freckles? There was no one close by to take issue with it or to lecture
her. She could breathe easy without the oppression she sometimes felt from the
gossiping circles of a settled community of women in the city.


Cody walked several yards ahead of her, with her hat low. 


The more time they spent together the more Lillie liked Cody. When
they’d made this arrangement she’d been cavalier to suggest that Cody should
move on after resting for a while at her homestead in Kansas. 


Lillie wasn’t ready for Cody to leave. There was more to know,
more to experience, and more to share. And last night seemed like just the
beginning. She wondered for a moment if she could figure out a way to convince
Cody to stay. She’d give that some thought.


 


*


 


After a short travel day of only about eight miles, they made
camp at Rock Creek.


At present, the creek was quite low. It was obvious from erosion
on the banks that in high water it was a bold, deep stream. The creek banks
were slate rock and bore watermarks from higher levels. 


A number of trees grew near the stream, along with a fair amount
of small undergrowth. 


Lillie had wandered down with some of the other women to get
water for supper. She crossed and re-crossed the creek on stones jutting up
from the water’s surface. There were no fish she could see except for a few
tiny minnows.


She decided to retrieve her paints and do a quick color sketch.
The afternoon light was perfect and quite different from the paintings she’d
done in morning light.


The landscape itself was uniform which allowed Lillie to give
greater concern to atmospheric effects and reflected light. This added
complexity to the images. Her goal was to capture the diffused light, limited
in color but infinitely varied in tone, in a series of subtle watercolor
sketches as the lighting changed leading up to sunset.


She felt awake and alive creatively in a way she hadn’t felt in
months. Was it her exposure to the elements? Certainly spending each day and
night in the open air she was exposed to light in a way that she never was in
the city.


Or was it her blossoming sexual relationship with Cody that had
opened something up inside, a different way of being in the world, a different
way of seeing the world perhaps? She was unsure what exactly was the cause of
her awakening, but she felt it nonetheless.


By the time Lillie returned to camp, Cody had started a fire
using a combination of dry sticks and buffalo chips. They were having beans and
potatoes for supper, along with some chunks of bacon Lillie had dropped into
the mix. After the first day she realized that camp cooking wasn’t that hard,
the simpler the recipe the better. The hardest part was getting a fire going,
and Cody usually took care of that.


They sat on wooden folding chairs around the cook fire as
darkness descended.


“How do those cuts and scratches feel?” Lillie fished out a
potato wedge with a wooden spoon to see if it was soft.


“I’d almost forgotten them.”


“I think this is ready.” Lillie spooned some of the food onto tin
plates and handed one to Cody.”


“So, what do you think of camping so far?” Cody blew on her food
and then took a small bite.


“I’ll admit I was apprehensive at first—”


“What does…apprehensive mean?”


“Oh, it just means, nervous.” Lillie felt her cheeks warm, and
she was sure she was blushing. She tried not to say things that called
attention to the fact that she’d had advanced academic training, but every now
and then she forgot and her vocabulary gave her away. She was glad that Cody
simply asked when she didn’t understand something, and Lillie always tried to
answer in a way that didn’t make Cody feel uncomfortable.


“But you’re not nervous any longer?”


“Well, I wouldn’t say I’m not nervous at all, but I’m not as
afraid as I thought I might be.”


“I think you’re doing well, Lillie.”


“Really?”


“Yes.” Cody set her already empty plate on her knee. “You walk
all day without complaining, you get food ready for us at night, you’re good
with the animals…you’ve done as well as any woman in this camp.”


“Thank you.” Now Lillie was sure she was blushing because heat
rushed to her face. “Would you like a second serving? I think there’s enough.”


“Sure, thank you.” Cody handed her empty dish to Lillie.


“You know I couldn’t have done this without you, right?” Lillie
looked at Cody across the fire as she handed her a second helping. “I’m very
grateful for all you’ve done to help me.”


“We’re helping each other.”


“Yes, we are.” Lillie felt her stomach tighten just a bit at the
thought that there might be a time when they didn’t need each other. When the
decision to stay together would be about want and not need. Lillie was afraid
that she might already be nearing that place.


 


*


 


After dinner they joined others in the camp that’d congregated
around a central fire pit. With weather clouds gathering, the wagons had been
circled, with tents set in the interior around the inside for protection in
case the animals got spooked again. 


As she drew closer, Lillie could see that several in the company
were seated around the fire on the skulls of long dead buffalo. The flame from
the fire cast long, ghoulish shadows of the skulls on the ground. The entire
scene was rather surreal. If Lillie were to describe this in a letter to
Caroline she would hardly believe it were true.


Cody had carried a chair over from their small cook fire, and she
set it down for Lillie. Cody stood behind her. She’d accepted a rolled
cigarette from Abe Gunther, and the two of them stood a few feet away listening
to the conversation while they smoked. 


Lillie recognized that this was all part of Cody’s disguise as a
man, but smoking wasn’t something she was particularly fond of.


Abe’s wife, Etta, pulled her chair closer to Lillie’s and offered
her some hot tea. 


“Thank you, tea would be lovely.” Lillie held the tin cup Etta
had offered while she poured the steaming liquid. The warmth of the mug felt
soothing in her palms.


“It’s chamomile. I love a bit of it at night after supper.” Etta
settled the kettle back near the edge of the fire.


“Mm, it smells really good.” Lillie held the cup under her nose
for a moment, breathing deeply before she took a small sip.


Those gathered around the fire talked softly of the future. The
crops they’d plant, how many acres they’d claim, the best way to build a sod
house with no timber to mill. 


Lillie appreciated the fact that she was luckier than most,
because her uncle’s place had already been established. She’d have a huge head
start because a house and working farm awaited her. Others would be carving a
new home from nothing, some with little more than health and hand as capital. 


Simple people, who worked for themselves, lived close lives, and
dreamed great dreams, would soon occupy the American frontier. The emigrants
who faced and overcame nearly insurmountable odds to populate the west
certainly possessed self-reliance, independence, courage, and resilience. 


Lillie only had a few more days on the trail. All the others were
bound for claims much farther west, some all the way to California. Their
journey would require a deep well of optimism to overcome the despair,
loneliness, fear, and second-guessing that would no doubt accompany them as
they crossed the hundreds of miles of emptiness and uncertainty.


Lillie was glad to know these travelers. They were every one
compassionate and quietly courageous, and she was proud to have known them.


Chapter Twenty

 

 

 


Council Grove, the great rendezvous point for travelers and
any trader heading west was one hundred and forty-five miles from Independence.



Council Grove was considered the dividing line between the
civilized and barbarous because the western trail beyond this point was fraught
with Indian attacks and other perils. 


A thick cluster of trees some miles in length with a small creek
running through them gave the town its name. As they entered the grove, Cody
noticed a large quantity of fine timber: oak, hickory, and walnut. Mr.
Alexander planned for the company to stay in Council Grove for a couple of days
to repair any wagons that required it, rest the stock, and get timber for
future needs. 


Cody led the team up a small rise so that she could strike camp
on a hill. She set the oxen, who she’d recently named Ned and Britt, loose to
feed on grass. She watched them amble off and turned to survey the landscape.
To the west lay a wide expanse of prairie. As far as she could see in that
direction she saw nothing except a swaying sea of tall grass. In the opposite
direction were miles of trees and rolling hills. The sunset painted the clouds
low on the horizon red-orange. 


“The view is spectacular.” Lillie slipped her arm around Cody’s
waist. “I wish I had time to paint this.”


“It must be hard to capture a scene as large as this.” Cody put
her arm around Lillie’s shoulders. One of the best things about being married
was the freedom to show a certain amount of acceptable affection in public.
Cody was getting more comfortable with affection from Lillie. In fact, she
enjoyed it.


Lillie leaned her head on Cody’s shoulder and sighed. “It is hard
to capture the scale and even harder to capture the feeling a place gives you.”


“How do you paint a feeling?”


“Color, light…it’s hard to explain.”


“Maybe some time you’ll show me.”


“I’d like to share that with you.”


“The paintings you’ve done so far are beautiful.”


“Thank you. I don’t normally use watercolor, but I think it may
be my new favorite medium.”


They were quiet for a moment, enjoying the view arm in arm. 


“You know, we could cook out again or…” 


“Or?” Lillie tilted her head to look at Cody.


“Well, I noticed that this town actually has not only a hotel,
but a restaurant. I wondered if you’d let me take you out for dinner.”


“If you’ll let me freshen up a bit first, then I happily accept
your invitation.”


Cody followed Lillie to the barrel of water tied to the side of
the buckboard. They took turns washing the trail dust off. Cody even put on her
last clean shirt.


It only took a few minutes to walk back down the hill to Main
Street. They passed Gilkey’s Hotel on the south end of the street. The
restaurant, called Hays House, was farther down near the Last Chance Store.
They’d probably need to stop in the store to stock up on a few things before
leaving the others and turning south for Lillie’s farm.


Hay’s House was a long wooden two-story structure with a porch
all across the front on both the first and second floors. The main dining room
was centered around a large stone fireplace. Pine wainscoting ringed the room,
giving the whole place a nice cozy feel. It looked as if almost every table was
full. Conversation, clanging dishes, and the scent of warm bread filled the
air. 


A man wearing an apron, a dark vest, and cuffed sleeves showed
them to a table at the back of the room.


Cody ordered a pint of beer for herself and tea for Lillie. 


“Camping has been an adventure, but I must say that it’s very
nice to eat indoors.” Lillie unfolded her napkin and laid it across her lap.
“And have someone else do the cooking.”


“I have to agree.” The special for the night was steak and
potatoes, so Cody ordered two servings.


“Are you getting excited to see your place?” Cody sipped her
beer. They hadn’t really talked much about Lillie’s farm other than to plan for
what supplies they might need. 


“I suppose I am excited. But a little nervous, too.”


“What are you nervous about?”


Lillie didn’t answer right away. It was almost as if a cloud
passed overhead and darkened her normally bright eyes. She sat back in her
chair with her hands folded in her lap.


“Lillie? What’s wrong?”


“Nothing.” Lillie fussed with the fork on the table. “I just…I
suppose I just don’t really know what to expect. I’m not sure what we’ll find
when we get there.”


“Whatever we find, we’ll deal with it, right?” Cody placed her
hand over Lillie’s, stilling her fingers.


“Will you stay for a while then?”


The server brought two plates of food. Cody pulled her hand back
from Lillie’s to make room. The steak was a good portion, but she figured she’d
make quick work of it because she was starving. Cody shoved a large chunk of
meat in her mouth before she realized she hadn’t answered the question left
hanging in the air. Lillie hadn’t touched her food. She was watching Cody
expectantly. Cody chewed fast and swallowed.


“Of course I’ll stay a while.” Lillie seemed to visibly relax.
“I’m sorry I didn’t answer you right away. The food distracted me.” She smiled
and Lillie smiled back, but the smile seemed halfhearted. Cody couldn’t help
but think that there was more to her question than just what appeared on the
surface of it. 


It wasn’t as if Lillie was asking a question she hadn’t been
silently asking herself. Would she stay? Did Lillie even want her to stay?
Lillie had obviously answered one of those questions. She did want Cody to
stay, but for how long? That would be another discussion.


Cody wanted to talk to Lillie about the future. Maybe not the far
off future, but at least the near future. She took another bite of food and
considered how to pose the questions circling in her brain. After a few minutes
of silence, Cody decided the room was too noisy. She’d have to wait until they
were back at camp. Maybe by then she’d think of the right way to ask.


There were a few other wagons on the same hilltop as theirs.
Lanterns were lit and cook fires. They created small circles of light against
the darkness all around. Cody said hello to Abe and Etta as she and Lillie
walked past their campsite.


Cody made sure that Shadow had water and access to grass. He was
tethered near the wagon. Ned and Britt also grazed nearby. When Cody walked
back to the wagon Lillie was standing beside it. She’d obviously made no move
to prepare for bed.


“Is something wrong?” It was dark and the lantern hanging at the
back of the enclosure was lit, but the candlelight wasn’t bright enough to
illuminate Lillie’s face.


“What I said at dinner, when I asked if you’d stay, you didn’t
respond right away, and I thought maybe I was reading into things. That maybe
you’re anxious to continue on to California.”


The statement caught Cody off guard. “I only hesitated because of
the food, that was all.” Cody had a vague sense that she wasn’t saying the
right thing, but she wasn’t sure how to fix it. “The plan all along was that I
would stay for a while before heading to California.”


“But you could easily continue on with Mr. Alexander now. You’d
be traveling with a company that you already know.”


“Are you saying you want me to go with them?”


“No, I’m simply pointing out that if your desire is for
California then this is a good opportunity for you.” Something was wrong.
Lillie’s words sounded rational, but she seemed upset, maybe angry even.


“Look, if you’ve decided you want to go on by yourself, if you’d
like for me to leave with the group then just come out and say so.” Cody
crossed her arms in front of her chest and planted her feet.


“What I’d like is for you to tell me what you really want, but I
don’t think you know.”


“What’s that mean?”


“You wait for me to say everything.” Lillie’s voice broke. Was
she crying? “I’m the one that suggested we travel together. I’m the one who
suggested the marriage…apparently, you’ve just been going along with all of
it.”


“What are you talking about?”


“Keep your voice down, please.”


“Keep my voice down?” Cody was frustrated. “I don’t even know
what we’re talking about any more. I don’t understand you.” She stepped closer.
“I don’t think you could say what I’ve been doing with you is just going along
with things. But if that’s what you think then we’ve got a bigger problem here
than whether to head south or west.” Cody felt a knot in her throat. She choked
it down and turned away from Lillie.


“Where are you going?”


“For a walk.” She stormed back down the hill toward town. 


Why was she feeling so hurt? What was Lillie trying to say?
Hadn’t they done things? Things she’d never done with anyone ever before. Did
Lillie not feel the same way she felt when they were together? Damn it all. Her
heart was thumping against her ribs, and she felt like punching something. She
pounded the dirt with her quick retreat.


 


*


 


Lillie wanted to scream at Cody to come back, but she didn’t want
to make a scene. She was furious. Tears came against her wishes, and that made
her even angrier. How had that conversation taken such a turn? What was Cody
not telling her?


When she’d asked Cody to stay, Cody’s reaction was so nonchalant
that Lillie might as well have been asking about the weather. She sniffed and
wiped at her cheeks with the back of her hand as Cody disappeared in the
darkness.


“Are you all right, Lillie?” Etta was standing only a few feet
away. Lillie hadn’t even seen her walk up.


Lillie sniffed more loudly than she meant to. “I’ll be so
embarrassed if you tell me you heard all of that.”


“Don’t worry. You weren’t loud enough for me to hear what was
said. I could just tell you were upset.”


“I have no idea what happened. One minute I was trying to have a
conversation with Cody, and the next thing I knew, we were arguing.”


“Here, I brought you a cup of chamomile tea. It’ll settle your
insides.”


“Thank you.”


“The first year of marriage can be the hardest.”


“Pardon me?” Lillie held the cup of tea in both hands and tried
to read Etta’s expression in the candlelight. 


“For Abe and me, the first year was the hardest. It just takes a
little while to understand each other and know how to read each other’s moods.
That’s all I’m saying.”


“You think that’s all it was?”


“Yes, darlin’. He just needs to cool off. That boy adores you.
I’m an old woman so I may not know much, but I know that. He never takes his
eyes off you.”


Lillie’s insides warmed, but not from the tea which she had yet
to sip. Etta certainly wasn’t old, Lillie would have guessed her to be in her
forties, but hopefully Etta was experienced enough to recognize true adoration
when she saw it. Another tear trailed down her cheek, and Lillie wiped at it
with her sleeve.


“Now you just come sit with me and drink this tea. Mark my words,
by the time we’re finished he’ll be back.”


Lillie followed Etta to the chairs by their fire. Abe was not in
sight. 


“Abe went to see Mr. Alexander about our departure. He’ll be gone
for a bit. We’ll just sit here a spell and enjoy our tea and this beautiful
night.”


“Thank you. I do feel better.”


“It’s plain to see that Cody cares deeply about you. Plain as day
to anyone who’s paying attention. He just needs to learn how to let you know
that.”


Etta was assuming that she and Cody were having the communication
problems that probably typically came with a traditional marriage, since
everyone believed Cody to be male. If only things were that simple.


Lillie hoped Etta was right about Cody just needing to cool off.
Their conversation had been a disaster and she was sure she was equally to
blame.


 


*


 


Cody stomped around for almost an hour and then spent another
half hour cooling her heels on a bench set along the darkened façade of the
Last Chance Store on Main Street. It seemed the restaurant served food and
drinks late. Cody watched the coming and going of the busy place from her perch
a block or so away.


The argument with Lillie ran in a loop in her head as she sat in
the cool night air, and she still couldn’t figure out exactly where things had
gone wrong. With some certainty, she assumed it was her fault or at least
partly her fault, but she didn’t know how to make things right. 


Sitting on the porch of the local general store all night wasn’t
really an option so she started the slow trek back toward their camp. If she
were lucky, Lillie would be asleep when she got there and they wouldn’t have to
talk until tomorrow. Maybe by tomorrow she’d figure out what to say.


The canopy of the wagon was dark. That probably meant Lillie was
asleep. Cody felt tension ebb from her shoulders. Figuring it wasn’t a good
idea to sleep next to Lillie in case she was still angry, Cody’s plan was to
reach into the rear opening and snatch a blanket so that she could use it for a
bedroll under the wagon.


As quietly as possible, she untied the closure and stuck her head
in to locate the blanket.


“Cody?” Lillie was sitting on the edge of the bed in the dark.
Cody hadn’t even seen her sitting there until she spoke.


“Lillie, I’m sorry. I thought you were asleep.”


“I couldn’t sleep until you were back. Can we talk?”


There was nothing Cody could do but climb up into the wagon and
deal with things. Not that she didn’t want to deal with them; it was just that
she hadn’t yet sorted any of it out herself so she was uneasy about trying to
talk it through.


She took a seat next to Lillie on the narrow bunk. “Listen, I’m
sorry I stormed off the way I did.” Maybe she’d start with the easy part.


“And I’m sorry that I pushed you away.”


Was that what happened? Cody wasn’t so sure.


They sat silently for an uncomfortable few moments.


“Cody, I think I was feeling anxious about leaving the group
tomorrow and I took it out on you. I’m sorry.”


“I appreciate that you’re apologizing, but I can’t help thinking
I’m also to blame for how that conversation went.” Cody rubbed her hands on her
thighs. She couldn’t look at Lillie so she looked at the floorboards. “I know
I’ve let you take the lead in some things, like us getting married. It wasn’t
because I didn’t want to be close to you, I want you to know that. It was
because I wanted things from you but didn’t know how to ask for them.” That
didn’t sound right either. Cody sighed with frustration. She looked at Lillie.
“What I’m trying to say is…being with you…when I’m with you, California is the
last thing I’m thinking about.”


“Is that true?”


“Lillie, I know I don’t say enough to you, and when I do say
things the words don’t even begin to hold all that I’m feeling.” Cody could
sense, even in the dark, that Lillie wasn’t angry any longer. The air between
them seemed clear of the tension from earlier.


“You don’t have to say more, Cody.” Lillie held Cody’s face in
her hands. “I was feeling sensitive, that’s all. You didn’t really do anything
wrong.”


“Even still, I want to say things to you. Things that mean
something.”


“There are other ways to say things,” whispered Lillie. She
kissed Cody lightly and then lay back on the mattress, pulling Cody along with
her. “I want to be with you, Cody.”


“Lillie, I’m so mad for you. My head gets all mixed up and full
of ideas.” 


Lillie unbuttoned her dress, like she’d done before, allowing it
to drape open. 


Cody rested on one elbow. Even in the dark, Lillie’s skin looked
luminous. 


“Let’s not talk any more right now.” 


“Are you sure?” Cody slid her hand down across Lillie’s ribs and
then slowly moved it back up to Lillie’s shoulder.


“Yes, I’m sure. You said everything I needed to hear.” Cody felt
Lillie’s hand at the back of her head pulling her down into a kiss.


