





Rachel’s Journey

She knelt down in front of the rocker placing her hands
on his knees, “Jeb, I love you so, but I’'m the one that must
decide what’s best for me. There are decisions each of us
must make for himself. Things that can’t be dictated by
another person no matter how precious they are to you.
This is one of those choices.”

“Rach, you don’t need to work outside our home.
Ranching should be a full time commitment for us both.”
Drawing a breath, he added, “I have no debts and this trip
will pay for more livestock if that’s what bothering you. |
want to take care of you.”

“I know you do. It’s not the money. I have some saved
and there’ll be more coming from the folks’ property in
Pennsylvania. I worked so very hard to become a doctor
and there’s such a need out here.”

He rose and began pacing through the room. “Don’t I
have needs, too? It may sound ridiculous, but the thought
of your examining another man is hard to swallow. Then
softening his tone, he said, “Let’s compromise. We’ll wait
until we get to the San Joaquin to decide just what we’ll
do. I want you, but I also want you to be happy.”

For Jeb it was quite a compromise. Rachel couldn’t
believe what she heard. He had come so far but was it far
enough?
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Preface

The problem of balancing family with a career is quite
prevalent in modern society, but the problem has existed
for decades in America. The determination of the pioneer
woman going west, was in itself a difficult decision.
However, without the basic support of an established
family, a single woman faced almost insurmountable odds
on her westward trek. Add to that, a professional
background, and only the truly brave of heart could
succeed in finding a satisfying place for herself. One with
such a heart was Rachel Williams.
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One

The Leaving

Rachel Williams, you’re much too headstrong and
independent for any man to marry. Ever! Alfonse Meyer’s
demeaning words reverberated in Rachel’s mind as she
knew they would for the coming months, and even years.
Not that she loved this arrogant man, but rather she feared
what he said might be all too true.

It was a warm April day in the small town of Four
Corners, just east of Harrisburg, Pennsylvania. Rachel
stood on her front porch enjoying the afternoon sun when
she saw a visitor hurrying up her lane.

“Rachel, Rachel, the letter’s come. It’s here. Finally
here,” Iris called as she waved an envelope wildly over
her head.

She greeted her blonde haired, blue eyed cousin with a
warning. “Slow down, Iris, or you’ll fall. You know your
leg can’t stand much.”

“Oh, I’'m so excited.” Iris panted with exertion. “Hurry!
Read it out loud.”

Despite Rachel’s own emotions, she read the message
slowly and clearly.
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January 15, 1854

Dear Cousins and All,

1 am doing well here in this new, sunny
land. I hope my letter also finds you in good
health and high spirits. My thoughts are with
you often.

I am sending this by packet. The ship takes
about three months so I pray it will reach you
before summer.

Four other men and I have a special
request. We have formed what we call a
marriage pool to bring brides to us here. It is
an ideal based on the sound principles
civilizing the new frontier. As you know, many
of us came with the yen for gold. We are wiser
now and desire only a stable and happy family
life. All of us are in a position to provide well
for a wife and children. I can vouch for the
character of these men involved in the pool.

Since you are acquainted with most of the
women in and around Four Corners, I beg you
to help us in our selection. I would like you to
be one of the candidates. I also thought of our
Cousin Iris who, though crippled, is lovely and
has an abiding Christian faith. Hopefully, you
can locate three other maiden ladies in the
area who would be suitable for our new and
exciting life.

I am enclosing a draft on the Bank of
Boston for five hundred dollars to pay your
traveling expenses. It is important you decide
soon since the trip across country must begin
as quickly as possible lest you be caught in the
snows of the Sierras.
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1 am sending a message to Mr. Jeb Morgan
alerting him to the fact that you may be joining
his wagon train, which leaves from St. Joseph,
Missouri, on May 10. We have the utmost
confidence in him. Mr. Morgan is also bringing
freight to Len Smith, one of the men in the pool,
and owner of General Merchandise here in
Garden Grove.

I know you have been giving this matter
your greatest consideration, but now [ need to
know what you have decided. Please notify me
of this decision as soon as possible by
whatever means available. We will be counting
the days until you answer. It is a leap of faith
for all concerned. We pray for your safe
journey.

Love,

Martin Williams

Your obedient servant and cousin.

P.S. Rachel, we are in great need of
medical services. Please consider our offer in
light of these needs also.

Rachel stood quietly holding the message in her hands for
several minutes. Martin had written to her in just this same vein
several times in the last two years, but this was the first time he
had sent money or suggested a plan. She was surprised and
apprehensive to make such a decision so quickly. She shook her
head in disbelief. Yet, was it the hand of fate that had delivered
this message at one of the most disappointing times of her life?
Was this the second chance at the kind of life she truly wanted?

“Rachel, what shall we do? It’s all so exciting. I’'m sure it is
a great opportunity.” Iris trembled. “Can we go? Do you think
someone would really want to marry me? Cousin Martin said [
was pretty enough someone would want to marry me even with
this gimpy leg.”
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“More than pretty, Iris. Fine Christian girls like you are hard
to find, especially in a new land.” Rachel hugged her smaller
cousin. “I’m nearly thirty years old. An old maid by anyone’s
count.”

“You’ll be snapped up in a minute with those auburn curls
of yours and tall statuesque build. Pa always says we Williams
are lookers. Just because we haven’t married yet, doesn’t mean
we’re not desirable. You’re so smart, too. And look at all
you’ve done for the people here.”

“That’s just it. This is our home. It will be so hard to leave
here.” Even as she spoke these words, the phrase second
chance kept running through her mind. “I do have a longing for
a child every time I place a newborn babe in its mother’s arms—"
she broke off her recitation, for she hated to reveal her
innermost feelings, even to Iris.

“I know how you feel. This is my only chance to marry and
have children. Women have to be in short supply for someone
to accept a wife with a bad limp.”

Rachel smiled at the girl’s fair upturned face, framed with
blonde curly hair and set off by the brightest of blue eyes. “You
just need your opportunity like everyone else.”

“Then you would really consider Martin’s proposal?”

“Yes, I think I will. Dr. Henry told me his grandson is
replacing me in the practice, and Alfonse has stopped coming
to call...” Rachel’s voice faltered. “The trip itself will be
extremely difficult, but under the circumstances it might just be
worth it.”

“Who else are you going to ask to go with us?”

“I thought about Marie.”

“Marie Lyle?”

“Yes.”

“But what about little Jimmy? How would we explain him?”

“Why would we need to explain him?”’

“An illegitimate child always has to be explained, Rachel.”
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“Perhaps, but remember, California is a land of new
beginnings. For everyone. No one would know he was born out
of wedlock.”

“It’s all so full of adventure. The folks will never believe it.
Only I can’t imagine leaving them, especially not Pa.” Iris
lowered her voice.

“On your way home, please stop by the sewing shop and ask
Marie to come see me after supper.”

Rachel stood on the porch watching Iris leave. The sun was
warm on her face as she spied a rabbit hiding in a clump of her
neighbor’s grass. The sky was blue and the apple tree was
beginning to leaf out while the tulip bulbs she had planted last
fall were starting to peek through. Pennsylvania was so
beautiful in the spring—so full of the very essence of life, a
life, ironically, which was proceeding so very well without her.

Rachel went inside and sat moving back and forth in Pa’s
rocker, the one he had fashioned out of rough-hewn oak, from a
tree he had felled himself. The Regulator ticked quietly from
the mantel while the wind caressed her cheeks and rustled the
starched curtains at the open window. She picked up the family
bible, a bible brought by her Grandfather Williams from
England.

Inside the book she traced the family tree with her forefinger
until she came to the line recording her birth and that of her
sister, Nell. Nell is carrying on the line, but how about me? She
had always hoped to marry but while she studied medicine, the
eligible bachelors either married or moved away. Now, with her
parents dead, she was very much alone.

Later, Rachel stirred up the fire and reheated a pot of stew
she had left from her noon meal. The fire crackled, sending a
cheery glow around the room. Was all this talk of California
preposterous? Wasn't the trip so fraught with danger it would
be impossible with all of the deaths from cholera, accidents,
and even Indian attacks? What about crossing the Sierras? The
very thought of the Donner Party sent a shiver down her spine.
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Yet, she knew she would go. Her family had been pioneers and
she was now willing to don that mantle herself.

Rachel finished putting up the supper things just as Marie
and two-year-old Jimmy arrived. Jimmy, a blond-headed
cherub, ran to Rachel who picked him up, carrying him into the
kitchen for a cookie and glass of milk. Marie followed.

“Iris said you had something to talk to me about?”

“Yes, Cousin Martin sent this letter,” Rachel said handing it
to her. Every time she saw Marie she was in awe of the dark-
haired girl’s astounding beauty. Her skin was pale, smooth, and
her features regular. Her eyes were hazel with specks of green
that added a bit of mystery when they reflected a change in her
mood.

“Would you and Jimmy like to go with us to the Joaquin
Valley in California?”

“To live?”

Rachel nodded.

Without hesitation Marie answered, “You know we would,
but are you sure we would be—well, how do you say it,
accepted in California?”

“No one would have to know Jimmy was illegitimate. You
could be a respected widow with a small son. California is a
land of new beginnings,” Rachel told Marie to assure her.
“Jimmy is young but I would help you care for him on the trip.”

“Thank you,” Marie paused, then said, “I guess the Mortons
would be glad to see us go, all right. But that’s not the reason
I’d go. It would be for Jimmy’s sake, not mine.” Tears welled
in her eyes.

Jimmy clutched at Marie’s skirts. “Mama sad?” he asked,
looking up at her.

“I’m fine Jimmy. Run and play in the yard. Here’s another
cookie for you.” After Jimmy left, Marie paced up and down,
her heels hitting the wooden floor with a sharp, staccato beat.

She drew a long breath. “I was filled with rage that day I
came to you for an examination to see if [ was pregnant. You
told me the first time I held my baby, I would feel less bitter.

7
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You were right, you know. People might think I’m crazy, but
Jimmy has been worth all the pain and the humiliation.” She
hesitated. “The only person I’ll miss will be the Widder Brown.
She’s given us a home when nobody else would, and she gave
me a job in her shop, too. My folks won’t have anything to do
with Jimmy and me, so I won’t miss them much. Oh, maybe
my mother a little.” Both women were silent.

In an effort to change the mood, Rachel said, “You don’t
have to worry about the passage. Martin sent a draft to cover
our traveling expenses.”

Rachel was surprised to hear Marie answer, “I never have to
worry about money. I haven’t in a long, long time.”

Rachel glanced at her quizzically but said nothing more
about the matter. “You know, Marie, this calls for a celebration.
I have a jug of corn ‘likker’ a farmer gave me in part payment
of his bill. I’ve been wanting an excuse to try it. Now seems as
good a time as any.”

Rachel went into the back room returning with the bottle
and poured two glasses. “Here’s to California.” They laughed
as they both choked a little in response to the white heat of the
alcohol. “If we are strong enough to drink this stuff, we’re
strong enough to make it to the Joaquin Valley.”

“I have so much to do before we can leave. I have to make
arrangements for my patients and sell the house. I guess Syd
Morton down at the bank can take care of it.”

Marie all but screamed. “Don’t trust him. Don’t let him
handle any of your affairs. He’s a snake.”

Rachel shook her head. “What’s wrong, Marie? [’ve never
known him to be anything but honest.”

“Take my advice and stay away from him.” Marie looked at
Rachel with concern.

“Well, I guess Iris’s pa, Uncle Will, and my sister Nell,
from Harrisburg, could handle the sale.” Rachel shook her
head.

After Marie had gone, Rachel tried to sleep, but there was
too much to think about. Marie’s harsh words were hardly a

8
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soothing bedtime story. More over, she knew there was
something more to Marie’s tale, a missing piece. But Rachel
realized that piece would be revealed only when, and if, Marie
deemed the time right.

There were more immediate details to be handled. Not only
was there a baby to care for on the trip, there was Iris, who
would find it hard to leave her doting parents. How exhausting
the trek would be for her. She must see Iris got special shoes
with a padded lift for the left foot because her congenital hip
would be forever with her. Shepherding an old maid and a
worldly-wise girl with a child, would be a Herculean task. It
would be a new beginning for all, but they each carried a
burden from the past. Considering this aspect, she determined it
would not be wise to search for any further marriage candidates
to take along. The positive aspect to all this was, at least, the
decision to go had been made.

As she sat musing, Rachel rubbed her chin, placing her
forefinger in the cleft there. She thought of Pa, who also had a
cleft and who told her not to complain about the distinctive
mark. “Just put your forefinger in that indention and make a
wish.” Right then and there she wished their journey to the
Joaquin to be successful and bearable.

Laughing to herself she said aloud, “I wonder how the
California men will react when they see us?” As if in answer to
her own question, she poured herself one last glass of the

whiskey before blowing out the lamp and finally going to sleep.
*

~ T~

Rachel awoke the next morning to a loud pounding on her
front door. She opened it to find Iris again standing on the front
porch.

“Ma baked these muffins for your breakfast,” she said,
handing them to Rachel.

“Thanks. Come in. I’'ll make some coffee. I really need it.”

She touched her head, “Ooh, what a headache!”

Iris spied the liquor jug and the two glasses sitting on the
table. “Why, Rachel Williams, I do believe you’ve been

9
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imbibing.” Iris grinned. “I’ve got some news. The people of
Four Corners have decided to give us a going away party and
dance. To honor us. Isn’t this great?”

“I guess so. You’ve already let them know we’re going, |
suppose.” Rachel shook her head, laughing at Iris’s excitement.
“Now go home and start deciding how much you can fit in one
trunk, and one trunk only. Do bring your sketch pad. Artist that
you are, you can record the trip for our children.”

“Children?”

“Yes, children.”

“Rachel, do you think I’ll have children?”

“I'm positive we all will. After all, those California men
have their eyes on the future, and how can there be a future
without children?”

“I’m going to name my first girl Rose, after Ma. She’d like
that. In fact, maybe I can have a whole garden full of girls and
name them Lily, Iris, Rose...”

“What about the boys?”

“Oh, their father can name them after his side or maybe like
weeds from the garden—cocklebur or stinging nettle.” Iris
giggled at her own humor.

“If I were ever to have a son, I’d name him Michael
Williams after our great uncle. He’s the one who left a large
endowment to the medical college in New York. Otherwise I
wouldn’t have been one of the first two women ever to graduate
from there.”

“That’s right, Rachel, I’d forgotten. Well, I’d best go. Don’t
forget about the party. I’'m so surprised at the people doing this
for us.”

“I think they know they’ll miss us.” Rachel smiled at her
cousin’s delight. “I’ll bet some of them, especially the women,
would like to go with us even if it’s just a secret wish.”

“Is Marie going?”

“Yes, and no objections.”
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“I understand. I’ve been thinking about it. It isn’t just Marie.
It’s little Jimmy, too. I’m sorry I acted that way about them.”
She placed her arms around Rachel.

