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To Miss J, 

who grew wings  
and was strong to face  
what lay before her. 
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PROLOGUE 
 
 
 
 

A cold wind rustled the leaves of the evergreens west of 
Baker City, building like the crescendo of a symphony. 
When the wind unfurled and swept into town, it lifted 
the top layer of a twenty-inch snow that had fallen the 
day before, sending icy sprays swirling over several 
residents who rushed to stand in the drifts and on the 
boardwalk following the gunshots.    

James Parker wanted to give Corrine Baldwyn a 
day to remember him by, not a day to curse his name.  

Now, as she thrashed while he tried to hold her, 
the blood from her hands raking stains over the sleeves 
of his coat, James squeezed his eyes shut against the 
wind, the ice, the snow and the slaughter, and 
wondered if she could ever forgive him. 
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CHAPTER 1 
Smoke curling up 

 
 
 
 

The day James Parker helped Hoke Mathews hang the 
final door on his cabin was the same day he decided 
how he’d sweep Corrine Baldwyn off her feet. James 
was standing on the ground he and Hoke had packed 
hard with their foot traffic—arms crossed, admiring the 
work of their labor—when the idea seeded and planted 
in his mind.   

The Baldwyns’ dog Rascal sat on his haunches 
between the two men, his black tail thumping 
contentment. 

James nodded toward the cabin. “Think it’ll hold 
in a hard wind?” 

He watched Hoke’s eyes fan over the trees closest 
to them as the early December wind teased their 
branches up and down, making them look like they 
were host to an army of hopping squirrels.  

“It better.”  
Hoke pulled two wooden sticks from his pocket, 

handed one to James, then put the other in his mouth 
and turned back to the cabin. They used to gnaw on 
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hickory sticks, but had taken to chewing sugar maple 
out here in Oregon. 

“Think it’s got enough windows?” Hoke pointed to 
the eastern side of the cabin. “I’ll put Abigail a flower 
garden there, come spring. That’s where the mornin’ 
sun hits.” 

James raised an eyebrow. “You sure you don’t 
want to go ahead and break the ground right now? Set 
the fencerow? Build the barn and stables while we’re at 
it? I know you don’t like to sit while there’s still half a 
sun peepin’ over the horizon.” 

Hoke shot him a sideways smirk, then turned his 
attention to the smoke curling up from the chimney. 
James followed his eyes. How many nights had he and 
Hoke watched the smoke curling up from a campfire on 
the trail?  

Six years’ worth of nights, that’s how many. 
Standing on the worn knoll of his former riding 
partner’s new homestead, looking at the house they’d 
labored to build and knowing that the women they’d 
built it for now stood inside it cooking them supper, 
flooded James’s heart with mixed emotions. 

James Parker liked to think he was soundly in 
charge of his own mind. Like he had been eight 
months ago, when he joined a wagon train headed 
northwest along the Oregon Trail. No one made him do 
that, not even Hoke. 

True, Hoke had been the first to decide to join 
Colonel George Dotson’s group. James remembered 
standing outside the livery in Independence, Missouri, 
and hearing Hoke mutter around the edges of the 
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hickory stick he was chewing then, “George Dotson’s 
been after me to join his wagon train. I believe I’ll do 
it.” 

When James asked why, Hoke said he didn’t 
know. And therein lay the attraction of the notion. 
Wasn’t it he, James Parker, who—being clearly in 
charge of his own mind—had responded, “We better 
do it then. When you start making decisions you can’t 
explain, things always get interesting”? 

Yes, that had been him.  
And it was he, James Parker, who had known the 

moment he met Corrine’s mother, Abigail, that here 
was Hoke’s reason for joining the group, whether Hoke 
was ready to admit it or not. What James hadn’t seen 
coming was how the woman’s feisty daughter would 
capture his own free-ranging heart.  

His affection had started innocently enough. He 
played the same game with Corinne he played with 
every female he ever met: see if he could get her to 
smile, or better yet, to blush. The game was made all 
the more exciting, of course, with her being such a 
sharp-mouthed beauty. 

But then the game had stopped being a game to 
him. 

James ran his eyes over the outside walls of the 
cabin. It gave him a solid feeling to survey the logs he’d 
helped hew and place, knowing he’d done it beside the 
most capable man with whom he’d ever ridden a trail. 
But it also made him restless. 

It was time for James to stake his own claim. Only, 
he had a job to do first. 
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Hoke leaned over to stroke the top of the dog’s 
head. “You’re coming in, aren’t you?” The look he gave 
James was a fond one. The fierceness in Hoke’s eyes 
had grown softer since he married. 

James nodded. “Corrine promised me biscuits.” 
The men walked up the steps to the wide porch, 

Hoke running his black boot against the side of each 
stair, testing the strength and smoothness of the 
boards. James turned back to the setting sun. 

“My God, Hoke. What a view.” A lump the size of a 
walnut formed in his throat. With Hoke’s marriage, a 
chapter of James’s life had come to an end, just as the 
year—1866—was about to come to an end. What would 
the next year and chapter hold? 

Hoke leaned against the porch railing. “I still don’t 
understand why you haven’t filed a land claim.” 

James leaned opposite him. “I told you why.” 
“We made good off the sales of that herd from 

Texas.” 
James avoided Hoke’s eyes, concentrating instead 

on the orange sun sliding below the horizon. “I sent the 
better portion of that money to my grandmaw.” 

Hoke crossed his arms. “What women got the 
other parts?” 

James didn’t answer. 
“I don’t understand why you do that, James. Never 

have.” 
“I know you don’t. It’s none of your business 

anyway.” 
“It becomes my business if you involve members 

of my family.” 
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His family. Hoke had never had a family before. 
James started to ask, What does that make me? but 
stopped himself. He liked to think he’d been something 
like a brother to Hoke, the bond between them born of 
hardship shared.  

“None of your family is involved, far as I can tell.” 
A flame blazed up in Hoke’s eyes. “What are your 

intentions toward Corrine, James?” 
James looked back out at the sunset. “I see you’re 

taking this father business seriously.” 
“Don’t skirt the issue. What are your intentions?” 
James turned to face him. His intentions were 

simple. First, win Corrine Baldwyn’s heart. Second, 
head back to Kansas to round up the large herd of 
horses he and Hoke had seen while riding from Texas 
to Independence, before they’d joined the train last 
summer. And third, return to Baker City with his 
quiver full of horses and his pockets full of gold, to 
claim Corrine’s hand with honor. 