Chapter Twenty-one

 

 

 


They departed Council Grove just after sunup and left the
main Santa Fe Trail heading southwest toward Emporia, Kansas. Lillie checked
the folded map one more time when they stopped for lunch. The map from the
attorney indicated that her uncle’s property was three miles north of Emporia
near the Neosho Creek. Actually, the creek was the southern boundary of the
property. If they reached the creek then they’d gone too far.


She could hardly believe that by the day’s end she would arrive
at her uncle’s farm, her farm. The excitement of it all quickened her steps.
Tonight they would sleep in a bed and eat at a table. Her bed, her table.


Her uncle had apparently chosen his claim well. Emporia was
located in one of the best timbered spots in Kansas. Situated as it was about
six miles above the junction of the Neosho and Cottonwood creeks, there was
also ample water. Those two creeks and various other small streams emptied into
the Cottonwood River, bordered on the north and south by large belts of timber.
Which meant her uncle was able to build the house out of lumber rather than
sod.


Emporia had a hotel, a generous storehouse, a mercantile, and a
large sawmill and gristmill. Emporia was growing, but in order to be considered
a real town, there needed to be a school. That’s where Lillie would begin
teaching in the fall. That would give her plenty of time to settle in to farm
life.


By mid afternoon they came to a fence corner and a pile of
stones, and on the thin horizon she could see what looked like the shape of
something, possibly a house and a barn.


“Do you think that’s it?” Lillie shielded her eyes from the sun
with her hand and squinted into the distance.


“I think so. It should be the first farm we come to before the
creek. And I don’t see anything else around.” Cody put her hand on Lillie’s
shoulder. “The distance seems about right, too. Let’s get going.” She grinned
at Lillie, whose enthusiasm seemed to be catching.


It took another half hour to reach the simple frame house and
barn. Lillie had done her best to tempter her expectations. She kept reminding
herself that the house had been empty for at least four months and would no
doubt be dusty and in some need of repair, but she was pleasantly surprised by
its condition.


She didn’t go inside right away. Lillie stood and silently
inspected the place. There was a generous sized barn about fifty feet from the
house or so. There was a large door at the front of the barn and a smaller door
on one side that opened into a fenced pen. It looked like there was a tiny
chicken coop beyond the pen and along the other side of the barn under a
lean-to of sorts, stacked firewood.


There was no yard to speak of, just bits of dry straw and dirt
close to the house and barn. There were fields of grass beyond the house, but
the area closest to the dwelling looked as if it had been beat down by hooves
or foot traffic over time.


“I’m going to unhitch the team.” 


After Cody had set the animals out to graze, she stood beside
Lillie, who was still quietly taking stock.


“Well, are we going to go inside?”


“I think I’m afraid to see it.”


“Come on. How bad can it be?” Cody took Lillie’s hand and tugged
her toward the door.


The first thought Lillie had upon entering the house was that it
looked like a bachelor lived in it. There was hardly anything hanging on the
walls and no drapes in the windows. The walls were painted, the floor was unpainted
planks, and the furniture was all wood. Rustic, that was the word that came to
mind. Rustic, but functional.


A cast iron stove occupied one corner of the kitchen, with a
stovepipe to the outside through the wall near the ceiling. There were two other
doors off the main room, which seemed to serve as sitting room, kitchen, and
dining room all in one.


Lillie tentatively moved through the door to the right. It was a
bedroom. The mattress was missing and only the bed frame with ropes and slats
across the bottom remained, with a dresser along one wall, a wash basin, and a
stiff looking chair with a woven seat.


The second small room off the kitchen had a narrow cot along one
wall, an oak writing desk, and two more chairs. Through the dusty window she
caught a glimpse of the privy set away from the back of the house.


Lillie realized that the only creature comforts she’d find in
this house were the ones she’d brought with her in her two trunks from New
York. She picked up an envelope from one of the cubbies in the desk. It was a
letter from her mother sent to her uncle more than two years earlier. 


“I like the house.” Cody spoke to her from the door.


“Do you?”


“Yes, very much. It seems sound. I don’t see any signs of leaks
from the roof. The walls are solid. This is a nice house.”


Cody’s assessment made Lillie wonder what sort of place Cody had
grown up in. This residence was serviceable, but she wasn’t sure she’d use the
word nice. But given a few days, she thought it could be. She could make it
nice. Maybe even cozy.


She walked over to Cody and gave her a hug.


“I can’t believe we’re here.” She squeezed Cody. “Should we
unpack the wagon?”


“Yeah, let’s do that.”


“Maybe I’ll sweep and clean up a little in here before we bring
things in.”


“I can help. What do you need?”


“Do you think that pump works?” She walked back toward the front
door and pointed toward a hand pump mounted over what looked like a well cover.


“I’ll find out.” Cody took a bucket from near the front door and
began to prime the handle. It took a few minutes before the pumping produced
water. She tossed the first bucket of water aside but then smelled and tasted
the second. “This water is good.”


There was a bathtub at the far end of the front porch. Probably
set there because of its proximity to the pump. Lillie wasn’t sure what to make
of that, but there was no way she’d bathe outdoors.


Cody carried water back to the house, and Lillie set about wiping
down the table, cabinets, and stove area in the kitchen. While Lillie started
cleaning in the house, Cody hauled water down to a wooden trough outside the
barn. Lillie watched from the window she’d just washed. She could see Shadow
walk across the small enclosure to drink.


By the time the sun was setting, the kitchen was functional and
the bed was made, but the trunks had not been completely unpacked. One of them
stood on end in the bedroom as if it were a small wardrobe. The other was in
the far corner of the main room. 


Dinner was simple again—beans, bacon, potatoes, and biscuits.
Most of the rations they carried with them were for cooking over an open fire.
They would need to make a trip to Emporia for meat and flour and fabric for
sewing curtains, which Lillie had decided they needed.


After dinner, Lillie followed Cody out to the barn. She watched
over the top of the stall as Shadow settled in for the night. There was a fair
amount of dry hay. Cody moved some into the stall along with fresh water.


There was a smaller wagon for light duty in the barn, along with
a harness and a breaking plow. It seemed Mr. Taylor’s accounting of the
property had been fairly accurate.


Lillie paused in front of the house and looked west. Cody stopped
beside her.


“I don’t think I’ll ever get used to how dark it is. It’s as if
we’re at the edge of the earth.” She turned to Cody, who was looking outward at
the darkness too. Lillie decided she was very glad not to be alone. What had
she been thinking when she agreed to travel here by herself? No wonder she’d
nearly caused her mother to have a nervous breakdown.


She took Cody’s hand and led her into the house. Somewhere in the
distance, a wolf howled. A long, lonesome, eerie call that sent a slight chill
up Lillie’s spine.


Lillie carried the lantern into the bedroom and set it on the
dresser near the photo of her parents and sisters she’d brought with her.
Exhaustion weighed on her arms as she prepared for bed. In a quick minute, they
blew out the candle and were snuggled under the covers. Lillie lay on her back
and looked up at the slats of the ceiling, wondering if there was an attic
above.


Beside her, Cody was quiet. Lillie wondered what she was
thinking.


Traveling together seemed somehow easier because they each had
roles they needed to fill in order to make the journey. But now they were in a
house together. They’d arrived, and it all seemed very odd. Lillie felt
unsettled, and she wasn’t even sure why. Maybe it was because she’d been in
constant motion since she left New York and now, suddenly, she was still.


“Are you asleep?” Cody whispered.


“No.”


“What are you thinking about?”


“I guess I was just thinking that I can’t believe we’re here.”
They were lying next to each other on their backs, both looking at the ceiling
rather than each other. It was almost as if they were both shy again, as if
this was the first time they’d slept in a bed together. 


Lillie decided this was silly. She was determined to push through
whatever mood she was in and savor this night with Cody. They’d made it to
Kansas and they were alone and they had the house to themselves. And no one was
around for miles. They could make noise, run through the house naked. She could
even take a bath on the front porch if she felt so inclined. She couldn’t help
laughing at the picture she conjured up in her mind.


“What’s so funny?”


“Nothing, just a mental image I had of us running through the
house naked.”


“That’s what you were thinking about?” 


“Well, I’m not suggesting that we do that right now. Maybe
tomorrow.”


 


*


 


Late the next afternoon, someone appeared on the trail. Lillie
was carrying water into the kitchen when she saw a rider on horseback stop
along the road near Cody. They were too far away for Lillie to see the rider
clearly or hear what he said. Cody had been repairing a bit of fence a fair
distance from the house. 


The farm was a hundred and eighty acres, but luckily, only a
small portion of it was fenced. Cody had suggested they get a few head of
cattle. Lillie had agreed, mostly because the idea of it seemed to suggest that
Cody was becoming personally invested in the farm, which gave Lillie hope that
she might stay even longer.


Lillie stood on the porch and watched the exchange from a
distance. Their body language seemed to suggest that the conversation was
friendly so she went inside. About twenty minutes later, she heard footsteps.


“We had a visitor.” Cody took her hat off as she came in. She
reached for the pitcher and poured herself a cup of water.


“I saw that. Who was he?”


“Our neighbor, Joshua Marshall.” Cody took another long drink.
“He and his wife own the next farm over between here and Emporia. I guess he’s
been keeping an eye on this place, and when he saw smoke he came to check.”


“Why didn’t you invite him to the house?”


“I did.” Cody leaned against the freestanding cabinet of drawers
near the stove. “He said he couldn’t linger, but he invited us over for Sunday
lunch.”


Lillie smiled. “Sunday lunch?”


“Yep. I hope you don’t mind, I accepted. I figured it’s good to
meet the neighbors.”


“Absolutely. But wait, what day is today?”


“I think it’s Saturday.”


“So, Sunday is tomorrow.”


“Unless something has gone horribly wrong.”


Lillie shoved Cody playfully. “Don’t make fun of me. How does
anyone keep track of the days out here anyway?” It seemed impossible. There
were no formal Sunday services, no daily papers to mark the day and date. All
the rituals of city living were stripped away so that the sun rose and set and
every day seemed the same.


“I’ll help you remember.” Cody kissed her cheek and then headed
for the door.


“Come back soon. You promised to show me how to make cornbread.”
Lillie called after her.


“I won’t forget.”


 


*


 


Sunday, rather than take the heavy overland wagon, Cody hitched
Shadow to the smaller buckboard for their short trip over to the Marshall farm.
Early in the morning, it looked like rain, but the clouds had blown off to the
south and the springtime sun was now high and bright.


Lillie had used their last can of peaches to make a pie. The dish
was in her lap, wrapped in a cloth. Lillie hadn’t wanted them to show up
empty-handed so she’d worked all morning on piecrust. It took two rounds to get
it right.


The road south was really more like a wide dirt trail, rutted
from wagons in spots. Grass was sprouting down the center of the trail where
the wheels hadn’t cut a path. It didn’t take long before the farmhouse was in
sight. It looked very similar to Lillie’s place, a simple frame house, a barn,
and a few small outbuildings. 


A little girl was playing out front in a small fenced area. She
looked in their direction and then ran into the house. By the time they pulled
up in front, Joshua was on the porch to welcome them. His little girl clung to
his leg, half hiding behind him, but obviously curious to see who was visiting.
Before they reached the porch, a woman appeared in the door also.


“Mr. Walsh, welcome.” Joshua extended his hand. He’d been on
horseback the last time Cody had seen him. Now that he was standing, she
noticed that they were about the same height. He had a light scruff of beard
with auburn highlights, making his beard a shade lighter than his hair. He had
a nice way about him, friendly but not overly so.


“Please call me Cody.” She put her arm around Lillie’s shoulder.
“And this is Lillie.” It was still hard for her to use the word wife, but she
figured that was implied.


“Pleased to meet you, Mrs. Walsh. This is my wife, Beth, and our
daughter, Patience.”


“I’d be pleased if you called me Lillie.” 


“Here, let me take that for you.” Beth reached for the dish.


“It’s nothing fancy, just a peach pie for dessert.” Lillie pulled
off her bonnet and followed Beth into the house. Patience trailed behind them, curiosity
a quick cure for her wariness.


“Come on in. Lunch is about on the table.” Joshua led the way and
Cody followed, taking her hat off as she stepped indoors. The smell of
something savory filled the air along with the scent of fresh biscuits.


Cody stood in the center of the room and looked around. The house
had a nice cozy feel. There were handmade quilts on a stuffed sofa, a pantry
cabinet with dishes on shelves. On one end of the big room was a large black
cast iron stove, and on the other an open stone fireplace. All the rockwork was
blackened at the front. It obviously saw lots of use. Cody wondered how cold it
got in Kansas in the winter.


Lunch was served, and everyone settled at the simple rectangular
table. A fifth chair that didn’t match the other four was brought in from the
bedroom. Joshua took that seat at the head of the table. Patience was small in
her chair, her chin barely at table height. Beth lifted her up and then slipped
a shallow wooden box on the chair seat so that she gained some height. 


“So, Patience, do you mind if I ask how old you are?” Lillie
passed a plate of sliced boiled potatoes to Cody. 


“I’m four.” 


Patience had dark hair and brown eyes just like her mother. Her
skinny arms and legs reminded Cody of her baby sister, Ellen. Her stomach
clinched with a wee bit of homesickness. She should write Ellen a letter and
let her know how far she’d gotten.


“Four. You’re so tall for four.”


“Momma says I’m tall for my age.” She sucked on a biscuit.


“I can’t tell you how happy I am to have neighbors. You’ll soon
find out, but it can get pretty lonely out here, especially when the weather
turns cold.” Beth served food for herself and Patience.


“I do sometimes find the vastness of the open space
intimidating.” 


Cody wasn’t sure what intimidating meant, but she wasn’t going to
ask in front of folks she didn’t know very well. 


“If you grew up in a city it can feel eerily vacant.”


“I grew up in New York, Washington Square to be exact.”


“We’re from just outside of Cincinnati.”


“So you know exactly what I mean.”


“I do.”


Cody could see that Joshua was like her, quiet, happy to sit and
eat while Lillie and Beth chatted. Cody knew she wasn’t much of a talker. The
thought crossed her mind that maybe Lillie was lonely for conversation.


“How long have you and Joshua lived here?”


“Going on two years.”


“I was a baby and I rode in the wagon,” Patience chimed in.


“Patience, you remember what I said about talking with food in
your mouth?”


“Yes, ma’am.”


Cody had to hide her smile behind her napkin.


“When did you and Cody arrive?”


“Just a couple of days ago.” Lillie looked at Cody across the
table and smiled. 


“Well, days will pass quickly. It’s time to plant, and that will
take up most of your time. Before you know it autumn will be here.”


“I’ll be teaching at the schoolhouse near Emporia by summer’s
end. I haven’t let them know I’m here yet, but I probably should.”


“We’ve needed a school. There hasn’t been a teacher here the
entire time we’ve lived here. The schoolhouse was built at least a year ago,
but it’s just been standing empty.”


“Well, hopefully, I can help remedy that.” Lillie’s expression
brightened and she sounded genuinely excited.


“Was it Mr. Sawyer who hired you?”


“Yes, I should meet him in person I suppose and get the
particulars.”


“He owns the mill. He also donated the lumber for the school
building. He has four children of his own. You’ll have a full house I’m sure.”


“I hope I’m up to the task.”


“You’ll do well, I’m sure.” Beth served a bit more food onto
Patience’s plate. “Did you hear that, sweetie? Lillie is going to be your
teacher one day.”


Patience grinned. “I like Lillie. She’s pretty.”


“Yes, she is. And I’m guessing smart too.” Patience nodded in
agreement with her mother.


“So, Cody, are you from New York also?” Beth offered more food to
Cody.


“No, I hail from Arkansas.” She took the dish from Beth.


“Hmm, I’m guessing there’s a story there.” Beth’s tone was
playful, and Cody felt her cheeks heat up. It was strange to meet new people.
People who would likely become friends and have them not really know you. That
was what Cody was thinking as they finished lunch.


She was sitting at their table, and they had certain ideas about
who she was, but the biggest truth remained hidden. And yet, somehow, at the
same time Cody felt as if she was truly being herself for the first time in her
life. The trappings of femininity had always been a burden for her, an odd fit,
never quite right. Dressed as a man, she was allowed to be more fully who she
really was.


 


*


 


Lillie watched Cody follow Joshua out to the porch for a smoke.
She wondered what they’d talk about, if they talked at all. Neither of them had
said much during lunch, but maybe that was because she and Beth had taken over
the conversation. It was a real joy to have someone to talk with. 


Beth seemed close to her age, maybe a few years older, but
definitely still in her mid-twenties. Patience was adorable. As she helped Beth
clear the table, Patience sat on the floor and played with a doll. There was a
small amount of pie left, and Lillie was debating what to do with it.


“You should take that home. It’s barely enough for two pieces.”
Beth reached past her for another dish.


“Are you sure?”


“Yes, please take it. I’m sure you’re barely set up if you’ve
only just arrived. Cody will be glad you did. He looks like he could stand to
gain a few pounds anyway.”


“He does like to eat. And I’m trying my best to fatten him up a
bit.” It took a conscious effort on Lillie’s part to use the right pronoun when
referring to Cody. “I think we’re both tired from our trip. We walked for days.
It’ll take some time to feel settled and rested.”


“I can’t tell you how glad I am you’re here, Lillie. Truly.” Beth
put her hand on Lillie’s arm. “I love my husband, but I’ve really been missing
the company of other women.”


“I’m so happy to meet you, Beth.”


“Let’s sit and enjoy our time together. I can clean this up later
when I have nothing better to do.” Beth wiped her hands with a towel hung near
the stove. They’d piled the dishes beside a washbasin, but there was no water
in it yet.


“Are you sure?” Lillie surveyed the dirty dishes with her hands
on her hips.


“Absolutely.” Beth put a kettle on the stove. “I’m going to have
some tea. Will you join me?”


“Yes, that sounds lovely.”


Patience was talking quietly with her doll. Lillie couldn’t
completely make out what she was saying, something about a walk in the forest
and possibly a deer.


Beth served them both tea and sat down across from Lillie,
resting her elbows on the edge of the table.


“Do you miss your life in Cincinnati?” Lillie had been wondering
when the separation would hit her. She’d been too distracted with the journey
up to this point, but she knew the day was coming.


“Sometimes. I was trained as a nurse back in Cincinnati. I’ve
been called on to do a bit of midwifing out here. There’s a doctor, but he
travels, so he’s not always close by when people need help. And now we’ll have
a school. Emporia might turn into a real town before we know it.”


“I’ll bet there’s a big need for a nurse here.”


“I do keep busy, and it brings in a little extra. Most people pay
with labor or food, which is just about better than cash out here.”


“I was actually trained as an artist, a painter, so I have to
admit that I don’t know very much about running a farm. Cody is the farmer.”
Lillie was almost afraid to admit how much she didn’t know. That fact was
becoming painfully obvious. She debated mentioning her art training because
she’d only recently started painting again as they traveled.


“You’ll catch on. Once you get used to the solitude, you’ll be fine.”


“Did you know my uncle?” Lillie sipped her tea.


“I didn’t know him well. I think Joshua had more time with him
than I did. They occasionally helped each other with plowing and things.” Beth
paused and for a moment, looked more serious. “I’m sorry for your loss. I
should have said something sooner.”


“Thank you. I hadn’t seen him in several years. I was surprised
when he left me this place.”


“I thought it was curious that he never married. He must have
been lonely all the way out here.”


“He was a solitary sort of person, I think.”


 


*


 


Lillie looped her arm through Cody’s as they rode back toward
home. They’d stayed until midafternoon. Lillie had what was left of the pie in
a covered dish on her lap. Shadow loped slowly along. The wagon bounced and
rocked over the uneven trail.


“Did you have fun?” Cody asked.


“I did. I really like them.” The rocking of the wagon forced
Lillie to release Cody and hold on to the edge of the bench seat for a few
minutes while they crossed a narrow rough creek bed. Just a trickle of water
ran across the roadway, not enough to mire the wheels. “Did Beth and I talk too
much? I think we hardly allowed you and Joshua to get a word in.”


“I was fine. It was a pleasure to listen to the two of you.”


“What did you and Joshua talk about?” Lillie wondered what it was
like for Cody to be relegated to male company all the time. Maybe she preferred
it. Maybe it felt comfortable to her. If Lillie were in that situation she
wasn’t sure she’d know what to say, or how to make conversation.