Watching Iris retreating down the lane, Rachel felt hopeful.
Her head still ached and she had apprehensions, but she was
more at peace now. Somehow she no longer felt torn like a two-
headed Janus, part of her looking forward and part of her
looking back. Now she was singularly facing directly into the

future.
*

When Alfonse came by unexpectedly to squire Rachel to the
dance, she was glad she had splurged on a new spring dress. It
was pale green and complemented the reddish brown cast of
her hair, which she wore swept up and held by two matching
pearl combs. The sweetheart neckline was low enough to make
heads turn without being truly risqué. The taffeta rustled
tantalizingly when she walked beside him.

“Rachel, aren’t you the fetching one tonight? I’ve never
seen you like this,” Al told her as they walked hand in hand to
the brightly lit Pavilion.

Indeed, other eligible bachelors seemed to agree with
Alfonse’s assessment of her appearance, for she was much
sought after as a dance partner. During intermission, she looked
across at Iris sitting and talking with a handsome, dark-haired
young man whom she didn’t know and who was probably from
another town. The music started and the young man led Iris to
the dance floor. Rachel held her breath; but, Iris, smiling and
confident, was able to keep pace with the slow waltz. Whoever
he was, he seemed to help Iris perform almost normally.

To Rachel’s amazement Marie and Brad Morton were
dancing together. She commented to Al, “I can’t believe it.”

“What?”

“Marie and Brad together.”

“Why not? It’s an open secret he’s Jimmy’s father.”

“Oh. Is it?” Rachel replied with an icy tinge to her voice.
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“Come on, Rach. Don’t worry about them. Let’s take a walk
so we can be to ourselves.”

Alfonse led her to the other side of the Pavilion where there
was a secluded bench. The scent of lilacs filled the air, and the
moon shone softly on them while a cool breeze stirred the
leaves on the elm sheltering them.

He took her hand. “Rachel, I wish you would reconsider
going out west. It won’t be the same without you here.” He
looked at her expectantly.

“Al, 1T know we’ve been keeping company, but you never
seemed interested in any lasting ties. Why now?”

“I just realized how much I really want you to stay so we
can spend more time together.”

Trying to decipher his motives, Rachel asked, “Are you
asking me to marry you?”

“Well, yes, if that’s what it takes.” He stammered a little and
reached for her.

“If that’s what it takes for what?”

Rachel was caught off guard. Here was the very thing she
had waited for, a proposal of marriage from Alfonse. Oh, how
she had longed for this very moment. The irony was it came too
late. It was a hollow victory.

A little voice inside her began to question his dialogue. Was
it because he had to ask her to marry him? Would he support
her because he had to? Would he love her only because he had
to? Thirty years from now would they still be married only
because they had to be? Rachel disliked the answer even
though she knew it was true.

Rachel’s throat felt dry as she said, “You don’t sound very
enthused.”

“Hell, Rachel, you’ve never let me get close to you. What
did you expect?” His voice rose to a rasping pitch. “You knew
how badly I wanted you in my bed!”

So that was the problem. He only wanted one thing and she
had never let him seduce her. Rachel boiled with anger as she
pushed him away. “Well shame on me. Did you expect

12
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intimacy without some kind of commitment from you?” The
blood rushed to her head as she felt the palm of her hand make
contact with his face. Her words gritted through tightly
clenched teeth, “Get away from me, Alfonse. | never want to
see you again! I’'m going to California for a new and better
life.” She ran back toward the other side of the enclosure with
his voice ringing mockingly in her ears. “Good riddance to you,
Rachel Williams. You damned little tease. You’re much too
headstrong and independent for any man to marry. Ever! Do
you hear me? Ever!”

Rachel shook with humiliation, the blood pounding through
her temples. When she rounded the Pavilion, she saw Iris
sitting alone. Her attentive young escort had left her side. The
tempo of the music had changed and she sat watching the
handsome young man twirling another girl to the faster beat of
the Virginia Reel. Iris bent her head in an effort to conceal the
tears, which Rachel knew were in her eyes.

Forgetting her own inner tumult, Rachel pulled the girl to
her feet. “It’s time to go, Iris.”

Just then the music stopped. Rachel saw Marie and Brad
standing in the middle of the dance floor. Silence fell over the
crowd of fifty or so spectators as they backed away from the
floor into the grass, leaving the arguing couple alone while they
acted out their personal drama center stage. Both Marie’s and
Brad’s voices rose in a crescendo of bubbling emotions.

“You abandoned Jimmy and me, Brad Morton, and now I’m
supposed to forget that?” Marie screamed.

Finally Marie, small as she was, caught Brad off balance.
She pushed mightily against him knocking him to the floor.
“It’s too late now, Mr. Bradford Morton. Jimmy and I are
leaving for California. I aim to find a decent life for both of us.”

There was a stunned silence followed by a ripple of
laughter, running through the crowd. Several people clapped
while an angry and humiliated Brad struggled to his feet.
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Amazed and proud of Marie, Rachel made her way through
the crowd to Marie’s side. Thrusting her arm forth, she said,
“It’s time for the three of us to return home to our packing.”

Returning to the Pavilion, Rachel pushed her way through
the crowd to the three couples who had sponsored the dance
and who were standing together watching the excitement.

Rachel extended her hand to each, “We do thank you for
thinking of us.” Then to ease the tension of the moment she

added, “At least no one can say the evening has been dull.”
%

It was the day before the women were to leave Four
Corners. Rachel packed one trunk with her medical supplies
and equipment. She mentally checked off the contents—
quinine, laudanum, antiseptic, as well as scalpels, needles. She
utilized every inch of space, packing each opening with
bandages, lye soap, and cotton to protect the bottles of
medicine. Everything was there except her medical books,
which she would have shipped to her later. They were just too
heavy to carry.

She carefully chose the most utilitarian clothing, though she
did find room for her new green dress. She wanted to take
something of her parents. She chose her father’s pocket watch
and chain. The gold was worn away and the face scratched, but
it still ran. “Some day this will belong to my son.” She smiled
to herself. Then she went to the kitchen and pulled out a
gingham apron. “I can still see Ma wearing this. Oh, I nearly
forgot, I want Ma’s wedding ring, too.”

Rachel had just finished closing the lid on her trunk when
she heard voices on the front lawn. “Rachel, come on out and
join us for your picnic lunch.”

Opening the door, she saw women laughing and talking
while they spread tablecloths on the ground. Ginny Sprague,
the school marm, said, “We called a long recess and all of us
came to see you one last time.” She hugged Rachel. “Hope
you’re hungry because we have a lot of fried chicken and pie
for our favorite doctor.”

14
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“Ginny, I can’t tell you how surprised I am. It’s wonderful
of you to do this.”

“Well, we best get on with it. Recess can’t last too long.
Reverend, please ask the blessing so we can eat.”

“Dear Heavenly Father, bless this food to the nourishment
of our bodies. Guide and protect our beloved Rachel and her
friends as they travel into the future. Amen.”

The Pennsylvania sun shone warm on the group of seventy-
five or more. Almost every woman of the town and surrounding
area was there. When they finished eating, they filed past
Rachel exchanging good-byes and well wishes. One woman
said, “We have a lot of damned fool men around here who
haven’t swept you off your feet, Rachel Williams. Well,
Pennsylvania’s loss is California’s gain.”

Sophie Meyer added, “My brother Alfonse is probably the
biggest fool of all. You wait, he’ll be moaning and groaning
about how you abandoned him.”

Many of the children Rachel had delivered were among the
group. “I was counting just last night and I have delivered
better than a hundred babies in my time,” Rachel stated with
pride. “Thanks to God, I’ve had the best of luck with my
deliveries.” A ripple of applause broke out among the people.

The most special time was when one tiny child with shiny
blonde hair came to Rachel with a single daisy clutched in her
sticky, warm hand and offered it to her. “Mama said this is for
you.” Rachel placed the child on her lap. She looked up to see
Miriam Johnson beaming at her. “Mama said if it weren’t for
you, there wouldn’t be no me.”

“Explain that, Rachel,” someone called.

Miriam pushed forward. “I’ll explain. Johnny and I were
married for five years with no results. No matter what we did, I
couldn’t get in the family way. Finally, I went to Rachel to find
out what was wrong with me. When she examined me, she
found I had a slight infection. After she cured the infection, I
still couldn’t get pregnant. So, she told me the fault must be
with Johnny. Well, it took all my courage to go home and tell

15
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him. But I did; and with a lot of nagging from me, he finally
went for an examination. Rachel forbade him to drink either
liquor or coffee or smoke. Put him on a diet with lots of tomato
juice and fresh vegetables. Within the summer, I was pregnant
with our little Emily. He grouched around saying it was only
coincidence, but I made him start drinking that danged tomato
juice not long ago and give up his likker and his pipe. You
guessed it, I’'m pregnant again.” She chuckled. “I’m only sorry
you won’t be here for this delivery, Rachel.”

One of the women asked, “How do you know all this stuff,
Rachel?”

“I don’t have any scientific proof, but I had read these
results in my Journal from school. It seemed worth a try. The
main thing to remember is it isn’t always the woman’s fault
when there isn’t a baby.”

“Now you’re talkin’ sedition,” one of the women said while
the rest chortled.

Ginny came forward with a small money pouch. “Many
families owe you money they can never fully pay, but this is
what we collected. We hope you’ll use it just in case the
California men disappoint you. Give you a bit of security,
anyway.”

“Yeah,” someone shouted. “So you can come home if you
want to.” Murmurs of approval ran through the group.

Finally Ginny gave Rachel one last hug. “It’s time to take up
school again, so we’d best go now. Take care of yourself,
Rachel Williams.”

Tears rolled down Rachel’s cheeks as she stood watching
the good women retreating down the road to their homes and
families and Iris recording the faces and the events in her
sketchbook.

“How wonderful it is you have drawn those pictures,”
Rachel told her. “They’ll help me remember this day and these
people who are etched in my heart forever.
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Two
The Adventure Begins

That afternoon, after the picnic, Rachel was going through
the house reminiscing about life there in Four Corners when
Iris’s pa came to the door. “Come in, Uncle Will.” When she
looked at him she always thought of her father. Indeed, Will
was just a younger version of Pa, tall and thin with graying
reddish brown hair. He was a typical, congenial Williams.

Will embraced Rachel. “The time has almost come for you
to leave. It’s about to break our hearts. But I know you and Iris
need your chance at life, too. We have other daughters but they
have their own families. Unless Iris marries, she’ll be all alone
when we die.” His words came slowly, causing him to choke
back his tears.

“I know how dangerous the trip will be so I brought this.”
He reached in his pocket withdrawing a pistol, which was small
enough to fit in the palm of his hand. “I want you to have this. I
special ordered it for you. It’s called a Derringer and it can
easily fit in your drawstring purse. You could keep it with you
at all times.”

Rachel, shuddering slightly, looked at the shiny gun which
Will held out to her. “But I’ve never used anything but a gun
for hunting. [—I don’t know!”
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“Come outside, I’'ll show you how it works.” When they
were outside, he handed her the gun. “Cock it first and aim it at
that fence post. It’s only about five feet away.”

Rachel followed his instructions, hitting the target on the
second try.

“It has an over and under barrel so, if the first shot doesn’t
do it, you have a second chance. But as you can see, at close
range, you can hardly miss.”

“Does Iris know about this?”

“No, I think it’s best for you to have it and the other two not
know. The trip is daunting enough without scaring them any
more. | have confidence in you, Rachel. You’ll help everyone
through to California. Once you get there, Martin will see you
don’t want for anything. Even if you don’t care for them
Joaquin gents.”

Rachel watched Will leave. She felt the cold metal of the
gun in her hand. Was the trip so fraught with danger she would
need a Derringer? She walked back into the house, filled with
both hope and anxiety.

As nearly as Rachel could tell, the stage trip to St. Joe would
take about ten days, barring lengthy delays. Just to be safe, she
decided they’d leave five days early and sent a message, by
post, to Jeb Morgan telling him they were on their way and
should be in St. Joe by the tenth of May.

*

The stage pitched and creaked across the rutted roads,
throwing them about as so many sacks of flour. The three of
them with Jimmy filled much of the interior; but when other
passengers boarded, they were forced to squeeze them in also.
It was still cool in the mornings, but afternoons were stifling
hot with a choking cloud of dust stirring up from the trail.

They disliked their layovers almost as much as the ride
itself. The inns around the larger towns were acceptable, but
when they were forced to eat or sleep in some of the smaller
places, it was a study in hardship. One night the food they were
served had a rank, forbidding smell.
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Rachel went into the kitchen. “We can’t eat this,” she told
the grimy cook. “We have a child with us.”

“You can go hungry then,” he said.

Rachel spied a stack of dishes that seemed to fill the room
from floor to ceiling. “I’ll make you a deal. Get me some hot
water and I’1l wash all these.” She waved at the debris of dishes
and old food. “In return, you’ll let me fry some eggs and bacon
for us.”

“It’s a deal.”

It took Rachel two hours of work, but at last she finished her
chore and then served Jimmy and the women a clean, decent
meal.

Despite Rachel’s daily vigilance towards cleanliness, Jimmy
developed diarrhea, probably from drinking water at a fouled
well. Rachel cared for him constantly, using a variety of
medicines and finally resorting to having him drink rice water,
which she boiled nightly at each layover. Somehow, she kept
him from becoming completely dehydrated.

A couple of days later as they jolted along in the stage,
Marie told Rachel. “I think the fever’s broken. His brow is
moist and cool. How can I ever thank you? You know, Rachel,
you’ll make a wonderful ma. I can tell how much you want
children. As a ma, I know I couldn’t do without my little boy.”

“You’re right. I want a child very much,” Rachel replied.

Marie began again. “You know all the ruckus the night of
the dance? Well, I’'m here to tell you Brad Morton asked me to
marry him. No, in fact, he begged me to. He wanted to
acknowledge Jimmy. He told me old Syd, his father, couldn’t
stand the idea of losing little Jimmy. He called Jimmy the
family link to the future. Can you believe he said such a thing
after three years of me being the butt of gossip? A word never,
ever tasted so good on my tongue as when I told him ‘No’.”

The women began to clap. “We’re so proud of you, Marie!”
Iris told her. “The Mortons found one thing their money
couldn’t buy. I’ll bet ole Sydney nearly had apoplexy when he
heard your answer.”
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“You’ll never really know how true it is,” Marie responded.

Rachel noted the same mysterious expression on the girl’s
face she had seen before when the two of them had discussed
Jimmy’s birth. She started to question Marie’s meaning; but, it
was as if a closing curtain fell over her hazel green eyes. Rachel
decided to let the matter drop.

They laughed and talked excitedly about the adventure
before them. Iris took out her sketchpad and drew each of them,
as they posed, not in a salon, but on the inside of a western
bound stage.

