Other Books by Tristi Pinkston:
Nothing to Regret
Strength to Endure
Agent in Old Lace
Secret Sisters
Dearly Departed
Hang ‘Em High
This is a work of historical fiction. The characters and places are real, and the incidents are based on historical accounts. However, for the sake of storytelling, the author has taken some liberties with dialogue and certain incidents, and takes full responsibility for any errors or omissions as a result thereof. Likewise all views expressed herein are the sole responsibility of the author.
Season of Sacrifice
Published by
Smashwords.com © 2011 for ebook
Cover image copyright © 2008 by Max Bertola
Cover and book design copyright © 2008 by Tristi Pinkston/Jenni James
All rights reserved.
No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form
or by any means whatsoever without written permission from the publisher,
except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical articles and reviews.
Copyright © 2008 by Tristi Pinkston
ISBN 978-0-9794340-1-3
Printed in the United States of America
Year of first printing: 2008
10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1
This book is dedicated to:
Benjamin, Sarah, and Mary Ann
May your story be remembered,
your faith commemorated,
and your courage imitated.
Acknowledgements
I realize, now more than ever, that I’m only successful because of those who have helped me. From the moment of the first idea until the moment the book sits on the shelf, many people contribute their thoughts and ideas, support and criticism, and the final product belongs to each of those people.
Here are just a few:
My husband Matt and my children Caryn, Ammon, Joseph, and Benjamin. Thank you for believing in me, supporting me, and cheering me on.
My parents Ruthe Clark and Joel W. Norton, for raising me on stories of my ancestors and teaching me about my heritage and the value of the past.
BJ Rowley for taking this project under his “golden wings” and bringing it to life.
My readers Josi Kilpack, Tara C. Allred, Annette Lyon, Katie Parker, Anne Bradshaw, Gordon Ryan, Shirley Bahlmann (who is also my own personal cheerleader), and Sian Ann Bessey for helping me with grammar, content, and clarity. Jeff Savage, for going to bat for me time and time again. Candace Salima, for insisting this story be told and defending my right to tell it. Jenni James, for creating this e-book version and cover, and making it all beautiful.
Max Bertola, of www.so-utah.com, for generously allowing the use of his fabulous Hole-in-the-Rock photo on the cover.
Last, but not least, all of the LDStorymakers for their friendship and advice, and for putting up with me. I couldn’t ask for a better group of friends.
Introduction
Like Nephi of old, I have been born of goodly parents. As I read through the family histories and journals that have been passed down for generations, I am uplifted by the stories of those whose name I carry. Mine is a legacy of devotion and dedication that spans the globe.
We each have such a heritage when we look at the past to see all that has been done to bring us to where we are now.
This book follows the life of my great-great-grandfather Benjamin Perkins. Much of the story I will tell comes directly from family history books, journals, and letters. All of the characters are historical. Only a small portion of this story have I created. I invite you to read the chapter notes at the end of the book to see which things come from actual history and which things I invented to further the plot.
Pulitzer said:
The story of the Hole in the Rock pioneers is one of faith and courage.
Prize-winning author Wallace Stegner says in his book The Gathering of Zion:
For every early Saint, crossing the plains to Zion in the valleys of the mountains was not merely a journey but a rite of passage, the final, devoted, enduring act that brought one into the Kingdom. Until the railroad made the journey too easy, and until the new generations born in the valley began to outnumber the immigrant Saints, the shared experience of the trail was a bond that reinforced the bonds of faith; and to successive generations who did not personally experience it, it has continued to have sanctity as legend and myth.
Mons Larsen recalled the hardships of the San Juan expedition with the comment:
The handcart journey which I made from Winter Quarters to Salt Lake City was not nearly as hard as the journey through the Hole in the Rock.
I have felt honored to spend a portion of my time studying and learning about Benjamin. His life has touched mine in ways I can’t even begin to describe. His faith was ever present and strong, even in times of great trial.
The courage and determination of the Hole in the Rock missionaries never faltered. Above all else, their testimonies were iron-clad—undamaged by the darts thrown at them by the world.
I am inspired by the people they were and motivated to become a better person myself. I only hope that I can live up to the legacy and the name left to me.
I remember them with reverence and respect.
Tristi Pinkston
The Mission to San Juan
By Joel W. Norton
Rejoice! Ye saints of latter days.
Thy flight from harm is done.
The promised valley spreads below,
this place is right. “Drive on.”
Behind thee now loom mountains high,
and prairies without end.
Give thanks to Him for safety sure,
in songs of gladness blend.
But wait! From Jesus Christ once more,
to his choice and loyal seer,
The vision of thy prophet now,
is Zion spreads from here.
Go north and south and east and west,
pack up and take thy all.
In faith go forth to do His will,
in answer to the call.
At last! Ye settle to the south,
to tame a hostile land.
From forts to towns along the way,
ye chose to make a stand.
Thy mission is for hope and peace,
a place to make thy home,
To rear a righteous family
and never more to roam.
And so! The land accepts the change.
The desert’s now a rose.
Ye children of the covenant
are blessed with all that grows.
Thy first concern is towards mankind.
Ye seek to serve with might,
Then follow in the Savior’s path
with spirits now contrite.
Behold! Ye stand, and are prepared
to serve yet still the Lord.
Will ye to Zion now return,
or go to preach his word?
Thy strength has come through faith in Christ,
and willingness to share,
Thy victory o’er the flesh is made
in showing that you care.
The call! It’s clear! To leave again!
Another flight to face.
A mission to the Lamanites?
San Juan—where is that place?
Indians, and cowboys,
and outlaws inhabitate the land.
And now they must give up some room,
here comes a Mormon band.
Prepare! Ye saints late fall to meet
with wagons, goods and teams.
A six weeks’ journey you will take
to once again find dreams.
Have tools in hand to till new ground,
and seed to plant the earth.
Plan to share with those you find;
thy life will then have worth.
The camps! At intervals of ten,
in miles between each one.
From Escalante to Dance Hall Rock,
for resting and for fun.
Is this for sure the way to go
to reach the river side?
Explore the trail for miles ahead,
return and then decide.
What’s this! Reports from scouts sent out,
and some dare disagree.
“It can’t be done” spreads through the group,
but those with faith still see.
Ye must go on! The call’s from God,
don’t let doubt so overcome.
Thy leaders chose the course to take.
This battle now is won!
A notch! The river seen below.
Is this the way to pass?
Wagons too wide to get inside;
the grade’s too steep—alas!
Wales sent two of their hometown best,
the rocks to blast and blow.
Tacked to the cliff by Uncle Ben,
the dugway’s built below.
The Hole! The only way to go—
a road for wagons east.
Constructed as you move along
to serve both man and beast.
The faithful say it can be done
with focus on the goal.
Thy faith with work will thus reward
the mission as a whole.
Behind! The Colorado flows.
It’s been twelve weeks to cross.
Unsure of what now lies ahead
ye must make up the loss.
Building the road through land unknown,
deep canyons slow the work.
Made strong with faith in Jesus Christ
ye saints will never shirk.
It snows! And yet thy spirits soar.
Thy songs of praise are pure.
The cold and wind do not deter.
Thy trust in God is sure.
And now a detour to the north.
A forest to cut through.
Hardships do come the way each day.
By now they’re nothing new.
The comb! A ridge without a top.
No way to reach the sky.
On toward the river bank,
not room enough to try.
The way is now up San Juan Hill.
This is the final test!
Beside the river ‘neath a bluff
at last a place to rest.
No death! But pain and sickness born,
yet not without relief.
The time six weeks became six months;
the trek beyond belief.
Thy lives are spared all through the trial,
the seed-grain is thy meat.
Thy joy is found in brotherhood.
The journey’s now complete.
Rejoice! Ye saints who settled there
in Utah’s last outpost.
In answer to a call from God,
to thee He gave the most.
Endowed with power from on high,
enabled to the trials endure.
No greater calling comes to thee,
thy calling and election sure!
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PROLOGUE
Treboeth, Wales
September 28, 1859
Ben! Come here!”
Benjamin Perkins dropped his chisel and ran toward the urgent sound of his father’s voice. In the dim light of the coal mine, he could barely make out William’s features. “What is it?” he asked.
William reached out and grasped his son’s shoulder. “There was an accident at the mine in Blongloha. They need us to help rescue any survivors.”
Ben followed his father through the tunnels, his mind racing. An accident in a mine could only mean one thing—death. The mines weren’t friendly to those who tunneled them.
They reached the mine entrance where the foreman stood, marking down all the workers who were volunteering. He wrote down William’s name, but grunted when he saw Ben.
“He shouldn’t go with you.”
“He may be only fifteen, but he’s one of the best men we’ve got,” William said.
“Please, sir,” Ben spoke up. “I want to help.”
The foreman shook his head. “I wouldn’t be sending my son, but I can’t tell you what to do.” He made a mark on his sheet and waved them on.
The miners piled into the back of a wagon and rode the six miles to Blongloha. The constant vibration of the wheels on the road might have lulled Ben to sleep if he hadn’t been afraid of what they would face when they reached the scene of the accident.
The mines were nothing more than tunnels burrowed through dirt, the walls and ceilings held in place by timbers. If one of those timbers broke, thousands of pounds of dirt would fall on the miners beneath, burying them alive as they worked. Each collier knew to move slowly, place his chisel deliberately, or his life might be forfeit.
When the wagon pulled to a stop at Blongloha, Ben and his father dashed to the opening of the still and silent mine. Not even an echo of voices sounded from inside. One worker sat on the ground near the entrance, head in his hands. He raised his face when he heard the rescuers approach.
“Where are the others?” William asked.
The man shook his head, despair streaked across his face along with the grime. “Hundreds . . . trapped.” He didn’t say more, but pointed at the mine.