“We talked a bit about planting. I asked him about where to get a
milk cow.”


“A milk cow?”


“Yeah, and a calf. I think I’ll see about that when we go into
Emporia. He said there’s a Mr. Dawson who sometimes has livestock for sale.”


Chapter Twenty-two

 

 

 


A few days had passed since Sunday lunch, and the tasks of
settling into farm life had begun in earnest. This particular afternoon, Lillie
had set aside some time late in the day to paint. She sat with her easel in the
open field facing away from the farm, facing west. Lillie sat for more than an
hour, and Cody had not disturbed her, but neither had inspiration. The paper
fastened to the board remained blank, void of color.


At one point, Cody walked past, far enough away to not be
intrusive, but close enough to probably see that there was nothing on the paper
mounted in front of her.


Something wasn’t working. She was emotionally wrought up and
distracted. She watched Cody walk back toward the barn and felt a penetrating
urge to follow her.


They’d been on the farm for several days and nights now and had
hardly been romantic with each other. Maybe it was the new surroundings. Or
maybe Lillie had been initially distracted by all the tasks to get the house in
order. But each night they’d talk a little and then fall asleep side by side,
and it was making Lillie crazy. She was feeling so on edge whenever she was
physically close to Cody that her skin practically tingled. And now to top it
off, she couldn’t focus enough to paint. Something needed to change, and she
decided she would be the one to change it.


Lillie left her easel and strode toward the barn. Her long skirt
rustling through the tall grass as she walked made every step feel labored. The
barn’s interior was dark, and it took a few seconds for her eyes to adjust.
Cody was at the back of the barn with a confused look on her face.


“Lillie, is something wrong?”


Lillie marched over to Cody, fisted the front of her shirt, and
kissed her possessively. Cody almost stumbled backward, and if Lillie hadn’t
been holding on to the front of her shirt she might have.


“I can’t paint, and I think it’s your fault.”


“My fault?”


“My mind keeps drifting to questions.” She released Cody and took
a step back. “Why haven’t we…done things since we got here?”


“What do you mean?”


“I felt as if we were moving toward more intimacy, more physical
intimacy, but since we’ve arrived we’ve hardly kissed and I’m…I’m…have I done
something wrong? Have you changed your mind about how you feel?”


“Lillie, no.” Cody reached for her hand and pulled her close. “I
thought, I don’t know, I guess I thought you wanted some distance.”


“Why would you think that?”


“I don’t know. Sometimes…sometimes I don’t know how to tell what
you’re feeling.”


“I’m feeling unsettled. There’s this ache that gets worse when
you’re around. I want to be close to you.” Lillie was clutching the fabric of
the bodice of her dress as she talked, then she looked at Cody who had the most
confused expression on her face.


Lillie captured Cody’s hand and tugged her out of the barn and
toward the house. The sun was low on the horizon, but it was probably at least
an hour before sunset. Lillie didn’t care. There was only one thing she wanted
to do with the rest of this day, and it wasn’t painting, planting, or plowing.


She was breathless by the time they reached the bedroom. Lillie
held Cody’s face in her hands and kissed her deeply, fervently, without
reservation.


Lillie felt Cody’s strong arms around her shoulders and her
waist. Cody gathered the fabric at the back of her dress in her clinched
fingers. Lillie was unbuttoning the bodice in the narrow space between them.
Cody’s grip at the back of the dress created tension so that her shoulders
slipped free of it. Cody placed kisses all across her shoulders as she pushed
the garment over her hips and let it pool on the floor so that only her slip
remained.


Lillie pulled Cody’s shirttail free and slid her fingertips
lightly up Cody’s ribs and then slowly repeated the tantalizing path back down
to Cody’s pronounced hipbones. Her thumbs dipped lower, pressing against the
hollow space just above the curved muscles that plunged lower, just below the
waistband of her trousers.


Cody half lifted Lillie and moved them toward the bed. Lillie
pulled the slip over her head before she crawled backward onto the mattress.
She pulled the coverlet back as she slipped to the center of the bed. Cody
shucked hastily out of her clothes and followed. 


Lillie’s head had hardly rested on the pillow when Cody was on
top of her, kissing her deeply. 


Lillie moved against Cody’s taut thigh between her leg. She drug
her fingernails lightly up the outside of Cody’s hips, and then clenched her
fingers, holding on tightly as Cody began to move on top of her. 


It was as if she’d untethered some wild thing. She wasn’t afraid,
but Cody had set upon her with such passionate fury that Lillie was struggling
to orient herself to what was happening. 


Cody kissed Lillie’s neck and then her breasts. Lillie wanted
nothing to separate them. She slid her underwear over her hips and kicked them
off under the covers. She started to help Cody with her underwear but then
hesitated. Cody answered her unasked question by shedding her briefs and
settling back on top of Lillie.


Every nerve vibrated. She swept her hands up Cody’s back and
pulled her close, savoring the weight of Cody on top of her.


Lillie became acutely aware of every place on her body with
contact against Cody’s. Cody’s thigh between her legs, Cody’s fingers caressing
her cheek, Cody’s stomach against hers and their breasts, making light contact
with each breath.


As Cody kissed Lillie she began to caress the highly sensitive
place between Lillie’s legs. Tentatively at first, then slowly, steadily, and a
realization rose out of the fog that she was losing control.


She fought to breathe, her heart raced, and then she felt Cody
inside. She gasped involuntarily so that Cody rose up and looked at her with a
gaze that sliced right through her. Her lips moved, but no sound came except
the crush of blood in her own ears. 


She opened her legs in invitation, and Cody met her there, slowly
at first. As Lillie arched into each thrust, Cody pressed her wet center
against Lillie’s thigh and drove them both higher, into a near frenzy. Cody’s
fingers were in her hair, holding her firmly as they took from each other what
they needed, what they desired. She clung to Cody’s shoulders, her full weight
pressed into Lillie, her caresses brought Lillie such pleasure that she could
hardly stand it. But Cody would not relent until Lillie tossed her head back
and cried out. She writhed beneath Cody, rising to meet each thrust until her
body tensed, and then, in a blinding white moment, toppled over the edge to
release.


Cody watched Lillie’s face intently, trying to read her
expression. She settled fully on top of Lillie, breathing fast and shallow.


Lillie shuddered. Cody held her tightly until she finally relaxed
against the pillow. Cody kissed her cheek and her forehead and finally, her
lips.


She looked at Lillie’s face and wondered if she was as surprised
as Cody by what had just happened. It was as if everything Cody had been
holding inside for so long came unstrung. She’d completely acted on instinct.
She’d done things just now she’d fantasized about while she lay next to Lillie
but had never imagined could happen for real.


She’d gone up in flames and hadn’t been able to stop herself.
Suddenly, she was afraid she’d gone too far. Her fingers were still inside
Lillie. Should she move her hand? She shifted a little and looked at Lillie.


“Do you want me to move? Am I too heavy?”


“No, don’t move,” Lillie whispered. 


“Was this…was this too much?” Cody worried it was. It was one
thing to kiss and hold hands. But this had traveled way beyond that. This could
definitely not be called friendship any longer, but something much, much more.


“It wasn’t too much. It was exactly what I wanted, only I’m not
sure I knew that until now.” Lillie caressed Cody’s forearm. “Maybe you should
move your fingers, just for a minute.”


Cody started to shift to the side. She braced herself above
Lillie on both hands, but her thigh was still between Lillie’s legs as was
Lillie’s between hers. She made a move to roll over, but Lillie stopped her.


“I don’t want you to move entirely.” Lillie slipped her hand
between them and began to caress Cody. “Is this okay?” Cody nodded, her
breathing growing rapid and shallow.


Cody groaned and squeezed her eyes shut. The ache in her gut had
settled between her legs as she made love to Lillie, and now Lillie had gone
right for it. Her slender fingers teased and then slowly slid inside. 


Cody looked down at Lillie, her breasts rising and falling as
they moved against each other. She was beautiful.


Cody settled her full weight on top of Lillie so that she could
grasp Lillie’s hips. She rocked back and forth, riding Lillie’s hand until the
ache gave way to glorious relief. She squeezed Lillie so hard when she climaxed
that she was worried she’d forced the breath right out of her. Then Cody
realized she’d been the one holding her breath.


She buried her face in the pillow next to Lillie’s cheek, her cry
softly muffled by the down filling.


Lillie caressed her hair as she kissed her neck and shoulder
lightly. She rolled onto her side, and Lillie rolled over to face her. She
pulled their bodies close, and Lillie kissed her tenderly. 


“This is much better than friendship.”


Cody laughed, suddenly out from under the weight of her desire
for Lillie. She’d been holding it back, keeping it tightly coiled. Lillie had
given her permission to feel what she’d been feeling and finally act. She
kissed Lillie’s forehead.


Lillie pushed Cody over onto her back and lay on top of her.
Lillie tucked her head up under Cody’s chin and traced circles with her
fingertips on Cody’s shoulder. Cody let her fingers drift lightly and
luxuriously up and down Lillie’s ribs to her hips. Then she wrapped her arms
tightly around Lillie and squeezed, burying her face in Lillie’s hair.


“Lillie, I wanted you so much.”


“I wanted you too.”


Want was such an insufficient word, but at the moment, it was the
best that Cody could do. She caressed Lillie’s hair and cradled Lillie in her
arms like she was some newly discovered rare and fragile thing.


Even though the room had been cool, their skin gleamed in the
twilight with a light sheen of perspiration. Cody kissed Lillie’s neck. She
tasted of salt.


“Cody, kiss me,” whispered Lillie.


So Cody did. Openmouthed and deep, a kiss full of passion and
promise.


Chapter Twenty-three

 

 

 


Lillie wiped sweat off her forehead with her sleeve and
squinted up at the late morning sun. She was helping Cody plant potatoes. She
had no idea what she was doing and was at this moment reevaluating her earlier
romanticized view of a farm life.


Shallow trenches had been dug in the freshly turned soil, which
hindered Lillie’s progress as she crossed the dirt with a wooden bucket of seed
potatoes. They’d already been cut into quarters so that each eye had enough
potato flesh around it.


Cody looked up as she approached. Just making eye contact with
Cody today made her flesh tingle. 


“We just need to drop a seed piece in the ground every foot or
so.” Cody took the bucket from her.


“Okay, then what?” Lillie pulled a wedge from the pail and
dropped it in the dirt.


“Then they just need to be hilled up.”


“What does that mean?”


Cody chuckled. “It means we pile some dirt on them with the hoe.”


“Oh. Well, should I follow behind and do that while you plant
them?”


“Sure.”


Lillie was anxious to get back to her easel and paints that she’d
abandoned the previous afternoon. She was feeling oddly inspired and feared if
she didn’t take some time to paint today she might explode. 


After another hour or so, Lillie left Cody to other tasks near
the barn, washed up, and went back to the spot she’d staked out earlier. She’d
left the unpainted paper on the easel all night so she’d have to wet and
flatten it in order to actually use it. There’d been enough dew to waffle the
edges so that they’d curled up.


As she sat in the chair looking west, somehow the scene looked
different, changed. Or was it she who had changed?


Lillie wet some pigment with water and swept it across the
freshly mounted paper and then back, creating layers that overlapped.
Transparent upon first application, but when seen together, each wide stroke
created a luscious, thinly textured scene. Surface, scale, and color came together
in a sort of visual poetry that she’d never quite achieved before. In this
moment, the familiar seemed mystical, heated with excitement. 


Color exploded on the page, and she cautioned herself silently
not to overwork the image. She was trying to capture a feeling as much as the
literal landscape in front of her. Her goal was to strike something equally
balanced between lyrical and profound.


Lillie stood with a brush still in her hand and stepped away from
the easel, breathless and flushed.


Something had shifted for her. The light. The air. The way she
viewed the world. A painting that normally she would have labored over,
sweating every insignificant detail had sprung from her instinctively all in a
rush of blazing inspiration. In this moment, in this painting, the external
felt found, intimate. In a way it never had before.


 


*


 


Evening seemed to arrive quickly after a busy and an artistically
fulfilling day. Lillie watched Cody amble across the room toward the bedroom.
Dinner was behind them, and the house was dark and quiet except for the
lanterns lit in the kitchen. Cody was getting undressed. Low light filtered in
through the open door from the main room, but Cody had her back to the door, so
Lillie couldn’t see Cody’s face.


She wrapped her arms around Cody from behind and helped with the
buttons of her shirt. As the shirt fell away, Lillie placed light kisses all
across Cody’s shoulders. The scars were still there, but she found that they no
longer shocked her, plus, the salve seemed to be helping them fade.


Cody’s stomach muscles twitched beneath her palms as she let her
fingers trail across her exposed skin. She unfastened Cody’s belt and trousers
so that her touch could drift farther down. Cody moaned softly and swayed a
little in her arms.


“Why don’t you get in bed?” Lillie brushed her lips against
Cody’s shoulder as she spoke. Cody simply nodded. She let her trousers pool at
her feet and then stepped out of them.


Cody lay down and watched Lillie from the bed. Lillie took note
of how much more open Cody was. She was lying on her back with her arms folded
behind her head, completely exposing her chest and torso to Lillie above the
blanket. 


Lillie took her time undressing. She enjoyed the fact that Cody
seemed enthralled with her bedtime preparation. 


Instead of curling up next to Cody, once undressed, she pulled
the covering back and straddled Cody’s hips. She tossed her hair over her
shoulder and twisted it in an attempt to tame it. She moved on top of Cody,
pressing their centers together. 


Cody sat up, drew Lillie close, and kissed her neck and chest.
Then she fell back, pulling Lillie with her.


“Lillie, you’re so beautiful.” Cody brushed hair away from her
cheek. “I look at you and I can’t believe I get to be with you like this.”


“Cody, I think the same thing. You steal my breath.” She kissed
Cody, teasing with her tongue.


Cody shifted beneath her, insinuating her tormenting fingers into
a most sensitive place. Lillie opened herself for Cody. She took Cody in fully.
She hungrily fed on Cody’s mouth in response to each thrust.


Lillie was consumed by the erotic topography of Cody’s body. She
was strangely surprised at how little space separated them in this moment. Her
skin as translucent as the wind, her soul felt pierced through and pulled to
pieces. 


With her eyes closed, she saw a thousand tiny lights and sensed
the edge drawing near. Like thunder at dusk spreading over the darkened
landscape, her climax pounded in her ears and between her legs. Her cries
swelled, pregnant with desire and release. Loose ends not fastened down came
undone as she gave herself over, letting go, leaving everything behind. 


She collapsed, trembling in Cody’s arms. 


Cody caressed her hair and kissed her forehead.


Later, after Cody was asleep, in the absolute darkest hour of the
night, she lay with her cheek on Cody’s chest. She wondered if Cody knew the
truth of it all. That she was falling in love. 


For the first time. 


Deeply and irrevocably.


Chapter Twenty-four

 

 

 


Days passed, filled with the varied tasks of bringing the
farm to life. A milk cow and her calf loafed in the small enclosure near the
barn. The potatoes were in the ground, and Cody had started preparing another
field for the corn.


Breaking the tough sod of the prairie was difficult. The breaking
plow, yoked to Ned and Britt, turned a strip of sod from twenty to thirty
inches wide. Cody guided the plow but had a difficult time keeping it in the
ground. After the first few attempts, she had to ask Lillie to sit on the beam
for extra weight to help keep the plow sunk in the dirt. 


They’d invited the Marshalls over for Sunday lunch the following
week. The Sabbath was the only day not filled with chores. Beth and Joshua were
becoming fast friends.


Because of the recent violence over slavery in parts of Kansas,
during their recent visit Joshua had advised Cody to keep his Colt strapped to
his side when he was working. It proved to be a hindrance at times, and late in
the day she took the belt off and set it at the edge of the field.


They had decided to plant corn in addition to potatoes. Corn was
particularly well-fitted to grow with a minimum amount of preparation for
planting. It was also fairly easy to harvest, although the price of the crop in
the territories was low.


It was probably only four o’clock by the sun, but Cody’s energy
waned. Lillie had gone to the house to start something for dinner, and Cody
went about unhitching the team and stowing the plow and harness. 


The harness seemed heavier than usual as she hung it in the barn.
Or maybe she was just tired. She hadn’t quite felt like herself all day. She
pressed her fingers to her temples. Her head was pounding; she felt droopy and
waterlogged. In the field, every time she leaned over she had to struggle to
keep her balance. Her heavy head threatened to topple her. She trudged to the
house on sluggish legs.


Dinner was soup made of leftover canned goods from their journey,
with a bit of bacon thrown into the tomato-based broth. Cody wasn’t hungry. She
sat staring at the steaming bowl Lillie set in front of her. 


Lillie was chatting, but Cody was having a hard time following
what she was saying.


“…need fabric for drapes…I was thinking blue would be nice…Beth
offered to help…” Bits of what Lillie said sifted in and out of the fog inside
her brain.


She was looking down at her spoon that she still hadn’t picked up
when she realized Lillie had stopped speaking. Lillie was staring at her across
the table, a concerned look on her face.


“Cody? Are you not hungry?”


“Um, I don’t feel quite right.” 


“What’s wrong?” 


“I think I’ll go lay down.” In her attempt to get out of her
chair she almost fell down.


Lillie was around the table quickly, helping Cody walk toward the
bed. Cody fell onto the mattress on her side. Lillie’s hand felt cool against
her forehead.


“Cody, you’re burning up.”


“Am I?” Her voice sounded muted, far off, her tongue thick in her
mouth. 


“How long have you been feeling this way?”


“I’m not sure…maybe…since this morning…I don’t know…” All she
wanted to do was shut her eyes. Just for a minute. She’d just shut her eyes for
a minute and rest a spell. That’s all she needed, a little rest.


 


*


 


Worry gathered in Lillie’s mind like a dark cloud. 


Cody was so delirious with fatigue that Lillie had to help her
with her clothing and boots. Cody had collapsed back onto the pillow and
instantly fallen asleep. She’d been hot to the touch, but now she was
shivering. 


Lillie gathered every blanket in the house and piled them on top
of her. 


“Cody, can you hear me?”


Cody mumbled something incoherent. Panic set in.


A fever like this could be deadly. It could be yellow fever, or
malaria, or the one she’d heard members of the wagon train refer to ague. Ague
was a rather undefined fever, as no one seemed to know its source, but it was
no less life threatening. 


Lillie paced in the main room, considering options. She thought
of Beth.


Beth had training as a nurse. She’d know what to do. She’d
certainly know more than Lillie did. It wasn’t quite dark yet, although it
would be soon. If she left now she could bring Beth to the house before it was
fully nightfall. 


Lillie looked back at Cody. She could see her shaking under the
covers even from several feet away. She didn’t think she should wait any
longer.


“Cody, I’m going to get Beth.” Lillie tucked the covers tightly
around Cody. “I’ll be right back. Don’t worry. I’ll be right back.”


Cody didn’t respond. She wasn’t even sure if she was awake enough
to hear her.


Lillie saddled Shadow as quickly as she could and rode out at a
fast gallop. Her heart rate didn’t slow until she saw the lights of Beth and
Joshua’s house in the distance. She knocked on the door. She was out of breath
from her night flight aboard Shadow.


“Lillie? Is something wrong?” 


Fear must have been obvious on her face. She simply nodded and
fought the urge to burst into tears. Lillie swallowed them down.


“It’s Cody.” Lillie paused and took a breath. “Cody is sick. I
don’t know what to do. I thought—”


“Let me get my bag.” Beth cut her off. She stood on the stoop as
Beth disappeared into the house. She came back shortly with a black leather bag
that looked like a doctor’s bag. Beth turned and spoke to Joshua. “Don’t wait
up and don’t bring Patience to the house until we know what it is.”


Joshua nodded. He shut the door behind them.


“I didn’t bring the wagon.” Lillie made quick steps back to
Shadow.


“That’s okay. I can ride with you.”


Lillie climbed into the saddle first then let Beth have the
stirrup and assisted her with a hand so that she settled behind Lillie. Beth
held the bag in one hand and wrapped her other arm around Lillie as Shadow shot
off into the deepening dark.


 


*


 


Lillie held the lantern higher so that Beth could get a better
look at Cody. She felt Cody’s forehead and then her wrist.