Rachel saw the camaraderie developing among them. It
would take all of them working together to face the grueling
journey that lay ahead. For, if what had turned into a two-week
stagecoach ride was tiresome and taxing, Rachel knew that the
three months ahead in the wagon train would be just that much

WOrSe.
%

About two days before they got to St. Joe, they stopped at a
way station to change horses and to have their noon meal.
Rachel finished eating her meal of steak and potatoes and then
went outside alone to stretch her legs.

She heard Ed, their driver, a pleasant middle-aged man
dressed in western attire, talking to the stage manager. “They
want me to take a gold shipment without a guard? I can’t
believe it.”

“We’re a little short handed right now, and they need this
money at the bank in St. Joe. You’re an experienced driver and
they know they can depend on you.”

“That’s good, but I also have three women and a little boy to
look after.”

“A couple of gents bought tickets to go with you. Maybe
they could give you a hand in case you get in a pinch,” the
manager said. “You’re armed aren’t you?”’

Ed nodded his head. “Brought me a rifle and hid it in the
rifle boot under the seat. Well, standin’ here complainin’ won’t
change things. Let’s get it loaded.”
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The two went into the office near the front of the building
and returned carrying a metal strong box between them. They
hoisted it up to the space under the driver’s feet.

“Good luck,” the manager told Ed.

“I’ll need it. Send the passengers out. I’m ready to go.”

That morning there were only the women and Jimmy aboard
when they started and it had made for comfortable riding. Now
they were joined by two men. One was portly and well dressed
and called himself Caine. Ruben Caine. The other, tall and thin
was dressed in frontier attire. He simply called himself “Slim”.

Rachel usually paid little heed to the passengers, but for
some reason these two didn’t ring true. Ruben passed himself
off as a drummer, but the case he carried with him was so light
that it obviously was empty. Both of them carried pistols. They
acted as if they were strangers, but Rachel had seen them
talking privately.

Ruben pushed himself onto the coach seat, taking up so
much room the women vacated it for him, choosing to squeeze
together on the other seat. Slim decided at the last minute to
ride on top with the driver.

Immediately, Ruben tried to strike up a conversation.
“Where are you lovely ladies going?”” he asked.

“We’re on our way clear to California. To the San Joaquin
Valley,” Iris said with excitement.

“Are you going to join family there? You have sponsors, I
presume,” Ruben asked.

Rachel interrupted. “We have our arrangements made.
There’s really no reason for you to trouble yourself with our
affairs.”

“Oh, Madam, you misunderstand. I was just trying to be
helpful. I have so many connections | imagined I could be of
service to you. No offense taken?”

“No offense. I think little Jimmy usually naps at this time so
we would appreciate your silence, Mr. Caine.”

Caine pulled his hat over his eyes and appeared to be
sleeping, though on several occasions Rachel saw him peeping
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at them out of one eye. He reminded her of a tabby cat she once
had, a very successful mouser who would find a rodent’s hole
and pretend to sleep until the naive creature tried to venture
forth. Then with lightning speed, she pounced on the
unsuspecting mouse. Rachel felt for her drawstring purse
making sure it was securely attached to her arm.

The coach rocked along for several miles when Caine told
them, “There’s a watering hole up ahead where they stop to let
the horses drink. We passengers usually stretch our legs there.”

“Oh, so you’ve been over this route before?” Rachel
inquired.

“Oh, indeed I have.” He turned his head and intently
scanned the horizon as if expecting someone.

Rachel looked at Marie. She, too, was watching Caine’s
every move with that skeptical look of hers. Rachel winked at
her and she winked back.

“Iris,” Marie asked, “could you hold Jimmy while he
finishes his nap? I need a little break.” She scooted the boy over
to Iris’s lap. Rachel knew Marie, now free to move, was ready
to help if the need arose.

There was a suffocating air in the coach; something inside
her warned Rachel of impending danger. She noticed Caine
wore his gun on his left hip. He’s left-handed so I need to be on
his right side if I have to surprise him with my pistol.

The coach hit a chuck hole, throwing the women against
each other. Using this as an excuse Rachel said, “You don’t
mind if I move over here with you do you, Mr. Caine? It’s so
crowded with all of us together on one seat.” Before he had a
chance to object she pushed across and sat to the right of him.

Rachel loosened the drawstring on her purse and, as if
reaching for a handkerchief inside, coughed loudly, bending
forward over her purse concealing it with her chest. Her hand
fumbled for the Derringer. She waited for a sound to cover the
cocking of the gun within the bag. Suddenly she had her
opportunity. Jimmy awoke with a loud cry when the coach
wheels rumbled across a deep rut shaking the entire coach.
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“My that was a jolt, wasn’t it?” Iris asked.

Caine was silent, now uninterested in conversation, keeping
his eyes focused on the horizon.

Ed slowed the team. “Must be close to the watering hole you
told us about, Mr. Caine,” Rachel commented.

“About there.” He drew his pocket watch from his vest.
“We’re just a little ahead of schedule, too.” Ed pulled the
horses to a creaking stop. Suddenly there was a scuffling sound
coming from the top of the coach. They heard Slim tell Ed,
“Hand me the rifle you got hid in the wagon boot. Be quick
about it.”

At the same time, Caine reached for his pistol and lifted it
out of its holster. He pointed it at the women sitting across from
him. “Time to disembark, Ladies.”

At that moment, Rachel pulled the Derringer from her bag.
“Better reconsider, Mr. Caine.” She pressed the gun in under
his jaw, forcing his head up and back. “Drop your gun.” He
paused as if to resist. “At this distance I can’t miss. Have you
ever seen what a bullet can do this close? It wouldn’t be pretty.
Now drop it.”

Caine grunted but obeyed. Marie quickly picked up his
pistol, training it on him.

“Now, you tell your friend up there to let the driver go. If
you don’t, you’re dead.” Rachel pushed the gun against him a
little harder.

“You wouldn’t shoot me? I heard them call you Doctor.”

Rachel’s stomach churned, but she did not flinch. “Do you
want to find out?”

Caine shook his head in hang-dog style. “Hey, Slim,” he
called, “they’ve got me cold. Let the driver go.”

“What?”

“You heard me. Let the driver go.”

Rachel released her gun from his jaw saying, “Caine, get out
of the coach with your hands up and don’t turn around. I'm
right behind you.”
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Rachel made a decision. / need a gun with more range.
When he turned his back to leave, she took Caine’s gun from
Marie, handing her the Derringer in return. With both his own
pistol and Rachel’s gun trained on him, Caine crawled out of
the coach with his hands high in the air. Rachel alit behind him,
placing his gun against the middle of his back.

When Slim saw them emerge from the coach door, he
yelled, “How in the hell did she get your gun?”

“Don’t worry about that. Just do what she says.”

Seeing the hesitation of the bandits, Ed seized the
opportunity. He grabbed Slim’s rifle, and with its butt, gave
him a blow to the head. With a thud, the bandit fell off the
coach seat to the ground below. Ed leaped down and seized
Slim’s gun, which had gone flying into the road. In that
moment the would-be heist was over.

While Ed watched Caine help Slim to his feet, Rachel
walked to the open coach door. Iris, wide-eyed with fright, held
Jimmy on her lap, comforting him. Marie sat sentry-like by the
window, her hand still clutching Rachel’s small gun. Thank
God, they’re all right. Rachel closed the door for them as if to
protect their vulnerability.

Ed crossed over to Rachel. “Lady, you done great.”

“Thanks. We all did, but we’d better get out of here before
their accomplices arrive. Caine’s been looking out at the
horizon for half an hour trying to spot someone,” Rachel
warned.

“You’re right. They didn’t plan on carrying the gold by
themselves. I’m not takin’ any more chances. We need to make
time, so I’m gonna leave them here and let the sheriff worry
about rounding them up.”

Rachel climbed up to the driver’s seat and picked up the
rifle, keeping it trained on Slim and Caine while Ed lowered his
pistol and came up beside her to take the reins.

Looking back at the two, Rachel suddenly was angry at all
the trouble they had caused. In fact, she was more than angry,
she was enraged. She began to perspire as she raised the rifle
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and aimed at them. You can’t, Rachel, you can’t. She knew her
inner voice was right. In utter frustration, she fired at the
bandits’ feet.

“Hey, what the devil are you doing?” Caine shouted rubbing
the dirt from his eyes. “You could’ve killed us.”

“The thought did cross my mind.”

With Caine standing in the road and Slim crouching beside
him, the coach sped off leaving the frustrated robbers behind in
a cloud of red, Missouri dust.

“My stars,” Rachel sighed. “Is this only the beginning?”

*

When the women alit from the stage in St. Joe, they
stretched their stiff tired bodies. “I’m sure I must have a purple
spine from all the jostling,” Marie said. “And a few jangled
nerves after that meeting with the distinguished Mr. Caine and
his friend, Slim.”

“Anyway, look at what’s going on. Half of the country must
be moving west out of here,” Iris observed.

Rachel nodded. “I’ve read St. Joe, here on the Missouri
River, has become the ‘jumping-off’ place for many of the
wagon trains. Did you ever see so many horses, wagons, and
people thronged together?”

Reticules in hand, the three women took refuge in the first
hotel they came to, making arrangements for their trunks to be
sent later. As they passed the dining room, Rachel rejoiced,
saying, “Good gracious, I think I see clean cloths on the table.
To sleep in a clean bed will be a thing of joy. How good it will
feel to take a hot bath. First thing, though, I’ve got to find Jeb
Morgan and let him know we’ve finally arrived.”

By luck Jeb Morgan, the wagon master, was registered in
the same hotel and had left instructions to be notified as soon as
the “Pennsylvania Women” arrived.

Rachel had just bathed and dressed when there was a knock
at her door. When she opened it, there stood Jeb Morgan, all six
feet of him. Tanned, with twinkling blue eyes and curly dark
hair, his very presence seemed to fill the room. He stood and
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gazed at her for a moment before extending his hand. He was,
as she had heard, “sizing her up.”

“I’m Jeb Morgan. Rachel Williams, I presume.”

Rachel was awed by his overpowering manner. “What?
What did you say?”

“Let me rephrase the question.” He grinned at her. “Are you
Miss Rachel Williams?”

“Oh, yes. I’'m sorry,” she heard herself saying, though why
she was apologizing she wasn’t sure. “I hope we didn’t delay
your leaving too much. More things went wrong with the stage
coach journey than I could imagine.” Rachel laughed
nervously.

“I heard about your little adventure with the bandits.
Consider it a fluke. Something best forgotten. If I’d been
running the stage, there would have been someone riding
shotgun. Anyway, you won’t have to worry about anything on
my train. Not when [’m in charge.”

Rachel nodded. Modesty isn’t one of Jeb Morgan’s better
attributes.

He changed the subject abruptly. “I’ve gotten the wagons
and loaded them with provisions. Are there five of you or just
three?”

“Just the three of us and one little boy.”

“Guess you could’ve done with one wagon instead of two.
Well, it’s all right, too. If it makes the trip, Len can sell the
extra wagon for a profit in California. I didn’t know there’d be
a child along. Pretty long trip for a little one.” He paused.
“You’ll have to take the responsibility for him. I don’t
encourage taking children along without a father.” He gave
Rachel a rather withering look. “In fact, I only agreed to bring
you women as a favor to Martin and the others. One good
thing, though, is you’re a doctor. You are a doctor?”” He looked
at her quizzically.

“Yes,  am.”

“Well, you’ll probably get a chance to practice out on the
trail. It’s a hard go of it. Now, do you want to see the gear? |
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haven’t paid for it yet, but I think I drove a pretty good bargain.
Nothin’s cheap here, but I got equipment that will last.”

Rachel merely nodded. She sensed he was one people
listened to and obeyed.

“Anyway, we will leave exactly on the tenth. That’s day
after tomorrow. In the meantime, I want you to outfit the others
in your group with pants and hats and durable shoes. Can any
of you manage a team? I hired one driver, but that’s all I could
find.”

“No, none of us can drive. Maybe I could learn?”’

“Someone will have to. You look strong enough. I guess
you’re sensible?” He gave her a stern look.

Rachel was surprised. No one had ever asked if she were
sensible. She bit her tongue, trying to hold back a nasty reply,
saying only, “People tell me I am.”

“All right. Get yourself a good night’s sleep. My driver’ll be
by at seven to give you your driving lesson. Hope you learn
fast.” Without as much as an adieu, he donned his hat and
clumped down the stairs.

Hearing the commotion, Iris came out of her room. “What
was all that about? Is he Jeb Morgan?”

“That’s Jeb, all right. But, ’'m not sure I know what that’s
all about.”

“He sure was handsome, Rach. Looks like the kind who
keeps things under control, too.”

“I won’t argue the point. I’'m certain he’ll get us to
California even if he has to pull us by the hair on our head.”

They both laughed.

*

Jeb left the hotel feeling his first meeting with his new
passengers hadn’t gone well, particularly Dr. Williams. Even in
such a short time, he had liked her, even felt attracted to her;
but he knew he often masked his shyness or embarrassment by
being overbearing and brusque. It had always been difficult for
him to know exactly the right thing to say, and being around
nothing but frontier men for so many years hadn’t eased the
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situation any. His mother had educated him well in those
country schools where she taught, but much had faded with
time.

I worry about having the responsibility of those women. This
is a hard country and the trail will be difficult even without
them. I've already lost a mother and a wife to this life. I can’t
afford to get involved just now at the very beginning of this trip.
1t’d just cloud my judgment. In a nervous gesture, he slicked
back his unruly black cowlick and placed his hat firmly on his

head, pulling the brim down over his eyes.
%

Promptly at seven the next morning there was a knock on
Rachel’s door. She opened it to find a weather-beaten, gray
haired woman dressed in buckskins standing there. “Hullo, I'm
Glorietta Baxter. I’'m gonna be your driver. You can call me
Glory. That’s what my friends call me when they ain’t callin’
me somethin’ worse.”

“I-I’'m a little surprised,” Rachel said.

“Shouldn’t be. You’re a gal and you’re goin’ to California.
I’m a gal and I want to go, too. Only way to get there is to work
my way. Husband died a year ago and I don’t have no reason to
stay here. Me and him used to run a freight haulin’ company
and I guess you’re a kind of freight, ain’t ya?

“Anyway, grab your bonnet and come on. If you could learn
doctorin’, you can learn a little thing like team drivin’”’

Rachel followed Glory downstairs and up onto her wagon.
The streets were teeming with settlers and townspeople. “You
drove down here in all this crowd?”

“Yep, I need to get my mules used to confusion. Old Jenny
is used to me, but the other three are new. Got to get them
under control. Stubborn as a mule means just that—right up
there in meaning with mule-headed. Just nary let them think
you’re ‘fraid of them.”

“Will I be driving mules?”
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“No, Jeb’s got horses for you and a smaller wagon. I’1l carry
most of the freight.” She patted Rachel reassuringly. “We’ll do
fine. Me and you. I like ya already.”