Then again, maybe the third thing was that he’d 
get out on the trail and realize it was only proximity to a 
lovely girl that had briefly clouded his judgment. He 
needed time and distance to gain clarity and control of 
his mind.  

James and Hoke had a six-year, running argument 
over whether it was a man’s heart, head or gut that 
served him finest. James always argued heart, while 
Hoke insisted the gut was a man’s most reliable source 
of strength. Both his gut and heart were telling James 
now he would never find a better life’s companion than 
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the budding woman who lived inside this cabin. But his 
mind still wanted convincing. 

Hoke’s questions about his intentions didn’t sit 
well with James. It rankled him to have been 
supplanted by family so newly acquired, even if the 
family did include the girl who held his interest. “I 
believe I’ll discuss my intentions with her before I 
discuss them with you.” 

Just then the door swung open, revealing the 
prettiest sixteen-year-old ever to come to Oregon. How 
could any man think straight when beholding her? 
James had known plenty of girls her age to marry men 
his age or older. Still, the ten-year gap bothered him. 
Much as he wanted her to be crazy about him, he 
wanted to know her feelings were solid and not likely to 
change. 

Corrine’s eyes flickered from James to her 
stepfather, and back again. James’s blood stirred as her 
gaze traveled up from his knee-length boots, paused on 
the Walker Colt hanging on his right hip, then got 
caught in the thick of his beard. The lift of one eyebrow 
as she pulled her eyes back up to his was slight, but 
enough for him to detect it.  

She tapped her heel against the porch made from 
sturdy poplars James had planed himself. “Are you two 
coming in?” 

James considered the young lady standing before 
him. How could she have gotten in his head so strong 
at such a tender age? Yes, she was lovely—Hoke’s new 
role as stepfather would no doubt be challenging—but 
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it wasn’t just her looks that drew him to her. She was 
whip-smart, too.  

James had felt he had the upper hand with most 
people he ever met. Not Hoke, of course. Hoke was 
more than James’s equal, being nine years older and 
not inclined to care what anybody thought of him. And 
now there was Corrine Baldwyn. Even at sixteen short 
years of age, she stood pretty solid on her feet. She had 
a way about her that kept a man humble, and yet James 
felt a thrill each time she sassed him. He wondered if 
that might be what was causing him to lose his upper 
hand. 

James removed his hat as he stepped through the 
cabin door, thankful that Hoke had seen fit to make it a 
tall one. “Darlin’, I didn’t think anything could 
outshine that sunset yonder, but you just did.” 

Both her eyebrows lifted this time. “Mr. Parker, 
words roll off your tongue so fast, I can’t help but 
wonder if you take proper time to consider them.” 

Abigail stepped around her daughter, took James’s 
hat and held out her hand for his coat. “Corrine, don’t 
be smart with Mr. Parker. Without his help, we’d still 
be living out of a wagon.” 

James kissed Abigail on the forehead. “Lovely, as 
always, despite your slave-drivin’ husband. I hope you 
don’t get callouses on your hands like I have.” 

Corinne’s sister Lina ran to hug James’s legs. He 
reached down and scooped the angelic four-year-old 
into his arms, rubbing his beard against the bend of her 
neck.  

Giggles filled the cabin. 
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“Will you sit by me?” he asked. 
“Yes!” 
Lina wiggled from his arms and ran to push their 

chairs together. She climbed up in one and pushed her 
plate until it clinked against his. 

He took his seat and looked across the table at 
Corrine who refused to look back. “I’m glad somebody 
loves me.” He winked down at Lina. 

Corinne refused to take the bait, but James was 
undeterred. Throughout the meal he made a game out 
of winking across the table. “I believe your biscuits are 
gettin’ even better, Corrine.” He cracked one open and 
stuffed first one half, then the other in his mouth. 

“It’s the butter.” She pushed a small plate of it 
toward him. “The cow’s milk is richer now that we’re 
not making her walk twenty miles a day.” She pushed 
the long narrow bowl of biscuits toward him next. 

James reached for another. “You don’t think it’s 
this bowl?” This time he slathered the cracked biscuit 
with melting gold before stuffing each half into his 
mouth. 

Corrine looked at him with level eyes. “It’s a 
beautiful bowl and I’m grateful to have it, but I don’t 
see how that changes the nature of the dough.” 

From the corner of his eye James could see Hoke 
grinning into his plate. He knew Hoke enjoyed 
Corrine’s ability to take the starch from James’s chest.  

James would have sworn when he made Corrine 
that bowl during the wagon train’s journey west that 
he’d done it only to encourage her cooking. He’d never 
carved a useful item out of wood before. But James’s 
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grandmother who’d raised him made her biscuits in an 
old wooden bowl, so when James spied a fallen oak at 
Ash Hollow, he’d followed a strong urge to see if he 
could carve one like it for Corrine. He discovered he 
liked making things out of wood.  

He ran his hand over the top of the table. “This 
holding up okay for you?”  

Abigail squeezed James’s wrist. “We love it! It’s 
beautiful. And I’m so grateful you made it this large. 
I’ve talked Hoke into letting me invite everyone here 
for Christmas dinner. What’s the news from town? Is 
the hotel finished?” 

“Nearly. Prettiest hotel I ever saw. They painted it 
white.”  

“They never let on they were going to build a 
hotel,” said Hoke. George Dotson and Gerald Jenkins, 
leaders of the wagon train they’d all traveled west with, 
surprised everyone by building a hotel in the heart of 
the Oregon town where the group had settled. 

“Dotson says they didn’t think about it until they 
got out here and saw one was needed. Jenkins has 
experience, since he owned one in the east.” 

“Have they decided on a name for it?” asked 
Abigail. 

“The D&J.” 
Abigail’s eyes brightened. “The D&J Hotel…how 

perfect!”  
“Has a nice ring, don’t it? Tim Peters finished his 

mercantile, too, and Harry Sims has been preaching at 
the church every Sunday since the old preacher packed 
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up and moved to Oregon City. Doc Isaacs built a house 
near Harry and Tam with a side room for doctorin.” 