“His pulse is fast.” Beth had a look of genuine concern on her
face. “When did the symptoms start?”


“I didn’t notice anything until we were sitting at the table for
supper, but Cody said he’d been feeling odd since this morning. When I left,
Cody seemed badly chilled. That’s why there are so many blankets.”


“Well, he’s burning up now.” Beth removed the top two blankets.
“We need to cool him down with some cold compresses right away.”


“What are you doing?” 


“I’m getting these blankets off so we can put cooling compresses
right on his chest, directly on his skin.” Beth had gotten through all the
blankets and had begun to unbutton Cody’s nightshirt.


Lillie froze.


“Stop!” 


Beth gave Lillie a confused look. 


Lillie was conflicted and scared. Beth had no idea that Cody was
a woman, but she was about to figure it out the minute she opened Cody’s shirt.
Cody was out, so there was no way to ask Cody’s permission before revealing the
truth. 


“Oh, my God. Oh, my God.” Lillie covered her face with her hands.


“Lillie, what is wrong?” Beth pushed Lillie into the adjoining
room.


“I don’t know what to do.” Lillie’s words were muffled behind her
hands. It didn’t matter; she was talking more to herself anyway.


“Lillie, we need to get his fever down. You asked me for help…I
don’t understand now why you’re telling me to stop.”


Lillie uncovered her face and took a deep breath. 


“I need to tell you something about Cody.”


“Besides the fact that he’s sick?”


“Yes…and I don’t know how you’ll react to what I’m about to tell
you. But we’re friends.”


“Yes, we’re friends.”


“And I trust you.”


“Lillie, whatever it is it can’t be that bad—”


“Cody is a woman.”


For a moment, Beth was wide-eyed and silent. Then she covered her
smile with her hand. 


“You’re smiling?” Lillie wasn’t sure how to interpret Beth’s
reaction.


“I’m sorry. I had no idea what you were going to say, and that
was the last thing I expected, but I’m not that surprised.”


“You’re not?”


“As a nurse, you see all sorts of things. I’ve known women who
pretended to be soldiers to be with their husbands. I’ve known women who
dressed as men to hide from an abusive spouse.” Beth held Lillie’s hands in
hers. “There are many reasons to hide one’s sex, and I don’t judge anyone for
doing it.” She looked back toward Cody in bed. “I’m mostly surprised at myself
for not figuring it out. I mean, I wondered about the lack of facial hair, but
otherwise, Cody is a very convincing boy.”


“I know. When we first met I had no idea. And then we decided to
travel together for safety…and…” She didn’t know how to explain the rest, but
Lillie felt the knot in her stomach unclench a little. 


“Okay, well, now that this is settled, get some cool water and
something that we can use for compresses.” Beth took the kettle and set it on
the stove. “I’m going to boil some water for ginger tea. That will help with
the chills that will likely return once we get the fever down. And I have
quinine pills when the fever comes back, because I’m sure it will.”


“Thank you.”


“Lillie, don’t thank me yet. We have a long night ahead of us.”


 


*


 


Beth’s prediction had been accurate. Intermittent chills and
fever afflicted Cody off and on all night. They’d pile on every blanket, then
the shivering would subside so that the fever could return. Cody was fitful,
mumbling that her head hurt, and she seemed rather delirious. She said things
to Lillie, but most were indecipherable.


At one point when Beth was applying compresses to her chest, she
seemed to wake suddenly in a panic, wide-eyed, arms flailing. It took both of
them to keep her from falling out of bed and hurting herself.


Cody was now finally sleeping calmly. Her fever had lessened in
the past hour. Lillie touched her forehead again and let her hand linger. She
was still warm, but not as hot as before.


The uncomfortable chair was the only thing keeping Lillie awake.
She yawned and rolled her shoulders and considered crawling into bed next to
Cody.


This whole experience had frightened her badly. She was far from
home and far from help. If Beth hadn’t been nearby would she have known what to
do? She wasn’t sure.


“Why don’t you take a turn on the cot in the other room?” Beth
put her hand on Lillie’s shoulder. “I’ll sit with Cody for a while. You’ll need
your strength for tomorrow so you should get a little rest while you can.”


“Thank you. Maybe I will lie down for a quick nap.”


Lillie stretched out on the narrow cot in the second small room
across from her uncle’s writing desk. Moonlight lit a small square on the
floor. She stared at it and allowed her exhausted brain to wander.


What was she doing here? Was the freedom she felt worth the risks
she might face here in this rough and remote territory?


She missed her family. Life in New York had been comfortable and
secure. 


Comfortable, secure, and stifling she reminded herself. She was
just tired, that was all. A little rest would help ease her worried mind. Cody
had finally broken through the fever and was resting, so that she could finally
rest too.


 


*


 


Cody blinked, confused about what time it was. She didn’t
remember getting into bed, but she sensed she was lying down. The room was
barely lit by a candle on the dresser, and she was dimly aware that someone was
in the room with her, in a chair beside the bed. She jolted awake when she
realized it wasn’t Lillie.


“Hey, you’re awake. Don’t try to get up.” Beth put a hand on her
forehead.


Cody flinched involuntarily. What was Beth doing here? Where was
Lillie? Why did she feel so strange? Dizziness forced her to settle back onto
the pillow. She blinked her eyes to get them to clear.


“Would you like some water?” Beth held a cup to her lips and
assisted her head off the pillow enough to drink.


Cody’s throat was parched and scratchy. She coughed but nodded
when Beth asked her if she wanted more. After a few sips she settled back and
tried to sort through recent memory. 


“Where’s Lillie?”


“She’s resting in the next room. She’s been up with you all
night.”


“What…how… Why are you here?”


“You came down with a sudden fever. Lillie needed help taking
care of you. She came and got me right after she put you to bed.” Beth felt
Cody’s forehead again. “I think you’re through the worst of it. How do you
feel?”


“Like somebody used me for a punching practice.” Every muscle telegraphed
a dull ache, even her head. Although the headache from earlier had eased some.
Cody looked down and realized her nightshirt was partially unbuttoned. Her
heart rate sped up, and she shifted on the bed away from Beth.


“Hey, it’s okay. Lillie told me. She had to.” Beth moved from the
chair to sit on the side of the bed. She put her hand on Cody’s arm. “Cody, I’m
not going to tell anyone and I don’t care. You are who you are no matter what
sort of clothes you wear. Okay?”


Cody nodded. She had to sit with Beth’s words for a few minutes
and let her fuzzy head settle and her heart rate slow. She’d been instantly
afraid that by getting sick she’d ruined everything for herself and for Lillie.
In that instant she realized how attached she was to the life she’d begun to
create with Lillie. She wasn’t ready to give any of that up.


Beth knew who she really was. She wondered if Beth had seen the
scars also.


“Cody, you’re going to need to stay in bed for a couple of days,
okay?” Beth tucked the blanket around her and, possibly sensing that Cody
needed some distance, moved back to the chair.


“I’m sorry I acted the way I did just now.”


“It’s all right. Under the circumstances I completely
understand.”


“Thank you for being here for Lillie.”


“And for you, Cody.” Beth squeezed her hand. “I was here for you
too.”


In rural Arkansas there hadn’t been much opportunity for
friendship. Remote as it was and then losing her mother, Cody had been even
more isolated. Having women in her life was a new thing. She’d already let Lillie
get so close, and now Beth knew her truth, or at least the physical proof of
part of it. Cody felt exposed in her weakened state. Emotion, unbidden and
unexpected, choked her windpipe. She wiped at a tear that escaped despite her
best efforts to hold it back.


“You’ve had a long night. I think you just need to rest now.”


Cody nodded, afraid if she tried to speak she might not be able
to get the words out.


“You rest. I’ll be right here if you need me.” Beth wiped a cool
cloth across her forehead and across her chest at the opening of her shirt.
“The fever is almost gone. Just sleep.” Beth’s words were soft and soothing.


Cody closed her eyes and let exhaustion pull her back under.


Chapter Twenty-five

 

 

 


The next morning, Lillie walked Beth to the door.


“Are you sure you won’t let me take you
home?”


“No, the walk will feel nice. It’s barely more than a mile.” Beth
stepped off the porch and looked up at the sky. “It’s going to be a nice day, I
think.”


“Beth, thank you.”


“I was happy to help. You just make sure that Cody rests until
he’s better.” 


Her conscious use of he
didn’t escape Lillie.


“Tell Joshua and Patience I send my regards.”


Beth waved to her as she walked toward the trail.


She heard shuffling noises from the bedroom as Lillie stepped
back into the house. Cody was struggling to get to her feet.


“What are you doing? You’re supposed to stay in bed.” 


“I have to make a trip to the privy.”


“I’ll help you.” Lillie was about to put her arm around Cody’s
waist, but Cody shooed her away.


“I can do this myself.”


“Can you? From my perspective you don’t look very stable on your
feet.”


“I just need a minute for my head to catch on to the fact that
I’m standing up.” Cody braced herself on the footboard of the bed and smiled
sheepishly at Lillie. “I’m feeling better. I promise.”


By the time Lillie had poured herself a cup of coffee, Cody was
back. She took a seat at the table.


“Would you like a cup?” She raised the cast iron pot in Cody’s
direction.


“Yes, please. I don’t think I can drink one more cup of Beth’s
ginger tea.”


“She left some other teas that I’m supposed to make sure you
drink also.”


Cody could see dark circles under Lillie’s eyes.


“You look sleepy.” Cody nibbled on a piece of leftover biscuit
from the previous evening meal.


“I am. As soon as you’re back in bed I’m going to sleep on the
cot.”


Cody wanted to say something. Thank you didn’t seem to cover what
she was feeling. She wasn’t sure she’d sorted through all the muddled thoughts
she’d had. Some of them seemed like parts of a dream, but some of them seemed
real.


“Cody, I want you to know that I never would have let Beth in on
our secret if I hadn’t thought there was no other way.”


“I know.” She figured it hadn’t been easy to reveal the truth of
their situation because it not only changed the way Beth saw Cody, it also
potentially changed the way Beth saw Lillie. “I’m sure it wasn’t an easy
decision.”


Lillie reached across the table and took her hand. “I was looking
out for you. I want you to know that.”


Cody lifted Lillie’s fingers to her lips and held them there.
Words weren’t coming to her. The things she wanted to say to Lillie would have
to wait until her mind was clearer. 


“I’m going to go lie down.” She let their fingers drift apart as
she stood.


“Okay, I’ll come check on you in a little while.”


 


*


 


By midafternoon of the second day, Cody was feeling a bit more
herself. Weakness in her legs and arms slowed her progress as she moved through
the house. She poured a cup of water, then a second. There was a pot of
something on the stove. She lifted the lid. Potatoes, beans, and wild onions
simmered inside. 


The potatoes seemed soft enough to be fully cooked so she spooned
a little food onto a saucer and stood looking out the kitchen window while it
cooled. She could see Lillie sitting out quite a way from the barn. She ate and
dressed and stepped outside for some fresh air. Cody couldn’t remember the last
time she’d stayed in bed most of the day, let alone two, probably never.


The afternoon air was warm and dry. Clouds hovered low on the
horizon to the south. Maybe they’d get an evening shower, although at the
moment there was no wind to carry the clouds in their direction.


Shadow came to the fence as Cody passed. She patted his neck and
spoke softly to him about her fitful night. As she rounded the barn and headed
out into the pasture, she could see that Lillie had set up her easel for
painting. Cody stopped in her tracks, as if she were approaching some wild and
elusive creature that she didn’t want to spook by getting too close. Lillie
still hadn’t noticed her so she stood for a while and watched from a distance.
She was too far away to see what Lillie had painted on the paper.


Debate about whether to return to the house or continue was won
by curiosity. Cody ambled slowly in Lillie’s direction. As she drew closer, she
spoke.


“Hey there. I wanted to make sure you knew I was walking up so
that I didn’t spook you.” Lillie seemed in a bit of a fog. Her eyes had a far
off look to them. It took a few seconds for her to register that Cody was
talking to her.


“Hi.” A palette with an opening for her thumb was balanced in one
hand covered with various paint colors, and a brush was suspended in her other
hand. “I thought I might try to paint a little while you were sleeping.”


“Do you mind if I see what you’re working on?”


“Not at all, but it’s not nearly finished.” Lillie stood up and
stepped away from the small wooden easel. “It’s so hard to capture all of
this…space.”


The painting was mostly sky, which Cody thought conveyed the
feeling of their smallness in the landscape well. Cody didn’t know anything
about art, but she thought Lillie had captured the view in both texture and
color. Somehow, Lillie had managed to enrich the spectrum of color so that
subtle variations that might have escaped Cody’s observation were somehow
gathered in the brushstrokes.


“It’s good.”


“You think?”


“Yes, I like it.” That response seemed inadequate. “I think
you’ve captured the feel of the place.” That reminded her of the conversation
they’d had in Council Grove about how one might paint a feeling. 


“I tried a bit of drybrush technique on this one. You use the
brush with pigment but very little water. And then drag it over the rough
surface of the paper. It creates a texture that sort of enlivens the duller
washes.”


Cody cocked her head. She wasn’t sure she understood completely,
but she loved seeing Lillie’s eyes light up when she talked about her work. It
was as if a bright light lit her face, and her eyes practically sparkled.


“You should probably get back to bed. Beth said you’d need plenty
of rest to make sure you were over the fever.”


“I’ll go back in a minute. I do feel tired still.” Cody had
pulled a blanket around her shoulders when she left the house. It wasn’t that
the air was cool, but she was feeling puny and easily chilled. She pulled the
blanket more tightly now, not because she felt cold but because she was feeling
sensitive and exposed. The sickness had made her feel unbalanced and emotional.
And then there’d been the dream she’d had. It had come back to her with crystal
clarity once she’d been fully awake this morning.


“I had this dream last night.”


Lillie noticed her pensive expression, but it didn’t seem to be
directed at her. Cody was focused on something out there, something possibly
distant and unseen.


“What sort of dream?” Beth had mentioned that one of the side
effects of quinine was vivid dreams, but she hadn’t expected Cody to remember
any of them.


“It was almost like I was seeing the future.” Cody was talking to
her but not looking at her. She was focused on some distant point on the
horizon. “The field where we planted corn was lush and green with stalks head
high. There were blue curtains in the windows of the house. And you were
standing on the porch waving to me, as if I’d been gone for a while and had
just come back.”


Cody looked thin and tired, but when she turned to Lillie, some
of the sparkle had returned to her eyes.


“That sounds like a nice dream.” Lillie wasn’t sure what else to
say or what response Cody was looking for.


“That dream felt like home.”


“This could be home, Cody.”


“I think it already feels like it to me.” Cody moved closer to
Lillie but didn’t reach out to her. “I’ve held back from saying this to you,
Lillie. I’m not sure why, maybe fear, maybe doubt about myself, but…well,
together I think we have something really special, something that I was looking
for but didn’t even know it.”


“I feel the same way.” Lillie brushed her hand up and down Cody’s
arm hidden beneath the thin blanket.


“When we had that argument in Council Grove you said I was just going
along with everything, that I wasn’t making decisions for myself. Maybe you
were right.”


“Cody, I—”


“But I’m not going to do that anymore. I do know what I want and
whether I’ve been saying it out loud to you or not makes it no less true.”


Lillie could stand the distance between them no longer. She put
her arms around Cody and leaned against her chest.


“We get to decide how we live our life. Wasn’t that the whole
point of doing all of this in the first place? Wasn’t that why we got married?”


“Yes, we get to decide.” Although Lillie wasn’t so sure any
longer that freedom was the only reason she’d suggested they marry. She was
fairly certain that on some deeper emotional level she’d known all along that
she was attracted to Cody.


“I know I said my plan was to go to California, but I’d like to
stay here with you.”


Lillie looked up at Cody’s face. “Oh, Cody, I want you to stay,
more than anything. What we’re doing here we’re doing together for the both of
us. I could never have done this without you.”


Cody smiled and kissed Lillie on the cheek as she pulled her into
the blanket still around her shoulders. “I guess we did it all backwards didn’t
we?”


“Maybe it was the only way it could have happened.” If they
hadn’t married first and gotten close, they might never have explored a
relationship. However it happened, Lillie was glad that it did.


“Maybe so.” Cody smiled for the first time since the fever had
struck.


“Come on, let’s get you back to bed.” Lillie tugged Cody toward
the house.


“What about your painting?”


“I’ll come back for it.”


Chapter Twenty-six

 

 

 


Spring gave way to summer, and Lillie began to think that
rural life agreed with her. Her drive to paint was insatiable. Maybe it was the
uncluttered landscape of the prairie. Maybe it was the air. Maybe it was Cody.
Whatever the cause, she felt stirred and inspired to create. 


Sometimes she’d set her easel up at different times of day in the
same spot just to capture the light and the sky in that moment. 


Mostly she painted landscapes, but on those days when rain kept
them indoors she entertained herself with still life studies. 


She sat at the other end of the kitchen table watching Cody load
her Colt Dragoon. Lillie moved the pencil across the paper in fluid strokes to
sketch the tilt of Cody’s head, the expression of serious focus on her face,
her fingers on the loading latch as she packed the powder, and finally, the
dark shape of the six-cylinder revolver itself.


“I hope you’re making me look good.”


Lillie laughed. “Always. That’s the artist’s prerogative. What
are you doing now?” 


Lillie had fired the gun a few times. Cody was teaching her to
improve her aim, but as yet she hadn’t mastered the skill required to load it.
That was Cody’s job.


“I’m adding the percussion caps.” Cody pressed a small cap on the
stem at the end of each cylinder. “It won’t fire without them.”


“I’ll never remember all the steps to actually load the thing.”


“And then most importantly, be sure the cylinder is rotated to
one of the safety notches between the firing notches so that you don’t shoot
yourself in the foot while you’re carrying it around.”


“Got it. Don’t shoot my own foot off.”


Cody smiled but didn’t look up from the pistol.


Lillie set her drawing aside and got up to serve herself more
tea. 


“I sent some of my paintings back to my old tutor in New York.”
Lillie had rolled a group of paintings into a bundle tied with string and sent
them through the post from Emporia.


“You did?” Cody looked up. It was hard to read the expression on
her face. She wasn’t sure why she hadn’t told Cody; for some strange reason she
thought Cody might be upset. New York was her old life, her life before now,
before them.


“When I left New York I hadn’t painted in months. I wanted Mr.
Weathers to know that I was painting again. He was always so supportive,
despite the fact that I was a woman, and he was very disappointed when I left
the city.” Lillie fussed with the handle of her teacup. “I think he thought I
was never going to paint again. Maybe I did, too.”


“Do you miss it a lot?”


“What? New York?”


“Yeah.”


Lillie hesitated. The truth was she had been missing the comfort
of home and family, but she’d been reluctant to say too much to Cody. She knew
enough to know that Cody had no home to go back to. But she couldn’t help
missing her family and the conveniences of living in a city.


“Sometimes I miss it.”


Cody slipped the revolver into the holster and hung the belt on a
wooden peg near the front door. She stood and looked out the window. The rain
was still steadily coming down.


“This rain will be really good for the corn.”


“Are you bothered by what I just said?” 


“Why would I be?”


“Well, why would you start talking about corn all of a sudden?”


“It wasn’t all of a sudden. I was just looking at it out the
window.” Cody pulled on a jacket. “I’m going to go see about Shadow. I’ll be
back shortly.”


Lillie wasn’t sure what to make of Cody’s abrupt subject change.
Maybe her intuition had been correct. Not talking about things wasn’t an
acceptable option as far as Lillie was concerned.


 


*


 


Cody slogged to the barn. She didn’t really need to check on the
animals, but she needed to be alone. Why did that conversation upset her so
much? She wasn’t even sure, but she’d had an immediate gut-clenching reaction
to it. Probably because she knew that Lillie must be missing home. She’d heard
enough details about Lillie’s life in New York to know that it must have been
quite grand. It seemed to Cody that there would be a lot to miss, and the
logical conclusion to that assessment was, why would Lillie stay here? What did
Cody and the farm offer that could even hold a candle to Lillie’s previous
life? Not to mention that Lillie could have no real career in Kansas as a
painter.


