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No More Strangers
Prose and Poetry of the West
Preview: Excerpt from Spinster’s Folly; Book Four - The Owen Family Saga
To the wonderful members of ANWA—American Night Writers Association—who have followed, led, challenged, pushed, and inspired me for many years. This anthology would not have been finished but for you. Thank you!
~Marsha Ward
"Now therefore ye are no more strangers and foreigners, but fellowcitizens with the saints, and of the household of God."
~Ephesians 2:19
She was a lone woman in the wagon train now, and it made my heart ache to see her standing there by the flickering campfire, leaning slightly forward in her anxiety to learn the captain’s decision. Hers was a slim figure in the uncertain light, and that was as it should be, for she couldn’t be over eighteen, and had only borne one child that I knew anything about.
Her husband had taken sick with a fever a few days back, and it had worsened until last night. Now he lay out under the prairie sod, and she was left a widow with a son just beginning to walk.
She stood there, trembling slightly, as the captain of ten families, John Armstrong, looked up at her from under his bushy eyebrows as he sat on a keg of flour. He had an air of resignation about him as he tossed the stick he had been whittling into the fire.
“Sister Porter, you may think it a harsh thing, but I got to think of all the families in my care. Now that Brother Porter’s gone, I got to turn you back to Winter Quarters. It’s just two weeks back, and I’ll send a couple of men along on horseback to see you get there safe.” He stopped and looked into the fire, then shrugged his shoulders. “You can go to Zion next season, when you get someone to take charge of your wagon.”
Captain Armstrong fumbled with his clasp knife, then stuffed it into his vest pocket. Sister Porter twisted her hands in the cloth of her apron. The captain looked miserably up at her bleak face, then cleared his throat.
“It’s not that I don’t want you to go to Zion, but a lone woman can’t manage this trek by herself,” he said.
I don’t know what pushed me out into that firelight. Maybe it was the look of despair on her face. Maybe it was that I was all alone too, and knew the pain of loss that was in her heart. At any rate, step out I did, and me a shy young man.
“Captain Armstrong, I don’t have the burden of a wagon to tend to. Allow me to look after the Widow Porter. I’ll see that she keeps up with the others.”
I knew that all the eyes of the assembled Saints of the company were suddenly swung my way, and I blushed in their combined gaze. But the most important glance came from the blue eyes of the young widow. Her look held surprise, but solace was there too, and I felt the hot blush fading from my face. Maybe my act of kindness would give me a feeling of belonging to this company of travelers
“Brother Marshall, if it won’t put you out of your way, I’m sure Sister Porter will be thankful for your help.” Relief spread over John Armstrong’s wide face, and I thought he was glad that my words had made his decision unnecessary. He got up from his keg and disappeared in the darkness.
I turned to the widow, and she was staring at me, curiosity in her look, but a wariness too, for she had just that day put her husband into the ground, and I figured my offer was making her a bit uncomfortable, for all its value to her.
I doffed my old black hat and nodded to her, shyness overcoming my tongue of a sudden, and whisking my words away.
“I thank you for your kindness,” she rescued me. “I know that Captain Armstrong meant well, but I can’t wait another year to go to Zion. I promised him I’d go on,” she finished in a whisper.
Her face twisted a bit, and I feared she would cry, but she mastered the emotion and calmed her countenance again.
I found my tongue. “Is there anything you need doing tonight?”
“No. Now that my future’s settled, I can get on with supper. Won’t you come to the fire and eat, after a while?”
“I’d like that. You can tell me what to do tomorrow.”
I turned away and tended to the needs of my animals. The work gave me a chance to reflect on what I had talked myself into doing. Here I was, a lone man on the way to the Rocky Mountains, and I had taken upon myself the care of a woman and her child, and the responsibility of getting her safe to the Great Salt Lake Valley. And I was only twenty years of age.
Several years back, two missionaries of the Latter-day Saints had come a-preaching in our neighborhood. My father, a God-fearing man, had made them welcome. Though our friends and our kin had scoffed at their message, we had not, and we joined ourselves with the Saints through a ceremony of baptism.
Then the persecutions had begun, and soon a yearning had come upon us to gather to Zion, so we sold the farm and loaded our goods into a wagon. We were five: my father James Marshall, my mother Emily, my younger brother John, our sister Mary Eliza, and myself.
We arrived in Nauvoo, Illinois, to the devastating news that the Prophet Joseph Smith and his brother had been murdered. Despite our grief, we settled in the city for a while, working on the temple, then were driven out in the deep of winter with other Saints.
On February 26, 1846, we crossed the Mississippi River on a covering of ice, and arrived at Sugar Creek Camp. Here we were within sight of our abandoned home, which caused my mother much sorrow. I was relieved when Brother Brigham Young counseled us to move on.