Glory’s confidence didn’t reassure Rachel. She’d driven a
light buggy at home but old Bessie practically hitched herself
and then followed the road, often without Rachel holding the
reins. This will be a new experience, I expect.

When they reached the campsite, the activity halted as all
eyes fell on Glory, and especially Rachel. One of the settler’s
wives, Mary Johnson, came to greet her, followed by several of
the other women. They were just getting acquainted when Jeb
arrived.

“Hate to break up this little tea party but Miss Williams
came to have a driving lesson. Glory, get busy,” Jeb said.

Glory led Rachel over to a team tied to the limb of a nearby
tree. “Guess first thing is to harness them up. Ever done it
before?”

Rachel shook her head.

“Better put on your gloves.”

“Gloves?”

“Here, take mine. I’ll show you how to swing this up.” With
an astounding show of strength the wiry woman swung the
harness over the first horse in one movement. Now you do the
other one and we’ll hook them together while they’re still tied

2

up.

Rachel tried to imitate Glory’s deft movement, but she
landed on the ground with the harness atop her. Glory laughed,
“You ain’t the one’s supposed to get harnessed” She helped
Rachel up. “I’ll hitch them up for ya this one time. You’ll get
the hang. It won’t hurt old Cookie, Jeb’s driver, to do this for
you anyway.”

When Glory had the team in the traces, they climbed up on
the wagon seat. “Now you take the reins just kind of firm like.
Not that way, you’re pullin’ too hard; it’ll hurt their mouths.
There, that’s better. Just drive across the pasture there and
come back. Kinda talk to them. They gotta get to know you.”
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“What are their names?”

“Don’t know. Just call ‘em boy. Kind of cluck to them.”

After an hour of practice, they returned to the camp. “Now
you’re doin’ better, so let’s try backin’. Tell ‘em what you want—
’Back’, ‘Back’ and turn the reins accordin’. See the tree, turn the
wagon and back over there. There’s a sawed off tree stump over
yonder, but that ain’t no problem. Won’t hit that. It’s way over on
the other side.”

Sounds simple enough. Rachel took the reins, watching the tree
out of the corner of her eye. She wanted to show just how much
she had learned so she slapped the reins over the horses’ back,
urging them into a trot.

Suddenly Glory began to yell. “Slow down. Whoa. Cut the
other way. Yer gonna hit that stump!”

It was too late. The back left wheel ran directly into the stump.
The wagon righted itself without capsizing. The team reared and
whinnied, the sound echoing through the camp. By this time
Rachel was trembling. She saw Jeb Morgan running toward her.
Good merciful heavens it would have to be him.

“Having a little trouble with your pupil, Glory?” He laughed.
“Climb down and I’ll see what I can do.” He called to one of the
other men, “Bring my team and hitch ‘em up. The Doc and I’ll try
them.” Turning to Rachel, “This is a young, green team. Mine will
handle better for you. Old Roan and Bud don’t have to be told
much. They just know what to do and do it.”

Rachel was in shock. She had expected his wrath to come
down on her in front of the whole train, but instead he was
defending her ineptness by blaming it on the team.

“Everybody just go back to your business.” He waved the
others off as he headed the team back to the pasture. Little by little
he put her through the driving exercises again, even allowing her
to back up successfully.

“I’'m going to return you to the hotel now and I’ll stow your
trunks on the wagon. You still need to get your women dressed out
for traveling and you might want to stock up on some fresh fruits
and vegetables. The early apples are in the stands and some green
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vegetables. Maybe it’ll keep you from getting tired of bacon and
beans so quick. Incidentally, some settlers brought cows so the
boy will have milk for at least part of the way.”

“Good advice, I think the others have gotten the clothing, but
I’11 tell them about the food.”

When he stopped the team at the hotel, Rachel turned to him
saying, “I’ll have the trunks sent down. I apologize for the trouble
I caused with the team. I do thank you for your help.”

“Just be at the camp by six in the morning. We have to be first
in line at the ferry.” Grinning at her, he added, “Sleep well and use
a little liniment. Your muscles might be a little strained.”

“Sleep well?” Rachel mumbled to herself as he drove off. “I’'m
so tired I probably won’t be able to do anything but sleep. Smart
aleck. Just when I start to like the fellow, he makes a crack like
that.” She chuckled, “I have to admit he does have a sense of
humor.”

As Rachel limped up the stairs, Iris called to her. “Rach, we got
your clothes and something else. Marie thought we ought to have
it.” There leaning against the wall was a small rifle.

“What’s this, Marie?”

“I thought we ought to have it. After the experience on the
stage. Anyway, I had reason to learn to shoot about three years
ago, and I know we might need protection now.”

“I'm too tired to argue, but I wouldn’t let Jeb Morgan see it.
He’d be insulted for he plans to take care of us. Good care if you
ask him. Also, keep it out of Jimmy’s sight, Marie.”

“I know, but I just like my own protection. Past experience
taught me that.”

“I’'m going to take a long hot bath now and go to bed. We’ve
got to be at the camp by six in the morning so plan accordingly,”
Rachel warned them.

Iris added, “And so our great adventure begins. I'm wrong. It
continues.”
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Three

The Crossing

The women were just finishing breakfast when Glory
arrived to pick them up for the trip to the ferry. When they
loaded their last belongings, Glory eyed the blanket-wrapped
rifle. “What’s that?” She tore away the blanket. “A woman’s
kind of rifle. Light and easy.”

“I thought we’d need some kind of protection,” Marie said.

“Hardly, but you can keep it if you’ll let Rachel put it in the
boot under her wagon seat. All drivers got one. Well, Jeb said
to hurry. They’re already lined up at the ferry. Sent the remuda
of mules and other livestock across last night with a couple of
men to herd them.”

Glory hurried them out the door. “The ferryman is worried
about a flash flood. There was lots of lightning to the north,
meanin’ there was rain. When them bottomlands flood, there’s
lots of trees and other stuff washes down into big Mo.”

When they topped the rise overlooking the river, they
gasped at the sight below them. A pink, fluffy fog reflected the
rays of the sun obscuring the water. Not a whisper of wind
blew. The covered wagons sat perched like giant mushrooms
on the hillside while the voices of the men were low and
muffled, adding to the dreamlike setting.
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Iris withdrew her sketchpad, hoping to catch the magic.
“See, I told you this was a new beginning for us. A beautiful
continuation.”

Then a voice from the river brought back a sense of reality.
“Unhitch the first team. Put the wagon on the skids so we can
load it on the ferry.”

Rachel could barely make out the forms below, but they
seemed to be putting the wagon on some sort of wooden
runners. They lowered it carefully by cables to the water’s edge
below. A group of black men were grasping the ropes firmly,
holding back the bulk of the weight. Suddenly one of the ropes
snapped and she heard a nightmarish scream as the wagon
came down full force on the man guiding the wagon tongue.

“My God! What’s happened?” Rachel jumped off the wagon
seat and sped towards the accident.

The man lay moaning while the others lifted the wagon off
his body. Rachel pushed to his side. “Who the devil are you?”
someone asked.

“I’'m a doctor. Get out of my way.” She leaned over the
injured man and then knelt beside him. “What’s your name?”

“Gideon. I’se hurtin’ somethin’ awful. Awful.” He grabbed
her arm. “Help me. Please help me.”

She motioned to one of the other men. “Put your jacket
under his head. Easy. Easy. Someone get me a blanket.”

Blood was spewing out of his leg in a frothing, scarlet
stream. Rachel ripped his pant leg back and applied pressure,
holding the spot until someone could relieve her while still
maintaining the pressure. “Give me your kerchief,” she told one
of the drivers. She found a small stick and wound the cloth
around, forming a tourniquet which she applied to the wound.
Finally she was able to stop the bleeding. “I need a bottle of
your finest Missouri whiskey.”

“What fer? Ya gonna use it inside or out?” one of the men
asked.
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“Both. Don’t dally. Just get it.” She cleaned the wound,
washing it with the liquor. Then she passed the bottle to
Gideon.

He took a long pull and smiled weakly at Rachel. “You
knowed just the right things to do!”

Glory arrived carrying Rachel’s doctor kit and handed it to
her. “Lie quiet, Gideon. I still have to stitch the wound and
bandage it.” The crowd watched her every move. The air was
close and hot. “Move back. He needs the breeze on him,” she
told the onlookers.

By then, Gideon’s owner and manager of the ferry line, John
LeBois, arrived on the scene. He was a dark, burly man with a
forbidding expression. “What’s going on here? Who are you?”
he growled.

“I’m Rachel Williams from Pennsylvania. I’ve been treating
Gideon. He had a terrible accident. I was afraid he might bleed
to death, but he should be all right now. Just let me finish
sewing him up.” Rachel turned back to her patient.

She finished with Gideon and then turned to LeBois. “With
rest he should be all right. I don’t want him to break the wound
open.” She looked directly at LeBois.

“A woman doctor?”

“Yes, [ am. Does it matter? Isn’t Gideon’s life the important
thing here?”

“Guess, so. How are you feeling, Gideon?”

“I’m all right. Thanks to this kind lady.”

“Well, then the rest of you better get to fixing that rope and
moving on. This has delayed us enough.”

Rachel grabbed his arm. “Just a minute.”

“Oh, yeah, I owe you some money!” LeBois started digging
in his pants’ pocket.

“That, too, but I want to know why these men are working
without shoes?” She pointed to the half dozen barefoot slaves.
“More important, as thin as they are they’re probably working
without much food.”
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“Lady, that’s none of your damned business. They belong to
me and you don’t have no say,” LeBois said while his face
flushed.

Rachel burned with anger; but she had learned anger didn’t
produce results. She disliked all this slavery bit and especially
disliked this man. Despite her feelings, she said calmly,
“You’re right, but did you ever consider with better care you’d
get more work out of them? A slave is an investment. Don’t
you take care of your other investments? Why shouldn’t you
manage these men for the best production?”” Rachel presented
her point with what she hoped was a logic this beast of a man
might understand.

“I don’t need no lectures from you.” He slapped his left fist
against the palm of his right hand with a loud smacking sound.
“Now, how much do I owe you?”

“Let me see. Six pair of work shoes would be about three
dollars. Fifty cents each? Three dollars will be enough.”

LeBois handed her three silver dollars which she gave back
to him. “I guess I can trust you to buy them shoes with this.”
She forced a smile.

LeBois looked at her in amazement. “You buying them
shoes with your money? What a deal” He laughed at what he
perceived as her stupidity. “All right boys, this is all over. Take
old Gideon up to the quarters and get one of the gals to look
after him. Now get crackin’. Be careful. We don’t want no
more accidents and maybe ruin one of them wagons.”

“No more accidents because he’s worried about the
wagons.” Rachel mumbled to herself shaking her head
incredulously.

Jeb pushed through the crowd. Never had she been so glad
to see anyone. Even in her time of stress, she noted how tall and
imposing he was, dwarfing the other men in the crowd. He took
her firmly by the arm, leading her out of earshot. She was
surprised by his words. “Rachel Williams, did you know who
you were dealing with? John LeBois. He is one of the most
influential men in St. Joe and one of the biggest slave owners. 1
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thought you said you were sensible? I think meddlesome is
more like it.”

“I thought I was being practical. He needs to take care of
those men. If I couldn’t appeal to his heart, which he may not
have, at least I could appeal to his pocketbook,” she defended
herself.

Jeb glared at her. “Slavery is a touchy issue with them since
they just opened the Kansas-Nebraska Territory as a free area.
Missouri is a southern state and people here don’t like the fact
that across this river there are different laws. LeBois can’t even
use his Negroes on the other side. He doesn’t like that one bit.”

Jeb scowled. “If you hadn’t been a woman, he’d probably
have belted you for saying what you did. Do you understand?
He could have even refused to carry us across the river and
we’d have to go downstream to get help.”

Rachel lowered her eyes. “I’m sorry but I couldn’t keep
myself from helping those men. I don’t pretend to know
anything about politics, but I did the right thing.”

“Your trouble is you think you have to save the whole
world. And I just want to take care of this wagon train.” He let
go of her arm and stepped back, looking at her as he might a
rebellious child. “I don’t have time to argue. We’ve got to get
across the river. Stay here. Glory, watch her and try to keep her
out of trouble.”

Rachel watched him leave. He pulled his hat down on his
head and with his shoulders determinedly set, took long,
hurried strides toward the crossing.

“Glory, 1 think I’'m a thorn in his side.” For some
unfathomable reason, Rachel regretted this truth deeply.

“Now, Rachel, I think there’s a bit more to it. Jeb isn’t easy
to understand, but it’s for certain he’s worth understandin’.”
Glory made a small clucking sound and grinned at Rachel.
“You’re smitten with him, ain’t ya?”

“Smitten? How could I be smitten when I’ve only known
him three days?”

“Don’t take long sometimes,” Glory laughed.
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Alfonse Meyer’s words came ringing back in Rachel’s ears.
“Rachel Williams, you’re just too head strong and independent
for any man to ever love!” It was the same old problem; but this
time, for some unknown reason, it really mattered to her.
Rachel turned her head from Glory lest she see the tears welling
up in her eyes.

Despite her determination to the contrary, Rachel spent the
rest of the morning watching Jeb. He had twenty-five wagons
lined up for crossing, five freight wagons, seventeen settler’s
wagons, his wagon, and the two for the women. Theirs and his
were the last in line.

Jeb saw each one loaded carefully on the barge and then
watched, like a protective father, while it crossed the river.
Sometimes there were two barges going at once, but Jeb was
vigilant, seeming to be everywhere at once and always having
everything under control. He was as tireless at noon as he had
been at daybreak.

Marie walked over to Rachel. “Aren’t you going to get
cleaned up? Look at your clothes. You have dried blood and
mud all over your pants. Go put on your dress and come with
me to the food stands to buy something for lunch.”

“Lunch? And he hasn’t had a thing since morning and
probably only coffee then.”

“Who are you talking about, Rach? You mean Jeb
Morgan?”

“I have an idea Marie. While I clean up and change, could
you go and buy something like meat and fruit for us to eat now?
Get a separate portion for him. Perhaps a little peace offering is
called for. Oh, and it will be my treat.” She handed Marie a few
coins.

While Marie was gone, Rachel returned to her wagon and
donned her best everyday dress, a cotton print of gray with
small blue flowers. She began washing her dirty britches and
shirt but Glory grabbed them from her, “You’ll get yourself all
messy. [’ll do that. I’'ll hang ‘em on the wagon wheel to dry
while yur gone deliverin’ Jeb his vittles.”
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When Marie returned with the food, she looked at Rachel
approvingly. “Let me arrange your hair. I’ll put it up and bring
a few curls down over your forehead.” She worked deftly, then
finally stood back to admire her own handiwork. “Wait just a
minute. [ have an idea.” She ran back to the other wagon and
returned with a blue bow which she pinned onto the back of
Rachel’s upswept hair. “Now, that adds a little,” she laughed.
“Only thing is, you need to remember you’re in the California
marriage pool not the Missouri one.”