Without hesitation, Ben and the others walked directly in, locating the cave-in within minutes. Ben’s stomach clenched as he looked at the task ahead of them. He didn’t see how anyone could have survived. The other men paused a moment as well, then got to work.
They plunged their shovels into the dirt time and time again, carting out piles of rubble in wheelbarrows and coal carts. The farther in they got, the darker it became, but they lit their Davy lamps and kept on digging.
“Here!” William Perkins yelled. He threw his shovel over his shoulder and began digging with his hands. Ben came to his side and worked with him, his heart racing. They uncovered a man’s legs, then torso, and finally his head. Ben winced when he saw that the man’s skull had been bashed in by the falling debris.
“Let’s drag him out and keep digging.” William took hold of the man’s arms. “Ben, get his feet.”
Ben couldn’t move for a moment. The corpse’s eyes were open, and his face wore an expression of surprise. The miner clearly had not anticipated the collapse.
“Ben!”
At the sharpness in his father’s voice, Ben stooped down and picked up the man’s feet. They carried him out to the mine entrance, then turned around and went back in. Two of the other miners passed them, also carrying a body.
Ben worked feverishly with his shovel, wanting the nightmare to end. The dust in the air was becoming unbearable, the heat stifling, and he was surrounded by death on all sides. He pulled his handkerchief out and tied it over his nose and mouth, wishing he could also tie something over his eyes and heart.
The rubble near the entrance was completely cleared away and moved outside, along with the hundreds of bodies that had been trapped within. The rescuers proceeded further in to the mine. Sections of the wall and ceiling had come down in chunks through each of the tunnels. Arms and legs could be seen protruding from the debris all around them. Ben had believed that once they cleared the main blockage, the death would be over. But there was no escaping it.
He had always hated the dark of the coal mines. He didn’t mind the work itself—it lulled him into a state of mental numbness where he didn’t have to think beyond the placement of his chisel or the angle of his next blow. The weight of the tools and the coal sometimes caused his muscles to ache, and he was frequently sore from the strenuous labor. He took the dark home with him at night, where it haunted his dreams.
Ben closed his eyes for a minute, and his memories assailed him. His parents had joined the Mormons when Ben was a small boy, and the people in their small Welsh community had turned on them. Ben’s father lost his own job in the mines and could find work nowhere else, so they were sent to the poor house—a shoddily-constructed hall of cement and rotten wood where those who couldn’t pay their bills were placed. Men and women were separated, and Ben was taken from his mother. His three-year-old mind couldn’t understand his father’s words, that it would all be over soon and that he would see her again. For six long months he stared at concrete walls of stark, heartless gray, and wondered why she had left him.
The authorities at the poor house eventually figured out that the Perkins were not lazy and would take any job they were offered. The mine officials were forced to give Ben’s father back his job, and they were released from their prison. Ben’s mother nearly fainted with relief when she saw her young son again. Those six months had been just as hard for her as they had for him. They clung to each other for hours.
The fear of abandonment still remained bottled up deep in Ben’s heart, and although he had tried to overcome those fears as he grew into a youth, they sprang up and mocked him, most often while he was in the dark.
But this dark was worse than any other because of the fear it carried. Even as he walked through the tunnels, he could hear the dirt around him shifting. What if it came down again and he became one of the trapped, one of the dead?
Around one of the corners he saw another heap of dirt—with another hand sticking out of it. But this time the fingers were waving.
Ben shouted for help and began moving the rubble, yelling to the man inside that help was on its way. It only took a moment for three workers to uncover the man. They dragged him out and laid him on the ground to check him over for injuries. A Davy lamp was brought, and as soon as its light landed on their survivor, Ben could see that his legs were completely crushed.
“Ben, you stay here,” his father directed. “I’m going to get a wheelbarrow.”
Ben crouched down and touched the man’s forehead. “What’s your name?”
“Andrew Morgan,” he gasped.
“You’ll be all right, Andrew,” Ben said. He felt completely useless. He didn’t know what to say to a man who was at least crippled for life, and might die even yet. Andrew bled heavily, and Ben didn’t know if he could stand to lose that much blood.
“It’s bad, isn’t it?” Andrew asked. “I can’t feel my legs.”
Ben couldn’t lie to him. “It doesn’t look good.”
Andrew put his hand over his eyes. “I can’t die. I can’t. My wife needs me. I have children.” He started to moan, shaking his head back and forth as his voice rose in pitch. “You can’t let me die!”
Ben grasped Andrew’s shoulder, trying to give comfort, but he had no words. He heard his father wheel the cart up behind him, and they worked together to lift Andrew up and over the side.
“I can’t meet God this way,” Andrew wailed as they pushed the barrow up into the fresh air. Ben pressed his lips together to keep them from trembling. They placed the cart a distance from the mine and went back inside, leaving Andrew alone.
Ben felt bad for abandoning him, but who knew how many others might still be inside, alive and waiting for help.
Hours later, the rescuers felt they had done all they could. So few survivors had been found in comparison to the hundreds of bodies they had retrieved. Ben felt tired to the core as he and his father climbed into the wagon that would take them back to the mine in Treboeth.
“What will happen to them? To the bodies?” Ben asked his father as Blongloha faded in the distance behind them.
“The families will be notified. They can come to collect their dead,” William replied.
“What about Andrew?”
“He died.” William’s voice was curt. “They sent for the doctor, but he could do nothing. He’s a man of medicine, not a magician.”
Ben leaned back. Andrew wasn’t ready to die—he’d said so himself. He had children. Tears began to course down Ben’s cheeks. He pulled his knees up to his chin and hunkered down against the side of the wagon.
“I shouldn’t have brought you here,” William said. “You’re a good worker, and we needed your help, but you’re still a child, Ben. I should have protected you from this.”
Ben couldn’t reply. In his mind he still saw bodies with open eyes, arms and legs broken and sticking out at odd angles.
“I pray those men will find peace on the other side.” William’s words were almost a whisper against the noise of the wheels on the road.
Ben’s parents, William and Jane Perkins, believed in the restored gospel with a fervency that sometimes intimidated him. They looked at life with faith and focus. Ben felt more skeptical. He had put off his own baptism, doubtful if he wanted to tie himself to any religious group—let alone the Mormons, the victims of so much taunting. Andrew’s words kept ringing in his ears. I can’t meet God this way. Several hundred men had died right along with him. Were any of them ready to meet their Maker? Was Ben?
He remembered the persecution his family had endured when his parents joined the Church so many years ago, and he didn’t know if he could go through that again—especially with himself as the target. But as he thought about the men caught in the explosion, buried under thousands of pounds of coal and dirt, he realized his life needed to have purpose. He counted on God every day to keep him safe in the mines, to shelter him from the oppressive layers of earth that could, at any moment, collapse and crush him beneath the staggering weight.
He glanced over at his father. William sat looking straight ahead, his face lined with dirt and sorrow.
“Do you believe it, Father? Do you believe Christ is there to meet those men on the other side?”
William turned and gave his son his full attention. “Yes, Ben, I do. And He’s not just there for the men who die, He’s there for those of us who still live.”
Ben settled back. His heart still ached so much, it was a wonder it still functioned. But underneath that pain came peace from his father’s firm conviction—a peace he hoped he would someday have for himself.
PART ONE
THE COAL MINERS
CHAPTER ONE
Treboeth, Wales
February, 1867
Ben Perkins sat back on his heels, surveying the wall in front of him. In the dim lamplight he could make out gouges in the surface, cut with his own chisel and hammer. He had been working for hours, yet his progress seemed slight.
He had been trying unsuccessfully to chase the memories of the Blongloha accident out of his mind. It seemed an impossible task. He forced himself to think, not of the beginning of that day seven years ago, but of the end. After arriving home that night, he and his father had walked down to the river Tawe, where William raised his hand in the sacred gesture and pronounced a blessing, then lowered him into the water.
Ben had never regretted his decision and planned to join the Saints in Zion as soon as he had saved the money for passage.
He wiped his forehead with his arm and mentally scolded himself for the time he had wasted with memories. He had another five pounds of blasting powder to set off before the whistle blew. He twisted wicks and set them in the holes he had created, then poured a thin line of powder along the edge of each hole. He struck the match, which came to life in a flame of blue and gold, and then he went from wick to wick, touching each with the tip of the match.
Gathering his supplies and standing in one motion, Ben sprinted down the corridor as fast as he could before the wicks burned their full length. He ducked and covered his head as the blasts sounded, then lowered his arms to peer through the dust. All had gone as planned—several pounds of coal lay exposed, ready to be extracted.
Ben smiled. Mary Ann Williams should be at the town dance that night, and he wanted to get there early.
* * *
It had taken a bit longer than usual for Ben to scrub the layers of coal dust from his hair, which was dark enough on its own that he sometimes had difficulty telling if he had washed it thoroughly. He resented the time spent getting ready, but he finally made it to the party an hour after it began. The music was lively, and his feet joined the stamping that filled the room. Skirts swirled in time to the beat, and laughter bounced off the walls.
He didn’t have a partner, but stood in a corner, clapping his hands and enjoying himself. He loved music more than just about anything, and the fiddler tonight was especially good. His eyes roved around the room, hoping to catch a glimpse of . . . ah. He smiled. A certain girl in a blue dress twirled into view—the reason he had come tonight.
Mary Ann Williams. She was in the community choir and glee club, as was he, and he’d often seen her at church. But he’d never gathered up enough courage to talk to her. She was a beautiful girl, with dark hair that he could only imagine was soft to the touch. He had been attracted to her at first by the power of her singing voice, a sound that reminded him of the birds in the hills he climbed at every opportunity. He had taken to watching her out of the corner of his eye as they sang. Maybe tonight he would get the chance to speak with her.
As if in answer to his silent hopes, she passed by him a moment or two later on her way to the refreshment table. He straightened his shoulders and swallowed, trying to chase the nervousness out of his voice. He would not let the moment pass by without taking advantage of it.