“Is Nelda doing okay?” asked Abigail. 
It wasn’t customary to discuss the condition of a 

woman expecting a child, but everyone from Dotson’s 
wagon train was concerned for Nelda Isaacs, formerly 
Peters, who had lost both a husband and a baby on the 
hard journey to Baker City. Doc Isaacs and Nelda had 
married shortly after Hoke and Abigail, and Nelda was 
already in the early stages of another pregnancy. 

“Seems to be doin’ fine, just fine.” James winked 
across the table at Corrine. “Doc’s going to have a 
houseful.” His widowed sister, Caroline Atwood, and 
her young son, Will, also lived with them. 

Charlie, a year older than Corrine and oldest of 
the four fair-haired, blue-eyed Baldwyn children, spoke 
up from the far end of the table. “You seen the 
Austelles lately?”  

James grinned. “Thought I’d swing by there on my 
way back if there’s anything anyone wants to send.” 
The Austelle family had claimed land closer to town. 

“Oh!” Corrine smiled for the first time. “I have a 
letter for Emma.” 

James laid a hand over his chest. “I’d be honored 
to deliver it.” 

She mumbled her thanks.  
James smiled, thinking how his grandmother said 

the sassiest women made for the warmest if you knew 
how to melt their protective layers of ice.  

Taking courage from the thought, he decided he 
had nothing to lose by implementing his newly formed 
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plan. Christmas was in three weeks. That would be the 
perfect time to set the first part of his strategy into 
motion. 
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CHAPTER 2 
More slate gray than blue 

 
 
 

Corrine wrapped twine around the envelope of her 
letter to Emma Austelle and double-knotted it before 
laying it into James Parker’s long outstretched hands. 
But her fingers were reluctant to let go of the package. 
“You won’t read it, will you?” 

He looked down at the parcel and back up into her 
eyes. “Sweetheart, I would die before I took advantage 
of your trust in me.” 

James had such a natural way of letting sweet 
words fall that it was hard for Corrine not to let them 
soak in like sunshine on her neck. But sometimes she 
wondered if he was just pulling her marionette strings. 
She didn’t want to be the brunt of a secret joke James 
Parker had going in his head.  

Then the corners of his lips slid into a mischievous 
grin as his fingers closed over hers. “Did you write 
about me?” 

“Why would I write about you, Mr. Parker?” 
Self-conscious, she snatched her hand away, 

leaving the letter behind.  
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“It’s just a silly letter between girlfriends, but it’s 
private. I wouldn’t like to think you were of such low 
character that I couldn’t trust the contents of my heart 
in your sneaky, curious hands. That’s all.” 

James burst into laughter. “Darlin’, the contents of 
your heart couldn’t be safer than with me.” 

He put the letter in his shirt pocket and reached 
for his coat and hat. “If you ever want to write me 
letters, you go right ahead. I’d enjoy readin’ those. I 
surely would.” 

Then he was gone. Three weeks passed before she 
saw him again. 

 
* * * 

 
On Christmas morning Corrine rose early. Not since 
their former cook Mimi had lived with them back in 
Tennessee had she known such baking and 
preparations. Though her mother had come a long way 
since they’d left Independence, Corrine was still better 
in the kitchen, and Abigail depended on her.  

Abigail’s gifts were sewing and gardening. New 
lace curtains swung from the tops of the windows, an 
embroidered cloth graced the large oak table, and a 
blue and yellow woven rug hugged the floor in front of 
the fireplace, rescued from the home the family lost 
back in Tennessee.  

Cloth sacks that once held supplies inside 
Abigail’s wagons had been transformed into Christmas 
stockings for each member of the family. Abigail had 
stitched initials on each one and fastened them to the 
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walls on either side of the hearth. Her rocking chair, 
with the same colored fabrics woven into its seat, sat in 
one corner by the butter churn. 

Corrine’s brothers, Charlie and Jacob, had been 
sent on expeditions for mistletoe and pine boughs, and 
she and Lina poured thick wax candles. Abigail 
arranged the fruits of their labors until the whole house 
wrapped its occupants like the warmest of blankets. 
Everything was ready. The Dotsons, Jenkins, Harry and 
Tam Sims, Doc and Nelda, Caroline and Baby Will, and 
the Austelles were all coming to dinner.  

And James…James was coming. 
Corrine grabbed the egg basket and slipped out 

into the cold, making her way through the barn to the 
henhouse behind it. She could hear Charlie mucking 
the stalls in the stables over the clucking of the hens as 
they reshuffled from her prying hands. Then Hoke’s ax 
began to ring.  

She came back into the cabin with a blast of cold 
air. Hoke came in behind her, his arms full of wood for 
Abigail’s stove and the fireplace. 

“Jacob!” he called up the ladder to the loft. “Come 
gather the rest of the kindling. Stack it by this wall so 
we’ll have plenty for the day. Sweetheart….” He turned 
to Abigail. “I’ll be out here with the smoker if you need 
me.” Hoke had hollowed out an old tree stump and 
been smoking strips of venison with cherry wood chips 
for days.  

He stopped at the door.  
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Abigail, who was pressing butter into a wooden 
mold with Lina, looked up and saw him watching her. 
Hoke smiled.  

Wiping her hands on her apron, Abigail went to 
him. They stepped outside and must have thought they 
were hidden behind the door, but Corrine could see 
them through the window, kissing. Hoke’s arms 
wrapped around her mother’s waist, and his hands 
lingered on the ties of her apron until Abigail finally 
opened the door and came back inside. 

Her mother was in love.  
Unlike James, whose tongue flowed with praises, 

Hoke rarely complimented Abigail. But Abigail didn’t 
seem adversely affected by the absence. In fact—it hurt 
Corrine to admit this, she had wanted so badly for her 
own father to be alive and return to them after the 
war—Abigail had never seemed happier.  

For all the group’s hardship on the journey west, a 
lot of love had blossomed. Harry Sims, the preacher, 
and Tam Woodford had been two of the first to get 
eyes for one another. More gradually, so had Nelda 
Peters and Doc Isaacs. Corrine knew Emma Austelle 
had captured Charlie’s heart, too. With all this love in 
the air, she couldn’t help but wonder…what about her? 
Were her growing curiosities about James Parker the 
same as love? Or was Corrine just curious about love 
itself? 