“Taking lunch to a friend isn’t all that serious,” Rachel
retorted.

“Maybe not. But maybe so!” Marie answered with a grin.

When Rachel met one of the men who helped Jeb, she said,
“Andy, would you please get Mr. Morgan from the dock? I
have some lunch for him. I’ll meet him over there on the big
rock under the elm. I’d go myself but I don’t think I should be
down where they’re loading.” She added, “Without Jeb’s
approval.”

“‘Spect not. He’s pretty busy. But you’re right; he needs to
eat.”

Rachel spread a blanket out under the trees. Sun filtered
down through the leaves leaving a speckled pattern on the grass
below. The wind was cool with a damp, soothing feeling. The
day, in contrast to the early morning, was crystal clear. Here, on
the side of the hill, was a world unto itself away from the bustle
of activity below.

In a few minutes, Jeb came up the hill. He looked at her
with surprise. “I didn’t know it was you. I just supposed it was
Cookie bringing me a lunch. But you’re not Cookie, are you?”
He grinned impishly.

“You haven’t eaten all day, have you?” she asked.

“Now, did you bring this to me as a friend or a doctor?” he
asked.

“Both. I just know how important you are to me—all of us.”

He caught the slip but ignored it only saying. “We’re getting
along pretty good. Sending the first batch of settlers over on the
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barge in a few minutes. Then our wagons, yours and mine will
be last. We’ve been lucky the river hasn’t risen yet.”

Rachel laid out the good smelling lunch. There were ribs,
roasted over an open flame of oak, slabs of fresh bread
slathered in butter, roasting ears, and fruit.

Jeb began eating. “This is pretty good. Those strawberries
are the finest I’ve ever tasted. We used to have a patch when 1
was growing up and I’ve never gotten my fill of them since.
Nice.”

Rachel kept her fingers crossed. So far, things were very
amicable. Rachel didn’t want to appear inquisitive, but she did
want to know about him so she asked rather timidly, “Where
were you raised, Jeb?”

“I was born in Buffalo. My pa worked helping to build the
Erie Canal, but he was killed in an accident when I was about
two. Ma had enough schooling to teach so we gradually moved
west from one country school to another. First to Ohio and then
to Missouri. Along the way she gave me a lot of education. |
know she hoped I would read for the law or become some kind
of professional, but I just loved the outdoors too much. She had
a great influence on me, though.” He paused as if weighing his
words. “In a way, you remind me of her.” He lowered his head
so Rachel could not read his expression.

Rachel was surprised and pleased at the remark. How she
wished she could think of something clever to say. Instead she
merely said, “Thank you!”

Jeb pointed to the river below. “Did you ever see such a
sight? So much going on? Look at those barges carrying the
people and the rafts with the wagons. All out on the muddy
Missouri.

“I remember my Ma used to read to me in Latin about
Caesar crossing the Rubicon. Well, these people don’t realize
it, but they are crossing a Rubicon of their own.”

Rachel was surprised Jeb could make such a classical
comparison. His mother must have given him quite a good
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education. “Well, I guess the main thing is there isn’t much of
value behind them so they want to go forward.”

“That’s about it. They hope the future is going to be an
improvement over the past. Anyway, they can’t go back.”

Andy interrupted them then. “Jeb, the barge is loaded and
ready. Do you want to come and sort of send our people off?”

“Yep, I’d best go. Thanks for the lunch, Rachel.” He started
to leave, then turning back he said, “I /ike that blue ribbon.”

She blushed a little as she waved to him when he started
back down the hill. What was it Glory had said about Jeb being
hard to understand but that he was worth it?

When Rachel returned to the wagon, Glory came out to
meet her. “We’ve got a problem with Iris. She sez she’s scared
to cross the river. Been bawlin’ for half an hour. Sez she’s gotta
go home. Back to Pennsylvania. Sez she’s had a vision and
someone’s gonna drown.”

Rachel found Iris lying face down on the mattress inside the
wagon. “Iris, what is it?” She laid her hand gently on the girl’s
rigid body.

“Rach, I just can’t cross all that wide, dark water. I’ll get
swallowed up. I know I will.” Iris’s breaths came in short gasps
between sobs.

“Oh, no, Iris. You’ll be all right. We’re going across in a
regular boat. Not the rafts that take the wagons. You won’t fall
n.”

“But what if it sinks? I can’t swim. Pa would never let me
try to learn. He said I was too weak. He was afraid for me.”

Softly Rachel told her, “You can’t go back, you know.
Besides, my brave little Cousin, you are not a quitter.”

“Yes, I am. I want to go home to Pa. Please, Rach.”

“Iris, I’'m going to give you a little medicine to make you
feel better.” She opened her medical supplies, bringing out a
bottle of laudanum and pouring out a spoonful for her.

Rachel had finished medicating her when Andy arrived
saying, “We’re ready for you women. Go down the hill and get
ready to board the boat. Jeb’s waiting for you.”
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“Glory, come in here. We need to help Iris down there. You
take one arm and I’ll get the other. Come on, Iris, walk between
us.”

Surprisingly, the girl meekly obeyed with Marie and Jimmy
following along behind them. “Want to ride the boat. Iris want
to ride the boat, t00?” Jimmy asked innocently.

When they reached the landing, Jeb greeted them. “Glad
you’re here. Our time is running out. The current is getting very
strong. Good thing this is our last load.” He looked at Iris with
concern. “Are you all right?”

Suddenly she began screaming, throwing herself to the
ground. “I can’t go. The water wiill suck me down and there’ll
be nothing left of me.”

“Listen to me, Iris,” Jeb commanded. “That boat is strong.
I’ve never lost anyone at this crossing. Ever. Get up and go to
the dock. Now.”

“Want to ride the boat.” Jimmy grabbed Jeb’s pant leg,
looking up at him, begging to be carried.

“You’re a good scout but let’s let your mama take you on
board. I’ve got to help Iris.” With that he scooped up the
frightened girl and carried her up the gangplank onto the deck.
He placed her on a bench against the cabin. “You keep her
there, Rachel. I have to check the others.”

Rachel held Iris against her bosom to shield her eyes from
the sight of the river. The waves increased in intensity and the
boat began rolling. Then the gangplank was locked in place
with a sharp clang and they were off while the steam engine
hissed and chugged erratically as it strained against the current.
The water roiled with foam. Rachel looked up to see tree
branches and other debris floating around the boat. She caught
her breath.

“What’s wrong?” Iris wailed.

“Nothing.” Rachel assured her holding her closer.

Glory, unaware of the change in the water, came over to
Rachel. “Why don’t ya go with them others and look over the
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rail. "1l tend to Iris.” She pulled Rachel up and took Iris in her
arms.

Marie and Jimmy were standing next to the rail watching the
water. “Looky. I think I saw a fish jump, Ma.”

“Marie, I’d feel better if you and Jimmy came back and sat
on the bench with us,” Rachel said.

The ship began to rock, wavering and shuddering with the
increasing strength of the tide. Rachel turned to see a giant wall
of water overtaking them.

“Look out! Hold on! It’s a comin!” a loud voice warned.
Rachel grabbed for the rail, securing herself just as a huge wave
washed over the deck with a deafening roar. She glanced at
Marie just in time to see Jimmy being swept off the deck into
the seething black waters below.

Marie wailed, “ Jimmy! Jimmy!”

Rachel looked down and saw the boy being pulled into an
eddy at the bow of the ship.

Without thought or hesitation, Rachel crawled through the
pipes of the rail and dived after the small bobbing figure below.
She propelled herself through the foaming waves toward
Jimmy, who was being tossed about like a rag doll. She reached
for him just as he submerged. She spotted a blur of red,
Jimmy’s shirt. Holding her breath she dived after him. He
struggled in panic but with a firm grip on his arm, she pulled
him to her. Then she surfaced, triumphantly clutching him to
her protecting body.

Rachel looked up and saw Jeb leaning down from the deck.
A large swell lifted her so she was able to reach up and hand
Jimmy to Jeb’s down-stretched arms. The child was safe.

Someone threw a rope to her to pull herself aboard.
Coughing and sputtering, she reached for it; but, her terror was
not over, for out of nowhere, a huge uprooted tree came bearing
down. As if watching from afar she saw the wooden monster
approach with unbelievable force and speed. “So this is the
death Iris foresaw?” she thought wildly. There was a crushing,
searing pain when she was pinned between the tree and the side
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of the boat. She pleaded prayerfully, “Oh, God, let it be over

soon.” Then she lapsed into merciful unconsciousness.
*

~ T~

Rachel raised her hand and touched her head, trying to find
the cause of the terrible throbbing. She felt the bandage then
and looking down saw she was in her gown lying on a bed of
quilts in her own wagon. She moaned and Glory came to her
side. “Oh, Glory, I thought I was dead.”

“Almost, but not quite. Scared us so. But Jeb and Mr.
Foreman, one of them settlers was able to pull ya out. Knocked
senseless but alive.”

“And Jimmy. Is he all right?”

“Doin’ good, thanks to you, Rachel.”

Iris entered. “Oh, Rach, I’'m so sorry! Maybe if I hadn’t
acted so awful, this wouldn’t have happened.” Iris bowed her
head.

Rachel drew the girl to her. “We should have listened to
your warning and been more careful.”

Glory interrupted her. “Better take it easy. Yer pretty
bruised up and ya have lots of cuts and bruises. Jeb and me
tried to clean the cuts. Don’t think they need stitchin’. Maybe
ya can show us how later. Not bleedin’ or nothin at present.
Gonna call Jeb now.”

“Glory, couldn’t it wait until morning? I feel so tired.”

“Well, I’ll go tell him about ya rousin’ up at least. He give
me strict orders to let him know.”

Hearing all the talk, Marie came over to the wagon. She
took Rachel’s hand and with tear-filled eyes exclaimed, “How
can I ever, ever thank you. You saved my Jimmy. You are so
brave. I will be forever in your debt. If I never have another
kindness shown to me, I will always know there is goodness in
this world. Goodness and bravery.”

Rachel was too weak to speak much so she reached over and
simply patted Marie’s hand.

%
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The next morning Glory forced a cup of broth on Rachel.
“When ya take a cup of this soup, I knowed ya be on the road
to recovery. Jeb came after you went to sleep. He just sat there
and gazed at you. But you was slumberin’ too hard to know. He
says if you’re feelin’ up to it, we’ll start our goin’ today. Are
ya?”

“Yes, I'm ready. As long as I don’t have to drive this
wagon.” Rachel and Glory both laughed.

“Help me get dressed. I want to sit up on the wagon seat for
a while.” Glory protested, but Rachel insisted. She was glad she
had, for it was a sight to behold with Jeb on his saddle horse,
Prince, a large, handsome sorrel, organizing the wagons into an
orderly line, a real wagon train. She had read about this but
nothing was ever more exciting than when she actually saw him
raise his hand, waving it forward and calling, “Wagons, Ho.”

Iris was right. This was the beginning of an adventure of a
lifetime. Though a very dangerous one.

Before long, Rachel’s head began to ache and the jarring of
the wagon seat found every sore muscle and bruise on her
body. She retreated to the comfort of her bed inside the wagon.

After a few miles, she heard Jeb ride up. “How is she,
Glory? I thought I saw her riding with you?”

“Ya did, but common sense prevailed and she took to the
bed. Why don’t ya tie your horse to the wagon and go see fer
yurself?”

Jeb pulled himself up to the wagon seat and crawled inside,
sitting on the floor next to her bed of quilts. Beams of sunlight
inched through the cracks in the wooden sides of the wagon
bed. Primitive as it was, the interior gave a comforting sense of
shelter from the huge expanse of ground and sky. “Well,
Rachel, I see you’re much better. You know you scared us all.”

She looked into his eyes which were bluer than ever as they
picked up the blue from his homespun shirt. He looked
concerned, but there was something else on his mind, for his
smile turned into a half scowl.

44



Rachel’s Journey Mary S. McGuire

“I’m sorry if I frightened you. But I was a little frightened
myself.” Rachel said.

Jeb responded in a low, deep voice, “Will you tell me why
you jumped in like that? There were plenty of us men there to
save the boy. We were right behind you. It would have been
easier to pull him out than it was you.” He frowned openly this
time.

“But I didn’t see you. I didn’t know anyone was there to
help. I didn’t think there was time to deliberate the matter,” she
said.

“You didn’t think, is right. Acted on impulse. Had to save
the whole world all by yourself.” His eyes reflecting
unconcealed pain and concern, he said, “Never have I seen such
an independent female.” He turned to go and then flushing
slightly said, “Well, anyway, I’'m glad you’re all right.” He
jumped off the tailgate of the wagon, pulling his hat down on
his head. “Come on Prince, we’ve got a train to run.”

“Oh, my stars, I can’t believe him,” Rachel moaned. “Here 1
feel awful but lucky to be alive. I guess if I’d gotten killed, he’d
have followed me to heaven to give me a lecture!”

Glory overheard her and called back. “Don’t let him fool ya
none. He was just scared we’d lose you and it made him mad.
He’s not used to being scared and he has other feelins’ riling
him, too. Hard to understand him sometimes, but that’s what I
figure it to mean. Don’t fret now. Just rest a little and I’ll give
ya some more broth the next time we stop.”

Rachel pouted. Thinking to herself that the men in
California were bound to be easier to understand than the pig-
headed one leading the train. She crouched down to look
through her medical supplies to find a dose of headache powder
for the throbbing in her head and the exasperation in her heart.
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Four
The Prairie

The prairie was a vibrant, living thing as the waist-high
grass flowed rhythmically in the wind. Prairie chickens ran
frightened ahead of the wagons with quail rising from the
ground in a whirring mass of feathers. The recent rains caused
the shorter grass to be carpeted with all hues of wildflowers,
some pink, some red, and even yellow. It was a fairytale world
in the wilderness.

Growing stronger, Rachel spent her days riding up on the
wagon seat with Glory. Jeb wouldn’t let her drive yet, so he had
put Glory with her wagon, which he called the doctor wagon.
Andy drove for Iris and Marie.

“I never dreamed any place could be so huge and so open.
Beautiful but almost overwhelming.” Rachel told Glory.

“Looky there, Rach. See the herd. Thems buffaloes. Ain’t
they somethin’? Big and dumb. They’s still magnificent
animals. Must be forty or fifty of them.” Glory pointed to a
series of forms on the horizon.

“Oh, how I’d love to see them up close, Glory.”

“Be patient, girl. Ya will.”

“I imagine. The country is getting much wilder. We aren’t
seeing many homesteads like we did when we first left
Missouri. I liked it when we passed those homesteads; seeing
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their cabins and families and the fields laid out neatly, and the
children playing around the doorstep. It was kind of like what
Pennsylvania must have been when it was first settled. More
hilly, not level like this, but young and exciting.”

