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Kansas City, Missouri, 1860

I had read my sister Hannah’s letters, some
of them hundreds of times over. She had traveled out west with her
husband, Frank, who had been injured in a fall and then died
tragically after an illness. She had met a man by the name of
Nathan Weaver, and they had married several months later. The
things that had happened to her had shocked us all, especially her
hasty re-marriage. This was part and parcel of the great adventure
her life had become…and I had stars in my eyes, hoping for the
same.

With a little time on my hands, I gazed out
the window of the City Hotel in Kansas City, glimpsing gray skies
and rain. We had arrived by steamer late last night, but seeing it
in the daytime, and having wandered around earlier, taking a stroll
down Bluff Road and Independence Avenue, I was anxious to continue
on with the journey, as we were on the edge of the great western
wilderness.

I had arrived here with my chaperones, Mary
and Abner Chandler, who were homesteading to California. I planned
to live in Colorado, staying with my sister, until I found a
husband. Hannah said there were plenty of miners looking for
brides, as the men vastly outnumbered the women in Denver City.

I eagerly anticipated being courted by dozens
of suitors, who I hoped would stumble over themselves to woo me. My
parents were dismayed that I had left them, but, being one of four
girls, I knew they were secretly relieved to be free of the burden
I represented. Far from a wallflower, I had received a proposal of
marriage several months ago, but my feelings towards Cyrus hadn’t
been enough of an inducement to accept his hand. I had a bit of a
stubborn streak, which would either ensure my success or hinder it.
My vision of the ideal male had materialized from the descriptions
within my sister’s letters. I wanted someone who was handsome,
dashing, and entirely devoted to me, just like Hannah’s new husband
was to her.

“Well, there you are,” said Mrs. Mary
Chandler, as she approached, sashaying between the tables in the
dining room. “Have you recovered from the sea sickness?”

“Yes, I’m quite well, thank you.” There was a
family of eight children at the hotel, all under the age of twelve,
and they had terrorized the travelers, as their parents struggled
to control them. “I only want a few moments of peace.”

She sat across from me, her bonnet streaked
with raindrops. “I couldn’t agree more, Paulina. It’s been a trial
for everyone.”

“The agony hasn’t even begun yet.” Multiple
trains and steamers had brought us to Missouri, and tomorrow we
would travel by wagon.

“Oh, indeed. Abner’s gone to fetch the
supplies.”

“And then the real adventure begins.” Saying
those words out loud produced a rush of anticipation. “Isn’t this
diverting, Mary? Just think; we are on the brink. There’s nothing
out there but prairie and mountains and—”

“Indians.” She grimaced.

“Yes, but they won’t bother us. Our group is
too large.”

Mrs. Chandler was older than my mother. Her
husband was a blacksmith by trade, but he had sold his business to
become a farmer, seeking to better himself in California. It was
said that the wheat was nearly as tall as a man and the soil was so
fertile, that crops grew twice as big.

“We’ll purchase the rest of everything when
we arrive in Independence the day after tomorrow.”

“Have you decided then on oxen or mules?”

“I think oxen. They’re less costly and handle
better.”

The only luggage I carried, despite a small
bag of clothing, was a chest filled with my sister’s dishes. I had
promised I would bring them to her intact. It was my wedding gift.
“I have some letters that need to go out today. There won’t be any
mail until Ft. Kearny.”

“I only have one to my daughter. Your family
is bigger.”

“I’m so eager to see my sister again. She’s
settled quite well in Denver City. She’s going to have a baby.”

“I know her success is what prompted you to
leave.” She smiled kindly. “You’re such a pretty girl. I’m sure you
could’ve had any man you wanted in New York.”

“Oh, stop that.” A twinge of embarrassment
registered. “As much as I love home, I’ve a desire to see other
things, to do more.”

“You’ve hardly suffered, my dear.”

“I know, but I want to see my sister, and
then, if I decide to continue on, I will. Or I could return
home.”

“I doubt you’ll go home. Some handsome miner
will sweep you off your feet.”

That idea appealed to me. “I would consider
it.”

“Of course you would. If our daughter, Sarah,
hadn’t married already, she’d be here with us. I promised your
mother that you would arrive safely.”

A gray-haired man moved towards us; his blue
sack coat was loosely fitted. “My dear, there you are.” He inclined
his head towards me. “Paulina.”

“You’ve found us, Abner.”

“Indeed, I have. Are you having tea?”

“Yes, someone’s bringing it,” I said.

“Good gracious, it’s loud in the lobby.” He
took a seat.

“Those horrid children,” said Mary. “I can
only hope they’re not on the wagon train.”

“I spoke with several miners just now. One of
them has been on the trail before.”

“Did you learn anything new?” I asked.

“You were worried about the Indians. I’m
happy to tell you that they pose only a minor threat. None of the
women will be carted off and used for nefarious purposes.” His
smile creased the edges of his eyes.

“Well,” said Mary. “That does put one’s mind
at ease.”

“I’ve heard that as well,” I said. “They
might steal a horse or two, but we should be perfectly safe.”

“Have we decided what animals we’ll be
buying?” asked Mary. “Perhaps, we need a horse?”