“Miss Williams?” He took a step toward her, and she paused, a smile on her face. “I should have introduced myself long ago. I’m Benjamin Perkins.”
“Yes, I know.”
Her speaking voice was just as musical as her singing voice, and he got caught up in it before he knew it.
“You know my name?” he asked, unable to think of anything else to say.
“Of course, from choir and glee club.”
“Yes, yes, of course.” He nodded, wishing he had thought of some intelligent reply.
“It’s a lovely dance, isn’t it?” She gestured toward the couples that swayed in the center of the room.
“It would be even lovelier if I could dance with you.”
For a moment he was surprised at his own boldness, but she rewarded him with a smile. “I would like that.”
He took her by the elbow, and they found their place amidst the dancers. The music had mellowed into something soft, matching his mood as he held her in his arms, a feeling more sweet than he had imagined.
His life had always been pragmatic. Go to the mine, work his shift, come home and scrub all the dirt and grime from his skin, and maybe go out with friends for an hour or two before collapsing in bed, only to start anew the next morning.
As he danced with Mary Ann, he began to catch a glimpse of all he had been missing.
The dance ended two hours later with one last rollicking tune, and Ben offered to see Mary Ann home. She accepted, and they stepped into the night. The cobbled roads and stone walls that paved their path glowed white in the moonlight, and it was easy for them to find their way.
“Tell me, Mr. Perkins,” Mary Ann said after a few silent moments. “Why have I never seen you at school? Your family has lived here as long as mine, have they not?”
“I’ve been working in the mines since I was six. I’ve never had the chance to go to school.” Ben hoped his voice sounded casual. His lack of education made him feel vulnerable. “I can’t read or write.”
“I’ve heard tell that you are quite skilled at math.”
Ben smiled into the darkness. So she’d been listening to what others had to say about him, had she? “I can do math. I just can’t write it down.”
“You can do math without a slate?”
“I wouldn’t know how to do it with a slate.”
“That’s amazing!” Mary Ann turned and looked at him. “You hold all the numbers in your head?”
He nodded, wondering at the look of astonishment on her face.
“I have a difficult time with math, even with all the slates in the world in front of me,” she said. “You have a gift. You truly do.”
Ben considered that for a moment as they resumed walking. He had never thought of himself as possessing a gift. He had always felt hampered by his inability to read a book or write a letter. He straightened his shoulders a bit. Mary Ann Williams thought he had a gift. That was something worth considering.
* * *
Mary Ann couldn’t stop smiling as she brushed out her hair. Ben Perkins had spoken to her at last. She had been watching him out of the corner of her eye for months, and knew he had been doing the same. It was only a matter of time, she had reasoned with herself. But she had almost given up hope—until he approached her at the dance the night before.
He was a wonderful dancer, leading her around the room with precise and well-measured steps, but gracefully, as though it was the most natural thing in the world.
Ben wasn’t very tall—only slightly taller than herself—but she found it didn’t matter as she followed his lead on the dance floor. They were perfectly suited.
She pulled her shoes on and gave herself one last look in the mirror. She had been told she was pretty, and she certainly had enough male attention to prove it, but she wasn’t sure what she thought of her own looks. At times, she thought she looked very well indeed. But most of the time she saw herself as ordinary.
This morning, however, her eyes were bright, and she gave herself a nod of satisfaction. The small pin she had placed on the collar of her dress added just the right touch.
Choir practice that evening went much as usual, the altos and sopranos chatting together in the corner and trying to catch the eyes of the tenors and occasionally a bass. It was every bit as much a social event as the dance had been, only here the flirting was set to harmony.
Ben was late. Mary Ann glanced around the room several times, wondering where he could be. She hoped something hadn’t gone wrong at the mine. Her father was an inspector there, moving through the tunnels to check the positions and the strength of the beams. He had told many stories of cave-ins and other disasters. She knew she was letting her imagination run away with her, but couldn’t breathe a sigh of relief until she saw Ben walk in a few minutes later, stepping into place and joining in as though he had been there the whole time. He looked over her way and nodded, smiling.
She turned her head back to the conductor, suddenly feeling warm. She knew she was blushing, and didn’t want Ben to see. She made the decision not to look at him anymore. It wasn’t proper. But two minutes later she glanced over again to meet his eyes—eyes that were merry tonight.
After the rehearsal, she moved to gather up her things. She hoped he would come over and talk to her, but she wouldn’t wait around to see if he would. She would pretend not to care. She would be collected and aloof.
“Miss Williams?”
She knew who it was without even turning around. She took a deep breath, trying to appear as calm and confident as she was pretending to be, despite the wild thumping of her heart.
“Hello, Mr. Perkins.”
“May I see you home?” He held out his arm.
“I would be delighted.”
They didn’t say much until they were nearly halfway home. Mary Ann couldn’t think of anything to say, and didn’t trust herself to make suitable small talk. Ben eventually broke the silence, and she felt very relieved when he did.
“I had a bit of trouble at the mine today.”
Her hand tightened on his arm. “What happened?”
“I couldn’t concentrate on my work. I kept thinking about the dance instead.”
She smiled, glad he couldn’t see the way her heart leapt. “It was a very good dance, wasn’t it?”
“Very.”
“I confess, I’ve thought about it as well.” She let go of his arm, suddenly shy.
Ben nodded. “I don’t expect either of us will be able to get our work done tomorrow, either. Choir practice has also been having a strange affect on me lately.”
“Has it now?” Mary Ann compressed her mouth together to keep from smiling too broadly.
“Miss Williams, I won’t pretend that I don’t find you the most appealing dance partner I’ve had for a long time. I’d like to repeat that pleasure again soon.”
“I’m sure we can arrange that.”
“Well, since that has been settled, let’s stop being so formal with each other. I would like to call you Mary Ann, unless you object.”
“No, I have no objections.”
“Good, then we’re agreed.” They walked along another moment or two in silence, then he started to hum the song they had rehearsed that night, “Guide Us, O Thou Great Jehovah.” Mary Ann joined him, singing softly, and soon their voices rose together in a comfortable duet.
Mary Ann’s eyes were moist at the beauty of the song, and she was glad that Ben didn’t glance over at her as he reached out for her hand. She didn’t want him to see her crying, and yet, she felt he would understand.
* * *
That evening marked the first of many that Ben and Mary Ann spent together. After choir practice they would take walks through the village, picking their way along the stony paths between the houses. One night he had the opportunity to help her on with her cloak, and his hand brushed against her hair. It was just as soft as he had always imagined.
Almost without his realizing it, Mary Ann had taken a spot in his heart. When something good happened to him, he wanted her to be the first to know. If something bad were to take place, he could feel no comfort until he heard what she had to say. He was drawn to her by a compelling magnetism, and it surprised him when he came to understand just what it was that had happened to him. He had fallen in love.
This created a complication, however.
“Mary Ann,” he said to her one Sunday afternoon as they strolled through a green field of grass, “I need to tell you something.”
She stooped down and plucked up a flower that grew in her path. “What is it?”
“I’ve been planning for some time now to emigrate to America. The Church has been organizing shiploads of Saints to go across to New York and from there, Utah.”
“I see.”
He couldn’t tell from her expression what she thought about that. He had hoped to see some glimmer of her true feelings for him, but she remained impassive. Perhaps he had read more into their relationship than she had.
“That sounds exciting,” she said after a moment. “When do you plan to sail?”
“In a month’s time.”
“Oh!” She glanced off into the distance. “That’s . . . very soon.”
“It is soon, but it still seems so far away. I’ve been planning this for months and despaired at how long it was taking, but now . . .” He reached out and caught her hand. “Now I wish I had just a little more time.”
She smiled and looked down at their two hands intertwined. “Aren’t you afraid to go? I would be. It’s so different there, and you don’t speak a word of English.”
“I didn’t speak a word of Welsh until I was nearly two years old. I’ll manage.”
She laughed and gave his hand a little squeeze. “You’ll do very well, Ben Perkins. I’m sure of it.”
* * *
Mary Ann was proud of herself. She had managed to keep her emotions in check until she was in her room, but she had been crying ever since. She couldn’t believe Ben was leaving. She had imagined that he cared for her as much as she did for him, but apparently she had mistaken a friendship for romance, and it stung.
“Mary Ann! Mother wants you!”
Mary Ann sat up and smoothed her hair into place. She knew her eyes were red and puffy—they always turned red when she cried. She felt in her pocket for her handkerchief and wiped her nose.
Her younger sister Sarah came in the room a moment later.
“Mother wants you to help with dinner. I’ve already set the table.”
“Very good, Sarah. You’re turning into quite a helper,” Mary Ann said approvingly. Sarah was so eager to please, it was easy to praise her.
“Mother says that when I’m eight, she’ll teach me how to make bread.”
“That’s a big job. Do you think you can do it?”
Sarah’s dark eyes were serious. “I think so.” She took a step closer. “Have you been crying?”
“Just a little.”
“Why?”
Mary Ann smiled at the concern she saw on her sister’s face. “A friend is leaving, and I’m going to miss him. That’s all.”
“I’m sorry you’re sad.” Sarah wrapped her arms around Mary Ann’s neck. “You can have my dessert at dinner.”
Mary Ann laughed. “Thank you, Sarah. But you can keep it.”
* * *
Late June, 1867
Ben pulled his wallet out of his top drawer and counted the money inside, already sure of the amount, but liking the way the numbers rolled off his tongue—evidence of all his hard work and saving. He put his week’s wages in with the total and was immensely pleased to see that he finally had enough to pay his passage to America.
America! What a beautiful word! He had heard tales of America—wild tales of gold lying in the streets and men not having to work at all but lying back and enjoying themselves. He didn’t believe the stories for a minute, but it was delightful to imagine that somewhere in the world there was a place so magical that anything could happen. He would be joining with the Saints in Utah—magic in and of itself.