She’d announced to Lillie a month ago that she planned to stay.
She’d even sent a letter to her sister, Ellen, to say as much. A short note to
say that she was in Kansas and that she was okay and that as soon as she was
truly settled she’d send for her. But since then, she’d occasionally get this
twitchy uneasy feeling that all of this was too good to be true, that it
couldn’t last. She was reluctant to send for Ellen until she was sure.


Shadow nuzzled her, and she rested her forehead against his neck.


The heavy door creaked behind her and she turned to find Lillie,
soaking wet, standing in the dry dirt in the center of the barn.


“Cody Walsh, will you please explain to me what’s wrong?”


“Nothing’s wrong.”


“Not as long as we’re talking about corn or plowing or potatoes.”
Frustration was obvious on Lillie’s face. 


“I don’t know what to tell you.”


“Just tell me why you’re upset.”


“I don’t know.”


“I think you do know.” Lillie was pressing her and she wasn’t in
the mood for it.


“If I say I don’t know, then I don’t know, dammit.”


Lillie took a deep breath and walked right up to Cody, insinuating
herself and her lavender scented perfume into Cody’s space.


“Cody.” She put her hand on Cody’s arm. Her approach was soft,
not demanding. “Please tell me what’s bothering you.”


Cody was silent, but she persisted.


“Just say the words the best way you know how and we’ll sort
through them.”


Cody looked down and dug in the dirt with the toe of her boot.
Her fingers were full of Shadow’s mane, and she had her arm across his
shoulder. Finally, she looked at Lillie.


“I’m afraid that you’ll miss New York and you’ll leave.”


“Why would you think that?”


“Because all of this…this seems too good to be true.” She swept
her hand through the air in an effort to indicate everything. Lillie obviously
hadn’t had the sort of life where people disappointed you, where people you
trusted let you down. There was no way Lillie could ever understand how it
felt.


“It is too good to be true.” Lillie brushed her fingers over
Cody’s cheek. “But it is true nonetheless.”


With just a touch, she somehow managed to diffuse Cody’s fears and
make her feel as if everything was going to be all right. 


“How do you do that?”


“Do what?”


“Make me feel so good.” Cody circled Lillie’s waist with her arms
and nestled her chin on top of Lillie’s head.


“Probably the same way you do. Every time I’m in your arms, I’m
certain that anything is possible.”


“Well, we’re quite a pair then, aren’t we?”


“Come back to the house. I think Shadow is fine out here without
you.”


“You know you’re soaking wet, right?” Cody playfully tugged at
the skirt of Lillie’s rain-soaked dress.


“Maybe you could help me change into something more
comfortable…or nothing at all.” The corner of Lillie’s mouth quirked up in a
teasing smile.


They held hands as they ran to the house through the rain,
laughing.


Chapter Twenty-seven

 

 

 


After the rain, the next day, there were tracks around the
barn that worried Cody. They looked like wolf tracks, but she wasn’t sure. The
tracks traveled south from the barn. The Colt was at her hip so she saddled
Shadow to investigate. The wolf wouldn’t be a worry except for the calf. And if
there were more than one wolf then there was definitely a risk.


Cody followed the animal tracks to the thread of a stream that
cut across their property and fed into the Neosho Creek farther down. She
dismounted and touched the damp soil around the tracks near the bank. The smell
of moss and wet earth filled her nostrils. She dipped her cupped hand into the
stream and sipped from it. The water was cool and fresh.


The sound of a gunshot cut through the air. Shadow stepped back and
perked his ears. Cody stood up and listened. When she heard the second shot,
she knew it wasn’t from their house. It sounded as if it was coming from the
direction of Joshua and Beth’s place. 


Cody was all the way at the southern boundary of their property,
too far from the house to let Lillie know she was going to investigate. She
climbed into the saddle and took off at a quick gallop. A third shot sounded by
the time she had the farm in sight. That was three shots, the first two in
rapid succession. As she drew closer, she didn’t see anyone outside the house,
and that concerned her. Not even Patience was in view, playing in the yard.


She pulled Shadow to a stop at the end of the fencerow and shooed
him back. She took out her revolver and slunk low along the fence until she
could get close to the house.


Dropped to one knee behind a shrub at the corner of the fence,
Cody considered what to do next. Before she could move, she heard Beth scream
for Patience to run. A second later, the child erupted from the open door and
swept past her position. Cody waited for Patience to disappear into the dark
interior of the barn before she moved closer to the house. She crouched low,
below the window near the open front door.


Muffled voices were coming from the house, and then Beth cried
out again. 


Cody steeled herself, braced her back against the plank siding.
She took a deep breath. Something was wrong. She wasn’t sure where Joshua was,
but Beth needed her. She spun the Colt’s cylinder to a live chamber and then
launched herself up the steps to the front door.


It took a few seconds for her eyes to adjust to the interior
space. The first thing she saw was Joshua on the floor. She heard a rustling
sound and realized that Beth was struggling against a man on the other side of
the room. He had her pressed against the pantry. He shoved her hard, and a few
plates shattered on the floor from the rocking of the shelves.


“Cody, look out!” Beth screamed, arms fighting against her
assailant as he tried to cover her mouth.


Cody pivoted. Heart pounding like a jackrabbit, she came
face-to-face with the man who’d spooked Lillie when they were in Independence.
His gun was holstered. Cody had caught him by surprise and didn’t give him a
chance to pull on her.


“Don’t.” She cocked the revolver and pointed it at his face. “And
tell that other fellow to leave her alone.”


“Well, if it isn’t the boy with the pretty wife. I guess we’ll be
paying her a visit after this. She can’t be that far away.”


The inferno of rage that surged through Cody at the mention of
Lillie could not be quantified. She knew her face had to be flaming red because
her cheeks were pepper hot.


A scuffling noise erupted behind her, and Beth cried out. Cody
swung around and fired at the second man, hitting him in the leg. She dropped
to one knee and swiveled back just as the first man drew his pistol. They fired
at the same time. His shot whizzed past; hers caught him in the chest, knocking
him backward. 


He caught himself against a straight-backed wooden chair, but it
toppled with him. From the floor, Cody swung around from her kneeling position
just as Beth kicked the other man in his wounded leg, causing him to misfire a
shot meant for Cody. The bullet splintered the floor at her feet. She fired and
hit him in the gut. He flopped forward with a loud thump.


She was scrambling now to get a clear shot at the first man,
partially protected by the chair he’d knocked over. He was on his side, aiming
right for her. Beth screamed Cody’s name, but it sounded far away. Everything
slowed in that instant, suspended, the dust fragments in the sunlight streaming
through the window above, scarlet splatters of blood across the plank floor
from the wounded gunman, the sound of the Colt’s hammer echoed as if amplified,
like a stone mallet hitting steel. 


She squeezed the trigger. 


A deafening discharge, and smoke erupted simultaneously from her
gun and his. 


 


*


 


Lillie adjusted the curtain along the rod. 


This was the last one to hang in the small window near the stove.
She’d chosen blue fabric like Cody had seen in her dream. She stepped back with
her hands on her hips to get a better perspective on her handy work. She
smiled. 


She leaned back across the cabinet near the stove and pulled the
curtains apart. Her focus shifted from near to far when she noticed Shadow
walking up the road dangling loose reins.


Shadow had stopped to sample some grass along the trail when
Lillie reached him. She’d seen Cody leave on horseback, and now Shadow was back
without a rider. That seemed strange.


“Cody!” Lillie pivoted and shouted again. “Cody!”


She waited for an answer. Nothing.


“Where is she, boy?” She patted Shadow’s neck. She wheeled in
every direction searching for Cody’s tall frame to be walking toward her.


Then she heard two gunshots and then a third. And then a forth.
She grabbed Shadow’s reins, hoisted herself into the saddle and headed back
down the trail in the direction he’d come. She wasn’t sure what she’d do if
Cody were really in trouble. Cody had taken the pistol with her earlier when
she’d left the house. Lillie had acted on instinct. She knew she wasn’t
thinking clearly. Adrenaline charged through her system, pushing her forward.
All she was thinking was that Cody might need her, that Cody might be hurt.


Beth’s house was in sight in a matter of minutes. She’d check
there first. 


The dark shape of the open door was all that she could see. The
place was eerily quiet. She tied Shadow to the fence and ran toward the house.


“Beth!” Breathless, she stopped on the threshold and took in the
scene.


Beth was kneeling over Joshua, and there was blood on his shirt.
Cody was lying on her side just inside the door. Two other men were bloodied
and unmoving.


“Lillie!” Beth ran toward her and hugged her. “Oh my God, it was
awful…if Cody hadn’t come when she did—” Her voice was choked by a sob. 


Lillie bent down beside Cody and slowly rolled her over. There
was blood at her temple, but she was breathing.


“Cody, sweetheart, wake up. Oh, Cody, talk to me.” Lillie stroked
her face and checked for other sites of injury. She turned to Beth who was back
at Joshua’s side. “How is he?”


“Unconscious but alive.”


“Are you hurt?”


Beth shook her head. She clearly had a red mark on her cheek that
would likely bruise, and the front of her dress was torn in a few places.
Lillie’s mind jumped ahead to imagine the worst had Cody not intervened. 


Cody’s eyes fluttered and she flinched as if she were trying to
leap to her feet.


“Cody, you’re okay. It’s over. You’re safe.” Lillie tried to
reassure her as she knelt beside her on the floor.


Looking over at the lifeless form across the room, she realized
she recognized his face from the livery in Independence. Her stomach seized.
She covered her mouth with her hand as nausea washed through her insides.


Cody partially sat up, touched her sleeve. “Patience is in the
barn.”


“Oh no, she must be terrified.” Lillie jumped to her feet. “I’ll
get her. Beth, you stay with Joshua.”


Cody tried to right herself as Lillie left in search of Patience.



Her head was pounding. She touched her fingers to her temple and
saw that there was blood. She scuffled sideways on her butt and leaned against
the wall. The pistol lay on the floor next to her leg. She’d had five shots in
the chamber and she’d used four.


She closed her eyes and exhaled, trying to steady her queasy
stomach.


After a moment, Patience ran through the door into Beth’s arms.


“Papa!” Patience cried and reached toward Joshua as she clung to
Beth with her other arm.


“Papa’s fine, sweetie. He’s just hurt so he’s sleeping.” She set
Patience down. “You be a good girl and go sit in your room with your doll while
we get Papa in bed. Run along now. Everything’s okay.”


Beth waited for Patience to slip into the next room before she
spoke. “I don’t want her around these bodies.”


“Let’s drag them outside.” Cody swayed a little as she got to her
feet as blood rushed to her head. She bent over with her hands on her knees.


“You need to sit down.” Lillie was at her side.


“No, I’m fine. I just need a minute.” Cody straightened but
leaned against the wall. “Someone should go into town and fetch Mr. Sawyer.”
Mr. Sawyer, who owned the mill and built the school, was sort of the default
mayor of unincorporated Emporia. He’d know what to do in this sort of
situation. He’d know who to inform in an official capacity.


“I’ll go.”


“You’re bleeding and you seem lightheaded. I’ll go.”


“This is just a scratch.” Cody pulled Lillie outside. “I should
go. This is the sort of thing a husband should take care of, not his wife. It
wouldn’t look good if I let you go instead.”


“You’re probably right.”


“Let’s drag the bodies outside and then you stay and help Beth.”


It took all three of them to move Joshua to the bed and then drag
the other two men outside and away from the door. Cody didn’t want to leave the
bodies in the house to frighten Patience. It was unsettling enough to have them
on the ground outside.


“I’ll be back shortly with Mr. Sawyer.” Cody started to put her
hat on, but then changed her mind and tossed it onto a nearby chair. The
still-bloody crease at her temple ached enough without something rubbing
against it. Lillie followed her outside.


“I can’t believe this was the same man we saw in Independence.
But I would have remembered his face.” She looked down at his body as they
stepped past.


“I don’t know what I’d have done if he’d come across you first.”
Cody hugged Lillie. “I heard the shots and I heard Beth scream. I had no idea
what to expect when I got here.”


“Thank God you weren’t seriously hurt.”


She released Lillie. “You should probably get back to the house.
I’ll be as quick as I can.”


Lillie stood by the road and watched Cody ride off. Beth was
leaning over Joshua when she entered the room. There was blood on the floor
near the pantry and by the fireplace. Lillie wanted to offer to clean that.


“Beth, how is he?”


“It looks like the bullet passed clean through his shoulder. I’m
more worried that he hasn’t woken up.” She straightened and looked at Lillie,
the wet paths of tears on her cheeks. “After they shot him, one of the men
pistol-whipped him with the butt of his gun. He didn’t move after that.”


“I’m sure he’ll be okay.” Lillie moved closer to Beth. “Maybe you
should change your dress. I’ll keep pressure on the wound while you do that.”


Beth looked down, seemingly aware for the first time of her torn
garment. “I must look terrible.”


“You look terrific, considering. I just thought maybe Patience
would be less frightened if you changed and I cleaned up out there.” She nodded
in the direction of the main room.


“Yes, of course. You’re right.” She changed positions with Lillie
so that she could keep the cloth over Joshua’s exposed shoulder. “But then
again, maybe we shouldn’t clean the floor until Mr. Sawyer gets here.”


“Maybe you’re right.” Lillie caught Beth’s hand before she walked
away. “And, Beth, we’ll stay here with you as long as you need us.”


Tears gathered at the edge of Beth’s lashes. “Thank you.”


 


*


 


Cody was lucky to locate Mr. Sawyer at his mill. The mill was
outfitted with a large saw and gristmill that had a lathe and shingle machine
attached. Miles Sawyer was probably close to fifty and was a big man. He
towered over Cody by at least a foot and outweighed her by a hundred pounds. It
was his gentle but firm nature that Cody admired and even aspired to. The
residents of Emporia and the surrounding country treated him like an affable
elder statesman. He looked up from his work as Cody approached.


“Hello there…” His friendly expression shifted to one of alarm,
no doubt because of the blood on Cody’s shirt and the dried blood at her
temple.


“I need your help, Mr. Sawyer.” Cody stopped a few feet away from
him. Other men who were working nearby looked up from their tasks.


“Cody, for the hundredth time, call me Miles.”


Her Southern upbringing made it hard for Cody to call a man of
his stature and age by his first name, but she’d try. “Sorry. There’s been a
shooting, and I wasn’t sure exactly how to handle the bodies.” Now the mill was
at a standstill. Everyone turned to look at Cody.


“Let’s step outside to discuss this.” He put his hand on Cody’s
shoulder as they walked toward the sunlight and the open door. “Everyone get
back to work!”


“These two men attacked the Marshalls.”


“Are they hurt?”


“Joshua was shot. Beth is shaken up, but she’s all right. And
Patience is fine.”


“Did Joshua shoot them?”


“No, sir, I did.”


Miles was pensive. He rubbed his beard with his fingers
thoughtfully.


“I heard shots and went to their house as quick as I could.”


“They’re lucky you were close by.”


Cody knew her voice sounded unsteady. She’d described Beth as
shaken up, but she wasn’t exactly feeling rock solid herself. “I’ve never shot
anyone before.”


He put his big hand on her shoulder again. “Son, sometimes we’re
called on to do hard things to protect the people we care about. I’m sure you
had no choice, and had I been the one to arrive first, I would have no doubt
done the same as you.”


Cody nodded, grateful for his words of support. She was trying
hard to be the stoic man of the family that she was supposed to be, but in
reality she’d have liked nothing better than to lean into him for a fatherly
embrace. She sniffed and averted her eyes for fear she’d give herself away.


“I’ll hitch the wagon. We should bring the bodies back here. I
can notify the sheriff in Independence. Maybe he’ll help us identify them.”


“I actually recognized one of them. I think he may have worked at
the livery in Independence.” She followed Miles toward the barn adjacent to the
Mill. “I remembered him. He seemed like a bad seed even from that one brief
encounter.”


“Well, that gives us a place to start.”


“Mr. Walsh! Hey, Cody!” William Canton, the man who owned the
general mercantile, waved to her as he crossed the street. He had something in
his hand.


“Hi, Will.” She pulled up to a stop, but Miles kept walking
toward the barn.


“This came earlier today for your wife.” He held a letter out to
Cody.


“Thank you. I’ll make sure she gets it.” She shoved it into her
pocket and continued toward where Miles was hitching the wagon.


“Are you all right?” He’d obviously noticed the blood too.


“Yeah, just a little trouble out at the Marshalls’ place.”


 


*


 


Lillie was on edge until she saw Cody riding back alongside Mr.
Sawyer’s wagon.


Shortly, the bodies of the two men were loaded onto the buckboard
and carried back to Emporia, along with their saddle horses and their small
amount of gear. 


Lillie and Cody helped clean up the remains of the confrontation:
the broken dishes, the blood on the floor, and the toppled furniture.


Lillie made some food in the early evening, fed Patience, and put
her to bed.


Joshua woke up a couple of hours before that. Beth had cleaned
and stitched up the wound in his shoulder while he’d still been out. When he’d
first come to he’d been panicked until he saw Beth and she assured him she’d
been unharmed. He would need a day or two of bed rest.


“He’s finally asleep again. I gave him a little laudanum for the
pain.” Beth took a seat at the table across from Cody. 


“Patience is asleep. I just checked on her a minute ago.” Lillie
poured Beth a cup of tea and handed it to her.


“I don’t know how to thank you both for everything that you’ve
done today. I don’t know what—” A sob choked her words, and she covered her
face with her hands. Lillie moved closer and wrapped her arms around Beth.


“It’s okay. We were happy to help, Beth.”


Beth nodded and wiped at her tears. “Cody, I don’t know what to
say to you especially. I can’t even think of what might have happened if you’d
second-guessed or not shown up when you did.”


“Us girls have to look out for each other.” Cody winked at her,
and for the first time all day, Beth smiled.


“Yes, we do.”


“Do you have any idea what those men were after?” Lillie took the
seat next to Beth. If possible, she wanted to find out why this had happened.
The randomness of the violence unnerved her.


Beth shook her head and then took a sip of her tea.


“Joshua had just come to the house for a late lunch. He’d put his
rifle in the corner when he came in from the field, and we’d just sat down to
eat.” She took another sip, and her eyes lost focus as if she were looking at
the past. “They just burst in on us. Josh made a move for the rifle, and they
shot him in the shoulder.” Her focus shifted and she looked at Lillie. “It all
happened so fast.”


“Did they say anything to you?” asked Cody.


“Not anything really. They were talking about what they’d take
with them. They were heading west and needed supplies.” She turned to look at
Cody with a dark expression on her face. “I feel certain they would have killed
us both and taken what they needed without giving it a second thought.”


 


*


 


It was well after dark when they rode home. Lillie had been
afraid to leave Beth, but she’d assured them she was okay. Lillie had agreed
only because she planned to return to check on them in the morning. 


If she’d been in Beth’s shoes, there’s no way she’d stay in the
house without others there. Sure, Joshua was with her, but he was certainly not
able-bodied. He was in no condition for anything but rest.


She hadn’t even been there when the attack and subsequent
shooting happened, she’d only seen the aftermath, and still, she was badly
shaken. Cody seemed to be on edge so Lillie was trying her best to provide
comfort rather than give in to her fears.


Lillie lit a lamp in the kitchen and put a kettle on to boil.


“I’m going to run a bath for you.” 


Cody looked at her with a forlorn expression on her face.


“Aren’t you too tired for that?”


“Yes, but I think this day needs to be washed away.”


Cody nodded. “I’ll get some water from the pump.”


The tub was still on the front porch tucked at the far end where
only the slightest bit of ambient light reached it from the lantern in the
kitchen. Lillie expected to move the bath indoors, but the summer temps had
been so warm that for the time being they’d left it where it was. There was
something nice about settling in for a good soak under the stars.


She watched Cody sink into the tub and drop completely below its
steaming surface. Cody stayed submerged for a moment then reappeared. 


Lillie decided to join her. She didn’t think Cody was even aware
of the fact that she’d undressed until Lillie touched her shoulder. Cody seemed
entirely lost in her own thoughts.


“Lean forward and I’ll get in behind you.”


The water was a warm embrace for her aching muscles. She pulled
Cody back against her chest and kissed her damp hair. “How are you doing?”