“I’ll have to tally the expenses first. If
there’s money left over, we might buy a horse.” He pulled out a
gold watch that had been hidden in a pocket. “I’ll go soon and see
about the wagon. The shop should be open by now.”

“Oh, finally,” I said. “Here comes our
tea.”

After breakfast, we went our separate ways. I
returned to my room, needing to visit the water closet. I’d have a
bath and wash my hair, as this opportunity would not come again for
some time. A while later, waiting for my hair to dry, I sat on a
window seat, staring out into the courtyard of the hotel, seeing
carriages come and go, while ladies and gentlemen held umbrellas.
The rain had yet to cease, although it was only a drizzle now.

My things were mostly packed. I’d taken the
opportunity to wash the more delicate items by hand. These, a
chemise and a pair of pantalettes, now hung from wooden hangers
near the window along with several sets of stockings. By the time I
had dressed and arranged my hair in a simple, yet damp, bun, there
was a knock at the door.

“Come in.”

“We’re having lunch soon, my dear.” Mary had
arrived with several packages under her arms. “I might’ve bought
too many things at the city market. I’ll be hard-pressed to find a
place for everything. Abner purchased the wagon already, and he’s
retrieving our belongings from the dock.”

“Is there anything I can do?”

“Yes, you can accompany me to lunch, but I
have to bring these to my room first.”

I got to my feet. “I think I can manage
that.”

The dining room had been deserted earlier,
but now it was filled with guests and Indian traders. Army officers
were traveling to forts up the Missouri, and rough-looking miners
hoped to strike it rich, digging for gold. We drank iced tea and
lemonade. I had barbeque chicken with French onion soup, while Mary
ordered a ham steak. We wouldn't see Abner again until supper, as
he was busy running errands. These were our last few hours of
quietude before the journey began. We would be leaving early in the
morning, even before the front desk opened.

By five o’clock sharp, I was dressed and
ready, having hardly slept at all, due to the level of excitement
that had kept me tossing and turning all night long. The wagon was
in the courtyard, the canvas top smelling heavily of linseed oil,
which waterproofed the material. There were two oxen yoked
together, calmly waiting for our departure. To my surprise, another
family had done the same thing, although they were still loading
their belongings, and a baby cried, shattering the stillness.

Mary had brought furniture, a heavy quartered
oak china cabinet that had belonged to her mother. She’d been
unwilling to part with the item. It took up a good portion of the
wagon, along with my metal chest filled with carefully packed
dishes. I sat next to Mary and Abner on a short backed wooden
bench. We were on our way within minutes, the oxen responding to
verbal commands easily, having been trained for such work. I sensed
my travel companions were tired, yet, from the looks on their
faces, they too were ready for this great adventure.

We trundled down the street, turning south at
the first intersection, seeing two wagons up ahead. I sat until
sunrise, the orange ball lifting above the horizon in the distance,
and then I stepped down from the seat, walking alongside the wagon
for more than an hour. Mary walked with me, while Abner managed the
animals. Following the road through a vast stretch of prairie, the
elevation changed periodically, as hills and lowlands either forced
the animals to work harder or Abner held them back, especially
downhill. The horns on the oxen kept the yoke on their heads, even
when we had to stop and back up to avoid a deep rut.

Eager to reach Independence, we kept the
rests to a minimum, allowing for quick bathroom pauses, while the
animals fed off the grasses by the side of the road. It wasn’t long
before we caught up with several wagons ahead of us, as the ones
behind also made strides. We were soon in a line of wagons, and,
when the afternoon sun was at its height, the assemblage pulled to
a stop. Abner had been leading the oxen most of the day, and his
back was sore.

“I’ll take a gander for a bit,” he said.
“Stay with the team.”

“This wasn’t so bad,” said Mary. “It’s
slow-going, but it sure is beautiful out here.”

“There’s a breeze, at least.” I eyed the
wagon behind us, as a woman held a fussing baby in her arms. They
had been at the hotel this morning.

She approached, her expression friendly.
“Good afternoon,” she said. “My name is Helen Stuart.”

“Hello. I’m Paulina Hoffman. Your baby’s
adorable.”

Her look revealed exasperation. “Laura’s
teething. It’s impossible to sooth her.”

“I can help you, if you want. I love
babies.”

“That’s so kind of you, my dear. It looks
like we’re going in the same direction.”

“Yes, Independence.”

“We’re in the nick of time. The cut-off date
is tomorrow. I didn’t think we were going to make it.”

“For the Tucker crew?” asked Mary. “We’re
signed on for it.”

“Hi, I’m Helen Stuart. Yes, that’s the
one.”

“Mary Chandler.” They shook hands.

“We haven’t gotten the extra axle yet. They
won’t leave until midday tomorrow, which is a good thing. It gives
us a little more time.”

“An extra axle?” Mary’s brows furrowed.

“Oh, it’s a must. If your wagon breaks,
you’re finished.”

“Good heavens. I’ll have to mention this to
Abner. Where on earth would we put it?”

“We’ll need more oxen as well. After we load
up, the wagon will be too heavy for just two.”

“I see.” Mary glanced over her shoulder.
“I’ll have to speak with my husband about this. I had a feeling the
furniture wasn’t practical.”