“I miss them fresh eggs and roasting ears and milk and sech
we could buy off them. It was nice just campin’ close in. Kinda
comfortin’ against the loneliness of all this wide openness.
Speaking of sech things as fresh foods, yer appetite is sure
improvin’.”

“Yes, it’s a sure sign I’'m nearly recovered. The bruises are
almost healed and most of my stiffness is gone. Oh, Glory, I
feel so lucky to have come out of the accident like this. Owe it
all to your good nursing.” She gave the older woman a little
nudge.

“I’'m glad yur doin’ so good cause there’s plenty need fer
doctorin’—Ileast for little things.”

“I’ve noticed. Mrs. Ganzer, Grace I think they call her, is
expecting and fairly soon. Her husband, Mort, came by and
talked to me about examining her. When we make camp
tonight, I’d like to have you help me scrub down the inside of
the wagon with some good lye soap water. Also, I need to wash
all my bandages again. I think they’d dry overnight.”

“Be glad to. I heard Jeb talkin’ about early camp.”

“Let’s do it then. Also, maybe we’ll have time to cook a
little extra. I’'m tired of nothing but beans and bacon and cold
biscuits. I’'m hungry for some dumplings. I think I’1l use the last
of those St. Joe apples and make us some. If I put the apples on
to boil when we first make camp, they should be ready for our
dessert. I’1l peel them now while we ride along.”

“How ‘bout Jeb?”

“What about him?”

“Why don’t ya ask him to eat with us? That Cookie’s fixins
are awful.”

“I don’t know about that. Cookie’s food smells pretty bad,
but that doesn’t mean Jeb would eat with us. Especially me.”
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“Well, I’ll just go ask him and see. Here, ya take the reins
and I’ll go catch him. I’ll bribe him with them apple dumplins.”
Glory laughed.

When she returned she was chuckling, “It worked. Ya know
the old sayin’ about the way to a man’s heart is through his
stomach?”’

Rachel interrupted. “That hardly applies here. It may work
for a man with a heart, but I’m not convinced it includes Jeb
Morgan.”

Glory ignored the remark. “I told the other gals. They’re
gonna put on dresses and fix up. Make it kinda a comin’ out
party for ya. Now that yer nigh on to healed. Ya do the same.
Marie’s a comin’ to fix yer hair.”

“Now whose being meddlesome, Glorietta Baxter? You’re a
regular matchmaker. If we take you with us to the Joaquin,
you’ll have us all married inside a week.”

“Me included, ‘course.”

“You included. Matter of fact I think I should introduce you
to Cousin Martin. It would surely be like the old adage of
‘Greek meeting Greek.””

“Don’t know what that means. Ain’t got nothin’ to do with
the Trojan horse, does it? But about Martin. Is he a big manly
man? Bein’ a blacksmith and all. Yep, that’s what I like. A
manly man.” Glory made that famous clucking sound of hers.

It was not quite sundown when Jeb arrived wearing a clean
shirt as well as sporting a new shave. When Jimmy saw him, he
came running. “Morgan, Morgan. Hold me.”

“Hi, Scout, you been a good boy?” With Jimmy in tow,
much to Rachel’s surprise, he circled around the fire until he
could sit next to her.

The fire crackled and the aroma of good home-cooking
filled the air. “Smells good,” Jeb told the women.

Iris said. “I do a pretty good job if I do say so myself. We’ve
got stew and cornbread and then you can tell by a cinnamony,
sweet smell that Rachel’s dumplings are waiting.” She grinned
at Rachel.
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Jeb looked at Rachel until she rose, taking his plate to the
fire to be filled.

“Mr. Morgan, how are we doing? Are we making good
progress? I’d think so as long as our days have been.” Marie
asked.

“I’'m pleased. Real pleased. We’ve been making good time.
Have to remember though here and up through the Platte River
country is the easy part of the trip. It’s when we turn up over
the mountains, the going gets rough.” He began eating. “This is
the best meal I’ve had since we left St. Joe. I thank you folks.”

Iris said. “We’ve plenty here. Do you think Andy and
Cookie would like to come over? Glory, would you go ask
them?”

“I know those boys. They were green-eyed with envy when
they heard you inviting me. They’ll be right over. Ask Andy to
bring his fiddle. We might as well have a little music.”

An impromptu party and dance began as people from the
other wagons came drifting by. One settler had a Jews’ harp
and he joined in to harmonize with Cookie.

“Play something slow so I can dance,” Iris begged. After
that a series of waltzes echoed through the night, softening the
bleakness of the vast horizon. Then one by one, the stars came
out with a large silver moon hovering above them.

Jeb pulled Rachel to her feet. “We might as well give it a
whirl. If you aren’t going to say anything, we might as well
dance.” He gave her a grin. And dance they did, in perfect
rhythm with Jeb holding her lightly and looking down at her.

Finally Rachel said, “I guess I’m not quite up to snuff. I
have got to rest now. Though I have to admit I enjoyed it.”

“That’s fine. It’s time to sit out anyway. We need to talk.
There’s a place just over there on the creek bank where we can
20.” He led her forward, though she pulled back slightly at first.

“I don’t know, Jeb. What will the others think?”

“Do you care?” Then he grimaced, “I’'m sorry, it was a
rotten thing to say. I know you care and maybe I ought to
consider what other people think a little more myself.” He
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smoothed an unruly lock of hair back from his forehead.
“Anyway, we won’t be far away. We just need some privacy.”

Jeb spread his jacket for her. The moon reflected off the
water with dancing, rippling beams. A frog croaked while a
dove cooed goodnight to his mate. A cooling breeze swept
through the grove of trees carrying the musical sounds from the
camp above.

Rachel was apprehensive. Jeb had chosen a romantic setting,
but she was unsure why.

“Rachel, I want to apologize for what I said the other day
when you were so sick and all. I’ll have to admit I was a little
hard on you.”

“A little hard?” she asked.

Jeb lowered his head, beginning again. “Guess I was
thinking of myself and I didn’t quite know how to handle the
situation. You scared me. When I looked down and saw you
being thrown against the boat with the tree on you in all that
terrible, black water, my heart was in my boots. I could hardly
breathe.” He gazed at her.

“I can understand. Maybe I acted too hastily, but I’'m afraid
I’d do it again just the same way.” She rested her hand on his
arm. “It isn’t the first time I’ve been told I’'m too headstrong by
a man. Back in Pennsylvania—"

Jeb stopped her. “When I thought of it, I realized how brave
you’d really been. If it would’ve been my son, I’d have wanted
you to do just what you did. Anyway, I reacted the way I did
because of my past.”

He rose going to the elm that sheltered them, and leaned
back against the rough trunk. He hesitated. “I don’t talk about
this to just anyone, you know.” He pleaded slightly as he
reached up, grabbing a handful of leaves to rub together in his
hand.

“I understand. Please go on.”

“I was only about twenty and working for a freight line
owner by the name of Ira Swanson. It was back in Ohio. He had
a daughter, Muriel, just my age. She had the most beautiful
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golden hair and blue eyes in the world. In fact, Iris reminds me
a lot of her. A little quieter, of course. Well, I fell head over
heels for her. I didn’t dream I had a chance of winning her, for
every gent for miles around came courting and I was the
youngest and poorest of the lot. But I did. She chose me and we
were married. Her dad liked me so that part was easy, even
though she was the Swanson’s only child.

“Ira warned me she had a bad heart and the doctor had told
him any kind of stress would be too hard for her. He also told
me she shouldn’t have a child. It would be too much for her.
She was determined that was just what she would do. She
wanted a baby more than anything. That’s the only thing we
ever fought about.

“Anyway, she turned up pregnant about a year after we were
married. The doctor said he could get rid of the baby. Her pa
pleaded and I pleaded, but she would have none of it. Her
pregnancy seemed to go along pretty well at first. During her
seventh month, I was gone on a trip taking some freight clear
over to Independence when she got sick. She went into what
they called early labor and lost the baby. All of that was too
much strain on her heart. She died a couple of days later.

“By the time I got home, she and the baby boy were both
out in the graveyard. I didn’t even get a chance to say good-
bye.” Jeb’s voice failed him.

“Oh, Jeb, how awful for you.”

“Even now I remember how it was, looking down on her
grave. The ground was fresh dug and there was this large
mound and the tiny one beside it. Standing there, it was as if
my world had come to an end. What I wanted most at that
moment was to die. I was the coldest, emptiest any person
could ever feel inside.” He tucked his arms against him then
shivered slightly.

“I felt so darned guilty. If I had put my foot down and taken
care of her, Muriel would still be alive. Somehow the day on
the river with you, it all came back to me.” He rubbed his boots
across the grass. “I didn’t know how to feel except angry,
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mainly at myself. I swore I would never get so involved with
another person again because I couldn’t chance being hurt in
the same way.. There I was standing on that deck knowing I
was getting involved again. Exactly what I’d sworn I’d never
do.”

“Oh, Jeb, I didn’t understand. Please forgive me for being so
prideful with you.” She rose going to him. She took his arms
away from their protective fold on his body and grasped his
hand. “It wasn’t your fault about Muriel, you know. You must
not feel guilty. You did what you could, and there is no guilt in
love. Muriel cared for you so much she was willing to take a
chance with her life to have your baby. I think I can understand
how she felt.” Rachel paused. “Now she would want you to go
on with your life. To celebrate the love you had.”

They stood silently together, unsure of the rising tide of
emotion between them. He reached to embrace her, but she
turned quietly and said, “We’d better go now. But thank you for
sharing these things with me.”

When they reached the camp, the fire was burning low with
the dancers returning to their own wagons. They walked to
Rachel’s wagon. Again, Jeb reached for her hand and this time
kissed it. “Good night, Rachel. Maybe I should reconsider
what’s important in life.” Then he turned and, whistling softly,
walked briskly to his own wagon.

Rachel lay awake thinking of the events of this night and of
Jeb. Never had she been so affected by the emotion in one
person’s life. She ached for him and his sorrows. She thought
of Alfonse. How different he was from Jeb. What was it he had
said about the settlers crossing the Missouri and it being their
Rubicon? Well, she hadn’t known it, but she had been crossing
a Rubicon of her own. She looked at the star-laden sky through
the opening at the back of the wagon for a very long time. She
had always prided herself on being a woman of restraint and
logic. Now she felt very unsure of herself and her emotions.
Finally, after much tossing and turning, she capitulated and fell
asleep.
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*

In the morning, Marie switched wagons with Iris. Andy was
busy again so Rachel drove, leaving the two of them alone.

“I’'m glad to get to talk to you, Rach. I really haven’t been
with you much since the crossing. I have something for you.”
Marie spread out a blue gingham dress on her lap. “It should
just fit. See, it has a white collar and a straight skirt with a
bustle in the back. It will really bring out your figure the way
I’ve gathered it over the bosom.”

“It’s wonderful. Thank you. Take the team so I can look at
it.” She laid the garment across her lap. “What fine work you
do. I don’t see how you could cut it and sew it with all these
bumpy roads.”

“Did a pretty good job, if I do say so myself.” Marie
laughed. “Just think of it as a gift from Jimmy. After all, we
want you to look nice for the wagon master,” she jibed.
“Especially after last night.”

Rachel’s color rose. “We are getting along better now—1Jeb
and .”

“So it seems. What about the California marriage pool?”

“I don’t know. We still have a very long way to go.”

“Oh, Rach, I didn’t mean to pry. But I know men well
enough to know Jeb Morgan’s got a certain look in his eye.
You know I blame it all on Eve.”

“Eve?”

“Yes, Eve and that damned apple.” Rachel couldn’t help
herself as they both laughed.

*

The next day, Rachel continued doing her own driving.
Andy was needed to scout, so Glory returned to driving the
other wagon while Iris came to ride with her.

When the train stopped for morning break, Rachel received
the first of her many patients. Mary Johnson brought her eight-
year-old son, Sam, for Rachel to examine. He had jumped off
the tailgate of their moving wagon the night before. Mary
thought the leg was just bruised and tender; but, when Rachel
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examined him, she found it was a fracture. Making him as
comfortable as possible, she set it, placing it in a splint.

Jeb rode back to see what the delay was. “Rach, is
everything all right?”

“Yes, I’'m sorry for the delay, but Sam had a broken leg and
I had to set it. Any other patients can wait until we make camp
tonight.” She smiled at him and he answered with a humorous
wink. I'd never noticed before but his eyes are the same color
as the sky, azure blue.

A comfortable pattern developed for Rachel’s days and she
saw patients when the train rested and always at night camp.
Iris, Marie, and Glory helped her with much of the routine work
of cleaning and cooking. The days were tiring and long but
there was always one thing made her day—lJeb’s visits.
Sometimes, he could break away during the day coming to take
the reins from her when they could chat or sit in companionable
silence. After supper, which he now always shared with the
women, she walked with him as he made his evening rounds.
She could always be assured they were in clear and visible sight
of the rest of the camp limiting their physical affection to a
small pat on the back, a clasping of hands or a spontaneous
laugh and meeting of the eyes.

Rachel told herself this would keep things in perspective for
both of them. Though at other times, she wondered just what
was really happening to both of them. Yes, there’s always, Eve

and that darned apple to contend with.
*

~ T~

One day about noon, Rachel detected a terrible smell, a
stench, coming from beyond the next hill. The sky was literally
blackened by flocks of vultures and other carrion. “It’s the
smell of death.” She exclaimed to Iris. She looked up to see Jeb
mounted on Prince with his hand raised in a signal to halt.

Andy, having scouted ahead, rode up to Jeb. Rachel could
barely hear the words. “There are dead buffalo everywhere up
ahead. The skinners have killed them. Took their hides and left
their carcasses to rot. There’s wolves and all kinds of animals
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lurking around. Don’t think they’ll bother us none. They’re
busy feasting. The horses will be kind of nervous though.
There’s too big a herd of them buffalo to circle around.
Anyway, we have to follow the trail.”

Jeb signaled the drivers to come up where they could meet.
“There’s a whole herd of slaughtered buffalo ahead. Work of
those danged hiders. Anyway, there are lots of scavengers.
They won’t bother you, but try to control your horses. They’ll
get pretty nervous over this mess. Put your handkerchief over
your nose. Put the rest of the people in back of your wagons.
Kids and women don’t need to see this.”

“Rachel, Andy’ll drive for you. I don’t think Roan and Bud
will get skittish, but you can’t tell. I’d do it but I’ve got to try to
keep the wagons moving.”

Rachel was not prepared for the scene that lay ahead of her.
A whole herd of buffalo had been wiped out, leaving only the
rotting clumps of meat. Scavengers from the air and the ground
gorged themselves while clouds of flies swarmed everywhere,
descending even onto their wagons. How Rachel had wanted to
see those magnificent beasts, but not in this state of carnage.
She was filled with revulsion.