The hardest part would be leaving his family. His brother Joe was coming with him, along with Mary and Naomi, his two sisters, and his brother-in-law John Evans. But there still remained at home his mother and father, not to mention his siblings Hyrum, Elizabeth, Ruth, Martha, and Daniel. There was simply no way to afford the passage for such a large group all at once. Ben would work hard once he reached America and send for his family, adding his earnings to whatever they were able to scrape together in the meantime. Hopefully it wouldn’t be too much longer before they could all be together again.
His thoughts went to Mary Ann—dear, sweet Mary Ann. She had created a complication in his plans. He had never meant to form an attachment. He felt a strong calling to go to Zion, but how could he leave her behind? On the other hand, how could he ask her to come with him? She’d said it herself. America was completely different from Wales, and she would be afraid to go. They had been seeing each other for such a short time. He couldn’t expect her to make that kind of commitment.
June twenty-first arrived—the day of his departure. All his friends and family, including many Church members, gathered at the depot to see him off. The weather was cold and gloomy, touched by a streak of fog that made everything look smudged like a watercolor painting. An inn stood near the tracks, and the group went into the lobby, blowing on their fingers and laughing a little louder, as though the sound would keep them warmer.
Ben wandered around the room, taking in the sight of those beloved people one last time. Mary Ann sat on a bench in the corner, participating in the party but still apart from it. Her eyes looked sad, though her lips smiled. He stepped across the room and sat by her side.
“I’ve been looking for you,” he said loudly enough to be heard above the din, and yet quietly enough that no one else could hear him. “I meant to come by yesterday, but couldn’t get away.”
“That’s all right,” she said, glancing around the room. “You’re certainly well liked in Treboeth.”
“It’s quite the going-away party, isn’t it?” Ben took her by the elbow. “Come for a short walk with me. We’ll stay in sight of the station so we won’t miss the train.”
The fog had only grown thicker, and Ben grasped her fingers as they made their way out to the lane. “I don’t want to lose you in the fog,” he joked.
“No chance of that,” she replied. “I know this area well.”
Something about the tone of her voice made him forget his previous decision to leave without her. He didn’t know what she would say, but he had to take the chance.
He stopped walking, and then turned to face her. “I mean what I say, Mary Ann Williams. I don’t want to lose you.”
She studied his eyes, and he gazed into hers, the clear depths that often gave her emotions away when she tried so hard to hide them, yet at other times were unreadable.
“There’s no chance of that.”
“As soon as I have enough money saved, I’ll be sending for my parents and younger brothers and sisters. Will you come with them?” He didn’t take his eyes off hers—he couldn’t, held there as he was, as if under a spell.
She looked away, first to the side then down to the ground. He couldn’t see her face, and he wondered if he had made a mistake by speaking up. It was all too sudden. Perhaps he should have given her more time. He should have written from America. He opened his mouth to apologize, but she brought her eyes back to meet his.
“Yes, Ben, I’ll come with them.”
He felt lightheaded with relief. “I’ll send enough money for your passage as well.”
As if determined to break the moment, the train arrived with a long howling sound.
“Will you find a way to write to me?” she asked, reaching out to catch his coat.
“I will. I’ll find a scribe and write every chance I get.” He wrapped his fingers around hers where they clutched his lapel. They were being torn apart too quickly. He wished that he had proposed sooner instead of leaving it for the last minute.
“Ben!” his father called. “Hurry up!”
Ben turned back to Mary Ann, took her face in his hands, and kissed her. It was a quick and simple kiss, over far too soon, but it tingled on his lips as he climbed aboard the train and turned to wave goodbye.
Mary Ann waved along with all the others, her hand nearly lost in the sea of fluttering fingers, but Ben focused his eyes on her alone and remembered the touch of those gentle lips. It was even more difficult to leave than he thought it would be, but he would work all the harder to bring his family to Utah—his family, plus one.
CHAPTER TWO
The Ocean Voyage
Late June, 1867
The Manhattan stood docked at Liverpool, waiting to take Ben, his brother Joe, and his sisters Naomi and Mary, along with Mary’s husband, John Evans, to America. The train from Swansea had brought them into England, and all that remained for them was to board the ship and sail on. They were told that four hundred and eighty other Saints were to sail as well.
The ship left port and made its way out to sea to the cheers of those gathered on the dock to watch. Even those who weren’t Mormon felt the excitement of going to America. After all, it was the land of opportunity, regardless of religion. A man could be anything he wanted there.
Archibald Hill—leader of this particular group of Saints—had his hands full for the first few hours getting the sleeping assignments all sorted out. Once he had everyone situated, he went about the remainder of his business, leaving the passengers to arrange their belongings as best as they could in the small quarters.
Ben didn’t have much with him, so his unpacking consisted mostly of dumping everything on the bunk assigned him in the single men’s section, then putting everything back in his sack, since he didn’t need it right then. He was up on deck shortly, exploring the ship and making himself familiar with it.
The ride was smooth and comfortable for the first day, but Ben awoke the next morning to a foul smell coming from the corner of his below-decks quarters. Someone was groaning in their bed—perhaps a great many someones.
“Who’s sick?” he mumbled, sliding out of his shelf-like bunk and feeling for his shoes.
“I am,” moaned a man down the aisle.
“So am I,” came the voices of six or seven others.
The swaying motion of the ship hadn’t registered on Ben’s mind until that moment, but suddenly he noticed that the room was moving from side to side in a rhythmic dance. He reached out and caught the edge of the bunk.
“Joe?” He shook his brother’s shoulder. “Joe, I need your help.”
A moment later, Joe slid out of his bed and looked around, wrinkling his nose. “What happened here?”
“I don’t think we want to dwell on that.”
Ben made his way to the quarters where the families were berthed. The stench there was nearly as bad as where he had come from. He moved around quickly, at last locating the bunk where his sister Mary and her husband John slept.
“John, are you awake?” he asked, touching the sleeping man’s shoulder.
“Mmmmm?” John opened his eyes. “It can’t be morning already.”
“It is. Are you sick?”
John shook his head. “No, just sleepy.”
“Then get up and help me.”
The three men worked together to clear out the pail in the corner of the single men’s quarters, then they fetched water for the sick men who couldn’t leave their bunks. The rolling motion of the ship made it difficult to keep their footing as they moved around.
“I’m glad that’s taken care of,” Joe said, throwing a bucket of mop water over the side of the boat. “Now if we could just make sure that everyone actually made it to the bucket—”
“Don’t remind me,” Ben said, taking a deep breath of the salty air. “I’m in no hurry to return to the hold.”
His sister Naomi came to the rail, holding on with white knuckles once she reached it. Her face was green, and wisps of her hair stuck out in all directions.
“I don’t feel well,” she said, pressing a hand against her face. “All the women are flat down in their bunks. I seem to be the best off out of the bunch, so they asked me to come up and fetch help.”
“Many of the men are down, too,” Joe replied. “I wonder how long these rough seas will last.”
Ben, John, and Joe followed Naomi down to the single women’s section of the hold. Ben paused a moment before entering.
“Please, Ben, just come in. They need your help,” Naomi entreated.
Ben knocked on the doorframe. “Ladies, we’ve come to help you. Are you decent?”
A chorus of moans rose from within the room. Ben could only guess they meant to say yes, so he entered, glancing around cautiously at first, and then more bravely as he realized that all the women were clothed. In fact, most of them looked like they had fallen into their bunks and not moved in a full day. The smell of vomit was overwhelming.
About twenty-five older women and several younger girls comprised the cabin. The married women were in the family quarters, and from what Ben had been able to tell during his quick journey inside, they were getting enough care. But these ladies had no one, and he soon learned that he, John, and Joe were their only hope, being among the few who had not fallen sick.
The men spent the day helping the sick clean themselves up and swabbing the floors. Ben carried bucket after bucket of putrid water up to the top deck and dumped them into the sea. He felt sorry for the fish.
By the next day, several of the men felt well enough to help, and those in the family quarters had found enough healthy people amongst them to meet their needs. But Ben and his two helpers were still on duty in the single women’s cabin.
Naomi was there and did the best she could, but she was just as sick as the other ladies and couldn’t help for more than a few minutes at a time.
Every few hours, Ben would take a break and go up onto the deck, watching the fish jump out of the water, cresting the tops of the waves and flashing their silvery scales in the light. It was a glorious sight. They almost seemed to be playing a game—which could jump the highest out of the water, which could dive the farthest upon their return to the briny deep.
That night, after making sure that all his charges were cared for, Ben went up on deck and rested his elbows on the rail. The moon illuminated the water, and from time to time he fancied he could see a glimmer of fish in the darkness. The fresh air was invigorating. He filled his lungs again and again. He hadn’t spent so much time out of doors in ages.
After his family had been released from the poor house when he was three, his father and brothers went back to work in the mines. He went there himself when he was six, carrying water back and forth to the thirsty miners. His fear of the dark was immense, but he had it impressed upon him that he had a job to do. With a Davy lamp in one hand and a pail of water in the other, he made his way up and down the dark corridors until his bucket was empty, then he would go back and refill it.
Later, as he grew older, he was put in charge of opening and closing the doors along the mineshaft. He sat in the dark for hours, waiting for a full load of coal to be pushed up the track. When he heard the approach, he was to open the doors as quickly as possible and let the cart through. Then he had to close it again, just as quickly. If he was late, he ran the risk of getting crushed. Many small boys were killed that way.
It was cold and scary, sitting in the tunnels for all those hours. Light from the miners’ lamps cast shadows on the walls that flickered then disappeared as the workers passed by him, and his mind filled with images of prowling monsters lurking just beyond the corner.
Other times he would be so tired that he would long to go to sleep. But he was terrified of missing a cart, so he sat ramrod straight, waiting for the rumbling of wheels on tracks that told him it was time to do his job.