“Maybe you can sell it?”

“I’m beside myself now. I had hoped to take
it with me. It was my mother’s favorite piece.”

“My husband’s skilled at woodworking. He’ll
make us things once we reach Oregon.”

“You’re not going to California?” I
asked.

She shook her head. “No. Jason’s family is in
Oregon. Are you heading for California?”

“I’m stopping in Denver City.”

“Oh, you’re lucky. You don’t have to go over
the mountains. I’m dreading that the most.”

“We’re on to California, after we see Paulina
safely to Denver City.” Mary glanced over her shoulder. “Where is
my husband?”

The baby fussed, her little mouth opening to
cry. “I can hold her, if you want.”

“Would you?” She looked relieved. “I need to
find a private spot for a bit. It’s kind of you to offer.”

I reached for Laura. “I don’t mind.” The baby
was in my arms, and she began to fuss immediately.

“I’ll hurry before she starts screaming.
She’s hungry. I’ll feed her when I return.” Helen wandered into the
grasses, heading for the trees.

“Well, hello you.” Laura cried now, her eyes
watering. “Oh, no. You can’t do that.” I bounced her lightly,
balancing the little bundle on my hip, while humming a lullaby.
When this failed to work, I began to walk, hoping the movement
would settle her down. By the time Helen returned, Laura lay over
my shoulder like a warm sac of potatoes; her crying had ceased.

“You did get her to settle.” She reached out
her hands. “Here.”

“She’s fine now.”

“I need to feed her. Thank you for watching
her.”

“You’re welcome.” I eyed the tree line. “I
might have to go out there.”

“You’d better hurry; we’re leaving soon.”

I snatched up my skirts, stepping into tall
grass. “I’ll be back.” When I returned, Abner and Mary were
speaking with another couple, while they stood by their wagon.
Others had gathered to chat.

They spied me. “Here she comes. Let’s get a
move on then,” said Abner. “ People scattered suddenly, returning
to their wagons.

The oxen were fed and ready, their jaws
working, as they finished what was in their mouths. We traveled for
hours; the three of us changing places occasionally, to either sit
or walk, depending on how uncomfortable the seat became. The sun
began to set after the last stop, and someone called out from the
front of the line.

“Tents! I see tents!”

It would be another ten minutes before other
wagons came into view, dotting the prairie with their bleached
tops. There were several twelve-ox teams, drawing what looked like
heavy provisions.

“Oh, my goodness,” murmured Mary. “So
many.”

“Indeed.” Abner seemed relieved by the sight,
his eyes hidden beneath a hat. “What did I tell you? I knew there’d
be plenty of folks lookin’ to make a fresh start.”

“We won’t be alone. That’s for sure,” I
murmured, awed by the spectacle.

The white spire of a church sat in the middle
of a small town, enclosed by a white fence. It being nearly dark,
lamplight flickered in the windows of the houses, and there were
campfires as well, dozens of them.

“Let’s find a spot for the night.” Abner
grasped the reins. “There’s some room on the end.”

“I’ll follow you.”

Tired of sitting, I stepped to the ground, as
the wagon began to move. We passed through a narrow thoroughfare,
the road rutted from a decade or more of use. The homesteaders had
been coming out this way since the 1840’s. There were families with
children, lone travelers, and miners, who sat by campfires holding
tin cups, presumably full of whiskey. As I passed, several men
voiced their opinions.

“There’s a comely lass, Ned. You were sayin’
they were all ugly as mules.”

“Maybe she’s a California widow.” This was
followed by ribald laughter.

“She looks too young,” said one of the men.
“Don’t see a ring.”

I hid my face beneath the bonnet, grateful
for its protection. They had more than likely been drinking all
day, having already acquired their provisions for the departure
tomorrow. When it seemed I was being followed by one of them, I
hurried, walking before the wagon, within reach of safety.

“Don’t be like that, honey! Come back!”

I glanced at Mary, who shook her head. “Pay
them no mind, my dear. You’ll be perfectly safe with us.”

 


 



Chapter Two

 


 


 


I slept in my own Wedge Tent, having erected
it myself, by assembling the ridge poll down the center with the
vertical poles on the sides. Then a canvas had been tossed over the
simple frame and secured with stakes. Mary and Abner did the same,
and we were side-by-side, near the wagon. The homesteaders had
moved their wagons to form a circle; the animals were housed
within, to keep them from wandering off. By morning, I was
desperate to find a private place to “do my business”, but there
were others with the same idea in mind. The miners had erected a
latrine tent, with a deep ditch, and I availed myself quickly,
although the stench was repugnant.

The Chandlers were waiting by the wagon with
a small cooking fire ablaze. A heavy skillet fried bacon, the aroma
filling the air.

“Paulina.” Mary motioned for me to come
nearer. “Can you watch this?”

“Of course.”

“We’re going to have to buy provisions this
morning. They’re leaving by midday.”

“I can stay and mind the wagon, if you
want.”

“Yes, my dear, but we’ll be taking it with
us. We need the tents and things looked after.”

“Oh, how stupid. Of course.”

Abner approached, his expression
good-natured. “It’s settled then. I think I can find a good price
for the china cabinet. We can’t take it with us. I’m sorry.”