“I’m okay.” Cody didn’t sound very convincing.


“Cody, you did the right thing today, even if it doesn’t feel
like it.”


“Thanks for saying that.”


“Were you scared?” Lillie wrapped her arms around Cody and
pressed against her.


“I guess.” Cody covered Lillie’s hand on her stomach with hers.
“Maybe only afterward though. I…I was so angry.”


“Angry?” 


“He mentioned you.”


Lillie stiffened at this revelation. “He what?”


“He remembered that you and I were together when he saw you at
the livery. He said he was coming to see you next.” Cody paused. “That’s when I
shot him.”


A chill ran up Lillie’s spine to the hairs at the back of her
neck. 


“The thought of anything happening to you…the thought of someone
hurting you, it made me crazy with rage.”


“Oh, Cody, I can’t even imagine what might have happened if you
hadn’t shot them.” She kissed Cody’s shoulder. “I’m glad you just reacted. If
you’d stopped to think about what you were doing the hesitation might have
gotten you killed.”


“I never thought I was the sort of person who would hurt someone,
let alone kill someone. But I never imagined being in that situation either.”


“The minute I heard the gunshots, I started praying. I was riding
as fast as I could to find you, clinging to Shadow and praying that you were
safe. I can’t remember the last time I prayed.”


“I don’t talk to God the way I used to.” Cody sounded wistful.
“Like I did back when I thought he listened.” 


There were a lot of ways to say things, and there was something
that Lillie desperately needed to say to Cody. But she didn’t know how to
start, and now wasn’t the time to say things anyway, so she hugged Cody
instead. She caressed Cody’s damp hair, kissed her shoulder, and savored the
closeness. Cody was safe in her arms.


Chapter Twenty-eight

 

 

 


Cody sipped coffee and waited for the sun to wake. She’d
slept fitfully. 


Every time she closed her eyes, the dead man’s face had been
there. Staring, angry, and challenging. 


She didn’t really doubt or question what she’d done. It had to be
done. Like shooting a mad dog, he had to be put down. And she’d been the only
one there to do it. She figured her feelings about it would settle in time, but
an hour ago she’d given in to them and just decided to get up and make coffee
and have a bite to eat. If she could find her appetite again.


The house was dark and deathly quiet. She didn’t light a candle;
she wanted to wait for the light to find her. Until then, she’d try to rest her
mind, if that was even possible.


The sun finally breached the horizon, and a warm glow spread
across the room in square shafts from the windows. Cody spent the next half
hour reloading the revolver. She was sliding it into the holster when Lillie
appeared in her nightgown, hair tousled from sleep.


“You’re up so early.” Lillie covered a yawn with her hand.


“I couldn’t sleep.” Lillie drew close and stood next to Cody. She
wrapped her arm around Lillie’s waist. “I made coffee, but I haven’t done
anything about breakfast.”


“I’ll make us something.” Lillie brushed her fingers lightly
through Cody’s hair. “Are you sure you don’t want to try to get a bit more
sleep?”


She shook her head. There was no way she could sleep. The plan
today would be to split wood, shovel out the stalls in the barn, milk the cow,
and do any other task she could think of to exhaust herself.


Lillie busied herself at the stove behind where Cody was seated.


“Oh, I forgot to give you this.” She pulled the envelope from her
pocket.


“What is it?”


“Will Canton said it came to the store for you. With everything
that happened I forgot about it.” She put the envelope on the table. It looked
as if it had survived quite a journey, perhaps all the way from the East Coast.


Lillie looked at the letter. She turned it over in her hand.
“I’ll open it later.” The expression on her face was hard to figure. Cody
wondered if Lillie was expecting the letter to be good news or bad.


 


*


 


After breakfast, Lillie waited for Cody to walk to the barn
before she opened the letter. It was from her old tutor in New York, John
Weathers. She nervously read its contents.


 


Dearest
Lillie,


You don’t
know how it pleases me that you are painting again. You have a great talent,
too great to waste. 


I’m writing
to share good news. I’ve shown your work to several gallery owners, and two of
them are interested in mounting an exhibit of your landscapes. I’ve picked the
gallery that I think will do best by your pieces in terms of exposure and
pricing. Please return to New York as soon as possible so that you can assist
in mounting the show. The gallery owner, Mr. Hutton, very much wants to meet
the artist in person. You!


In his
words, your watercolors are most powerful and expressive. He says your direct observations
of the frontier are alive with invigorating spontaneity. 


I’m so
proud of you, Lillie. 


I’m anxious
to celebrate your well-deserved success. 


Respectfully
yours,


John
Weathers


 


Lillie read the letter three times. 


She’d made the switch from oils to watercolor for practical
reasons. Watercolor was easy to use while traveling, and it dried quickly. The
medium also allowed her to make rapid, fresh observations of nature. It would
seem that watercolor had helped her rediscover her voice as an artist, her true
voice.


John had noted the date in the upper right hand corner. He’d
written the letter three weeks ago. Three weeks! 


The joyful letter had eclipsed for a moment the dread she’d been
feeling since the shooting. Thoughts of home tempted her: the safety of New
York, the comfort of family, and the convenience of urban life. She dropped
into a chair at the table and studied the writing on the envelope. Part of her
did want to go home, and this was the perfect reason to make the trip. A
gallery show of her work. The thought of it sent chills of excitement up the
small hairs on both arms. But certainly she couldn’t talk to Cody about
leaving. Not today.


She’d wait a couple of days to broach the subject with Cody. 


As she washed the breakfast dishes, she couldn’t help smiling. A
giddy feeling kept bubbling up. A
gallery wants my paintings.


 


*


 


Two weeks later, Cody found herself in Council Grove, buying a
stagecoach ticket for Lillie to make the trip back to New York. Lillie would
travel alone and with very little luggage, as the stage required passengers to
carry less than forty pounds, if the mail load was heavy, even less than that.


The stage ran once a month along the Santa Fe Trail route,
stopping for an overnight in Council Grove to no doubt take advantage of the
hotel. They would spend the night in the hotel, and then the stage would leave
at four in the morning for St. Louis. Once on the other side of Missouri,
Lillie would travel by train to New York. 


The stage would be a rough but quicker passage to St. Louis than
steamship. Lillie was anxious to get to the East Coast, and 

this route would take a little more than a week if weather remained good.


Cody had been supportive and had tried her best to be excited for
Lillie, but deep down she wasn’t. If she were completely honest, she didn’t
want Lillie to leave. Cody hadn’t gone as far as to say so out loud, but she
felt sure Lillie could tell.


They had dinner at the Hays House again, the restaurant they had
eaten at on the night of their first big fight. Cody was beginning to associate
meals at the Hays House with unpleasant happenings. Despite best efforts from
Lillie to pull her into conversation, Cody was quiet during dinner. She wanted
to be alone with Lillie, and dinner out was an annoying delay.


They rented a room on the first floor, and Lillie laid out her
dress for the early morning. Advice from Beth, who’d taken the stage once
before, was to wear a darker printed casual dress that wouldn’t show dust, a
dress that could get rumpled on the coach.


Cody sat in a cane-bottomed chair near the washbasin stand in the
corner of the room and watched Lillie prepare her things. Her stomach was all
in knots and she was sure it was written all over her face. Finally, Lillie
turned toward her, seemingly satisfied that she was ready for her early morning
departure.


The room bathed in the half-light of twilight felt too close.
Cody’s skin warmed as if surrounded by walled heat. It was now or never.


She brushed a lock of hair off Lillie’s cheek and tucked it
behind her ear. Lillie looked up at her and smiled. Then kissed her lightly on
the lips.


“I wish you didn’t seem so sad. It makes it hard to leave.”


“Not hard enough, I guess.” Cody regretted the words as soon as
she said them. She didn’t want Lillie to feel bad about following her dream of
being an artist. And there certainly was no art world in Kansas. “I’m sorry. I
shouldn’t have said that.”


“It’s okay. I think I understand how you feel. Let’s just enjoy
our time together tonight because I’m going to miss you terribly while I’m
away.” She began to unbutton Cody’s shirt. She placed soft kisses along Cody’s
neck and at the opening of her shirt.


Cody felt heavy, as if melancholy had created some new gravity
that weighed her down. She tried to rally against it, above it.


They freed themselves of their clothing and tumbled onto the bed.
Cody allowed Lillie to have her way. Her touch soothed the hurt a little, but
not enough. Resignation caged her in. She felt outside of things but couldn’t
figure out why. Lillie’s affection seemed genuine and attentive, and still Cody
felt apart, adrift, cast away.


She forced herself to be present, to savor Lillie’s body against
hers, the soft brush of her lips, the gentle caress of her fingers. It wasn’t
Lillie’s fault that Cody was so flawed. That trust eluded her. She fought
against the tide of it pushing her toward some precipitous point of no return.
She wanted to be here. She wanted Lillie, more than anything she’d ever wanted.



Cody shifted their position, rolling on top of Lillie. She kissed
her, hard and deep, sinking into her. Something profound stirred in her gut, a
desire for not just a physical bond, but a communion of souls. 


She set upon Lillie with ferocity, intent on committing to memory
every inch of Lillie’s silky skin. She sucked Lillie’s fingers into her mouth
and then released them to kiss her. She found Lillie’s center, wet and wanting.
Lillie took Cody in. They arched into each other as Cody brought them both to a
shuddering, desperate climax.


Cody sank into Lillie, spent and emotionally raw. She couldn’t
stop the tears that surged with her release.


“Cody, sweetheart, what’s wrong?”


Choked by tears she couldn’t speak, she shook her head even as it
lay against Lillie’s shoulder. 


Lillie had known Cody was upset, even before they made love.
She’d not asked about it because she’d felt if Cody admitted to being upset
then she’d get upset too. She was having a hard enough time staying positive
about her trip as it was. She pushed Cody onto her back and searched her face.


“Cody, please talk to me.”


“There’s nothing to say.”


“There must be something to say. Why are you crying?” Cody rarely
showed this much emotion.


“I’m afraid for you to leave.” 


If she were completely honest, Lillie was a little afraid to
leave also. What if her career was about to finally take off? Could she so
easily turn her back on that and return to Kansas? When Lillie didn’t respond,
Cody continued.


“Does your family even know about me?” Cody sniffed and wiped at
her tears with the back of her hand. 


No, she hadn’t told them. 


How could she tell them she’d gotten married to someone who had
planned to migrate to California? It seemed that Cody had set that plan aside,
but that had been the initial reason for stalling. Things were different now,
and Lillie still hadn’t broken the news to her parents. 


“I meant to tell them, but I haven’t…yet.” She felt Cody stiffen
beside her. “I just haven’t had the chance to tell them.” Lillie wasn’t sure if
she was trying to convince Cody or herself. She’d obviously had plenty of time
to tell them and had chosen not to. It was different for Cody. She had no one
to share news with but her sister. That was easy. Cody shifted away from her
and sat at the edge of the bed. “Don’t be upset. I don’t want to leave you when
you’re this upset.”


“Were you ever planning on telling anyone about me?”


“Yes, of course.” Lillie reached for Cody. “Come back and lie
next to me.”


Cody looked over her shoulder at Lillie. “Are you embarrassed
about me?”


“What? No.” Lillie sat up and reached for Cody again. “Why would
you even think that? Please, come here.” She pulled Cody’s head down to her
shoulder. The last thing Lillie wanted was to create any tension between them
before she left, but she was making a mess of things.


Cody was lying next to her, but her body felt stiff. Lillie
caressed her shoulder and tried to recapture the closeness between them.


Lillie was equal parts excited to be back with her family in New
York and apprehensive about leaving Cody behind. She was sure Cody sensed her
excitement about returning to the city and all that would mean for her. What
could she say to soothe Cody’s fears when she wasn’t sure herself how she would
feel once she was back on the East Coast? It was an arduous trip; maybe she’d
decide to stay for a little while before returning. But she couldn’t say that
to Cody, not right now. Not when she was so upset.


“Cody, look at me.” Lillie put her finger under Cody’s chin. She
tilted her head up and waited for Cody to focus. “I’m coming back.”


“My head knows that, but my heart has doubts.”


“Well, how can I convince your heart to trust me?” The question
made Cody smile self-consciously. “Huh? Tell me how.” 


“I don’t know. My heart is set in its ways, I guess.”


Lillie settled Cody’s head under her chin and draped her arm
around Cody’s shoulders. She felt Cody’s fingers entwine with hers.


“Cody, I’ll be back. I promise.” But she knew what Cody really
wanted to hear was when. 


Chapter Twenty-nine

 

 

 


The trip was challenging for Lillie. She’d prepared herself
for what she expected to be the discomfort of an overland trek by stagecoach,
but the actual experience had exceeded her ability to imagine it.


The roads were dusty, rutted, and in some places, muddy. Lillie
wore a veil to hold at bay some of the dust from the open windows, but the fine
powder seemed to seep into every crevice. The men who traveled with her covered
their mouths with handkerchiefs, and by the end of the day the cloth was dark
with dirt.


When the oval coach had pulled up in front of the hotel the
morning of her departure, she’d anticipated a grand adventure. The Concord
coach was brightly painted vermillion red, like something from a western
adventure story. The panels were adorned with paintings of landscapes. The
coach could carry six passengers, three passengers to a seat. 


The ride itself was unforgivingly bouncy in the springless carriage.
Lillie anxiously anticipated every station stop, which would offer her shaken
internal organs a brief, motionless respite. Stations were located every ten to
fifteen miles along the route. At each station the horses were changed. When
the stage arrived, the tired horses were unhitched. Fresh ones, already
harnessed, were hitched in their places. The changeover only took a few
minutes. Even during brief stops, passengers could relax for a moment and use
toilet facilities.


By the time Lillie boarded the train in St. Louis, she was beat.
On her initial journey out from New York she’d considered travel by train to be
rustic, but her perspective had drastically changed in that respect. 


As the train pulled into the station in New York, her senses were
assaulted by the smell of the city in summer and by noise—wagon wheels against
the cobblestones, shouting men unloading from the cars at the rear.


Lillie searched in the hubbub for a coach for hire. There’d been
no time to notify her family that she was coming. And even if she had, she’d
have probably arrived before the letter.


“Where to, miss?” A man in a tall black hat took her bag and
stowed it at the back of the carriage.


“Washington Square, please.”


The driver helped her down from the carriage, and she stood
looking up at the brownstone. She was home. It felt so strange to be standing
on the front steps after all she’d seen and done. How could a place so familiar
feel so foreign?


Lillie opened the door. “Hello.” She dropped her bag in the
entryway. “Anyone home?”


Her mother appeared and looked as if she’d seen a ghost. “Lillie!
Why didn’t you send word that you were coming?”


“There was no time.” She embraced her mother. 


“You look frightful! What’s happened to you?”


“Why thank you, Mother. Oh how I’ve missed you too.”


Her mother hugged her again. “It’s just that, well, your hair…” 


Lillie was sure she looked as if she’d walked all the way from
Kansas, because that’s how tired she felt. She wanted a hot bath, a hot meal,
and a bed, in that order.


Emily and Sarah bounded down the stairs in hoop skirts. They
yelled in unison as they reached the landing. “Lillie!”


There were hugs all around, and both of her sisters were talking
at once. 


“Did you see Indians?”


“Do you have a beau?”


“How is the frontier?”


“Are you home for good?”


“Okay, okay! I’ll answer all your questions, but first, a bath.”


“Mary!” Her mother shouted for the maid. “Mary, run a bath will
you?”


“Is Father here?” Lillie was anxious to see him since she hadn’t
gotten to before she left.


“He’s at the shipyard. He’ll return shortly and he’ll be so
pleased to see you.” Her mother examined her frazzled hair again as if she were
looking for small creatures to be nesting there. “That’s assuming we can make
you presentable before he gets home.”


Lillie laughed. Before she left a comment like this from her
mother might have made her angry or hurt her feelings, now it just amused her.
She knew now that there were other things much more important than the
condition of one’s hair.


 


*


 


Cody sat on the porch watching the sun descend toward the
horizon. She wondered where Lillie was at this moment. Lillie had promised to
write as soon as she arrived, but a letter would take more than a week to
travel from New York. And it had only been a week since Lillie had left.


She wondered exactly how strong the call of home had been for
Lillie. Certainly Lillie had more to return to, more to miss. Cody had hardly
thought of home at all. Except for her sister. Ellen was the only home she’d
left behind. She worried about Ellen sometimes late at night. Did Ellen feel as
if she’d been abandoned? She’d started another letter to Ellen but had left it
unfinished on the desk.


“Hello there!” Beth called out to her from the road. Cody had
been so lost in thought she hadn’t seen her approach.


Cody waved. “Hello.”


“I brought you some dinner.” Cody stood up and took the dish from
Beth.


“You didn’t have to do that.”


“I know. It was my excuse to Joshua. He needn’t know that he’s
the only one among us who’d starve if left to his own devices for more than a
week.”


Cody laughed. 


“You never told him about me? I kinda thought you might
eventually.”


“He wouldn’t really understand. It’s better for Joshua just to
keep things simple.”


“Want to come in for a while?”


“Yes, and please, eat that. It took me fifteen minutes to walk
over here, but it might still be warm.”


“Thank you. This smells great.” Cody sat at the table and spooned
the stew up as if she hadn’t eaten in days. The truth was she hadn’t had much
of an appetite. 


“She’ll be back before you know it.” Beth rested her elbows on
the table and watched Cody eat.


“I know. I’ve been busy keeping everything up by myself. The days
do pass fairly quickly.” It was the nights that seemed to go on forever.


“Joshua can move his shoulder pretty well now.” It had been three
weeks, almost four, since the shooting. Mr. Sawyer hadn’t heard from anyone to
claim relation to the two men that had been killed. Cody figured they’d never
know their true identity. It was just as well.


After she ate, Cody washed the dish and handed it to Beth.


“I’ll walk you back.”


“I would decline, but the truth is I’m still a little uneasy.”


“That’s normal. I’m a little on edge too.” Cody touched Beth’s
shoulder. “Better to be alert than be surprised.”


“I agree.”


They walked along the rutted road by the light of the full moon.
Crickets sang loudly as they strolled along the wagon trail through the tall
grass. Cody appreciated that Beth didn’t need her to talk much, because she
wasn’t really in the mood. She was lonely and grateful that Beth had stopped in
to see about her, but the kind of loneliness Cody was feeling could only be
soothed by one person, and that person was in New York.


After seeing Beth back to her place, Cody strolled home, stopping
occasionally to look up at the stars. She’d left a lantern lit on the kitchen
table. The soft golden light from that candle punched a hole through the
infinite darkened landscape, calling her home.


Home. She’d started to think of this farm as home, but it wasn’t
home without Lillie in it. Cody wondered how long Lillie would really be gone.
When pressed about her return, Lillie had seemed unsure. 


Cody hoped Beth was right and that time would pass quickly.


She blew out the lantern as she sank onto the bed. The window was
open, and a breeze stirred the curtain as it passed. Cody closed her eyes and
tried to call up the sensation of Lillie the night before she’d left. Had Cody
said the right things to her? She wasn’t sure. The whole week leading up to
Lillie’s departure Cody had shifted back and forth between being supportive and
wanting to beg her not to leave. 


In the end, she’d known that this trip was important to Lillie,
too important for Cody to derail it by falling apart or begging her to stay. If
Cody kept Lillie from pursuing her career as a painter then Lillie would just
blame her for it later for falling short of her dream.


But what if she got to New York and decided to stay? Certainly
there were many comforts for her there. Plus her sisters and her mother and
father. She imagined that Lillie had a full and exciting life in New York, and
she was probably rediscovering it right this minute, while Cody was alone in
their bed.


A wolf howled in the distance, the animal’s call soulful and
forlorn.


Cody rolled over and pulled the blanket along with her, up to her
ear. She knew just how the wolf felt.


Chapter Thirty

 

 

 


Mr. Hutton’s gallery was in Greenwich Village, only a few
blocks from her parents’ residence. They could have easily walked, but her
friend and tutor, John Weathers, arrived at the brownstone early and they took
a carriage over instead. Having spent a few months outside the city, Lillie
found that her senses were heightened to the noise of it all. She also realized
how rarely she’d glimpsed the horizon before living on the open prairie. Brick
buildings obscured everything except an occasional glimpse of the Hudson River
and the sky, but even the sky seemed smaller than it had when she was sleeping
beneath it.