One day, he hadn’t been so careful. A cart came through, and he wasn’t out of the way. He was carried out of the mine with a broken arm, grateful that was all that had happened to him, but in pain nonetheless. He was allowed a respite from the mine while his arm healed, but his family needed his income. As soon as he was feeling better, it was right back into the soot-covered darkness beneath the ground.
Sea life was so different. Even with the two days he had spent cleaning up after sick passengers and trying to spoon broth down them, he had the opportunity to be up in the air and enjoy the moon and stars. He could look up to the sky instead of down to the earth. He felt free to choose his future and a path that did not involve squirming his way through the dirt like a mole. He hadn’t realized how badly he hated being a collier until he was no longer one. He said a silent prayer, thanking God for guiding him on his journey and bringing him out of the darkness and into the sun.
CHAPTER THREE
New York City, New York
July 12, 1867
Naomi started to sway, and Ben reached out to catch her arm. She had made it off the boat without help, but as they walked down the pier, her strength was giving out.
“Thank you, Ben,” she said as he led her over to a packing crate and helped her sit down, her back against the wall of a building. “I don’t know when I’ve felt so weak.”
“You’ve been very ill. It may take a while before you feel better.”
She closed her eyes. “It’s so good to be back on solid ground.”
John Evans came up behind them, carrying a trunk. He set it down with a thump, and Naomi’s hand flew to her forehead. “Please, John, not so loud.”
John smiled. “I’ll try.”
Joe came along a few minutes later. “I’ve been talking to a man at the train station. The next train west isn’t for a couple of days.”
“That will give us a chance to rest,” Mary said. She placed her hand on Naomi’s shoulder. “And give this poor thing time to feel better.”
Ben arranged sleeping quarters for all of them in a building near the train station called Castle Gardens, and they settled in quickly. Naomi didn’t feel well enough to go sightseeing, so Mary stayed with her while the men toured the city. They came back with stories of tall buildings and shops on nearly every street.
After three days’ rest, Naomi was well enough to board the train. They found seats near some of their Welsh shipmates and settled in for the journey.
The train pulled out of the station a few minutes late. At first, Ben thought it was exciting to look out the window and see the land go flashing by beneath him. Every glimpse he caught thrilled him. It was America! They had finally arrived. But before long, he found himself nodding off, the excitement of the last several days taking their toll.
He came awake with a jolt as the screeching of train brakes filled his ears. He leaned forward and caught hold of the seat in front of him to maintain his balance.
“Where are we?” he asked around a tongue that felt like cotton.
“I think we’re taking a water break,” Joe said, looking around.
Ben got off the train for a moment and stretched. The sunlight was warm on his back, and he took a deep breath, filling his lungs with as much fresh air as they would take. Matthew, one of the other Welshmen, soon joined him.
“It’s a glorious day,” he remarked.
“Yes, it is,” Ben replied.
The man who was working the train station came wandering over and asked Ben a question. Ben couldn’t understand what he was saying, but Matthew spoke some English and interpreted.
“He wants to know where you’re headed.”
Ben nodded and reached out to shake the man’s hand. “I’m going to the Utah territory.”
Matthew passed along the information, and the man’s eyes grew big as he replied to Matthew.
“He says you shouldn’t go out there. The Mormons are a bad lot,” Matthew said.
Ben smiled. “Tell him I’d like to see for myself.”
The man obviously thought Ben was making a foolish mistake, and waved his hand in a gesture of good riddance. Ben nodded in return, and climbed back aboard the train just as the whistle blew.
“Why are you going to Utah?” Matthew asked as the train pulled out of the station.
“We are some of those Mormons that man was talking about.”
Matthew looked at Ben, astonishment on his face. “But he said the Mormons are bad.”
Ben grinned. “Do I look bad to you?”
Matthew shook his head.
“Then the man was wrong, wasn’t he?”
Matthew returned Ben’s smile and settled back in his seat across the aisle.
The next day was monotonous. The view out the window changed from time to time as they passed through green pastures and wooded landscapes, but there wasn’t enough variety to keep Ben’s interest.
He crossed the aisle and sat in the empty seat next to Matthew. “I’d best learn some English,” he said to the Welshman. “Can you teach me?”
“I don’t know much, but I’m glad to teach you a little,” Matthew replied.
At each stop, Ben took the opportunity to try out his new words on the people at the stations. Invariably, they would ask where he was going. And also invariably, they would try to talk him out of his destination. Mary and Naomi were starting to worry. It seemed that everyone along the way thought the Mormons were dangerous, that they would steal everything that the immigrants had, and take their women as well. Ben just laughed. He didn’t know how the Mormons had managed to get themselves a reputation for thievery, but he knew it couldn’t be true. The testimony he carried that gave him such peace and warmth in his heart was strong enough to contradict any rumors.
The train continued on its way, the wheels clacking against the tracks as they rolled through the prairie. Ben’s English lessons continued for a good stretch before they finally pulled in to North Platte, Nebraska.
When Ben stepped off the train, the humidity hit him like a wet blanket. It was nothing unfamiliar to him, and made him think of misty mornings at home.
For a brief moment, homesickness settled over him, and he missed all that he had left behind. Who knew how long it would be before he could send for his family? He stepped aside and let the others stream past him. Would Mary Ann still want to come? Maybe she would have found someone else by then.
The conductor pointed the passengers to a long line of wagons that had come to a stop several hundred yards away from the train station.
“Those are the immigration teams,” he told them. “They will take you the rest of the way.”
Just as dusk was falling, Ben, John, and Joe carried the luggage across the dry grass and got their wagon assignments. All around them, the voices were harsh, and Ben heard several unfamiliar words.
“What are they saying?” he asked Matthew.
Matthew interpreted, a smile in his eye. “Those are some of the favorite American cuss words, from what I understand.”
“We may want to keep a close eye on my sisters,” Ben said. “I don’t think they want to learn that kind of English.”
The teamsters held a dance that night, and Ben was careful to keep the ladies far away from it. They fell asleep quickly in the tent provided, so tired they barely noticed the loud music that filled the camp until well into the night.
* * *
On the Trail from North Platte, Nebraska
August 1, 1867
The wagons moved out with a lurch, and Naomi’s hand flew to her stomach.
“Are you all right?” Ben asked.
“I may never be all right again,” she answered. “That ocean crossing ruined me forever.”
The wagons moved slowly and deliberately, pulled by oxen rather than horses. The road was rough and bumpy, and Naomi’s face was soon ghastly white.
“Perhaps you’ll get used to it,” Mary said.
“I know you’re trying to comfort me, but it’s not working,” Naomi replied.
Their progress was slow the first three days. Many in the company were already ill, and they weren’t holding up as well as they would have liked. The teamsters were starting to become impatient with the delays. They had made the trip several times before and knew what they were doing. They had a schedule to keep, and they didn’t mind reminding Ben in very colorful language.
Mid-afternoon on the fourth day, Ben saw a wagon train similar to their own approaching from the other direction. As they grew near, the leader called out, and the teamster in charge of Ben’s group, Captain Rice, returned the hail. They were too far away for Ben to make out the conversation, but his curiosity was soon put to rest as Captain Rice called for the men to gather around.
He waited until the last of the stragglers had joined them, then raised his voice to address everyone.
“Six men drowned in the Green River the other day when a boat broke loose. This captain needs six men to go back to North Platte with him and bring over another load of immigrants. He’s far behind schedule, and he’s willing to pay well. Any of you men want to go?”
Ben looked around. Only a few hands were raised. If he took the job, he could get a head start on earning money for Mary Ann’s passage. John and Joe could escort the girls to Salt Lake City. It would mean a period of separation in a strange land. But still, the opportunity was being presented very attractively. Slowly he lifted his hand into the air.
“Ben! What are you doing?” Naomi hissed.
“You’ll be all right with the others,” he told her. “I’ll only be a little way behind you.”
“But—”
“John and Joe will keep you safe. And Matthew’s going on, as well. He doesn’t leave the wagon train until California.” He touched his sister’s arm. “It will work out.”
He spoke to Matthew, John, and Joe, telling them his plans. They agreed to see the women safely to Salt Lake City. He then grabbed his bag from the back of their assigned wagon.
Naomi and Mary didn’t let him take two steps before they wrapped their arms around him fiercely. He returned the hugs and laughed when his sisters wouldn’t let go.
“I’ll be all right,” he told them. “I’ll be joining you before you know it.”
Finally they let go of him, and he walked off toward the other train. The captain, a man named Forbes, greeted him with a handshake and showed him which wagon he would be driving. It was pulled by six oxen.
Ben looked at the animals, and they looked at him. Neither were impressed.
“Can you drive them?” the captain asked.
“Yes,” Ben said, trying to appear confident. He had never driven a team of oxen before, but the thought of his pay packet was encouragement enough, and it didn’t look too difficult. He picked up the stick he would use to prod the animals as they walked.
The captain nodded and went back to his own outfit. Ben waved at his family and urged his animals forward, trying to swallow the lump that had formed in his throat. Perhaps he was making a big mistake, but there was only one way to find out.
* * *
On the Trail
August 6, 1867
Dawn came far sooner than Ben would have liked the next morning. He opened his eyes and saw a wagon cover stretched over his head, and it took a moment for him to realize where he was. He pulled on his shoes quickly, determined that his would be the first wagon ready to roll out that morning. He had picked up enough from the facial expressions of the men around him to know that the other teamsters didn’t think he could do the job.
The wagons had been pulled into a circle around the oxen, and the animals hadn’t moved much during the night. Ben went into the herd and grabbed the neck ropes on two oxen, then led them to his wagon. A yoke was supposed to go over their necks—a heavy piece of wood—and after much struggling, he managed to get it up on their backs.
Then one of the oxen stepped away.
“Come back here,” he cajoled, but the ox looked at him with an expression of boredom.
Ben set the yoke down and reached out to grab the rope again. The ox didn’t protest and stepped back into place. But then the other ox decided to take a stroll.