“I know. I’ve been preparing myself for this
eventuality.”

“Your mother would be proud of you for
bringing it this far.” His eyes shone with humor. “The porters
nearly dropped it on the platform in Michigan. That should’ve been
an omen.”

“I remember.”

“I’ll get my billfold, and we’ll be on our
way.”

“Let’s eat first, Abner. My goodness. The
bacon’s almost done.”

We sat on crates, with metal dishes in our
laps. Then we bowed our heads briefly, while Abner said grace. The
bacon was served with cold soda biscuits dipped in grease. The
breeze brought over the smell of coffee and tobacco, as the miners
nearby settled in for the first meal of the day.

After the Chandlers left, I washed out the
pan with water. The area was littered with fragments of tents,
water kegs, blankets, and luggage. The wagon had been emptied
completely. They had brought the china cabinet to town. Some lucky
woman would soon own the finely crafted piece of furniture.

It was more than two hours later when I
glimpsed their return. Four oxen, instead of two, drew the wagon
now. I got to my feet, squinting in the morning sun to catch a
better glimpse.

When they drew near, Abner called to me.
“We’ve got an hour to pack it all up.”

I rushed over. “Did you get everything?” I
eyed them expectantly.

“Yes,” murmured Mary. “More than enough.” She
stepped from the wagon, her cheeks ruddy. “Help me with the
packages. I need to make sure the perishables are at the
front.”

“Yes, Mrs. Chandler.”

She smiled kindly. “You’re such a good girl,
Paulina.”

“Oh, you haven’t seen me tired and cross
yet,” I giggled. “I’m just as ill-mannered as anyone then.”

“Aren’t we all.”

The wagon carried a load of 2,500 pounds,
most of which was food: flour, lard, bacon, and beans. They had
bought fruit, coffee, salt, and kegs of fresh water, but this would
all run out eventually. A case of wine and several bottles of
whiskey were stowed with the luggage.

When we were nearly finished, shouts rang
out, catching our attention. Someone banged a pot and pan, and we
went to see what the commotion was. A group of men stood on a
wagon, it’s canvas top taken down. I glimpsed Helen at a distance;
her baby fussed again, crying distractingly.

“I’ll be back.”

“Don’t go far, my dear,” said Mary. “They
want to speak to us before we set out.”

“Helen needs help. I won’t be long.” I
approached the frazzled looking mother, her hair untidy.
“Hello.”

“Oh, goodness.”

“How are you?”

“I’m waiting for Jason. He’s still in town
getting things. I’ve not been able to pack anything yet, because
Laura’s so fussy.”

I held out my hands. “Give her to me. I’ll
take her so you can finish your chores.”

Her look betrayed relief. “You’re an
angel.”

The baby wore a white bonnet, her cheeks
adorably puffy. She stared at me, blue eyes focusing on my face.
“You remember me, don’t you?” Her pink lips were wet with drool.
“Let’s go for a walk, all right?”

My voice was soft and at a higher pitch, as I
intuitively knew babies would like this. Laura seemed mesmerized by
me, her gaze never wavering. I strolled towards Abner and Mary. The
homesteaders had gathered to hear what the announcement would be.
There were three men standing before them, the first being the
tallest. He wore dark trousers with a gray sack coat. A calico
shirt was beneath, tucked in and secured by a thick leather belt. A
revolver was secured in a holster at his thigh. A wide-brimmed hat
completed the look, although it hid his face. The other two were
shorter, one especially stocky, his belly protruding. The third was
thin and short, his clothing mis-matched. They also sported weapons
at their sides.

“Listen up, folks!” said the taller of the
men. “Gather around, please! You need to hear what I have to
say.”

I held Laura, who remained quiet; her tiny
hand clung to the satin sash of my bonnet. This had captured her
attention completely. The throng had gathered around; the scent of
unwashed bodies mixed with the odor of manure, as the animals had
soiled the site.

“I’m Samuel Tucker. I’ll be your wagon
master. I have a list of participating families, and I’ll need to
check everybody off before we go. I know some folks weren’t able to
make it.” He glanced at the crowd. “I hope you got everything you
needed. I can’t stress how important water is. If you think you
have enough, you don’t. You’ll run out before Fort Kearny, trust
me. I’ll be your guide along with Tom Meek and William Baker.” He
indicated the men standing next to him. “In case you’re wonderin’,
I’ve done the route five time before, Tom’s done it six, and Will’s
the baby, with only two.” He grinned, flashing white teeth.

I had wandered amongst the settlers finding a
spot near the wagon, staring up at the men, who held our fate in
their hands. It was well known how dangerous such a mission was,
especially the journey over the mountains. I’d read the article in
the New York Tribune warning about the “palpable homicide”
of such an endeavor, yet I would not be swayed, because I was
determined to see my sister.

“Now listen up! Every wagon should have an
extra axle. If you don’t, go back to town and get one.” He glanced
at me, while I stood with the baby in my arms. His lips curved
slightly into a grin. “I want to warn all the mothers with children
to keep an eye on ‘em, especially around the wagon wheels. We’ve
fatalities every season from someone gettin’ run over. I’d like to
avoid that this year. Also, please be mindful when you clean your
weapons. Accidental discharge of firearms can be fatal.” He placed
his hands on lean hips. “I’m in charge of law and order. My brand
of justice is quick and to the point.” His look was stern now. “I
won’t tolerate abusive behavior towards women and children. They’ll
be no fighting. I don’t cotton to stealing either. If you get
caught doing these things…you will be punished accordingly.”