Lillie could also see so clearly now how callous she might have
seemed to John. He plainly had feelings for her beyond those of a mentor for a
student. He was probably fifteen years her senior and not an unattractive man.
In fact, his countenance had always been pleasing to her. He was a tall, thin
man. It was obvious from his build and his manner that he preferred indoor pursuits
to physical labor. His dark hair and beard were always neatly trimmed, and his
hands were soft, almost delicate. He’d recently secured a position in the
administration department at New York University so his career path had
solidified. He could continue to produce his own work and have the support of a
university position to balance his income as an artist. In addition to the
respectability that came with a professional job, which sometimes eluded
full-time artists, unless they were dead or famous, neither of which described
John.


She felt sad now for the men who’d made attempts to garner her
affections. Because she knew what it felt like to have romantic feelings for
someone. Had Cody not returned those feelings she’d have been crushed.


The carriage stopped, and John turned to help Lillie step down.
She’d had to remind herself that upon returning to the city she was no longer
the strong, capable woman she’d been on the frontier. She was a lady, and as
such must be attended to, protected, and her manner must be appropriately
demure. Lillie had been in New York for less than a week, and she was already
chafing for the freedom of open spaces.


Mr. Hutton greeted them as they entered the stately brick
building located on a mostly residential block. He was a rotund gentleman,
probably in his fifties. He wore a jacket over a vest with a distractingly
large gold watch chain draped across the front. He reached for her hand and
held it for a moment.


“You must be Lillie. I’m so pleased to make your acquaintance.”


“Thank you for your interest in my work.” Lillie looked around
the interior. There seemed to be two gallery spaces on either side of the main
entry. 


“When John shared your paintings I told him that he must bring
you to New York for the opening. We have a small gallery, as you can see.” He
swept his arm out for emphasis. “But collectors respect the gallery’s ability
to bring in the finest contemporary works.”


Lillie was standing in a gallery discussing her first solo exhibit.
She should be giddy with excitement, hardly able to contain herself, and yet,
she wasn’t. The person who’d been there with her when the creation of the work
had unfolded wasn’t here. Mr. Hutton was intrigued by the paintings, but she
had lived them and so had Cody. As she stood listening to Mr. Hutton talk about
the schedule and process for mounting the show, all she could think about was
how much she wanted to talk with Cody about all of it, to be able to run home
and share this moment with her.


Had she made a mistake coming back without Cody?


Lillie tried to imagine how she’d have introduced Cody to her
family, to the city, to her previous life. She couldn’t quite picture it.


John hovered near her elbow as they reviewed the paintings that
Mr. Hutton had selected for the show. Mr. Hutton made observations and asked
questions that sometimes John answered for her. She found this extremely
annoying but held her tongue. This episode was a reminder of what her life had
been like before. What life for a woman in the art world was like, a world
primarily populated with and certainly controlled by men. In her time away,
she’d forgotten what had so often frustrated her before or simply glossed it
over in her memory. 


Somehow, despite her sex, she’d managed to capture Mr. Hutton’s
attention by producing works she could never have painted living in the city.
Not only did she have to leave the city to discover the subject matter that
spoke to her, but she had to break free of her social conditioning to find her
voice as an artist.


It all seemed so painfully obvious now. 


She stood quietly and listened to John and Mr. Hutton discuss her
use of color and texture and the best order to hang the artwork. How her
perspective and cropping in certain scenes were highly unusual for a woman. For
a moment, she wondered if they’d forgotten she was still in the room.


“Mr. Hutton, I think you have everything in hand.” She was ready
to leave before her temper got the better of her.


“Lillie, as I said to John, your work is a rare glimpse of a
landscape we can only dream of here in the East. No doubt the exhibit will
bring in patrons who would normally not be interested in art.”


“I hope so. The landscape has changed me. I hope the images
inspire others to see the prairies for themselves.”


“I’ll send John the details for the opening. I look forward to
seeing you again soon.” 


Mr. Hutton ushered them to the door, and then they were down the
steps to the waiting carriage. John took the seat across from her, but she
wasn’t in the mood to look at him. She studied the passing neighborhood
streets, which were narrow and sometimes curved at odd angles.


“May I call on you tomorrow for tea?” 


John’s request caught her off guard. He probably wanted to
discuss the exhibit. She had to admit that she’d let her mind drift while he
and Mr. Hutton had talked.


“Of course. Would three o’clock suit you?”


“Yes, that would be fine. Lillie, I hope you’re excited about the
exhibit. A solo show is a huge opportunity for you.”


“I am. Thank you for arranging the meeting with Mr. Hutton.
You’re a good friend, John.” She offered him a weak smile.


They rode the rest of the short distance in silence, but Lillie
sensed John was looking at her. She didn’t want to engage with him further.
Wrought up and missing Cody, she simply wanted to hide in her room and be away
from everyone for a little while.


 


*


 


Cody settled Ned and Britt into the small enclosure near the barn
and walked toward the house. The cow and calf, along with Shadow, were in their
stalls for the night.


There’d been an afternoon shower and her boots were covered with
mud, so she left them on the porch and continued into the kitchen in sock feet.
It was suppertime, and she should feel hungry given all the fieldwork she’d
done, but her appetite hadn’t been so good. She felt unsettled and homesick for
Lillie’s company.


Two weeks had passed, and there’d been no letter with word of
when Lillie would be back. Cody did the figuring in her head about the soonest
possible day she could hope to receive a letter, and she thought it might have
been three days ago. That was if Lillie had written as soon as she’d arrived,
which is what she’d promised.


She’d been to Emporia for cornmeal and sundries. Mr. Sawyer had
insisted she take some venison his son had shot and dressed. She added it to a
stew that she’d set to simmer on the stove midafternoon. Forking the meat, she
could tell that it was nice and tender. She served herself a small bowl and sat
at the table alone.


Cody had always enjoyed being alone, but not so much anymore. It
seemed that Lillie had ruined solitude for her.


Lillie made her forget things, the dark nighttime thoughts, her
weighted conscience, and her wounded soul. Lillie was like a ray of radiant
warm light.


She closed her eyes and rested her palms on the table’s smooth
surface and pictured Lillie. How she touched Cody in ways that made her feel
whole, understood, cared for. She sat for a long time, until darkness filled
the room. Finally, she lit a lantern and moved to the bedroom to prepare for
sleep that might be hard coming.


Cody set the lantern on the dresser. She hesitated. Before she
reached to take her nightshirt out, she opened the top drawer, Lillie’s drawer.
She’d fought this urge because she was afraid it would only make her miss
Lillie more. She lifted Lillie’s nightgown to her face and inhaled the faint
scent of lavender. 


She was about to replace the clothing when something in the
bottom of the drawer caught her eye. Her mother’s ring. 


For a moment, she was frozen, staring vacantly at the gold band,
catching the lantern light and reflecting it back from the bottom of the
drawer. Lillie had left the ring behind. The discovery cut her to the quick.


She stepped back and dropped to the side of the bed in stunned
surprise. 


Lillie had taken the ring off and left it behind. What did that
mean? Why hadn’t she told Cody she was leaving it?


Cody searched her memory. How had she not noticed the ring wasn’t
on Lillie’s finger? Certainly the day before Lillie left she’d been distracted
and upset, and in hindsight maybe she hardly looked at what Lillie was packing.
And in the dark of the coach’s predawn departure, it would have been easy to
overlook such a small detail given how upset she’d been. She was sure she’d
only been focused on Lillie’s face for some assurance that Lillie cared for her
and would miss her.


She tossed the nightgown onto the bed beside her and covered her
face with her hands. She scrubbed her face a few times and then briskly ran her
fingers through her hair. Then she began to pace beside the bed.


Cody had known that things were too good to be true. Her
intuition had hinted at this all along, and her gut feeling had been right.
This whole arrangement was temporary. She’d gotten Lillie to Kansas, and Lillie
had helped support her during the journey, but now Lillie was pursuing her
dreams, and Cody should do the same.


She’d allowed herself to buy into Lillie’s plan. She’d stayed in
Kansas when she should have kept going with the company when they were all in
Council Grove. Lillie had even suggested it hadn’t she? Wasn’t that what the
argument had been about?


Lillie had suggested that it might be better for Cody to keep
traveling with the wagon since she knew most of them. It would have been safer
for her to travel with the group. From the very beginning, Cody’s intention had
been to make for California, to meet up with her brothers, and she’d completely
abandoned that plan because of Lillie.


Hurt gave way to righteous fury. Not at Lillie, but at herself. 


Actions revealed truth. If one paid attention, which she plainly
had not.


Lillie left the ring behind. That seemed a clear message to Cody.


Maybe this was what she needed, a signal to keep moving. First
thing tomorrow, she’d be on her way. Summer was still in full swing; she’d at
least be able to make it to Santa Fe before winter set in and the trail became
impassable.


She doused the flame and got into bed, but she doubted sleep
would find her. She furiously replayed their last conversation in her head over
and over. Lillie had admitted that she hadn’t told her family about Cody or the
marriage. So why was she so surprised to find the ring. Had any of it been
real? Was she the only one whose heart would break if Lillie stayed in New
York?


Her thoughts were spiraling now to every dark corner where insecurity
and self-doubt had set up shop in her mind. Was she reading too much into her
discovery of the ring? No. If there had been nothing to hide then Lillie would
just have left it on the dresser. Why hide it under her nightgown if she wasn’t
trying to keep something from Cody?


Damn.
Her heart pounded in her chest as she lay in the dark looking up at the
ceiling. Why hadn’t she asked Lillie more questions before she left? Why hadn’t
Lillie told her when she’d be back? 


 


*


 


Lillie retreated to her room after breakfast to write a letter to
Cody. She should have already sent word about her plans, but since her arrival
there’d been such a flurry of activity with family and friends and the exhibit
that she hadn’t taken time to write. She was angry with herself for the delay.
She should have put Cody first, before any of it.


The first couple of attempts ended up rumpled on the desk. She
sat for a moment looking out the window toward the park. What was she trying to
say? Why was it so hard to talk to the people closest to you?


She touched her finger where the ring should be. The ring would
have been a token of the life she’d created for herself, her chosen life. Now
she regretted leaving it behind. In the heat of preparation for her trip, she’d
had a hard time imagining how she’d explain a ring that was clearly a wedding
ring. Now that she was here, she didn’t care. Why had she been so concerned
about what her family would think? It wasn’t as if Cody were here in person.
And even if she were, wouldn’t her family have assumed Cody was a man as
everyone else had?


Lillie considered that maybe she’d handled the entire situation
badly. She wished now that Cody was with her. But at the same time, how could
they both leave the claim untended? It was true that she’d heard of men leaving
their claims to head east to find a wife, but she was unsure what they returned
to. After the run-in with the gunmen at Joshua and Beth’s farm, Lillie was no
longer cavalier about taking chances.


And then she imagined Cody, all alone. Her pulse quickened. Why
had she not worried about this sooner? She’d been selfish and focused on her
career. With renewed passion, she began to write:


Dear Cody,


My sincere
apology for not writing sooner. I miss you desperately and I cannot wait to return
to you. 


I see now
that I need not have come except to make obvious to myself how much I’ve
changed, and I long for the freedom and openness of our farm in Kansas.


The stage
will leave from St. Louis in four days’ time, and I will be on it.


I now
regret leaving you alone. Think of me fondly as I have thought of you.


I’m yours,


Lillie
Walsh


 


She wanted to write I love you, but she felt these were words she
should say in person. She’d known she was in love for some time and was unsure
why she’d stopped herself from saying it. Maybe because she was unsure of the
longevity of their relationship, maybe because Cody hadn’t said it, but someone
had to say it first. She was probably better equipped to be emotionally
vulnerable in this way. 


Removing herself from their relationship had cast it in stark
relief against everything else.


Maybe this was like her paintings. The color on paper was made
more vibrant and endowed with more depth because of the spaces left vacant,
unpainted. The white contrasted against the blue, the light against the dark.


Without Cody, she’d been confronted with her true feelings.


Chapter Thirty-one

 

 

 


Early in the morning, while dew was still on the grass, Cody
had taken the livestock to Joshua’s pasture. Cody left him with the excuse that
she needed to return to Arkansas to attend to a family matter. He assured her
that he’d keep an eye on the house until Cody was back. Lillie would no doubt
return first, but Cody didn’t say that. She was grateful not to encounter Beth
because Beth would certainly have questioned her departure and pressed her for
more details about the reason.


Cody packed what was left of the dried venison, beans, flour,
coffee, and her clothes into the two leather saddlebags that had belonged to
Charlie. She marveled at how far she’d traveled in the borrowed clothes. She
left enough canned goods for Lillie in case she did come back anytime soon.
Cody didn’t want to leave her without stores.


She fingered the worn cuff of Charlie’s shirt. This shirt was
borrowed, this farm was borrowed, and her horse was stolen. Did she have
anything in her life that was truly hers? Not yet. But that was about to
change. She’d set out from Arkansas with the goal of making a life for herself,
of being independent. Somehow she’d let that ambition get derailed.


Cody left the nightgown on the bed and the dresser drawer open,
but she didn’t leave the ring. She used the same leather string to tie it once
again around her neck. From the saddle, she took one last look at the house.
Then she turned Shadow and they headed northwest across the field. Traveling in
this direction, they’d cross the Santa Fe Trail in a day’s time. There would no
doubt be other traffic along the trail. Cody would avail herself to travel with
them toward the sunset, toward California.


Miles of riding took her farther from any sign of civilization.
The vastness encircled Cody. She was a solitary fugitive on the open prairie,
tender and truly low.


Her heart would require a terrible cleansing to get over Lillie.
The farther she got from the farm, the more it ached, dull and burdened.


She couldn’t bear the thought of staying at the farm, waiting
indefinitely for Lillie to return or not. At least this way she was taking
action and making a decision to move forward for herself. 


 


*


 


Lillie had forgotten that John was coming for tea at three
o’clock until Mary, the housemaid, knocked at her door to announce she had a
gentleman caller. She’d spent the afternoon in her room, reacquainting herself
with the remnants of her childhood and plotting her departure.


She expected her mother to make a scene and argue for her not to
go back, so advance mental and emotional preparation for that battle was
imperative.


Lillie smoothed the front of her dress and followed Mary
downstairs to join John, already in the sitting room.


“I’ll bring some tea for you.”


“Thank you, Mary.” John stood as Lillie entered the room. He’d
been seated in an upholstered chair on one side of a small serving table.
Lillie took the chair opposite him, on the other side of the table. “Please,
sit.”


“Thank you for letting me call on you. How are you enjoying your
time?” John’s questions seemed unusually remote considering that she’d known
him for more than ten years. As if he felt suddenly called upon to make small
talk with someone he didn’t know very well.


“It’s been pleasant to be home and reconnect with my sisters, but
I must admit I’m missing the quiet of Kansas.”


Mary carried a tea service in on a small tray and placed it on
the table between them. “Would you like for me to pour, miss?”


“No, thank you. I can manage.” Lillie poured tea for them.
“Sugar?” She glanced up at John. At the moment, she couldn’t recall whether he
liked his tea sweet.


“Yes, one, please.”


She stirred the tea before she passed it to him. He seemed to
fumble a bit with the saucer. Was he nervous?


“I want to thank you again for introducing my work to Mr.
Hutton.” Lillie thought talking about art might put him at ease.


“You’re most welcome.” He sipped his tea and then set the cup
down. “Lillie, I’ve come by to talk with you about something unrelated to art.”


She lowered her teacup. “Yes?”


“As I’m sure you remember, I informed you that I now have a
position at the university.”


“Yes, I remember.”


“And so I am now in a position to improve my station further by…marriage.”


Oh no,
please don’t. Wide-eyed,
Lillie was sure panic was all over her face.


“Lillie Ellis, would you do me the honor of accepting my proposal
of marriage?”


“John, I—”


“I’ve spoken with your father of course, and he’s given his
approval of the match. I certainly wouldn’t have thought of asking you had I
not spoken with him first.”


“John, you know I care for you. I consider us to be friends.” She
set her tea aside. “But I cannot accept your proposal. I’m so sorry.”


He had a confused look on his face as if her refusal was the last
thing he expected, as if she’d declined in some foreign language.


“I don’t understand.” He stood and walked to the window, then
turned to face her. “We share a passion for art, we have the basis of
friendship… Marriage seems logical.”


She wasn’t sure what disturbed her more, his certitude that she
wouldn’t say no or the utter lack of passion in his argument to persuade her to
say yes.


“I admit that on the surface this does seem like a logical next
step, except that I’ve met someone in Kansas.”


“You have?”


“Yes.” She stood and walked across the room to face him. “And
I’ll be returning there as soon as possible. So you see, I cannot accept your
very generous proposal. I hope you understand.” Lillie did care for John, and
she was doing her best to let him down easy and save what little of his ego
that could be saved.


“Lillie Winston Ellis, you will do no such thing!” Her mother had
obviously been listening from the vestibule. She charged into the room.


“John, you should go.” Lillie handed him his hat and ushered him
past her mother toward the front door.


Once across the threshold he turned to face her, hat in hand,
with a bewildered expression on his face.


“Lillie, I—”


She shut the door, cutting him off. She leaned against the closed
door facing her mother, who was red faced, fanning, and no doubt seconds away
from swooning onto the chaise lounge nearby.


 


*


 


Shadow carried Cody onward through the grassland wilderness. 


She lifted the canteen and took a long swig. There was nothing to
be seen but grass for miles and miles and one long, unending trail. Not a
shrub, nor a tree except for an occasional lonely hardwood near a watering
hole. 


She made thirty miles on a good day. If her figuring was correct,
based on the one trader she’d crossed paths with the previous day, she had
another four days of riding before she reached the Cimmaron Cutoff. The
monotony of the landscape had become pleasant, almost soothing. There was
nothing more to expect, nothing to look forward to, and nothing to do but ride.


She was ruined.


Lillie had ruined this for her.


The drive she’d had for California when she’d left Arkansas was
no longer there, missing, killed in battle, left to bleed out back at the farm.
Cody had mistakenly thought that after the first few days on her own she’d
start to feel like her old self again. But then she realized that self was long
gone. That Cody had remained in Arkansas, sunk in the scorched dirt around her
father’s shack. She was a different person now, changed by her experiences. 


The sun was getting low, and she was considering making camp when
a thin tendril of smoke caught her attention. Maybe there was a wagon camp up
ahead. It would be prudent to investigate and possibly get some news from
fellow travelers.


As she got closer, she saw that the smoke wasn’t from a camp, but
rather a sod house sunk into a slight rise. There were sheep in a pen and some
cattle mixed with them, but only one horse. Cody yelled a greeting as she drew
near.


“Hello in the house!”


After a minute, someone appeared in the open door, backlit by the
interior light, holding a shotgun. “Identify yourself.” The woman’s stance was
defiant; she was probably expecting the worst. 


“Cody Walsh. Just a traveler. Thought you might spare some
water.”


“You had your supper?”


“No, not yet.”


“Well, set your horse up with water and come inside.”


There was a small stream near the sod dwelling. After Cody tied
Shadow to a post near the water trough, she took a few minutes to wash the
trail dust off her face and arms then dried off with her handkerchief, which in
the end was almost as dusty as she was.


The door was ajar so she entered. The sod cabin was warmly lit
inside. It was basically one large room, divided by quilts strung on lines. The
floor was hard packed dirt, swept clean, and there was a cook stove, the pipe
of which poked through the roof. The stove probably served for both heat and
cooking situated as it was in the center of the space. That was the smoke Cody
had seen from a distance. 


Something smelled good. Cody held her hat in her hand and waited
for some indication of what to do next. She watched the woman stir the contents
of a cast iron pot. She was wearing men’s breeches cinched with a wide leather
belt that highlighted the feminine curve of her hips and her narrow waist. Her
brown hair was braided and hung to the top of the belt. This woman was wearing
men’s clothes but clearly not trying to look like a man. This puzzled Cody.


“Sit and have some of this mutton stew. I get awful tired of
eating alone.” She placed a wooden bowl on the table, and Cody took a seat.
Then she filled a second bowl and joined Cody. “I’m May Fischer, by the way.”