“The two of you have this all planned out, don’t you?” Ben muttered. Around him, the rest of the camp was coming to life, and he could hear the lowing sounds of the oxen as they were led into place. He’d better get a move on or he wouldn’t reach his goal of being first.
He grabbed both neck ropes in one hand and tried to lift the yoke with the other. It was an unwieldy piece of wood, smooth from sanding and use, and it slid out of his grasp and onto the ground. Ben was tempted to use some of those choice words he heard coming from the teamsters’ mouths.
Finally, after several more attempts, he had his oxen in their yoke. He untied the neck ropes and threw them in the back of the wagon. He turned to the sound of yelling.
“Where’s my ox? Somebody stole my ox!”
Several of the other teamsters ran over, looking around them. Ben came too, wondering who could be so thoughtless as to steal that poor man’s animal.
“There it is!” one of the men yelled, pointing at Ben’s wagon.
“Ben! Why did you take my ox?” The teamster, a man named Clint, yelled in his face.
“They look the same,” Ben said. He didn’t know that ox wasn’t his. An ox was an ox, right? They were all big and ugly.
Clint looked at him, a mixture of disgust and amusement on his face. He took Ben by the shoulders and marched him over to the wagon.
“This is my ox,” he said, pointing at the animal on the left. “That is your ox.” He pointed out to the center of the wagon ring, where another animal grazed. They looked exactly alike to Ben.
Clint unhitched his ox from Ben’s wagon and brought the other animal over. “And, this is the off ox. This is the near ox.”
Ben looked at him, sure the confusion he felt was written all over his face.
“This ox goes on this side. That ox goes on the other side.” He helped Ben yoke them up properly. By then, the sun was creeping high in the sky.
Clint helped Ben yoke the other four oxen, but even with the help, Ben’s wagon was still the last one ready.
“Thank you,” Ben said, passing a hand over his face.
“You’re welcome. I hope you learned a lesson today.” Clint strode off, pulling his hat more firmly down on his head.
Ben prodded the animals until they moved, feeling guilty. Because of his lack of knowledge, both he and Clint had missed breakfast.
* * *
The day had been long and hard. Because of the accident which took the lives of the six men, the wagon train was off schedule, and they had to hurry to meet the next batch of immigrants. Ben had no idea how to make oxen hurry. It seemed impossible.
After bringing his wagon to a stop at camp that night, Ben caught himself before he stumbled. They had traveled all day without stopping for more than ten or fifteen minutes at a time, and the men and animals both were worn out. He unyoked the oxen and let them to the center of the wagon circle.
“Ben, fetch some water,” the captain called out. They were camped near a river, and the grass was green around the banks. Ben grabbed two buckets and headed out, then hauled the water back to camp.
“Ben, we need firewood,” one of the other men yelled as soon as he returned.
Ben walked a short distance from the camp, gathering up whatever firewood he could find. There were some dead trees that had branches broken off, and he managed to gather a good armload.
The teamsters kept him busy the rest of the evening, giving him one task or another until bedtime. He was exhausted. He didn’t enjoy the extra work, but he didn’t know how to handle the situation. He was doing them a favor by coming along, but they were doing him a favor by paying him well. He would endure it, he decided. They would soon get tired of ordering him around.
* * *
On the Trail
August 7, 1867
Early the next morning, Ben pulled the oxen a bit closer together and placed the yoke over their backs. He put the pins in place and stepped back to admire his work. There, six oxen, yoked and ready to go.
“Where is that idiotic Welshman?” Ben turned to see Nathan, one of the other drivers, storming up to him. “You took two of my oxen!”
Ben checked his team. They looked the same to him as they had yesterday. When was he ever going to learn to tell the difference?
“Stay away from my animals,” Nathan snarled, yanking the pins out and leading the oxen away.
Ben retrieved the correct oxen and yoked them. Surely there had to be a way to solve the problem. He stared each of them in the eye, trying to establish some sort of connection with them, but none of them were interested in forming a lasting relationship. With a sigh, he picked up his prod and began another day.
* * *
On the Trail
Mid-August, 1867
“Ben, fetch some water,” David ordered.
Ben had had enough. For a whole week the taunting had continued—the men harassing him about the oxen in the morning and sending him on a dozen little errands at night. He wasn’t their slave. He opened his mouth and in his plainest English told the other man what he thought, using some of the language he had learned on the trail.
David ripped off his coat. “What did you say?”
Ben ripped off his. “You heard what I said.”
David charged at Ben, who neatly stepped to the side and watched David tumble to the ground. He stood slowly, shaking his head.
“Now you’ll get it, Welsh boy.”
David came running again, but this time Ben was not so quick. David’s head caught him right in his stomach, and Ben went flying backwards.
“That’s enough!” Captain Forbes strode up to them. “Enough, I tell you!”
Ben reluctantly let go of the good grip he had on David’s hair.
“Ben! David! I said that’s enough!”
The two combatants came to their feet, wiping sweat from their faces.
“I will have no more fighting on this trip.” The captain looked them both in the eyes. “Do you understand?”
“Yes,” they both muttered.
“Very well.” The captain took a step or two, then turned. “Ben, get some water.”
* * *
On the Trail
Mid-August, 1867
“Captain?”
Captain Forbes looked up from his paperwork. “Yes?”
Ben wrinkled his forehead, trying to figure out how to phrase what he had come to say. His English was improving daily, but it mostly consisted of the cuss words he heard the teamsters use, and his vocabulary of useful English was still rather small.
“I would like to leave.”
Captain Forbes sat back. “Why?”
“The men don’t like me.” That wasn’t quite how Ben meant to put it. How could he explain that he had been under constant harassment ever since joining the outfit? He wasn’t trying to duck out of a job—he had worked hard his whole life and wasn’t afraid of it. But the other men were making his life miserable, and he couldn’t see how he could work with them.
“Just stay with us until Echo Canyon,” the captain said.
Ben tried his best to explain that his family was waiting for him in Salt Lake City, and that he was earning money to bring the rest of his family over. He hesitated for a moment, then mentioned that Mary Ann would be coming as well.
The captain’s eyes twinkled. He reached into his wallet and pulled out forty dollars.
“God bless you. Take this,” he said, handing the money to Ben. “Work for me until we get to Echo Canyon, and I’ll pay you the rest of what I owe you, plus a little bit more to bring that girl of yours over here.”
Ben shook the captain’s hand and agreed to stay a short time longer. He was disappointed that the captain hadn’t agreed to an immediate release, but the extra money was good incentive.
After he left the captain, it was only a matter of minutes before the heckling began again, but he didn’t mind it so much. He hauled four buckets of water, all the time thinking of the money in his pocket and how much closer he was to sending for Mary Ann. He grimaced as the next order came for wood.
Mary Ann had better not change her mind.
CHAPTER FOUR
Treboeth, Wales
April, 1869
Mary Ann pulled the handkerchief from her head and shoved it in her pocket as she entered the front gate of her parents’ home. Her hands were blistered from scrubbing the floor for her employer.
“Mary Ann!” Sarah ran up, holding an envelope. “You got a letter!”
Mary Ann quickly pulled off her coat and took the letter from her sister. She turned it over in her hands, noting the return address. It had to be from Ben—she knew no one else who would be writing to her from America.
“Thank you, Sarah,” she said. “Please tell Mam I’m home and that I’m in my room.”
She went upstairs quickly and closed the door behind her. Ben had sent one letter shortly after arriving in America, written for him by someone named Matthew. She hadn’t heard from him since, and it had been nearly nine months.
Dear Mary Ann,
By now you’ll think I’ve forgotten you. Nothing is further from the truth. I’ve thought about you a great deal. I’ve taken a job working at Echo Canyon, a Mormon camp on the railroad. For a time I worked as a teamster, but when I came to this place they offered a job and I took it. I’ve heard from John and Joe, and between the three of us, it won’t be long until we have enough passage money for the whole lot of you to come over. I hope to see you soon and that you are well.
Ben
Mary Ann folded up her letter and placed it in her pocket, unable to keep from laughing with delight. It was so good to hear from Ben, even if his words were written by someone else. It wouldn’t be much longer until they were together again.
She looked down at her hands, rough from so much work. She remembered a time when they were white and dainty, but that seemed far in the past. She knew she looked tired, and her forehead seemed creased a million times over from worry. Would Ben still find her pretty when he saw her again?
* * *
Treboeth, Wales
May, 1869
“It’s a terrible journey, Mary Ann,” her father said, trying to take a firm stance with his beloved eldest daughter. “The smells, the crowded conditions of the boat, the seasickness—you’d wish you’d never gone.”
Mary Ann turned away. How could she explain all the feelings in her heart? She knew he loved her, but Ben loved her too. She was torn between those two good men, and sometimes her chest ached from holding in so much emotion. No matter which path she chose, she’d be hurting someone she loved. How could she choose whose heart to break?
“I must do this, Father,” she said at length. “He sent enough passage for me to go with his family. I promised I’d come.”
“So you love this man?”
“I do, Father. I truly do.”
Evan Williams shook his head. “I think it’s foolishness. There are plenty of young men right here, and I happen to know they’ve been gathering around outside like foxes to a henhouse, just waiting for you to forget Ben Perkins and take up with one of them.”
Mary Ann held up her hands. “I’m not going to forget Ben Perkins, Father! It’s been two years. If I were to forget him, surely I would have done it by now.”
“Can’t I change your mind, daughter?”
She raised her chin a bit and looked him in the eye. “My mind will not be changed. If I must wait until I’m of age, that’s what I’ll do—but I’ll be eighteen in two months. Either way, Father, I’m going, and I’d like your blessing.” Her voice sank into tears. She had determined not to cry in front of her father, but she couldn’t help it. Every bit of her soul wanted to be on that boat to America, but she knew she’d regret it if she left without her father’s blessing.