I transferred Laura to my other hip, while
staring at Samuel Tucker, finding him perplexingly appealing. From
this angle, his face was revealed, and I was treated to a view of
perfectly proportioned features, high cheekbones, and a determined
chin, although he needed to shave. His nose was slightly crooked,
preventing him from being too handsome. He glanced at me.

“We had one of the worst seasons for cholera
last year. This is a serious illness. I’ve seen people die within
twenty-four hours of the onset of symptoms. I can’t stress enough
the importance of building a functional latrine at every stop. Do
not do your business in the river. We gotta drink from that river.
Filter the water first by using a clean cloth. Then boil it. Don’t
drink nothin’ unless it’s boiled.” He held a piece of paper. “Now I
gotta check names. Then we can go. Form an orderly line, please.”
He jumped from the wagon, landing no more than three feet before
me. “Hello,” he said. “Who might you be?”

“Paulina.”

“Mrs?” he waited for a reply.

I shook my head. “No, just Paulina Hoffman.”
He looked confused, glancing at the baby. “Oh, this is Laura. She’s
Helen Stuart’s child.”

“I see.” He glanced at the paper. “I got you
now.”

Our eyes met. His were a light shade of brown
surrounded by thick lashes. Mr. Tucker’s appraisal was interested,
yet cautious, the polite smile never wavering. My belly flipped
over, tingling with strange after-effects. I wasn’t able to make
sense out of this odd reaction, because he turned his attention to
the people standing next to him, checking off names on the list.
Effectively dismissed, I wandered amongst the homesteaders, seeing
the eagerness in their expressions. Several wagons had ambled
towards the town; I assumed to buy more supplies.

“Oh, there you are,” said Helen. “You’re such
a dear to watch her.”

“She’s no trouble at all.”

“She sure seems to like you. She’s so
quiet.”

“I brought some sewing with me. I’m going to
make her a doll later. I can use the stuffing from my pillow.”

“You don’t have to do that.”

“It’ll keep me busy when I’m not walking.
It’s no bother at all. It’ll help pass the time.”

Helen took Laura. “I need to change her
before we go.”

“I’ll see you on the trail then.”

“Most certainly.”

“Did Jason come back?”

“Yes, but he forgot something. You’d think
after six months of planning we would have it all in order.” She
sighed. “It’s always something.”

I walked away, waving. “See you at
supper.”

“We should follow your wagon.”

“I’ll tell Mr. Chandler to wait for you.”

“Thank you.”

Once everyone had returned and the wagon
master had gone over the passenger manifest, we began the arduous
task of maneuvering the animals towards the road, the first teams
leaving slowly. When each wagon was ready, they followed the one
before, until there was a long line of wagons with riders on either
side. The first day would be relatively short, because we had to
obtain provisions and wait for others to join us—the last of the
stragglers.

By the time we were well and truly on the
trail, a sense of excitement rushed through me. I sat with Mary,
while Abner walked, talking with a man from another wagon. Their
laughter mingled with the clanging of harnesses, and the creaking
of the wooden wheels, the hind ones substantially larger than the
front. Our canvas top provided ample shade, enough to cover my
feet. Mary had purchased rock candy, and she shared some of it with
me.

I set to work on the doll I promised Laura,
finding a small kit of sewing supplies in my bag. I was able to
maneuver around inside the wagon, although the space was limited.
The packages in the back reached to the roof. When we stopped for
supper, the sun had just begun to set, casting a reddish tinge
against the clouds in the distance. Fields of green fanned out on
either side of the path, the land nearly barren of trees.

The arduous task of erecting the tents began,
after the wagons had been placed in a large circle, effectively
trapping the animals. The oxen ate copious amounts of grass,
finding water in a small creek. Fires were lit, while people
prepared dinner. Ours consisted of beefsteak and onions with fried
cakes. It was served beneath brown gravy and was surprisingly
delicious. Mary was skilled at cooking, having had plenty of
experience in this area. I helped her where I was able, bringing
water and finding the seasonings we needed to improve the
taste.

The atmosphere was festive, as music from a
neighboring campsite drifted over. Someone had a harmonica, while a
flute played as well. I strolled the perimeter after dinner,
searching for the latrine and finding it on the far end. This was
my least favorite aspect of the journey. I noticed that there were
quite a few people who wandered off into the prairie to do their
business, not wanting to use the facilities. Within the smelly
latrine tent, there was a jug of water for hand washing. This had
been mixed with yucca root. The soapy concoction smelled slightly
acrid.

When I finished, I wandered around, eyeing
the various wagons, as some of them were outfitted with more steel
than others, making them heavier. There was a bit of a disparity
between the miners and the other travelers; the miners were clearly
of a lesser station in life and rough around the edges. As I passed
their campsites, they called out to me; some of the men were drunk
already. I had crossed the enclosure, nearing our wagon, when a
hand shot out, grabbing my arm.