When James had given her the wooden bowl, he 
said he liked the idea of eating her biscuits when he 
was old. He said he aimed to court her. Just when did 
he aim to start then? And what did courting entail, 
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exactly? She longed to put these questions to someone, 
but the only person she trusted was Emma Austelle.  

Back in Tennessee, Corrine had friends, but never 
one to call her closest. After five months of visiting with 
Emma on a wagon seat by day and dreaming into a 
campfire with her at night, now she did.  

Charlie was guarded with his feelings—he always 
had been—but it was easy to see he was smitten with 
Emma. And what man wouldn’t be? Emma kept an 
ever-present smile on her lips, and drew smiles from all 
around her. 

Having a friend like Emma and enjoying the 
flirtations of a man like James Parker should have been 
plenty of reason for Corrine to feel lighthearted and 
hopeful about the future. So why didn’t she? What was 
this unexplained restlessness she felt instead? 

Her restlessness was often worse when James was 
around. His words were filled with honey, but how 
much stock should she put into the honey-coated 
words of a man ten years her senior? Was James Parker 
serious about his intentions to marry her? And if he 
was, was it what she wanted?  

Emma seemed more than ready to marry Charlie, 
as if she had no other ambition in the world. But 
Corrine’s heart yearned for something…she just 
couldn’t put a name to it. Now that the cabin was built 
and James’s reasons for hanging around the ranch had 
ended, what would happen next? If she was reading the 
future right, he’d be riding back down the trail soon 
and she’d be holed up in a cabin. Corrine missed the 
heart-thumping thrill of overland travel, of not knowing 
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what was around the next bend in the trail. She hated 
to think she had come to the end of all that mystery and 
adventure. 

 
* * * 

 
James pulled the borrowed wagon into the side yard. 
When he unhitched his horse and led it into Hoke’s 
new barn, he recognized several of the other horses 
standing amidst the generous stockpiles of hay. Hoke 
was never one to do a halfway job for his horses. 

James stroked the noses of Hoke’s black stallion 
and white filly before letting Rascal walk him to the 
door. 

The Dotsons and Jenkinses were sitting at the 
broad oak table when James stepped inside. The main 
room of the cabin was large. Hoke had walled Corrine 
and Lina a private room on the left, behind the 
fireplace, and him and Abigail a room to the right, past 
the table. The kitchen lay between them. The boys 
slept in an open loft above the girls’ room, and the 
family’s food was stored in the loft above Hoke and 
Abigail’s, at the opposite end. 

Dotson rose to greet him. “James! Welcome.” 
Dotson pointed to the table. “Hoke said you made 
this.” 

“That’s right.” James kissed Abigail on the cheek 
when she came to get his coat and hat. He nodded to 
the women at the table. “Feel that wood under the 
cloth. Like glass. Sanded it myself.” He caught 
Corrine’s eye as she stood at the potbellied stove across 
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the room and winked at her. She blew a strand of fallen 
hair from her eyes and raised her chin. 

Colonel Dotson lifted a corner of the tablecloth to 
inspect James’s work. “We need tables at the D&J.” 

Abigail brought a basket over and motioned to 
Harry and Tam Sims who were standing by the 
fireplace with Hoke. “You’re just in time, James. Harry 
and Tam, come to the table and get a slice of bread 
while it’s hot.” 

James nodded at Tam as she approached, then 
looked at her more closely. “You expectin’?” 

She swatted him with her hand. “What a thing to 
ask! Married life’s just making me fat.” 

“I see it hasn’t made you any more proper. Harry, 
can’t you do nothin’ about that? A preacher’s wife 
ought to be silent.” 

Tam picked up a fork. “Don't make me tong you, 
James.”  

Dark-headed and hardworking, Tam had arms and 
grit so strong most men would have thought long and 
hard before marrying her. But not close-lipped, stocky-
shouldered Harry Sims.   

“The next platter comin’ to this table is Christmas 
turkey,” Tam told James with a swell of her chest. “One 
I shot myself.” 

James winked at Corrine again before teasing Tam. 
“Did you make Harry cook it?” 

Tam waved her fork at him again. “I can hunt and 
cook, thank you very much.” 

Abigail laid the turkey platter on the table and 
looked across the room at Hoke, who stood with one 
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foot on the stone hearth, watching her. Charlie and 
Jacob had dug those stones out of the creek that ran 
the perimeter of the hill while James and Hoke had 
felled the trees. 

If Hoke was ever still from working these days, he 
was watching Abigail with a little grin. Much as James 
liked looking at Corrine, he hoped he didn’t watch her 
with a silly grin.  

Lina tugged Hoke’s sleeve. “Are you going to say 
the prayer, Papa?” 

Hoke scooped her up and took a minute to speak. 
James knew Hoke was choked up because Lina had 
called him Papa. Rascal started barking in the yard. 
“Let’s give the others a chance to get inside,” Hoke said 
thickly. 

Presently the door swung open and Marc and 
Nelda Isaacs stepped in along with Marc’s sister, 
Caroline Atwood, and her baby boy, Will. “Hope we 
haven’t kept you waiting.” Doc held up a pie in each 
hand as Will turned loose of his leg and ran to hug 
Corrine. “These women have been cooking for days. 
The Austelles are right behind us. By the looks of it, 
Melinda and Emma have been cooking for days, too.” 

Folks got in the house, coats and hats were 
removed, and food was added to the table. James sat at 
one of the table’s benches enjoying the friendly banter. 

“How’re we goin’ to fit all this food in here…much 
less eat it all?” 

“Oh, we’ll eat it all.” 
“Good thing it’s a big table.” 
“James made it. Didn’t he do a fine job?” 
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“You ladies have outdone yourselves.” 
Hoke asked Harry Sims to offer grace and the 

feasting began. As the meal wound down, one of the 
children suggested, “Let’s play hide ’n’ seek after 
lunch!”  

James saw Charlie and Emma exchange a look and 
a grin. 

When the men got up to go admire Hoke’s new 
barn, the women stayed inside to make candy and swap 
gossip and recipes. James caught some of their 
conversation when he eased back in a little later to look 
for Corrine. 

“I still plan to work for Mr. Peters behind the 
counter in the mercantile even after the baby comes,” 
Nelda was saying. “He’ll need help since Bart’s 
planning to go with James back to Kansas this spring.” 