Evan exhaled slowly. After a long silence, he said, “Very well. I can see there’s nothing I can do to talk you out of it.”
Mary Ann closed her eyes as relief washed over her, and she only smiled at her father’s next words.
“But I still think it’s foolish to travel halfway around the world for a young man.”
“Mother would have done the same for you,” Mary Ann replied, opening her eyes and smiling at the big bear of a man who sat in front of her.
“She would, eh?” Evan thought about that for a moment. “I suppose she might.”
“As much as I love Ben, he’s not the only reason I’m going. It’s Zion! I’m not only going to be with the man I love, but I’ll be surrounded by the Saints, and close to the prophet.” Her eyes alight, she reached out a hand to her father. “It will be Heaven. Ben and Zion. How could I want for anything more?”
Evan pursed his lips. “I can’t say that I’m happy about this, Mary Ann, but go. My blessings will be with you.”
Mary Ann’s departure party was not as merry as Ben’s had been two years before. The crowd that gathered was tearful, afraid they would never see Mary Ann again. She herself was in high spirits, full of excitement, until she caught a glimpse of the sorrow on her mother’s face.
“I shall be all right, Mother,” she reassured her. “Father’s coming as far as the ship. The trip will go smoothly, and I’ll be greeted by the man I love when I come to the end of it. And I’m traveling with the Perkins’ all the way—I won’t be alone.”
Mary nodded, wiping the tears from her eyes. “I know. You shall travel in God’s hands. But what if we never see you again?”
“As you say, it’s in God’s hands. I can’t help but feel we will be brought together again.”
The whistle sounded, and the train pulled into view. Mary Ann smiled to think of that last moment she had with Ben, his kiss on her lips. She relived that moment often, usually while she was supposed to be thinking about something else.
Goodbyes were said all around. Then Mary Ann turned to her younger sister Sarah. “You listen,” she said to the serious nine-year-old, “You are Mother’s special helper now. You do what she says, and be a good girl.”
“I will,” Sarah answered. She wiped away a tear that ran down her cheek and gave Mary Ann a hug. She hugged the little girl tightly, struggling against the sob that threatened to break out of her own chest. She took her seat as soon as she was able, knowing that if she stayed any longer, she might be tempted to stay behind after all.
The train slowly pulled out of the station, and Mary Ann could feel the rhythm of the wheels as they clacked along beneath her seat. She wished she didn’t have to travel so far on the train, but the ships that went to America left from Liverpool. Every second that passed took her farther away from her family, and her chest continued to ache. She had never dreamed she would leave Wales until accepting Ben’s proposal. It was her home. She loved the lush green hills and the stony walkways. She loved the sound of singing that would often rise up from those hills and echo around the village to be joined by the voices of all who heard it. Sometimes it seemed as if the whole country was singing—and that was just the way she liked it.
She didn’t know what America looked like or what it would hold for her. She hoped there would be singing. She only knew that Ben was there, and that was enough.
* * *
Liverpool, England
May, 1869
Evan Williams stood on deck, watching the stevedores load the hold. He turned at the sound of a greeting.
“Brother Williams! A pleasure to meet you. I’m Elias Morris.”
Evan reached out and shook the hand that was offered. “Brother Morris.”
“I’m in charge of this group of Saints heading across this time around. I understand your daughter is coming with us.”
“She is. Her name is Mary Ann, and she’s traveling with the Perkins family. I trust you’ll take good care of her.”
“I will, I promise you that.”
Evan milled around on the deck of the ship for a short time, taking in the atmosphere of the place that for the next few weeks would be his daughter’s home. He hadn’t fully reconciled himself to the fact that she was leaving. But she was a determined soul, and no ocean was going to stand in her way. He chuckled. She was so much like him.
The Minnesota would soon be leaving the dock, and Evan gave his daughter a final hug and kiss on the cheek. She was in tears and clung to his coat a moment.
“I’ll write often, I promise,” she said with a sniff.
“We’d better hear from you at least once a month.”
“You will.”
He placed his hands on his daughter’s shoulders and searched her eyes with his own. “Are you sure you want to do this?” He hoped she would change her mind, that she would ask him to fetch her luggage and take her back to the house.
But her face was resolute. “More than anything, Father.”
He nodded slowly. “I wish you Godspeed, then.” He gave her shoulders a squeeze, then let his hands fall slowly to his sides.
He walked over to the rail, where William Perkins stood. “I’m entrusting my child to you, and then to your son,” he said. “She is a precious girl. I hope I can have faith that you will protect her.”
“I will not let a thing befall her, Evan.” William reached out and clasped Evan’s hand in a firm shake. “I give you my word on that, and so does Benjamin. He loves her more than his own life.”
Evan walked slowly down the length of the dock, not wanting to see the ship pull away. But as he heard the crowd behind him go up in a cheering hurrah, he couldn’t resist the urge to turn. Mary Ann stood by the rail, waving her handkerchief in his direction for all she was worth. He raised his hand one time in greeting, then continued toward the train station and his home—a world that would seem so empty without Mary Ann.
* * *
The Voyage
May - June, 1869
It was a three-week trip across the ocean, with very little happening. Mary Ann had brought along a journal, but didn’t find much to write about, aside from describing the color of the sea and the names and peculiarities of the passengers. She spent time getting to know the Perkins family better—those strangers who were soon to be her family. She found them delightful and full of humor. She especially bonded with Jane Perkins, who would be her mother-in-law. Mother Perkins soon filled part of the void left by the separation from her mother, although the deepest part of the ache still remained.
Mary Ann had feared the crossing. She’d received a letter from Ben shortly after his arrival in America, written by a scribe, in which he told her of his adventures while at sea. He delicately described the sickness of the passengers, but even through his careful wording, she could tell that the journey had been hard and miserable.
The seas were calm, however, and after the first day of getting accustomed to the rolling motion of the ship, she felt all right and was up and about, enjoying the trip very much.
The Minnesota docked in New York to great cheering from the passengers. They were all grateful for the safe journey and could not wait to get off the ship. Captain Morris had warned Mary Ann that it would be difficult for her to keep her balance when she first stepped onto solid ground, but she didn’t quite believe him. She had been walking on solid ground her entire life and had never found it a problem. As her feet left the gangplank and carried her the first few steps onto the dock, she thought she had the situation well in hand. But then vertigo overtook her, and she swayed. William Perkins was right behind her and caught her elbow.
“Thank you, Brother Perkins,” she gasped. “My knees are a bit wobbly.”
“They’re bound to be, for the first little bit,” he told her. “We’ve got to get our land legs back.”
There was quite a bit of commotion at the train station when they went to buy their tickets. Newspaper reporters were everywhere, notebooks and pencils in hand. Mary Ann couldn’t imagine what was causing all the fuss. William disappeared into the crowd, searching for answers.
“It turns out that we’re news makers,” William reported to the family. “A great railroad, from here to the other side of America, has just been completed, and we’re to ride on the first train.”
“The very first one?” Daniel Perkins, twelve years old, asked.
“The very first. Aren’t we the lucky ones? The man over there tells me that when they laid the track, they began in the west and another group started laying track in the east. The place where the two tracks met was joined together by a spike made of solid gold.” Daniel’s eyes were as big as dinner plates. “And,” William continued, “the spike is in Utah. Perhaps we’ll go and see it someday.”
As they traveled, there was much talk about the new Transcontinental Railroad. It was said to be the longest railroad line ever built, stretching all the way across the United States. Mary Ann had heard many tales of the covered wagons which previously had taken the Saints across the plains. A train seemed like sheer luxury, and she almost felt spoiled that so many had gone before her and suffered day after day on a wagon seat.
But after the first few hours, she was instead grateful for progress. She didn’t think she could have handled a trip that long by wagon.
* * *
Ogden, Utah
June 23, 1869
The train let out a hiss of steam as it pulled into the station in Ogden, sounding for all the world like it was worn out and relieved to finally reach the end of the journey.
Mary Ann smoothed her hair with hands that trembled as violently as her knees. It had been so long since she had seen Ben, and now he should be waiting just outside the train, somewhere in the swarming crowd. Evan had sent him a letter, telling him when they expected to arrive.Would Ben take one look at her and change his mind? She pinched her cheeks and straightened the pin at her throat.
Jane caught sight of the last minute primping and laughed. “You look beautiful, Mary Ann. There’s no need to fret.”
“It’s just been so long, Mother Perkins. What if—”
“What if nothing, child.” She rested a gentle hand on Mary Ann’s shoulder. “My son loves you. I tell you that truly.”
The passengers lined up to disembark. Mary Ann gathered some of the children’s things to carry off the train, but Jane took them from her. “You’ll have better things to do with your arms, I should imagine. Go ahead, you get off first.”
Mary Ann mumbled her thanks, embarrassed that Mother Perkins was so anxious to get her off the train and into Ben’s arms—although that wasn’t such a bad idea. She edged her way around the family to join the throng that pushed to get off. It took a long time to clear the car of all the passengers, and her heart beat more wildly by the second. If only she could get off the crowded train and into the fresh air!
Then it was her turn, and for a moment, she changed her mind and wanted to stay on the train forever. Perhaps it had been a mistake. She was so far from home—far away from anything that was familiar.
But the Perkins family was right behind her, and their momentum pushed her forward.
She was blinded for a moment by the contrast between the dimly lit car and the bright sunlight outside. She blinked and held a hand up to her eyes as she came down the steps. The crowd had thinned somewhat—most of the onlookers had already found who they came to collect and were on their way. She didn’t see Ben anywhere. Her heart sank. Perhaps he wasn’t here after all.
A moment later she saw a young man pushing his way down the line, threading between the people who remained. He stopped when he saw her, then took the next several steps in a run and caught her up in his arms. He twirled around with her several times, nearly knocking all the breath out of her, while the rest of his family streamed out of the train, laughing to see their son and brother acting that way.