“Oh!” I jumped, gasping.

“Now there, honey,” jeered a toothless man,
who reeked of whiskey. “Ain’t ya a purty one?”

“Please, let me go.” I pulled on my arm, but
the grip was disturbingly strong. “I’ll scream.”

“I should introduce myself. I’m Buck
McKinley. I’ll be rich soon enough. I’m headin’ for Pike’s
Peak.”

“Good for you.” I grimaced at the smell of
his breath. “If you’ll excuse me.” I meant to step away from him,
but my boot caught on the bottom of my hem. Losing my balance, I
fell forward, landing on my chest, which knocked the wind out of
me. Gasping for breath, I thought I would lose consciousness all
together.

“That’s enough, you mudsill!” barked a deep,
angry voice. “Go back to your camp, and leave the women alone.”
Strong hands gripped my arms, bringing me to my feet. I struggled
to breathe, feeling like my lungs had collapsed. “There now, are
you all right?”

I stared into the concerned eyes of Samuel
Tucker. “Yes, sir.”

“Wind got knocked outta you?”

I nodded. “Tripped on my hem.”

“They’ll do it.”

“I’m fine, sir. You don’t have to make a fuss
over me.”

“It’s dangerous wandering around alone at
night.”

“I had to use…the privy.”

His look was solemn. “Next time you might
want to take a companion.”

“I’ll remember that.”

“Your name is Paulina, right?”

“Yes.”

He held out a hand. “Samuel.”

“I know. You gave a speech earlier
today.”

“I’ll escort you back to your campsite, if
you’ll allow me.”

“That would be nice.”

Several sets of eyes watched us, as we
wandered through the enclosure; the animals had been corralled
towards the back. “You’ve been doing this for some time then?”

“Five years.”

“Where are you from?”

“Chicago.”

“Oh.”

“My family’s in banking. I’m the black
sheep.” His eyes skimmed over me. “Why are you out here?”

“I’m going to see my sister in Denver City.
She’s been living there since last year.”

“Is that where you’ll stay?”

“I think so. I don’t see any reason to go to
California.”

“The land is verdant there, but it’s pleasant
in the Kansas Territory as well. Where are you from?”

“New York.”

He seemed to consider that for a moment.
“Been there once. Have family there.”

“Will you settle in California then?”

“Eventually.”

I couldn’t help wondering if he had a wife,
although I didn’t see a wedding band. These questions remained
unspoken, as we neared the wagon.

“Who are these people you’re traveling
with?”

“Friends of the family.”

We faced one another, as he had stopped
walking. “Are you a mail order bride?”

This was a shock. “Um…oh, no. Not at all. Why
do you ask?”

“Last couple of seasons, I’ve seen a
few.”

“They come out here alone?”

He shook his head. “No, they have companions.
Sometimes they travel together. There’s a shortage of women in
these parts.”

The way he grinned, the warm light in his
eyes, made my belly tingle pleasurably. “I’m not a mail order
bride. I prefer to know who I’m marrying, thank you very much.”

“It is better that way or maybe not,” he
laughed. “There’s an argument for both sides of that story.”

“A-are you married?” I regretted that
question the moment it left my lips. That had been far too forward,
and I knew it.

His eyes seemed to darken, as they lingered
on my face. “No, ma’am. I’m not married.” He tipped his hat. “I’ll
be bidding you a good night now. You have a restful sleep. Don’t
let the noise from those miners keep you up. They like to kick up a
row every now and then.”

“Thank you.”

“For what?”

“Rescuing me from…those men.”

“Hardly. I’m sure you would’ve screamed loud
enough to bring the house down.” He began to walk away.

“Good night, Mr. Tucker.”

“Samuel. It’s just Samuel.”

 


 



Chapter Three

 


 


 


I caught myself watching him, as he strolled
leisurely through the campsites, until he disappeared behind a
wagon. The encounter had left me feeling almost giddy, while
nervous energy pinged in my stomach.

“There you are,” said Mary. “What took you so
long?”

“I had to use the privy.”

“Good gracious, but I need to also.”

“I know where it is. I’ll take you.”

“Oh, thank you, my dear.”

“You shouldn’t go alone. There are horrible
miners over there.”

Her look was concerned. “Did they cause you
trouble?”

“Um…they were…rude.”

“My dear, they’d hardly notice me at all. An
old woman wouldn’t interest them. But I can see why you’d garner
their attention.”

“I doubt that matters. They’d behave poorly,
no matter what. They’re very drunk.”

“Then we shall go together. There’s safety in
numbers.”

“Yes, there is.”

When we returned, I crawled into the tent,
finding the pillow to be flattened. I fluffed it up and lay upon
it, staring at the canvas cloth around me. The sounds of the camp
continued; there were voices murmuring, crockery clanging, and the
occasional neigh of a horse. These disturbances began to drift
together…while my eyes closed and an image of a tall, handsome man
filled my mind.

Um…he’s certainly…fetching…

In the morning, I woke, pulling on a pair of
leather ankle boots, and found the privy. When I returned, the fire
had been lit, as Mary hovered over an iron skillet, frying bits of
bacon.

“Is there something I can do?”