Christine Dotson turned to Abigail. “You’ve got to 
come see the D&J, Abigail.”  

“Gerald has promised me a piano for the parlor,” 
said Josephine Jenkins. “And we’re looking for a cook. 
You know any good cooks?” 

James would have joined their conversation, but 
right now he had more pressing matters on his mind. 
He caught Corrine’s eye and motioned her over. “Come 
out to the yard with me. I want to show you somethin.’” 

She lifted her gray flannel shawl from a hook by 
the door and wrapped it over her shoulders. As she 
stepped out on the porch James said, “Close your eyes. 
You got ‘em closed good?” He laid his left hand over 
them to be sure.  
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She caught hold of his wrist. “I can’t see where 
I’m going, Mr. Parker.” 

He put his right hand on the small of her back and 
steered her where he wanted her to go. “Here are the 
steps. Count four.”  

He watched over her as she went down each step, 
loving the way her long lashes brushed against the 
palm of the hand he held over her eyes, and loving the 
way her skirts brushed against his pants legs as he came 
down the steps beside her.   

“Turn left.” He slid his hand to the side of her 
waist, nudging her in the direction he wanted her to go, 
marveling at how trim her hips were. 

“You ever goin’ to call me ‘James’?” He nudged 
her again. “Say it. Say ‘James.’”  

He felt her cheeks stretch underneath his hand 
from smiling, then watched her bite her lower lip as if 
she was trying hard to keep from it.  

Finally, she gave in. “James.” 
They stopped and he gazed down at the top of her 

golden hair. “That didn’t hurt a bit, now did it?”  
James had her directly in front of the buckboard 

now. He looked from the blue of Corrine’s dress collar 
to the gray of her shawl, trying to decide which was 
closest to the color of her eyes that still lay hidden 
beneath his hand. Steam rose from between her 
smiling lips in the chill December air. He was just 
leaning over her right shoulder to taste that steam and 
brush those lips with his own when she pulled his hand 
off. 
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Her eyes cut over to the rough boards of the 
buckboard before she looked back up at James. “Why’d 
you bring me out here?”  

It was the shawl. Her eyes were more slate gray 
than blue, fringed in the longest lashes he’d ever seen. 
And they weren’t afraid to look a man level in the eye. 
That might be his favorite thing about her. 

James pointed to a wooden chest that sat in the 
buckboard. 

Corrine blinked. “What is it?” 
“What do you think it is? It’s a hope chest.” 
“Who’s it for?” 
“For you!” 
She bit her lower lip again and ran her hand over 

the end of the chest nearest to her.  
“Smooth as glass,” he said with pride. “It’s cedar. I 

made you that bowl out of oak, but that was before I 
knew how much easier it is to work with cedar and 
poplar.” 

She looked at him with those level eyes again. 
“Why do you keep making me things out of wood, Mr. 
Par—James?” 

He shook his head. This was only the first part of 
his plan, but he wasn’t ready for her to know that yet. 
“Can’t seem to help myself.” 

Her eyes fell and she hesitated. Then she pulled a 
small package from her pocket, wrapped in paper and 
twine. “I made you something, too. It’s not nearly as 
fine as a hope chest.” 

James took it from her hands and started to open 
it, but she stopped him, her fingers warm on his.  
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“No! Don’t open it until you get back to your 
place.” 

“Why can’t I open it now?” 
“Because. I just...would rather you wait.”  
It pleased him that she’d thought of him. He 

hadn’t expected it. And it pleased him to see her acting 
shy. That was a hopeful sign. 

“All right then.”  
As well as James thought he could read most 

women, it was hard to read Corrine Baldwyn. He was 
pretty sure she liked him—genuinely liked him—and 
he had tried to make it plain he had feelings for her. 
But she was prideful, and a prideful woman didn’t like 
to let her feelings be known, not if there was any 
chance of getting them trampled. At least, that’s what 
his grandmother used to say. 

He smiled and put the package in his coat pocket.  
 

* * * 
 

Corrine helped stoke the fire in the stove. Food was 
warmed and served again. As another blessing was 
offered, the door opened and Charlie and Emma slid 
inside.  

Jacob hopped up as soon as the ‘amen’ was 
uttered. “Where have you two been? We searched 
everywhere!” 

Charlie’s face reddened.  
Emma laughed and squeezed Charlie’s arm. “Your 

brother was showing me around your land, Jacob.”  
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Later, as the Austelles prepared to leave, Corrine 
and Emma walked outside arm-in-arm. “What were you 
and Charlie really off doing?” Corrine whispered.  

Emma giggled. “Stealin’ kisses.” 
Corrine studied the frozen ground beneath her 

boots. “What’s it like?” 
Emma’s mouth fell open. “You mean to tell me 

you’ve never been kissed? Did the boys in Tennessee 
have no courage? I bet Paul Sutler was planning to steal 
him a kiss that day at Chimney Rock, but you never 
gave him a decent chance.” 

“What am I supposed to do?” 
“I don’t know. Put a few signals out there. Button 

your smart lip, for one.” 
Corrine elbowed her in the side. Emma elbowed 

her back. 
Emma’s voice dropped. “Your brother, now, he’s a 

shy kisser. But…he’s very good at it.” 
“Emma!”  
Even as she scolded her friend, Corrine thought 

how perfect Emma was for Charlie—for any man, for 
that matter. Emma was a girl who could build a man’s 
confidence. Corrine, on the other hand, felt like she 
needed to keep every man in check.  

“I imagine Mr. Parker’s kissed plenty of girls.” 
Emma elbowed her again. 

Corrine pushed Emma toward her waiting family. 
“You need to go home and practice being chaste-
minded.” But the comment left Corrine wondering just 
how many girls James Parker had kissed. She bit her lip 
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as she thought about the note she had included with 
his gift. 

As the Austelles’ buckboard rolled down the hill, 
James came out and unloaded Corrine’s hope chest and 
took it into the house for her.  

Corrine wasn’t sure she liked what a hope chest 
implied—a life of domesticity, everything a woman was 
supposed to want—but she buttoned her lip as Emma 
had advised, not wanting to seem ungrateful.  

She was helping her mother clean the dishes when 
James came and stood at the door, signaling that he 
was ready to go. Should she walk with him out to the 
buckboard? Might he kiss her if she did? She wanted to 
find out, but self-consciousness wouldn’t allow her to 
move her feet in that direction, even when her mother 
nudged her with a wooden spoon. 