After a moment, he came to his senses and set her down, resting his hands on her shoulders and staring into her eyes.
“Mary Ann,” he said breathlessly. “You’ve come at last.”
“Hello, Ben,” she said, grateful for his hands on her shoulders. She was dizzy from his enthusiastic greeting and would have fallen down without support.
“Mother! Father! Hyrum!” Ben greeted each member of his family by name, grasping Mary Ann around the waist and reaching out to the others with his other arm. She could sense his happiness as it radiated from him. “It’s so good to see you.”
Mother Perkins gave her son a hearty kiss on the cheek. “You look wonderful,” she told him. “The air in Utah must agree with you.”
“I imagine there are several reasons for my good health,” he replied. “Seeing all of you is certainly reason enough.” He gave Mary Ann a slight squeeze, firm enough for her to feel, but not obvious to the others.
After greeting everyone all around, Ben loaded the group into the wagon he had brought with him. “Where to first?” he asked.
“Captain Morris promised me room and board at his home,” Mary Ann said. “He lives in Salt Lake City.”
“What about you, Mother, Father? I’d take you home with me, but I don’t have one at the moment.”
“We don’t have arrangements yet, but I imagine we could find some near Mary Ann,” William replied.
“Then on to Salt Lake City it is.” Ben shook the reins, and the horses began to plod forward, one foot after the other as though they were already weary. Ben did give the horses a small break at a hotel, where the travelers went inside to eat some lunch and freshen up a bit, but the plodding didn’t increase in pace as the horses resumed their journey.
Ben’s parents asked him questions, wanting to know how he’d been. He told them about the experiences he’d had as a teamster, making them all laugh with the tale of the fight with David and how he’d finally ended up smearing mud on his oxen every night so he could tell them apart from the others in the morning.
After a couple of hours, Ben pulled on the reins and brought the horses to a stop by the side of the road. “I think we need to stretch our legs for a bit. We’ve still got a ways to go before we reach Salt Lake City.”
Ben came around the wagon and helped Mary Ann down, then tucked her hand through his arm and led her a short distance from the wagon. She glanced back and saw that the rest of the group purposely ignored them. She nearly laughed out loud at their obvious attempt to give her and Ben some privacy out here in the middle of nowhere.
“Tell me truly, Mary Ann. Are you glad you came?”
She looked up into his dark eyes and smiled. “I’m very glad, Ben. I was a little nervous on the train, wondering if I’d made the right decision, and if you’d still want me once I got here. But then when I saw you, I knew I had done the right thing.”
He picked her up and swung her around again, much as he had done at the train station. “You don’t know what it means to hear you say that. I’ve had dreams of this day. And I’ve had nightmares too, where I feared you’d come, take one look around, and demand to be shipped back to Wales.”
“You’re not in Wales, Ben,” she said, glancing back at the wagon to make sure they were still being ignored. “You’re in Utah, so that’s where I am too.”
He lowered his head to hers, slipping his arms around her waist, and whispered in her ear, “Welcome home.” Then he kissed her—a kiss that lasted a good deal longer than the one they had shared two years ago at the train station in Wales. Mary Ann was breathless when he finally released her. She took a slight step back, feeling her face go red, but the expression in Ben’s eyes drove her into his arms again, and her embarrassment left.
They reached Salt Lake City as night fell. They had no trouble finding Elias Morris’ house, and Mary Ann was more than grateful to get down from the wagon seat. Even though they had stopped several times, she was stiff and sore all over and couldn’t wait to crawl into bed.
The Morris family put the Perkins’ up for the night, making beds out of quilts all over the house. They had arranged a special room for Mary Ann—a space behind the kitchen with a bed and small washstand—to be hers until her marriage.
“I told your father I’d look after you,” Brother Morris said when she protested that they had done too much. “I’d want someone to do the same for a daughter of mine.”
“Thank you,” she said, a small catch in her voice. Even though her father was across the ocean, she still felt his watchful eye over her in the form of Elias Morris.
She took small Martha Perkins with her and made a nest for her at the foot of her bed. The room was near the stove, and they were comfortable all night, although it did take her a while to fall asleep. She could still feel Ben’s arms around her waist and his mouth on hers. She’d never felt so beautiful, so alive.
Early the next morning, Brother Morris greeted them with the happy news that he had been out to visit a few of the homes in the neighborhood and found a family with extra space that would willingly take the Perkins family in for a time.
That set Mary Ann’s mind to rest. She had been worried about them. It was an entirely different thing to find lodging for one girl than to find it for an entire family—and a large family at that.
Sister Morris fixed a nice breakfast, and then the Perkins’ went to meet the family they would stay with.
“And I have other news,” Brother Morris said. “It would seem we made the paper.” He held up that day’s edition of the Deseret News.
“What does it say?” William Perkins asked.
Brother Morris read, translating into Welsh.
The first fruits of this year’s immigration from Europe reached Ogden last evening at five o’clock. They left Liverpool on the steamship Minnesota on the second instant, under the charge of Elder Elias Morris, late president of the Welsh district, the greater part of the company being from the Welsh principality. A little more than three weeks has brought them the whole distance of the weary way that once took the best part of the year to travel. This being the first company which has come all the way across the continent from the Atlantic to Utah on the Great Highway, their journey will long be remembered as inaugurating an epoch in our history. Early this morning the greater portion of the immigrants had found homes, numbers leaving to settle in the northern counties of the Territory.
“They mentioned you by name,” Sister Morris said.
Her husband was clearly embarrassed. “No need to make a fuss,” he replied.
* * *
Salt Lake City, Utah
October, 1869
October came before they knew it, and thus arrived the day that Ben and Mary Ann had chosen to get married at the Endowment House. Ben had frequently been at the Morris home to see Mary Ann, staying with his family the rest of the time. At last they would begin their lives together as man and wife.
Bright and early on the morning of the fourth, Ben arrived to collect his bride. William and Jane came with them, and they traveled together into the heart of Salt Lake City where the Endowment House stood. Ben took Mary Ann’s elbow, and they knelt at the altar to hear the words that would bind them together for eternity.
Mary Ann’s heart was filled with so much love for such a good and handsome young man, she could scarcely believe she was the one chosen to be his wife.
Then she and Ben watched as William and Jane were also sealed.
It was a wonderful, glorious day that Mary Ann stored in her memory to bring out to treasure during quiet moments. She felt so blessed. Only one thing remained on her list of wishes—to see her own parents sealed, as William and Jane were, and to know that her whole family was knit together with those eternal bonds that would not break.
CHAPTER FIVE
Treboeth, Wales
October, 1870
Sarah, ten years old, looked back and forth between her brother Thomas and her father. She sat across from them at the dinner table, but no one ate, their food growing cold in front of them. The chair where Mary Ann used to sit was still pulled up to the table, but the family had learned in the last year to stop setting a place for her as they had the first month after she left—setting it and then remembering and returning the plate to the cupboard.
“Father, I don’t want to be a collier.” Thomas brought his hand down on the table.
“Don’t upset your mother’s china,” Evan said.
“All right, I won’t upset her china.” Thomas pushed his plate to the side. “But we have to discuss this sooner or later. I want to go to Australia and work with Uncle Davies in his shipping business.”
“No son of mine is going to leave this family and take off for Australia.”
“Mary Ann went to America. Or doesn’t she count, because she’s not your son?”
“You will not take that tone with me, Thomas. Mary Ann would have gone, with or without my permission. Besides which, she was of age. You aren’t yet seventeen.”
“I can go without your permission. And I’ll be eighteen soon enough.”
Evan sat back and looked at his son. Sarah could see that her father’s eyes were angry, yet contemplative. “I know you’ll soon be of age, Thomas. Your life is yours to choose. But know this. If you leave this family and go to Australia, it would devastate your mother. You know our wishes.” He picked up his fork and resumed eating.
The little children around the table looked frightened. They had never seen such an argument at the dinner table. Neither had Sarah. She remembered loud voices when Mary Ann had asked for her father’s blessing to go to America, but Evan wasn’t the kind to shout when angry.
Thomas only stayed at the table a few more minutes, then he asked to be excused, and Evan gave permission as though nothing had happened. Sarah’s mother Mary went upstairs to put the little ones to bed while Kate swept the floor and Sarah cleared the table.
She was washing the first of the cups when she heard her mother and father’s voices coming from the other room. She knew it was bad manners to eavesdrop, but she worried too much about her brother to care about manners at that moment. She kept her hands still so she could concentrate on listening, but didn’t put the cup down in case her mother discovered her—she could say she’d been washing the whole time.
“I fear for the boy,” Evan said. His voice sounded sad, not at all like he had when talking to Thomas.
“I know you do, Evan, and I think he knows it too. You’re a good father, and you only want what’s best for your children,” Mary’s voice soothed.
“Then why do they want to leave? They act as though I’m chasing them away. First Mary Ann, now Thomas.”
“They want other things, that’s all. Mary Ann fell in love, Thomas wants adventure. You’ve given them a good life, but they want to try something new.”
“There’s nothing wrong with being a collier. I’ve been in the mines since I was a child.”
“Thomas isn’t saying that being a collier is wrong. He’s just saying it’s not what he wants for himself.”
Sarah wished she could see into the other room. Her father hadn’t replied, and she didn’t know if he agreed or disagreed with her mother. She rinsed the cup and picked up a plate.
“I also don’t understand this desire to go to Zion.” She could hear her father’s footsteps as he began to pace the floor, and Sarah moved very slowly so she wouldn’t miss a word. “But then you know me. I’ve never been much for organized religion.”
“You know the Gospel is true, Evan. I’ve seen your face aglow when you listened to the apostles and the missionaries.”
“I wouldn’t have been baptized otherwise. But all this sitting in meetings, wearing high collars and shoes that pinch—give me a midnight meeting in the woods any day.”
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