After several days of travel, we camped on the banks of the Chariton River. Father was one of those sent out to trade extra goods for grain and flour. Then we moved on again, first to Garden Grove, and then to Mount Pisgah.
We were asked to stay and raise grain for the Saints who would follow after us. My obedient father settled in and assisted with the planting, until an outbreak of cholera took him, my mother, and my brother John.
Mary Eliza was the only family left to me, and since she was but six years of age, I found her a place with a family in Mount Pisgah, sold what belongings I had no need of, and went south to Missouri to buy myself a horse, and mules to carry our supplies.
I had thought, being a mere youth, that I could get my animals and be out of that unfriendly state before it was discovered that I was what they were calling “a Mormon.” I was wrong.
I was attacked and beaten senseless by a party of mobsters. When I recovered consciousness, I found myself penniless. A farmer-who didn’t care how or if I worshipped God-took me in and put me to work. I spent a year with him, gathering funds for those Missouri mules I wanted. Then a hunger came over me to see my sister again, so I got my wages, bought my animals, and journeyed back to Mount Pisgah.
I arrived to find that my sister and the family keeping her had started for the Rocky Mountains. I followed her to Winter Quarters, but she had already left there, and the season was so advanced that I could not leave for the west.
Although I chafed with disappointment at missing her, I spent the fall and winter making ready for the journey, and left in the spring as a part of this large company.
My year among the Gentiles, as those not of our faith were then known, had caused a few words to be spoken against me by those less charitable than most, and I found myself ill at ease on some days. But for the most part, the company of ten families headed by Captain Armstrong, in which I traveled, was composed of good people. The problem that rubbed me wrong was that they were mostly friends of long standing, and I was a newcomer, and young enough to imagine myself unwelcome.
When I finished caring for my horse and mules, I found my way to the widow’s fire and accepted a plate from her hand.
I could not be sure, due to the dancing of the small light cast by her fire, but it seemed to me that Sister Porter’s eyes were a bit swollen and reddened, and my heart went out to her in her grief. That she had prepared a meal for herself and her boy, and for a stranger too, was a thing of no small moment to me, and I admired her for her determination to endure to the end, no matter what the cost.
As I ate, I glanced up at Sister Porter from time to time, and once I caught her brushing a tear from her cheek. She turned her head, and I knew she was aware of my look.
I felt powerless in that moment. There was no way that I, a stranger, could ease her sorrow. I ducked my head to my meal once again, resolving to find a way to reach out and relieve her pain.
When I had eaten the last morsel from the tin plate, I stood up and took it and my cup over to the washtub sitting atop a barrel. I removed my hat and rolled up my sleeves before she realized that I had intention of washing the dishes.
She stood and came to the washtub as I plunged my hands into the water.
“Brother Marshall.” Her voice held a note of distress. “That’s my duty. I will clear up.”
I looked down at her and smiled in a way I hoped was reassuring.
“I have long practice of the task, Sister. Let me take this way of paying you back for the meal. It was far better fare than I usually can stir up.” I smiled again, hoping she would not press further to do the job herself.
She returned to her seat and picked up her son. I circled the tub until I could look up and see her ever so often. I was curious to know her feelings, since she remained silent so long.
“Why did you speak up to help me?” Her gaze was direct, and it disturbed me. “No one else, not even my friends, said a word.”
The question was unexpected, and I took my time to answer.
“I haven’t fully figured it out yet.” I shook the water from the last cup and wiped it with a flour sack. “I imagine it was because you were all alone, and I remember how I felt to be suddenly alone.” I rubbed my hands dry on the sack.
“Your wife died?”
My ears burned.
“I never had a wife. It was my folks and my brother I lost, back in Mount Pisgah. They got took by the cholera.”
“I’m sorry.” She hugged her son close. “I don’t even know your name, beyond ‘Brother Marshall’.”
“It’s Elijah Marshall. Most folks just call me ‘Lije’.”
“Folks call me ‘Etta’. That’s short for ‘Henrietta’.”
My hat was on my head now, and I felt I ought to go, but I could tell she hungered for conversation, so I stayed.
“That’s a fine name. Puts me in mind of our old farm. There was a girl down the road name of Etta.”
“I’ve never heard of anybody named Elijah, except the Bible prophet. Did your folks give you his name?”
“My pa and ma were God-fearing folk, but they really named me for my grandpa Elijah Scow.”
She smiled. I felt good that something I said brought pleasure to her.
“I expect I’d best get along,” I said. “You’ll be needing to tuck that youngster in bed before long.” I stood up.
“Wait . . . Lije.”
Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/55150 to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you appreciate their work!