“Thank you for the hope chest, Mr. Parker,” she 
said instead. “It’s very nice.” 

James tipped his hat, laid his hand over the pocket 
where Corrine’s present lay and turned to her mother. 
“Abigail, thank you for a lovely day.” With a final wink 
to Corrine, he was gone. 

She could hear him through the plaster that lay 
between the wooden logs as he softly yawed his team 
and drove the buckboard away. 

 
* * * 

 
It was a two-hour ride to town in the wagon. The sun 
was beginning its descent, but a bright moon hung 
overhead stationed for its evening watch. As soon as 
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James was down the hill he reached in his coat pocket 
and pulled out Corrine’s package.  

He held it to his nose, drinking in the scent of her 
along with what smelled like soap. Tearing back the 
paper, he found a soap bar in a small stone dish with a 
lather brush. He smiled. When he picked up the soap 
to look at the dish more closely, he found a folded note 
beneath it. There was still enough light to make out the 
words.  

I would like to know what your face really looks like 
before you ride back down the trail. 

He smiled again. She had nice handwriting.   
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CHAPTER 3 
Smooth as glass  

 
 
 

A thick blanket of snow lay over Baker City throughout 
January and February. The white expanse surrounding 
Hoke’s homestead was broken only by the tracks of the 
white filly and black stallion made when he and Charlie 
ventured out in search of game.  

It was March before the snow melted and another 
week before the road to town was dry. Then, just as 
Corrine grew hopeful about the prospect of seeing 
other humans, more snow clouds rolled up and 
dropped twenty inches. She was sitting melancholy at 
the oak table the next morning, wrapped in her gray 
shawl and finishing a letter to Emma, when she heard 
Rascal barking on the porch. 

Abigail looked out the window. “Children! Come 
see.” 

Jacob got there first. “A sleigh!” 
Lina scooted a ladder back chair to the window 

and climbed up to peer over the windowsill. “Like St. 
Nicholas,” she breathed. Colonel Dotson had read “A 
Visit from St. Nicholas” to the children at Christmas. 
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Standing at the window with the others, Corinne 
watched as the driver stopped the sleigh in front of the 
cabin. The sleigh was painted white to match the snow, 
but sported a red cushion seat and red curved runners. 
The driver climbed down, stepped tall through the 
deep snow then up the steps, and stamped his feet on 
the porch. Corrine ran to open the door. When she 
flung it open, James Parker’s brown eyes twinkled at 
her above a wool scarf wrapped around his neck and 
cheeks. 

“Hello, darlin’.” He winked at her. 
Her heart flipped over. 
“Can we ride in it?” begged Jacob and Lina, 

hopping up and down as James stepped inside. 
“Why do you think I brought it out here?” He 

pulled off the scarf and Corrine’s eyes widened. She 
hardly knew him. 

“You shaved!” 
James grinned. “That’s right. And my face is 

freezing off, thanks to you.” He took her hands and put 
one on each of his cheeks. “Feel that. Smooth as glass.” 

Corrine snatched her hands back, embarrassed to 
have touched a man’s face. To have touched James 
Parker’s face…cool as silk against her fingers. Teasing 
James about his beard had been something of a game. 
But what did she care whether he had a hairy face or 
not? What difference did it make to her what lay 
beneath that beard? 

Ever since James had made her the wooden bowl 
Corrine had felt she owed him something. Then on a 
trip to town before Christmas, she saw the shaving set 
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in the newly opened Peters’s Mercantile. Corrine didn’t 
have any money of her own, so she’d sketched a 
drawing of the new store in trade. And that’s what 
she’d given James: the shaving set, along with a soap 
bar made with a few fine chips of the cherry wood 
Hoke used for smoking meat, because James always 
smelled like wood shavings.  

She had written the note at the last minute, but 
never dreamed he’d follow through on her request. 
Who knew he had such a strong jawline? Or that the 
absence of his beard would make his eyes stand out, all 
liquid brown? 

“Why James!” exclaimed Abigail behind her. 
“What a pleasing face you were hiding under all that 
hair!” 

“Does it make me look younger?” James asked 
Abigail. Then he turned to Corrine. “‘Cause I don’t 
want to look older than I really am.” Corrine tried to 
think of something smart to say, but couldn’t. He 
seemed pleased by that and winked at her again.  

“I came to take you for a ride, Missy.” 
 

* * * 
 

“Where’d you get the sleigh?” Hoke wanted to know 
when he and Charlie came in from hunting. 

James cradled a hot cup of coffee in his hands, 
enjoying the feel of the steam on his chin. He’d 
forgotten what that felt like after sporting a beard so 
long. “From a man who owns one of the saloons. He 
loans it out to people he likes.” 
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Hoke shot him a sideways grin. “How much did 
you have to pay him to make him like you?” 

“Come ride in it, Hoke! Let me take you, Jacob 
and Lina out while Corrine gets ready to go to town 
with me.” 

Hoke looked to Corrine then back at James. “She’s 
not going with you by herself. Not with that new face 
you got.” 

James feigned innocence. “What does my face 
have to do with me being a gentleman?” 

Hoke crossed his arms and glared at James. 
James countered, “Then how ‘bout Charlie coming 

with us, and we’ll pick up Miss Austelle on the way.” 
That had been his plan all along. 

Corrine beamed with joy. And that of course was 
the real goal. The plan he’d hatched prior to Christmas 
was about to enter its second phase.  

 
* * * 

 
Abigail piled them with quilts a short time later, along 
with a basket of food. “I want them home by dark, 
James.” 

James, liking the feel of Corrine seated so close to 
him under the heavy tuck of the quilt, tipped his hat 
and wrapped the scarf around his cheeks. “Yes, 
ma’am.” His response was to Abigail, but he winked at 
Corrine.  

On the way to the Austelles’, James discovered 
that when he steered the horses right, it brought 
Corrine closer to his side. He kept urging the horses to 
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the left just so he could turn them sharply to the right 
again and send her shoulder bumping back into his.  

Once they added Emma to their group and 
reached town, James had another surprise. “There’s a 
man here takes tintypes. At the newspaper office.”  