“Oh, you can get the plates out, my dear, and
forks.”

I dug through a basket, retrieving these
items. “How did you sleep?”

“Terribly. My back is already giving me fits.
The ground is far too hard for me.”

“I confess; I fell asleep quickly. I must
have been exhausted.”

“Well, if I were only twenty years younger,
this would not be an issue.”

We proceeded to make breakfast, the aroma of
food lingering from the various cooking fires. Helen came by with
Laura, the baby cooing happily. I had worked on the doll yesterday,
but more needed to be done to complete it. I would give it to them
as a surprise tomorrow. When things were washed and put away, we
loaded up the tents, and Abner brought over the oxen, which he
yoked to the wagon. The assemblage of conveyances began to file
out, one by one, until we formed an immense line, more than a
hundred or so in the caravan.

I took turns walking with Mary, and Abner
walked as well, while Mary held the reins, although the animals
were adept at following the wagon before them. They would
occasionally produce a deep, repetitive, drum-like utterance, as
they plodded on, mile after mile. The coolness of the morning gave
way to a noticeable change in humidity, a bank of clouds gathering
towards the west, the direction we were heading in. We followed the
Platte River, trundling along a well-rutted path used for years now
by homesteaders.

The wagon master would pass by occasionally,
working his way up and down the line on a quarter horse gelding.
The animal was buckskin in color with a black mane and tail. I
smiled at Samuel frequently; our wagon had taken up a spot towards
the middle of the pack. He would tip his hat when he saw me,
sitting straight in the saddle; his thighs flush against the
horse’s flank.

At one point, after we had stopped for lunch,
Samuel came upon me while I walked, my bonnet shielding my face
from the harsh afternoon sun. He dismounted, holding the reins,
nearing.

“Afternoon, Ms. Hoffman.”

“Hello.” A wave of shyness came over me,
which was strange. “It’s going to rain.”

He squinted, staring into the distance. “Yes,
ma’am.”

“Will we keep going, if it does?” He nodded.
“What happened to that wagon we passed?” A mile ago we had seen a
disabled wagon, as one of the teams had encountered
difficulties.

“Broken axle.”

“Are they fixing it?”

“No, ma’am. They didn’t bring an extra.”

“What will happen?”

“They’re headin’ back.”

“Oh, my. How awful.”

“That’s why you gotta come prepared. We’ll be
crossing the Platte a coupla times. Lots of wagons are gonna need
fixin’ after that.” The rumble of thunder sounded in the distance.
“We’re headin’ right for bad weather.” He adjusted his hat; his
eyes were now hidden in shadow.

I’d been staring at his profile. The short
beard gave him an appealingly masculine look. He was the epitome of
rugged outdoorsman, his sturdy, muscled form entirely at ease in a
saddle. He was the opposite of what I had seen in gangly farm boys
or well-dressed men of the city, in their four-in-hand neckties and
fitted frock coats.

He must have sensed my appraisal, as he
glanced my way smiling. Our eyes met, while my foot suddenly sunk
into something soft. I had stepped in manure, which now coated my
boot. “Oh, drat!”

He laughed, humor flashing in his eyes. “Best
to watch where you’re going. It’s pretty darn filthy out here.”

But I hadn’t, because I had been staring at
him instead. “What a mess.” I rushed to the grass on the edge of
the road, wiping the boot vigorously, trying to remove the
offending muck. While I was thus employed, Samuel had mounted,
trotting ahead, his horse’s tail swishing from side to side. It was
a shame that our conversation had been cut short.

At the onset of rain, I took a seat next to
Mary and Abner, while lightning splintered the sky, as fat drops of
rain fell upon the canvas tarp over our heads. The trail drenched
quickly, water filling the deep ruts that had been laid by wagon
wheels. It began to hail a short while later, and the procession
stopped completely, because those riding horses needed to find
shelter. Hail the size of walnuts began to pummel us, the tarp
became loose in places, and Abner was forced to scramble,
reattaching the canvas to protect our bedding and provisions.

“Oh, Lord in heaven!” shouted Mary, holding
her bonnet, as a gust of wind nearly displaced it.

“Get inside the wagon!” Abner gestured
towards us. “Now!”

We huddled together amidst the deluge of
wind, water, and hail. It was over within minutes, the dark,
destructive cloud floating into the distance. When the severest of
the weather had passed, we took our seats again and plodded on, the
oxen having emerged no worse for wear. By evening, we found a flat,
grassy meadow and set up camp.

Despite having to sleep in tents and the
monotony of the travel, I enjoyed the journey, finding the fresh
air exhilarating. My stays had always been a bit tight, but, after
days of walking, I was breathing far easier in my clothing. I ate a
hearty breakfast, a solid lunch, and dinnertime was frequently
buffalo or steak. Abner and several men would hunt earlier in the
day, and we were treated to pheasant, wild turkey, and occasionally
rabbit.

After supper, we sat around the campfire,
often with newly acquainted friends and shared wine, while the men
drank whiskey. One of the immigrants had brought a violin, and he
played it in the evenings, the sound melodically somber and
sometimes bittersweet. If we had a particularly good day driving,
surpassing seventeen miles, we would gather for parties, the miners
dancing a drunken jig, while the violinist played a happy tune. If
we encountered bad weather or the road was challenging, slowing us
down, there would be no celebration, as the atmosphere was markedly
subdued.