“Nice to meet you.” Cody waited for May to take the first bite
then she dove in. She was starving, and the stew was quite savory.


“You headed west?”


“Yes.”


“Alone?”


“Yes.”


They ate in silence. Cody made quick work of hers.


“More?” The corner of her mouth quirked up as May asked the
obvious question.


“I don’t want to take advantage of your hospitality…”


“I’ll take that as a yes.”


Chapter Thirty-two

 

 

 


Lillie sat across from her mother who was reclined on the
lounge, and tried her best to remain calm.


“John Weathers cares for you. He’s well situated with the
university. This is a good match. I can’t understand why in heaven’s name you
would decline his offer.” Her mother’s emotional pitch kept rising with each
additional statement. 


“If you were truly eavesdropping then you know that I’ve met
someone in Kansas.”


“What sort of person could you possibly meet in Kansas? There’s
nothing in Kansas!”


“Cody is from Arkansas originally.”


“Arkansas!” Her response was practically a shriek.


Lillie was regretting that she hadn’t mentioned Cody when she’d
first arrived. But she’d been unsure of how to explain it or if she should just
not mention anything. Concealing the truth made it seem as if she was being
sneaky. She wasn’t trying to be, but she’d already decided not to reveal Cody’s
sex. She would choose her own lover. It was no one’s business but hers. 


“I forbid you to marry this, this Cody…”


“Walsh. Cody Walsh.”


“Well, I forbid it. No daughter of mine is going to marry some
backwoods hillbilly—”


“We’re already married.” Pride and anger had gotten the best of
Lillie, and she’d just blurted it out to cut her mother off.


“What?” Her mother bolted upright at the same instant her father
stepped through the front door. “Did you know about this?” The question was
directed at her father.


“Know what?” He handed his hat and coat to Mary, who slunk
quietly off to the other room. Lillie was sure her father would have liked to
do the same thing, but now he was in the spotlight for an argument he hadn’t
even been part of.


“Your daughter has married someone name Cody Walsh from Arkansas.
She’s going back to Kansas to be with him.”


“Well, then I hope he knows a thing or two about farming.” Her
father joined them in the study. He always looked to Lillie like a ship’s
captain who was missing his ship. His salt-and-pepper hair seemed perpetually
windblown, and his cheeks carried a constant blush from facing into the wind
above deck. Even dressed in his city suit and away from his post aboard ship,
he was ever the captain in her eyes.


“Cody knows a lot about farming.”


“And you really love this Cody Walsh?”


“Yes, Father. Truly and completely.”


“Well, I guess you’ll be traveling back soon then?” He smiled
affectionately and touched Lillie’s cheek with his fingers.


“Will you take me to the train tonight?” She’d already decided to
leave as soon as possible so that she could make the connection with the stage
in St. Louis.


Across the room, her mother exclaimed, sighed audibly, and
collapsed backward onto the cushion covered lounge in a heap.


 


*


 


Cody tried to subtly observe May as she enjoyed the second
serving of stew. May looked to be in her mid to late thirties. She was rather
plain looking in that it seemed clear she didn’t fuss with her hair or her
clothing. Cody figured why would she way out here in the middle of nowhere. If
she was running this homestead on her own then she was dressed the part,
functional, practical. 


“Why aren’t you traveling along with a company of wagons?” May
sat back in her chair and poured water for herself. Then she poured some for
Cody.


“I was, but then I got delayed.”


May studied Cody from the other side of the rough plank table.
“Are you planning to take the Cimarron Cutoff?”


“I was considering it, to avoid the mountains since I’m starting
late in the season.”


“Well, it’s true that route is less mountainous, but there’s also
not much water. You might not fare well, not to mention your horse. There’s at
least one stretch of almost fifty miles with no water at all.”


“You’ve been on that part of the trail?”


“My brother made the trip to Santa Fe and back before he decided
to light out for Oregon. He decided California might be too dry for his liking,
plus, he wanted a wife and a place of his own. Homesteading with his sister
seemed to lose its appeal.”


Cody nodded but didn’t respond. She really had no idea what
California was like, or Oregon either for that matter. All she knew was that
her brothers were there and she’d planned to join them. What if she finally
arrived and didn’t care for it?


“You’re an unusual man, Cody Walsh.”


Cody looked up. She’d been lost in thought for a minute. “How’s
that?”


“A woman invites you for food. She’s obviously alone, and you
don’t even ask if there’s a man on the place. That’s curious behavior is all.”


Cody wasn’t sure if May was disappointed that she hadn’t made
advances on her or what. “I suppose my head is distracted with other things.”


“What’s her name?”


The question surprised Cody. “Lillie.”


“Why isn’t she with you?”


“She went back to New York.”


“Is she the delay
you spoke of earlier?”


Cody nodded.


“Don’t be shy. I’m out here all alone with no one to talk to ever
since my brother left. I mean I get visits from prairie emigrants from the
trail, but I haven’t had any gossip in quite some time.” If she was going to
joke with Cody, then she wasn’t in the mood. She wasn’t able to look on the
situation with Lillie with any sort of levity or objective distance.


“I appreciate the food and all, but I should get going and see
about setting up camp.” She got up and reached for her hat.


“Hey now, I didn’t mean to poke fun. I didn’t realize you were
heartbroken.”


Cody stared at May. How could she tell? Was it that obvious?


“Now sit down. I’ll make some coffee and we’ll sort all of this
out.” She motioned Cody back toward the chair, and Cody obliged.


It would be helpful to talk to someone about things. She’d done
nothing but think obsessively about every detail to the point that she was
making herself crazy second-guessing everything about their relationship. But
there was no way she could tell May the whole story. Cody knew she was on her
own with this.


There were two small windows at the front of the house, sunk deep
into the thick sod walls. She could see that it was dark outside.


May set a cup of coffee in front of her and settled back into her
chair.


“So this Lillie. Is she as in love with you as you are with her?”


“How can you tell?”


“Sometimes it’s the things a person doesn’t say that tell you the
most.”


Cody sipped the coffee and relaxed. What did she have to lose?
This woman was a total stranger and she’d likely never see her again. Saying
things out loud might help her make sense of them.


“We met aboard a steamship bound for Independence. She’d
inherited a claim from her uncle, and I was planning to stake a claim in
California with my brothers.” Telling the story reminded her of those first
days with Lillie, their first meeting. They’d come so far since then. “I think
we liked each other right away.”


“Did she know you were a woman?”


Cody flinched. “How did you—”


“I wasn’t absolutely sure until now.”


“Does it bother you? Me dressed like this?”


“Bother me? Did you happen to notice what I’m wearing?” May
snorted.


“Yeah, but you’re hair’s long and the belt shows off your
curves…you’re not trying to hide who you are.”


“Oh, so you are enough of a man to notice a woman’s curves then?
I’m flattered.”


Cody was sure she was blushing and averted her eyes.


“So this Lillie did know you were a woman then?” 


“Not at first. That came later.”


“Then what happened?”


“We got married so that we could travel together.”


“That was bold.”


“I suppose.” Cody took a long swig of coffee. “If you saw Lillie
you’d understand. She’s so pretty. She had to marry or men wouldn’t leave her
alone.”


“I’m sure that’s not the only reason she agreed to marry you when
you asked.”


“Actually, she asked me.”


May seemed to be quietly puzzling things out.


“Did Lillie not like Kansas?”


“She liked it.”


“But you said she went back to New York.”


“She’s an artist, and a gallery in New York was interested in her
paintings for a show. She went back to meet the gallery owner.”


“So you just left?”


The way May put it, that didn’t sound so good. Cody stiffened in
the chair. “Listen, it wasn’t like that. She took her wedding ring off and left
it behind.”


“Maybe she was afraid she’d lose it…or that someone would try to
steal it while she was sleeping on the train.”


“Are you trying to make me feel worse?” 


“Look, I don’t know you, but even still, I’d like to help you
figure out if you’re making a mistake you’ll likely regret.”


Cody relaxed a little and leaned back in her chair.


May refilled Cody’s cup. “Amuse a lonely woman. Tell me the whole
story.”


 


*


 


Lillie couldn’t explain the sense of urgency that gnawed at her
insides. If asked, she’d say it was simply that she missed Cody, but deep down
she knew it was something beyond that, some fear that she should have never
left in the first place. 


Maybe she had to leave. Maybe if she hadn’t traveled back to New
York she’d have always been haunted by the not knowing. 


She’d drafted a letter to Mr. Hutton, and her father assured her
that he’d deliver it personally so that the proceeds of any sales of her paintings
could be directed to her home in Kansas. Home. 


The head
knows, so sure of itself, but the heart knows better. The heart reveals the truth of it
all. 


And Lillie’s heart longed for Cody. She knew now that she didn’t
need to be in New York to paint. All she’d ever needed was Cody, and room to
breathe. Every mile of her journey west seemed arduous, not because of effort
but because time dragged so slowly by.


She reached the station for the coach in St. Louis without
incident. Now if only the weather would hold until she was back near Emporia.
Clouds in the distance foretold of a looming late summer storm. Lillie hoped
the roads would hold until the coach was past it.


The stage wouldn’t depart until the next morning so Lillie rented
a room in the same hotel she’d previously stayed so many months earlier. She
paused in the entry to examine the map that hung there, the map she’d studied
before leaving for Independence. She felt brave, having traveled farther than
some of the landmarks indicated on the map to the west. 


Lillie climbed the stairs to the second floor. She stowed her bag
and washed up a little before going back down for the evening meal. As the
hostess for the dining room approached, she heard a familiar voice behind her
and stiffened.


“Mrs. Walsh, how nice to see you again.” Edward Franklin removed
his hat and nodded politely at Lillie.


Unbelievable.



“Mr. Franklin, what a pleasant surprise.” She was so caught off
guard that Lillie fell back on the habits good manners had taught her. What
else could she do?


“I have one table for two.” The hostess spoke to Lillie while
Edward stood nearby. “I could seat you both if you don’t mind the company.”


Perfect.


“Of course, I’m sure that will be fine.” Lillie smiled thinly at
Edward and then they both followed the hostess to a table near the back of the
room. 


A server took their orders and then they sat in awkward silence
for a few minutes. Lillie fussed with her napkin and sipped water. She wasn’t
in the mood to make this reunion easy for Edward.


“So, you’re traveling alone?”


“Yes, I needed to go back to New York for a business matter. Cody
is tending the farm.” He looked at her hand on the table, and she was painfully
aware of the bare finger where her ring should be. She dropped her hand to her
lap.


“I’m bound for Cincinnati on the train tomorrow, for work.”


“Are you enjoying your new post in Independence?”


“Very much.” Edward adjusted the buttons of his vest. At least he
seemed as uncomfortable as she was. There was some joy in that. “And how are
you finding farm life?”


Farm life? He made her sound like livestock, his condescension
thinly veiled by breeding. Well, the gloves were off now. She wasn’t sure why
his manner tested her so, but he might as well have challenged her to a
fistfight or said frightful things about her mother. He infuriated her. She
wasn’t even sure if he was aware he was doing it, and she didn’t want to give
him credit for being that smart.


“I daresay farm life is more rewarding than pushing papers around
a desk in some dimly lit office all day.”


Edward’s mouth was open, but the food arrived before he could
utter some clever response. 


“I’m sorry, but I’m feeling very tired. I wonder if I might have
this meal in my room?” Lillie gave the server her sweetest smile and touched
his arm lightly as she asked the question.


“Of course, miss. I’ll be happy to bring a tray to your room.”


“Thank you. That’s very kind of you.” She stood and dropped her
folded napkin on the seat of her chair. “Mr. Franklin, please don’t let my
departure spoil your meal. I appreciate the opportunity to see you again and be
reminded that you will never be half the man Cody Walsh is.” Given that Cody
was a woman, this retort felt especially satisfying. The look on Edward’s face
as she left the table made her smile all the way to her room.


Chapter Thirty-three

 

 

 


Cody stood in front of the sod house watching the sunrise
streak across the infinite sky. May had insisted she take the extra bunk inside
for the night, so she’d unsaddled Shadow and let him graze with May’s cattle. 


Life was so strange.


When she’d seen the smoke and yelled hello she hadn’t expected to
find someone like May on the other side of the door. May was more a kindred
spirit than not, a woman wanting to make her own way in the world, free from
convention. Cody admired her. She wished Lillie had been here. She felt sure
Lillie and May would have been immediate friends.


Lillie. Was Lillie still in New York? She would never know unless
she rode back. Her decision to leave the relationship first, to leave before
Lillie left her now seemed cowardly. Should she own that and just keep to her
plan to move west? She’d been unable to trust Lillie, but having acted in this
way, how would Lillie ever trust her again?


May joined her with a blanket wrapped around her shoulders to
ward off the chill in the air. She handed a tin cup of coffee to Cody.


“Thank you.”


“I never get tired of the sunrise. It’s like God telling me I’ve
got another day to get things right.”


Cody couldn’t help smiling. “Do you really think the author of
all things cares what we’re up to down here?”


“I hope so.” May sipped her coffee as she looked toward the thin
pink horizon. “I sure hope so.”


 


*


 


It was just before noon when Lillie arrived in Council Grove. As
luck would have it, Miles Sawyer’s oldest son, Robert, was traveling back to
the mill in Emporia after delivering lumber. He agreed to let Lillie ride along
with him as far as her farm. 


Like his father, he was affable, although as many other young men
Lillie had encountered, a bit full of himself. He talked most of the ride about
his plans for the future and how he was too old to attend her class in the
fall, but that didn’t matter anyway because his father had homeschooled him. 


The sun was low on the horizon by the time Lillie caught sight of
the house. It was all she could do to stay anchored in the seat until Rob
pulled the buckboard to a complete stop. He handed her bag down. She thanked
Rob and waved him on his way. Her back was stiff and sore from the three-day
stage ride. Her legs ached. She couldn’t wait to take a long hot soak in the
tub.


She paused in front of the house and looked for Cody. Not only
didn’t she see Cody, she didn’t see Ned and Britt in the pasture either. Or
Alice, their milk cow, but she might already be put up for the night. It was
getting toward dusk.


Setting aside her disappointment at not seeing Cody right away,
she went in the house. The main front room was oddly still. There were no
dishes that needed washing, nothing cooking on the stove. It was cool to the
touch. Unsettled, she went to the bedroom to set down her bag. She froze in the
doorway.


Her nightgown was folded on the bed and the top dresser drawer was
open. When she looked and saw that the drawer was empty, her heart began to
race. She pushed the drawer in and opened the one below. Cody’s things were
gone.


Panic and tears arrived simultaneously. She stumbled backward
until her legs hit the side of the bed and then sank.


She’d left the ring in the drawer. Cody must have found it and
thought…what? Lillie tried to imagine how finding the ring might have seemed to
her, but she couldn’t completely. They’d talked about this. Why would she wear
a wedding ring when she hadn’t even told her family she was married? Or had she
only thought these things and not said them out loud? Now she couldn’t
remember.


Cody had seemed very glum the night before she’d left, but that
was normal wasn’t it? It was the night before they were to be separated. Lillie
had been sad too. But was there something else about Cody’s behavior she’d
missed? In truth, she’d been so giddy with excitement over the news of the solo
exhibit maybe she’d been selfishly unaware.


They had talked about things they’d do when Lillie returned.
Hadn’t they? Maybe not.


Was it possible that Cody thought she wasn’t coming back? How
could she think that?


Lillie must have been sitting on the bed running through
everything in her head longer than she realized, because when she focused again
on the room she realized it was getting dark. She struck a match and replaced
the glass lantern over the candle.


Maybe Cody was just out somewhere on Shadow and lost track of
time. Maybe she was with Joshua somewhere. Lillie resolved not to think the
worst until she had to. She would draw a bath, make some food, and get some
rest. Hopefully, at some point during that series of events, Cody would return.


 


*


 


The sun woke Lillie. She’d slept late because sleep had eluded
her until almost dawn. Every creak of the house, every shift of the curtains in
the breeze, made her jolt awake thinking Cody was in the house. But she wasn’t.



Lillie made porridge because she thought it would be easy on her
unstable stomach, but she could hardly choke down a few bites. She poured
coffee and stood on the porch while she drank it. She’d know more if she
checked the barn. Maybe that’s why she’d been afraid to do it the night before.


She left her cup and crossed the dirt between the house and the
barn. The corn was lush green and high as she gazed out toward the field.
Lillie leaned into the heavy door to swing it open. Everything was in its
place. The buckboard, the plow, and tack stored neatly along one wall, but the
animals were gone. The barn was empty.


Against her wishes, Lillie started to cry. Big, heaving sobs. She
pressed her back against the barn door and looked toward the house, tears
blurring her view. She sank to the ground and sobbed.


By late afternoon, Lillie’s tears had given way to anger and
frustration. How could Cody leave her stranded here without a note or letter of
some kind? 


She’d decided to walk over to Beth’s place. Surely she and Joshua
would have some idea of where Cody had gone or when she’d be back. The sun was
bright in the cloudless sky so she stepped back into the house for her bonnet.
When she reached the porch again, something caught her eye, a rider on the road
coming from the direction of Council Grove. 


Lillie stood and watched as the rider slowly drew near.


 


*


 


Cody looked up. She realized the scene ahead was the one from her
fevered dream—Lillie, standing on the porch with the blue curtains fluffing
through the window behind her in the breeze. The realization was like a gut
punch, and for an instant, she panicked. Was Lillie really standing there or
was this just wishful imagining?


She pulled Shadow to a halt on the trail. Lillie stepped off the
porch but didn’t come farther. Cody climbed down from Shadow and removed her
hat but didn’t walk toward the house. If Lillie really was back and this wasn’t
some hallucination, then Lillie already knew that Cody left her. Would she be
angry? Would she even want Cody to come back after such a cowardly move?
Self-recrimination rooted Cody’s boots to the dirt.


They stood looking at each other from across the open space in
front of the house, then Lillie started to walk toward her. Her walk turned
into a run until she reached Cody and threw herself into Cody’s arms. The force
of Lillie’s jubilant leap caught Cody by surprise. So much so that she lost her
footing in the uneven roadway and tumbled backward into the tall grass at the
edge of the trail, taking Lillie with her. 


Lillie kissed her, rose up to look at her face, and then kissed
her again, deeply, passionately. Lillie broke the kiss abruptly, braced herself
above Cody, and then punched her soundly in the shoulder.


“Ow!”


Lillie punched her shoulder again. “Where were you?”


“Partway to California.” 


Lillie’s eyes widened. “California? Without so much as leaving me
a letter?”


Lillie batted Cody with several light punches, which Cody tried
to deflect with her hands. “You couldn’t even leave me a note?” 


“I thought you weren’t coming back. I was upset, I was angry…and
I didn’t know what to say.”


Lillie straddled Cody’s waist looking down at her. After a few
seconds, Lillie’s expression softened.


“You could have said I
love you.”


“Yeah, I could have said that.”


“Or something like this, I
know that no one will ever love me as completely as Lillie does.”
She lowered herself so that her lips were only inches from Cody’s.


“That sounds good too…” Cody whispered.


“How about, I
was a fool to leave. I won’t ever do it again.” Lillie lightly
kissed her. As she leaned over Cody, the sun filtered through Lillie’s long
hair like a starburst.


“I’m so sorry I left, Lillie. I got scared…I found the ring in
the drawer and I thought you might not come back, and I knew I couldn’t live
here without you.” She reached up to caress Lillie’s cheek. “But I would have
crossed the wide forever if that’s what it took to get back to you.”


“I’m right here and I’m never leaving you again. Please trust me,
Cody.” Lillie brushed her fingertips tenderly over Cody’s forehead. “I’m madly
in love with you. If I had any doubts I don’t any longer. I can’t imagine my life
apart from yours…ever.”


Cody pulled the thin leather cord from inside her shirt and held
up the ring. 


“Lillie Ellis, will you marry me?”


“I thought I already did.”


Cody laughed. 


Lillie sank into her and Cody held her close as they lay in their
little cocoon of high grass. She pressed her lips to Lillie’s hair. Lillie came
back. She was home. They were home, together. 


“I love you, Lillie. With all that I am, I love you.”


 


 


The End
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