They sat as a straight-backed group twenty 
minutes later, watching the newspaperman set up to 
take their picture. The man fluttered behind a large 
contraption: a black cloth coming off the back of two 
square wooden blocks, fastened together in the center 
by what looked like a long accordion.  

“Is that a telescope on the front there?” James 
eyed the machine. He was eager to inspect what kind of 
wood was in the blocks. 

“No. But it’s a similar concept. How many types 
did you say you wanted? I have to prepare the plates.” 

“Four,” said James. 
Emma beamed. “We’ll all get one to keep? Oh, Mr. 

Parker, thank you! I’ve never had my portrait made.” 
James smiled at Emma but his mind was still on 

the camera. He pointed. “And what’s that folded piece 
in the middle?” 

“Cloth on a wire frame,” said the man. 
Corrine twisted her brow. “You’re asking a lot of 

questions, James. Why don’t you let the man 
concentrate on what he’s doing?” 

He grinned at her. “You think I’m distracting 
him?” 

“I do.” 
James considered teasing her about the “I do” 

she’d just uttered, but decided against it. He quit 
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asking questions as they watched the photographer 
prepare several small plates then stick his head under 
the cloth.  

A moment later he pulled his head back out and 
looked at Emma. 

“Most folks don’t smile,” he said.  
 “I can’t help it, I’m so happy!” Emma nudged 

Corrine with her elbow. “You’re smiling, too, aren’t 
you?” 

“Should I?” 
“No,” said the man. 
“Why not?” James reached for Corrine’s hand. 

“Smile as big as you want to.” 
The man shook his head and ducked it back 

underneath the cloth. “Guess you’re paying for it. Just 
hold real still. You can move when I switch the plates.” 

They sat like statues four times, then a fifth when 
the man said he wanted an extra. 

“How soon can we see them?” asked Charlie. 
“They’ll be ready within the hour.” 
“You’re sure it’s not too expensive?” Emma asked 

James with a worried wrinkle in her brow. 
James waved the question off. It was all part of his 

plan, after all, and well worth the cost to see the girls so 
happy. 

The photographer put out his hand to James as 
the group stood to leave. “Name’s Solomon, by the way. 
Bennett Solomon, like the king.” He offered his hand 
to Charlie next, but his eyes were on Corrine. “You 
folks come in with Dotson? I heard there were some 
pretty young ladies in that group.” 
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James put a hand to the back of Corrine’s waist. 
“You’re looking at ‘em.” He steered her toward the 
door, hoping they would run into the surly young 
sheriff next. It was all part of his well-thought-out plan. 

First, James wanted every bachelor in town to see 
that Corrine belonged to him. Next, when Corrine and 
Emma went to the mercantile, Nelda would ask Corrine 
which fabric she liked, just as he’d instructed. Later, 
James would encourage Charlie to take Emma for a 
stroll. That’s when he’d walk Corrine up the slope to 
the little white church and kiss her.  

The church stood out against the dark hillside. 
After their kiss, any time she visited town, Corrine 
would see it and think of him. The church implied 
marriage, of course, though James didn’t intend to 
make the formal offer yet. He needed to take his trip 
south first. He just wanted to tie her heart up in a tidy 
little bow before he left, as neat and secure as he could 
make it, because a girl like Corrine Baldwyn was bound 
to draw notice. A man about to leave Oregon for a year 
would be a fool not to tie her heart up, if he wanted a 
chance at winning her hand when he returned. 

Then in a few weeks, just before he was to leave 
town, James planned to ride out to the cabin, kiss her 
again, and give her the fabric she liked. That was the 
third and final stage of his plan. While he was gone, 
she could think back on the taste of his lips and be 
surrounded by his thoughtful gifts, which he rather 
hoped she’d work into something pretty for her hope 
chest. And she’d have his tintype to watch over her 
every day until his return. 
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Yes, sir. It was a mighty fine plan. 
Sure enough, while they were having lunch in the 

D&J Hotel, the new sheriff walked in, looking sleek and 
handsome in a dark, gray duster. 

Emma’s eyes popped. “Who is that?”  
“The sheriff,” said James, flatly. 
Corrine looked at James. “Why don’t you like 

him?”  
“Don’t care for his type.” James couldn’t keep the 

disdain from his voice. 
Corrine raised her brows. “I thought you were a 

former lawman.” 
“I wasn’t like him.” 
A young auburn-haired woman came to the table 

to serve them coffee. Freckles speckled her cheeks and 
her voice was chirpy as a bird’s. “Everybody who comes 
in here brags on these tables, James!” The woman’s 
eyes rolled over Charlie, Emma and Corrine, resting on 
Corrine the longest. “Who you got with you?” 

He introduced them and turned back to her. 
“How’s the new job going, Hannah?” James saw Charlie 
give him a quizzical look. 

“I guess you’ll tell me when you get your plate! 
The Dotsons and Jenkins are about the nicest people I 
ever met, I’ll tell you that much.” Hannah glanced 
around the room and when her eyes landed on the 
sheriff, the smile drained from them. 

James reached for her hand. “What?” 
“Nothing. A badge always makes me nervous, is 

all.” She squeezed James’s shoulder and smiled at him. 
“I’ll have your food out shortly. Extra biscuits for you.” 
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* * * 

  
So, the tables explained what James had been doing 
the past three months. But…had he been eating this 
woman’s biscuits? 

Corrine tried not to feel irritated, but couldn’t 
help wondering how James and this woman knew one 
another. She wasn’t about to ask. After all, she didn’t 
want to give James Parker the wrong impression. She 
didn’t want to make him think she was silly over him, 
clean-shaven or not. 

During lunch, Corrine felt the sheriff staring at 
her. Once, she looked back at him. He was strikingly 
handsome. He smiled and lifted a hand. Corrine 
returned his smile awkwardly and looked away. As her 
group stood to leave, he walked over. 

“Parker. Introduce me to your guests.” 
James glowered at him and put a hand to Corrine’s 

waistline. “Miss Emma Austelle, Charlie Baldwyn…Miss 
Corrine Baldwyn.” He put unnecessary emphasis on her 
given name. 

“Sam Eston.” The sheriff’s eyes swept over Charlie 
and Emma before locking on Corrine. “I’ve met Charles 
Austelle. Haven’t met any Baldwyns. Y’all just get to 
Baker City?” 