On the eighth day, as I strolled towards the
privy, a weapon discharged, and someone screamed. Startled, I
stopped in my tracks, while people ran to see what had happened. I
followed them, coming upon a surreal scene, as a woman lay upon her
husband, who had been shot in the head.

“He’s going to die! He’s going to die!”

There was a large hole in his forehead that
oozed thick, goopy blood mixed with grayish brain matter. It ran
down the side of his face, falling to the dirt beneath him. His
wife rocked back and forth, clinging to the man, while wailing
helplessly.

“What’s happened?” Helen had come up behind
me, holding Laura, who clasped the doll I had made her.

“I haven’t a clue.”

The wagon master appeared. “Let me through!
Stand back!” he hollered. “What happened?”

“I didn’t mean to do it,” said a man’s voice.
“Honest to God, I didn’t mean it.”

Due to the crush of people, I wasn’t able to
see who had said that.

“I swear it was an accident. I was cleaning
my weapon. I’m dreadfully sorry, Mrs. Fellows.”

Tom Meek and William Baker arrived, looking
concerned. Tom asked, “Who are the witnesses? Someone must’ve seen
what happened.”

“Can’t you save him?” Mrs. Fellow’s dress was
stained with blood. “You’re standing there worried about witnesses.
Why doesn’t anyone help my husband? Why?” Tears were in her
eyes.

“Mrs. Fellows,” said Samuel gently. “He’s
dead, ma’am. There’s nothin’ we can do for him.” He glanced at
William. “We’re gonna need to dig a grave.”

This was not what she wanted to hear, as she
screamed at the top of her lungs, the sound piercing. “How can this
be? How can this happen? What will I do now? My children lost their
father!”

A man emerged from the crowd, and I
recognized him as Jeremiah Kelley. He was a missionary preacher,
and he frequently led church on Sundays. “Stand aside. I…” he
caught sight of the dead man, “oh, my heavens! My condolences on
your loss, Mrs. Fellows. I’m terribly sorry this happened to you. I
can give your husband Last Rites, if you wish.”

Mrs. Fellows continued to cry, while another
woman approached. “There, there. You should come with me. I’ll make
you some tea.”

Tom and William were on either side of the
man whose weapon had been responsible for the accident. His wife
and children looked on with concern.

“We need to take him away,” said Samuel.

“No!” cried the widow, who clung to her
husband.

“How awful,” murmured Helen. “What a stupid
man for killing him like that. Now we all have to worry that it
could happen to any of us.”

Samuel had overheard that. “Please, be
mindful with your weapons! Be careful when you’re cleanin’ ‘em.
This here is a senseless death. It was entirely preventable. I need
to have a word with you.” He pointed at the culprit. “I need
witnesses. If you saw anything, speak now!”

“I did,” said a voice. “I saw it. It was like
Henry says. It was an accident.”

Another man piped up. “He was cleaning his
weapon, and it just went off.”

“We need to bury Mr. Fellows,” said Samuel.
“Then I’ll have a meeting with the witnesses.” He glanced around.
“The show’s over. Those children shouldn’t be watching this.” He
pointed to a couple that stood several feet away with little ones
milling around.

As men came to take the body away, his widow
continued to cry. My heart ached for her, especially the
senselessness of such a death. Helen and I turned away from the
scene, walking in another direction. The atmosphere at camp was
somber that night, and there was no music, as an uneasy pall hung
over us. After supper, I went for a stroll, wandering around the
perimeter, where the animals were tethered for the evening. They
had eaten out an entire patch of grass, and the horses had been
allowed to graze as well. The images from earlier flashed through
my mind, and it occurred to me that I had never seen someone shot
before. I’d glimpsed family members in coffins at wakes, but never
something as gruesome as this.

“What did I say about wandering around
alone?” asked a voice I recognized immediately.

I turned to find Samuel, whose mouth was set
in a grim line. “You look tired.”

“I am.”

It had been days since I had last spoken with
him, and a thrill shot through me. It was odd to have such a
reaction, but it couldn’t be helped. “Is that man buried?”

“He is.”

“His poor wife. What do you think she’ll do
now?”

He shrugged. “She can either continue on or
go back, I guess.”

“How can she go back alone?”

“I suspect there’ll be homesteaders turnin’
around soon enough.”

“Really?”

“They always do. I sometimes lose five to ten
wagons. People realize it’s not as easy as they hoped. We’ve had a
peaceful ride so far, but it gets rough after Fort Kearny.” He
sighed. “My first fatality of the season.”

“You should come sit.” I indicated an
abandoned crate. “Sit here.” He stared at me for a long moment, and
I thought he wouldn't sit, but he did as I asked. My hands rested
on his shoulders, strong fingers began to knead weary muscles.
“These are all tight.”

“Oh, lordy, that feels good.”

His head fell forward, his hat tumbling to
the ground, but he didn’t seem to care. While the horses snorted
and the oxen mewled, I continued to press my fingertips into his
shoulders, enjoying the feel of him far more than I should.
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