“Andy, who would do such a thing?”

“Hiders. They the same as killed the Indians who depend on
these animals. It’s a dirty, rotten shame, too.”

Jeb led the wagons through this valley of death without
thought or mention of a morning break. The sun was well up in
the afternoon sky before they first rested well away from the
putrid odor, but nothing could clear the devastating picture
from Rachel’s mind.

Over the far horizon a rider was approaching at breakneck
speed. When the figure came closer, Rachel could see it was an
Indian girl riding bareback, holding on to her paint’s mane and
leaning forward over his neck in an effort to stay mounted.

Jeb ran toward her with Rachel on his heels. He grabbed the
pony just as the girl fell to the ground.

Turning her over, he questioned her. “What’s the matter?”
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“Help. Help me,” she moaned before she fainted.

“I wonder who she is?” He carried the girl to Rachel’s
wagon. “Better look her over. Looks like she’s had a bad
accident.”

Rachel drew a breath. The girl looked to be only about
fifteen, thin and emaciated. She would be lovely with large
dark eyes and clear olive complexion if it were not for her dirty,
ragged appearance. Her left eye was nearly swollen shut and
there were scratches and bruises over her arms and legs.

The girl moaned. Then becoming aware of her surroundings,
she pleaded, “Help me. Help me. Don’t let him find me.
Please.”

“That’s all right. Just let me look at you.” Rachel tried to
comfort her.

“This is no accident. Someone beat her. Jeb, do the Indians
beat their women?”

“Not that I know of. I think she’s a Kickapoo and those
people are calm and quiet. Smell that stench. She’s been with a
buffalo hunter. I’d bet on that.”

“Just look at her. Someone’s even cut her with a knife. Look
at that gash on her arm.” Rachel began cleaning the girl’s
wounds.

“What’s your name?”

“I’m called Little Deer.”

“Little Deer, I’'m going to undress you so I can check you
over. I’ll try to be very gentle so I won’t hurt you.” Rachel
waved the bystanders away and closed the canvas flap on the
wagon, letting only Glory remain.

“Who did this, Little Deer?”

“Hunk.”

“Who’s Hunk?” the girl began crying, but Rachel persisted.
“We can’t help you unless you tell us who hurt you.”

“Hunk hunts buffalo. He says I am his woman. He bought
me from my father for three horses.” Little Deer made a
choking sound and then added, “He got drunk last night and he
beat me.” The girl became rigid, her eyes wide with fright.
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“Glory, don’t we still have some milk we bought from the
farmer this morning? Pour some for her while I bathe her.”
After Rachel finished and Little Deer drank the milk, Rachel
gave her a spoon of laudanum to ease the pain.

Jeb came to the back of the wagon. “We’ve got to be on our
way, Rachel. Can’t we travel now?”

“She’ll sleep for a while. Go ahead. I expect we might have
a visitor later on. A buffalo hunter called Hunk. He thinks he
owns her.”

“For Pete’s sake. That’s all we need—a run-in with a bunch
of hiders.”

“We can’t let him take her. He’d probably kill her now.”

“Doesn’t she have any kin?”

“I doubt it. Her pa sold her for three horses.”

“We’ll take her with us, but I can’t jeopardize this train even
for her.” He gave Rachel a stern look. “Remember, Rachel, no
saving the whole world.” Jeb turned and mounted Prince.

When Jeb left, Rachel motioned to Glory to come drive the
wagon, sending Andy back to take her place on the other
wagon. She said, “I think we’re in for a fight. That buffalo
scum is bound to try to claim her, and Jeb doesn’t want to
jeopardize us with a confrontation. Oh, Glory, I don’t know
what to do. I know he has the best interest of the people on the
train at heart.”

Glory looked back at the sleeping girl. “She’s awful young.
That buzzard of a hunter.” Glory thought for a minute. “Are the
rifles still in the boot? I’d better get ‘em loaded. See, there was
a reason we brought ‘em. Not the reason we thought, but still a
reason.”

“You and I can’t stand up against Hunk and any friends he
might have.” Rachel cleared her throat. “I’'m afraid if I go
against Jeb, he’ll never forgive me.”

“Ya mean ya wouldn’t fight fer her?”

“Oh, Glory, you don’t know what you’re asking of me,”
Rachel wailed, bending down so the older woman couldn’t see
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the turmoil on her face. “I just don’t think he would ever
forgive me. Not if I jeopardized the whole train.”

Rachel looked out and saw Jeb sitting so upright and
commanding riding Prince at the head of the wagons. Her heart
rolled over with the emotion she now was beginning to
recognize as love. Why am [ so often beset with these moral
dilemmas? Why can’t I just mope along like everybody else?

After a few miles, Glory called back to Rachel. “The women
on the train—they’d help ya. Why don’t ya ask ‘em?” Glory
stopped the wagon. “Jest jump off and go talk to Mary Johnson
and Grace Ganzer and the others.”

“Grace Ganzer is expecting any time. I couldn’t ask her to
get involved.”

“Maybe not—but all these women got plenty of grit or
they’d not be here. Go on. Ask.” Glory literally shoved her
from the wagon.

With her shoes feeling as if they were filled with stones,
Rachel started slowly to the Johnson wagon. When she reached
it, she found Mary Johnson walking outside along the back
wheels.

“Rachel, I’'m surprised to see you here. How is the girl?”

“Pretty sick. She’ll survive but she took a horrible beating.”

“You mean it wasn’t an accident?”

“No, a buffalo hunter bought her for his woman. He got
drunk and beat her. She’s terrified of him.”

“And she’s just a young girl. It’s awful.”

“I know. I’m afraid Hunk, she calls him, will be coming
after her soon.”

“Did you tell Jeb?”

“Yes,” Rachel replied, her voice slipping into a monotone.

“What did he say?”

“Just that he couldn’t risk the wagon train’s getting
involved.”

“I imagine that is just what all the men would say, too. Isn’t
it?” Mary stopped, looking into the distance. “You know we all
came here to find a better life. We risked everything. But if we
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let this Hunk take her, would it be the beginning of a better life
even for us?” She frowned, mopping her brow and taking off
her sunbonnet.

Rachel shook her head helplessly.

“Rachel, the women of this train will rally around you. I just
know it,” Mary said with determination in her voice. “If the
men won’t support you in saving this girl, the women will. Our
men won’t oppose us if they want to eat our meals and spend
blissful nights with us.” Turning she added, “I’ll talk to the
other women for you. Just go back to your patient.” She
clapped Rachel on the back.

Mary paused. “Rachel, you’re the one making the sacrifice
by going against Jeb. Are you willing to pay such a price?” She
eyed Rachel somberly.

“Do I have a choice?” Rachel’s voice cracked slightly. She
turned and walked slowly back to her own wagon, kicking
pebbles in front of her down the sun-baked trail. Everyone had
warned her of the terrible hardships lying between
Pennsylvania and California. She had thought of the physical
trials, but she had not imagined such emotional pain.
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Five
The Buffalo Hunters

Rachel spent the afternoon, of the day Little Deer came,
looking at the horizon to see any strange riders, who might be
approaching. As the wagons wound along the trail, she saw
Mary Johnson going from wagon to wagon talking with first
one woman and then another. Rachel knew she was gathering
support for the protection of the Indian girl. How Rachel prayed
she would not need this support and that the hiders would not
come looking for Little Deer.

Jeb led the wagon train forward to a late camp that evening.
Glory said to Rachel, “He’s bound and determined to make
them fifteen miles a day. Guess he knows best, but my bones
are tired.”

“Little Deer’s still sleeping so I guess we can cook now. We
just need to listen for her. I don’t want her to wake up and be
afraid,” Rachel told her.

Marie came to them saying, “Rachel, I have this old dress. I
think it’1l just about fit Little Deer. Her clothes looked so bad
and smelled awful. I’d wash them but I don’t think I could ever
get them clean. Just use these for her.”

“That’s thoughtful,” Rachel told her.

“I know what it’s like to take such a beating I—I...” Marie
left the sentence unfinished. Rachel wanted to question the
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meaning, but she decided against it. Maybe, just maybe, Marie
would reveal the secret she had hidden within, but Marie had to
choose the time for it herself.

“Oh, I almost forgot. Rachel, why don’t you model your
new gingham dress tonight? You’ll have to clean up anyway
from tending Little Deer’s wounds, and we’d like to see you in
it. Especially, that handsome wagon master of yours.” Marie
grinned and walked away.

Marie was right. The new dress did lighten the mood at
supper. There hadn’t been much time to prepare food so it
wasn’t a very festive affair otherwise. As they were eating,
Little Deer roused and Rachel coaxed her into taking some
broth before she fell asleep again.

“Your patient seems to be doing all right, Rachel. Come
make my rounds with me,” Jeb told her.

The night was pleasant with a damp breeze blowing out of
the east, cooling the land that became more and more blistered
as the summer gained sway over the spring.

They walked through the camp with Jeb checking the teams
and wagons. He stopped to talk to a group of men when Mary
Johnson drew Rachel aside. “I’ve talked to most of the women
and you have their support in case you need it.” She drew a
breath. “Perhaps the hunters have given up trying to find her.
Hopefully. But I’'m proud of the spunk of our women. Well, I’d
best be going and get little Sam into bed.”

When Jeb caught up with Rachel, she turned to him, saying,
“I need to go back and check on my patient again. Can you
come sit with me on the wagon seat for a while?”

“It’s like the gals used to ask me to sit on the porch for a
while isn’t it? Some day I’ll have a porch of my own. Maybe
you’d like to sit on it with me.” Grinning with slight
embarrassment, he boosted her up. “You do like porches don’t
you, Rach?”

“Of course, but where will this porch be?”

“I have a friend—an Indian I used to hunt with in southern
California. He found this valley, right in the middle of a dry,
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arid region down there. It has a small river running through it,
and it keeps the grass green almost all year long. It was part of
an original Spanish land grant. Anyway, he talked Sefor
Zapata, an old widower, into selling it to me.”

Jeb looked into the sunset. “The land’s paid for. I just made
this one last trip to get money to buy the livestock for it. I need
to build a house. It just has an old line shack on it now. That’s
where Joe, my Indian friend, is living while I’'m gone. Does
that sound inviting to you, Rach?”

“I’'m sure it’s a wonderful country. Or are you asking me
about the porch you’re going to build?” she giggled.

He cleared his throat. “Rachel Williams, you know what I’'m
getting at. The valley would be the perfect place for us. I'm
proposing if it’s not too soon...” his voice trailed off.

“Maybe we’d better wait. We’ve had a chance to get to
know each other traveling like we’ve done, but there are so
many miles lying ahead of us. So many issues we have to
solve.”

Shock rippling through his voice, he said, “Is that a no?”

“Of course not. I’'m highly flattered. What about the
marriage pool, Jeb?”

“Well, I’ve thought of that. You didn’t sign a contract. I’ll
refund your travel expenses and all. I guess, under the
circumstances, it’s about all I can do. Maybe they can send to
Pennsylvania for some more gals. Unfortunately for them,
you’re taken.” He leaned forward and kissed her, holding her
against him. “I’ve wanted to do that since the night we first
talked on the creek bank.”

“Jeb, can you accept me the way I am—headstrong and
independent? As much as I care for you, I probably can’t
change.” She lowered her eyes.

Just then Little Deer called from inside the wagon. “I guess
I’d better go see about her. Good night, my dear one.”

Rachel stood and watched him leave. Oh, Jeb, will you still
want me if I stand against your orders in a confrontation?
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Little Deer roused several times in the night to ask for a
drink. Rachel was relieved that she seemed more lucid and it
lessened her fear the girl had been injured internally. By
morning, it was clear she would recover.

A procession of women came by to meet the girl bringing
gifts of clothing and food. Little Deer was so young and so

fragile she endeared herself to all who came to meet her.
&

Rachel’s worst fears of a confrontation with the buffalo
hunters were validated. At sunset, she looked up to see three
burly men come riding out of a clump of trees ahead.

The largest of the three waved to Jeb, calling out, “Hey,
there, I see you found my little Indian gal. Saw her pony back
with your mules.” He approached the train and reined in his
horse. “Hope the little thing’s all right. Her horse ran away with
her and she fell off the other day. Same thing must have
happened again.”

“Little Deer, if that’s who you mean, is here all right,” Jeb
answered. “But she’s badly hurt and she’s with the doctor.”

“You have a doctor, do you? Well, gracious alive, that’s
mighty handy. Has he fixed her up, yet?” His squinting eyes
assessed the strength of the camp, belying his friendly tone.

“It’s Dr. Rachel Martin. She says the girl needs some rest.”
Jeb eyed the three with suspicion as the stench of the men
wafted toward him. “Why don’t you let her spend the night
with the train and then we’ll talk in the morning?”

He ignored Jeb’s question. “Did you hear him boys? The
trains got a doctor and she’s a woman. Now ain’t that
somethin’?”

The other two approached cautiously, looking over the
situation with short, furtive glances. They pulled their horses on
either side of Hunk.

“I couldn’t inconvenience you no more. We’ll just pick her
up and we’ll be on our way. Sure was neighborly of you to take
her in, though.” Hunk dismounted and brushing past Jeb, he
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walked directly toward what he had correctly surmised was
Rachel’s wagon.

The wagons had come to a complete halt as all eyes rested
on the heavyset hunter. Glory and Rachel clamored down from
their wagon and stepped into his path.

“That’s far enough, fellow.” Glory warned. She and Rachel
raised their guns in unison.

Hunk merely laughed. “You gals think you can take on ole
Hunk, do you?” He motioned to his two companions to come
help him.

Morton Ganzer’s voice rang out. “It’s not just these gals
facing up to you, Hunk. Look around ya.” Ten men, with guns
raised, came forward encircling the three as the women
watched silently.

Hunk raised his arm. “Now, boys, don’t get excited. We just
want what’s ours. If you feel that strong about it, we’ll leave
peaceful like.” He sauntered with an arrogant strut to his horse.

“Don’t nary come back neither.” Glory hissed. “Or I’ll
report you to the territorial marshal when we get up to the
Platte. You know we been missin’ things and I’ll bet yer the
ones stealin’ from us. Now git.”

Heads held high, the three rode off into the trees from where
they had come. Once out of sight, the people from the train
heard them galloping away as if lightning were about to strike
them.

Rachel turned to the men. “I thank you. I won’t ever forget
this. You know you saved the girl’s life.”

All of them began laughing and talking—everyone except
Jeb Morgan who gave Rachel a troubled look before signaling
the group to circle for the night.

Rachel leaned weakly against the wagon and then turned to
Glory. “Whew, that’s over. Incidentally, what things have we
been missing?”’

“Well, if you got them wives to use blackmail on their men,
what’s a little fib to go with it?” Rachel shook her head at
Glory’s words.
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“I’'m so relieved, but I know Jeb is furious with me. He
thinks I went behind his back. Worst of all—betrayed him. I
don’t know if he’ll ever forgive me.”