“We staked a place west of here. Back in 
September,” said Charlie. 

The sheriff’s eyes, hazel as a cat’s, stayed on 
Corrine. “With that Mathews fella? I heard he married 
an upscale lady with some older children.” 
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“What are you so nosy for?” asked James. 
The sheriff turned to James, irritation showing in 

the hard set of his mouth. “I’m the law here, Parker. 
It’s my job to know.” He turned back to Corrine. “I’ll 
ride out there sometime.” 

“That’s just great,” muttered James, taking 
Corrine’s elbow and steering her toward the door.  

When they stepped out on the boardwalk, Corrine 
shook her arm free. 

“You were rude to him, James Parker!” 
“It won’t hurt his feelin’s.” 
The food she’d just eaten suddenly sat heavy in 

Corrine’s stomach. She didn’t like the way James was 
acting, the way he kept putting his hand to her waist. 
She had initially loved the feel of his strong, masculine 
hand resting comfortably at the dip of her back, as if 
God had specially purposed it for a handhold. But she 
wasn’t some prize horse for him to steer around Baker 
City! 

She took a step back, away from his hand, and 
hooked her arm through Emma’s. “This might be a 
good time for you and Charlie to go take care of that 
saddle for Hoke,” she told James. “Emma and I are 
going to see Nelda.” 

As she and Emma walked away, Corrine heard 
James say to Charlie, “What’s she so heated about?”  

Corrine started to ask Emma if she thought James 
was acting strange but decided against it when Emma 
said with a giggle, “Have you ever seen a more 
handsome man than that Sheriff Eston? You think he’s 
married?” 
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Corrine was suddenly sorry she had come to town. 
She felt irritated with James. She felt irritated with 
Charlie for letting James boss the group around. And 
now she felt irritated with Emma, too. Why would 
Emma act interested in the sheriff when she was 
supposed to be smitten with Charlie? 

As they reached the mercantile Corrine tried to 
shake her mounting frustration. She and Emma both 
carried lists from their mothers. Corrine looked at hers 
now, grateful for the distraction.  

Nelda Isaacs helped them pick out supplies. 
“Come look at this new cloth, Corrine.” Nelda waved 
them over to the fabric table. “Show me which is your 
favorite.”  

 
* * * 

 
James was still muttering about Corrine when he and 
Charlie walked back toward the edge of town with the 
repaired saddle he’d promised to pick up for Hoke. He 
laid it in the bed of the sleigh that sat in an alley near 
the newspaper office, just as he caught sight of Corrine 
and Emma stepping out of the mercantile at the 
opposite end of town.  

Charlie pulled two letters from his pocket. “I’m 
going to run these over to the post office before the 
girls get here.” He grinned down at his boots then 
looked back up at James. “One is to Mimi, from 
Mother. But this one,” he ran his hand over the letter 
on top, “is from me to my Uncle Thad.”  
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James looked down the long row of clapboard 
buildings to Corrine and Emma, who were slowly 
coming up the left side of the boardwalk, back to where 
he and Charlie stood. The girls kept stopping to talk to 
people they passed.  

“My grandmother promised me her wedding ring 
before she died.” Charlie looked toward Emma. “I’m 
going to see if Thad’ll send it to me. Don’t say 
anything, all right?” 

James clapped Charlie on the shoulder. The boy 
was only nine years younger than him—same age 
difference as between James and Hoke. “I won’t say a 
thing. I’ll just step in here and see if those tintypes are 
ready while you’re at it, so you’ll have her likeness to 
look at while you wait on that ring.” 

James had just stepped back out of the newspaper 
office, tintypes safely tucked inside his coat pocket, 
when he heard yelling and gunshots. Palming the 
Walker slung low on his hip, he leaped off the 
boardwalk and threw himself against a wall in the 
narrow space between the news office and the post 
office, where Charlie had gone. 

As he peered around the corner, two men with 
kerchiefs over their faces came out of the bank, guns 
drawn, and ran down the boardwalk at the far end of 
town. James saw the sheriff take position across the 
street. 

Where were Corrine and Emma? 
The mercantile stood on the corner opposite the 

bank. When James had glanced at the girls before 



A Contradiction to His Pride / Leanne W. Smith 

	 42 

going in to see Bennett Solomon, they were midway 
down the boardwalk standing in front of the D&J.  

Had they gone inside it? Or moved on past?  
As people scurried from the boardwalks James 

scanned every open space, but he couldn’t locate 
Corrine and Emma. They must have ducked inside. 

The two men ran down the right side of the 
boardwalk toward James, shooting behind them at the 
bank and across the street, where the sheriff crouched.  

He heard a horse whinny in a nearby alley. 
Guessing it belonged to the bank robbers, seeing as 
how they were headed straight in that direction, James 
stepped up on the boardwalk then into the street and 
raised the Walker.  

He put two quick shots into the man holding the 
moneybag, then took aim on the second thief. The first 
man shot at James as he toppled off the boardwalk, but 
the bullet flew wide. The second man’s fire came 
closer. James heard the sound of bullets ricocheting off 
the wooden buildings behind him. Then for one 
moment, silence, as if one bullet, instead of striking the 
wall, had sunk into something soft. The silence was 
broken by a woman’s startled grunt.  

Whipping his head to the left, James saw Emma 
Austelle fall as he squeezed off a shot that should have 
gone through the second man’s chest, but instead 
dropped low and hit his upper thigh. 

An instant realization that Emma and Corrine had 
taken shelter on the opposite side of the newspaper 
office—and that James had drawn gunfire in that 
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direction when he stepped out and tried to stop the 
men—hit James full in the heart.  

He was vaguely aware that the second man was 
now hobbling toward the waiting horses, that he now 
flung himself over one and slapped its rump, that the 
sheriff was running toward them, but he was frozen in 
the moment wishing he could pull it back. He stared, 
mute and horrified, at the widening pool of blood that 
encircled Corrine, who held a dying Emma in her arms. 

Corrine didn’t scream. She didn’t cry. Those 
would come later when Mrs. Chris, Mrs. Jo, and Nelda 
Isaacs all ran to her side. But she looked up at James 
with the biggest slice of hurt he ever saw in slate gray 
eyes. 

James had drawn the gunfire that killed Emma 
Austelle, and they both knew it.  

	