Rachel had little time to reflect on this for she heard Little
Deer crying. She went in to comfort her as she wiped tears of

relief and worry from her own eyes.
&

Jeb, for the first time in several weeks, did not come for
supper with the women that night nor any of the following
nights. Any communication necessary from Jeb from then on
came through Andy or Glory. Not only did Jeb not give her the
time of day, he did not even glance at her. It was as if she no
longer existed for him. In return, Rachel grieved over her loss.

The one consoling fact was Little Deer recovered
completely. Never had one human being been so grateful for
life and freedom. Every day she did some special thing for
Rachel and every day she told her, “Thank you. Thank you for
my life.”

Little Deer soon became a favorite of the camp, being
forever helpful by showing the women where to pick berries or
how to best cook game. Iris undertook the girl’s education by
reading stories from the Bible, an arcane version with a unique
dialect. It was not long before Little Deer began sounding like a
special religious sect with her thou’s and thee’s. One important
change was she adopted the Christian name of Mary, based on
the story of Mary Magdalene.

“Mary” had other effects on the people. A driver came to
Rachel with a hugely infected arm. It had started simply enough
with a mosquito bite he had scratched. Rachel cleaned it and
bandaged the open wound to keep out dirt and other insects.
Even so, with the beginnings of a fever, red streaks began to
shoot out from the sore.

Mary, who often helped Rachel, saw the man’s plight.
“Thou needs the moss that grows by trees.”

“Moss?” Rachel asked. “I don’t know what you mean. Can
you show me?”
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Mary mounted her pony. “You wait, I’ll come back.”

When she returned, she handed the grayish, green mass to
Rachel, who proceeded to try to wash it. “No.” the girl took the
weed and unwrapped the wound putting it directly on the sore.
Then she secured it in place under the bandage.

The driver looked at Rachel. “Will this work?”” he asked in a
hoarse voice.

“I don’t really know, but we haven’t much to lose. I
remember reading something about such a plant, but I had
never seen it.”

The next day the driver was better but Mary insisted on
leaving the moss on the wound. “How many days should he
wear it?” Rachel asked. Mary raised the fingers on both hands.

When the ten days were up, the wound was healed and all
signs of fever were gone. Rachel asked, “Mary, can you tell me
about other medicines your people use?”

She nodded while Rachel drew out a journal and began to
write as best she could, interpreting the girl’s information.
“How do you know these things?”’

“My grandfather was the medicine man in my tribe,” she
answered proudly with her head held high and eyes sparkling.
“He used to take me with him when he gathered the sacred

plants.”
*

It was hard for Rachel to believe the normal routine was
going on all about her when her loneliness and mourning for
Jeb left her so devastated. It was as if she were an island alone
amidst a sea of activity. She did what was required of her but
only very mechanically.

Late one afternoon Andy came bringing some quail he had
shot. “Iris, do you think you could fix these for our supper? I
really think you’d have better luck than Cookie with these.” He
laughed a little.

“I’d be glad to try,” Iris told him. By sunset, the fowl was
emitting a most delightful aroma. Rachel was amused at how
Iris had improvised. Without cream or milk, she had made a
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unique brown gravy of flour moistened by corn liquor and
seasoned with some herbs Mary discovered along the trail. It
was a gourmet dish cooked in the most primitive of
circumstances, in a Dutch oven over an open fire.

Cookie and Andy came to eat; but, as usual, there was no
sign of Jeb. “What is the wagon master eating tonight, boys?”
Marie inquired in a mimicking way.

“Oh, he’s still on duty. I think he’s out by the crick over
there.” Andy pointed to a place beyond the perimeter of the
wagons.

“Rachel, why don’t you take him a plate? He has to try
some of this quail.” Marie said.

“I-I don’t know.” Rachel hesitated.

“Oh, sure. You are the very one to do it.” All eyes turned to
her.

“All right. If you insist.” She filled a plate with the hot food
and started to where Jeb was supposed to be.

Despite herself, Rachel felt a ray of hope. Maybe, just
maybe, this gesture would appease him. When he was within
her sight, she saw he was not alone. A young settler girl was
talking to him. Lizzie Brown had long dark hair, a winning
smile, and a budding figure, none of which had been lost on the
men of the train.

Rachel was too far away to hear the words but the body
language spoke for itself. Lizzie was leaning forward,
enthralled by his every word. He in turn was laughing and
talking, gesturing in pleasure. To be sure, the girl appeared the
aggressor but Jeb was not repulsing her.

“It doesn’t take long for the wvultures to seize an
opportunity,” she mumbled to herself. “This much I know. Jeb
Morgan is not all business. He’s a lot more human than I
thought.”

Although she could hardly force herself forward, Rachel
interrupted the conversation. “Oh, Jeb, I didn’t know you were
busy. We fixed this plate of quail for you. You really need to
eat it while it’s hot.”
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Lizzie turned, trying to conceal her anger. “Oh, Doctor Rachel,
I was just leaving. Bye, now.” She turned and smiled at Jeb.

“Iris did a wonderful job on this bird. Andy and Cookie came
to share it so we thought you’d like some, too. I’ll just sit down
and wait so I can take the plate back.”

Jeb said nothing. Rachel sat praying he would begin the
conversation. Finally he said, “Why did you really come, Rachel?”

“I haven’t seen you to talk to you in all these days. I guess |
missed you.” She lowered her eyes. If it was humility he wanted or
an apology, she would gladly give it. She felt her face grow warm
as he surveyed her coolly.

“I haven’t had anything to say to you. You know what danger
you put us in! Those hiders could have laid in wait and shot us.” A
look of pain crossed his eyes. “As far as that goes, we may still not
be out of the woods with them.”

“Oh, Jeb, I had no choice in the matter. Even Glory insisted we
take a stand. Mary Johnson organized the women and I had to
stand behind my principles. Please, Jeb. Try to understand.”
Although the last thing she wanted to do was cry, that was exactly
what she did. He handed her his kerchief.

He shook his head and said in a soft voice, “You’re not above
using feminine wiles, are you?”

Rachel shook her head in return. She detested her position of a
blubbering schoolgirl.

His blue eyes bored into hers and then softened. “Since you’ve
come to me with an apology, I will as they say ‘cogitate’ on the
matter.” He handed her the empty plate, “Tell Iris it was very
good. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have work to do.” He placed his
hat on his head pulling the brim down over his eyes and with his
shoulders slightly stooped, strode off to his wagon.

Rachel sat watching him disappear. She tried to assess any
progress she had made. Maybe even his cogitating could be
considered a step forward. No situation is ever black or white. The
responsibility of the wagon train and its people weigh heavily on

Jeb Morgan as did my commitment to Mary.
k

~ T~
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One morning Rachel and Glory were in the wagon when
Rachel pointed to the sky asking, “Are those vultures circling
ahead?”

“Yep, ‘spect so.”

“Not slaughtered buffalo, I hope?”

“Naw nothin’so big. There’d be more birds than them.”

“That’s some relief. But something is dead.”

Just then Andy rode into camp hailing Jeb. The women
couldn’t hear the conversation, but the men rode quickly out of
camp toward the area where the vultures marked the sky.

“Wonder what it’s all about?”” Glory asked.

In a few minutes, Jeb returned, raising his hand to halt the
wagons and then signaling to the drivers to join him. When they
were assembled, he said, “The water hole ahead has been
poisoned. Some stray cattle drank from it and are dead. Lucky for
us they found it first and this warned us.” He pushed his hat back
on his head.

Someone asked, “Who’d do such a rotten thing?

“Can’t know for sure, but I’d lay money it’s those damn hiders,
getting even.”

There was a grumbling sound from the men. One said, “You
wuz right about the Indian girl. She brought us plenty of trouble.”

Jeb cleared his throat, “That’s over and done, too late to change
now.”

One of the other drivers said, “We could turn her out now and
they’d find her and leave us alone.”

“Never. The decision was made, I didn’t agree with it, but
we’ve got to take responsibility now.” Jeb took a stick and leaned
over to mark a crude map in the dust. “Had hoped to fill our water
barrels and let the horses drink there.” He circled a spot in the
dust. “That’s out. We’ll just have a dry trek to the next spring,
here. About two days away.” He drew an x for their destination.

“I’'m sending Andy and a couple of other drivers to guard the
next spring.”
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Sounds of disgust rose from the men. “It’s nothing we can’t
handle. Just have to conserve the water we have. We’ve had dry
camps before and probably will again. Now we best get started.”

He turned and mounted Prince, leading the wagons forward.

With trepidation, Rachel heard Jeb’s words about the spring;
but the fact he would not abandon Mary showed a depth of
character she cherished. 1t’ll be hell to pay tonight when I see him,

but I understand. I do understand.
*

That evening, after she had eaten, Rachel spotted Jeb making
his rounds. She walked up quietly behind him, finally falling into
step beside him. Glancing askance at her, he said nothing. At last,
she broke the silence. “I’'m sorry about the watering spring...” He
gazed at her with an all too familiar look of pain shining in his
blue eyes.

“I know.”

Laying her arm softly on his sleeve, she felt the coarse fabric of
his shirt over deeply muscled arms. “But I was so proud of you
when you didn’t abandon Mary.”

Eyes narrowed, he answered, “You know I couldn’t once I’ve
committed. Besides, [ have to admit it really wasn’t the girl’s fault
to begin with.” Pointing to a nearby log, he said, “Let’s sit over
there and talk.”

The sun released the day with a burst of pink, gold, and faded
orange while a soft breeze cooled the approaching night. His
presence, both exciting and frightening to her, Rachel sat waiting
for him to begin.

“Rachel, I’'m not a tyrant or a monster. The decisions I make
are hard—very hard. I have to be as objective as possible, based
on the common good. Surely, as a doctor, you’ve had to make just
this kind of judgment.” He looked at her in a way that pled for
understanding.

She sat thinking of the right thing to say. “Yes, I have.
Unfortunately, not all my decisions have been right either.” She
sighed.

“I’ve sent a messenger into town to report our problems
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with Hunk. I imagine the army will be hunting him down so we
shouldn’t have to worry, or at least I hope not. Besides, we’ll
soon be out of the hiders’ area.”

“I’m so thankful.”

Jeb took her hand, raising her to her feet and the solemn air
lifted as they returned to her wagon. Then abruptly he smiled
and reached for one of her auburn locks, pushing it back behind
her ear. “Good night, my curlylocks.”

Each day the train made its required fifteen miles of travel
until finally Andy came riding in to Jeb, waving his arms and
thrusting his hand, pointing to the hill ahead. “The Platte is just
over the ridge. There’s another train camped there already. The
Hiram Wilson train. He says he knows you.”

Jeb rode through the wagons telling the drivers, “The
Platte’s up ahead. We’ll make camp and rest a couple of days.
The Hiram Wilson train is there so we’ll go up river and find a
site above theirs. The water’s always cleaner there.”

Jeb gave this information to Rachel and then winked slyly at
her. “He isn’t angry with thee now?” asked Mary, who was
sitting beside her. “Was it because of me?”

“No, Mary, it was something else. Something deeper. He
feels betrayed.”

“I don’t understand. He likes thee. I know.”

Rachel patted the girl. “I don’t understand either. Hurt
pride.”

“Is this pride bad?”

“Well, the Bible tells us so, especially if it’s stronger than
love.” When she uttered this answer, she suddenly understood
the problem better. That’s it. A matter of pride. Perhaps it’s my
pride, too. We both need to grow and understand each other.

Rachel was brought back to reality by Mary’s voice. “I’'m
sorry but I am glad we are here. I have never seen this river.
My father talked of it.

“We are well on our way. It’s on this side of the Rubicon.”

“Rubicon?”
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“Never mind. Let’s just enjoy the next few days of rest. Just
one thing. [ hope Grace Ganzer can have her baby while we’re
stopped. It’s really overdue and the baby is so big. I’'m going to
bring Grace over here to examine her when we make camp.”

After Rachel had examined Grace, she told her, “I think we
need to try to bring the baby now while we’re stopped. Before
he gets any larger.”

“Guess he’s going to take after Mort in size and all. You
think it’s a boy, don’t you?”

“Whatever it is, it will be a wonderful child with parents like
you two. Anyway, first things first. ’'m going to give you some
castor oil. It’ll kind of work you, but it should bring labor.
You’re already beginning to dilate.”

She handed Grace the bottle of medicine. “We’ll see what
happens.” Rachel smiled, helping Grace down from the tailgate.
“Let me know when your labor pains come. It’s better that
way.” She spoke calmly and with assurance, but Rachel felt
anything but calm and assured.

She met Glory on the way back to her wagon. “Help me set
up my table. We’re going to cover it with some sheets. We’re
getting ready for a hard delivery, believe me. Then get Jeb.
He’s going to have to help me. Tell him to come to the Ganzer
wagon. Oh, yes, and tell him to wash his hands. Hurry.”

Rachel scarcely remembered a harder night. She was able to
turn the baby, but it was still hard to deliver him. He was so
large it took Jeb holding her by the waist and stabilizing her as
she literally dragged the baby through the portals of life. But by
midnight, Morton Williams Ganzer had arrived red-faced and
protesting his entrance into this world.

It was with great relief Rachel lifted the canvas flap and
displayed the baby to the waiting father. “Here he is. Your
son.”

Mort rushed forward taking his son and gazing down on this
miracle. “And Grace? Is she all right?”

“She’s a bit tired, but the bleeding is slacking off. She’ll be
all right. I’'ll tell you, I’'ve done some praying this night,
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though.” Rachel mopped her brow. “Go in now and rejoice
with Grace. I’ll send Glory to sit with her in a few minutes.”

She turned to Jeb, “We can go now. It’s been quite a night
for all of us.”

As Rachel and Jeb walked back to her wagon, she said,
“Thanks for the help. I could not have delivered the child
alone.” She looked at him, hoping against hope that the
teamwork and the accomplishment of the night would help
form a bond between them. Perhaps he would even reveal the
solution for them, the one he had cogitated on.

“You are a skillful doctor, Rachel. I’'m sure the Ganzers will
be forever in your debt.” He raised her to the wagon seat.

“Would you like to sit on my porch for a while?” she asked
invitingly.

“No, I think I’d best turn in. It’s been a long day.”

Rachel sat a long time on her porch alone. Finally, she rose
to go inside, only to toss and turn, wondering just how things
were between them. He's wrestling with himself. My skill as a
doctor is a matter of pride for him, but it’s also a threat for our
love. Someday this won’t prove to be a problem for a woman.
Someday. Finally from utter fatigue, she fell into a deep and

dreamless sleep.
%

The sun was already up and the camp stirring when she
awoke the next morning. Her arms and shoulders were sore
from the exertion of the night before. She stretched, thinking to
herself, It’s another day. Then she remembered, Will it be
another day without Jeb? She went to see Grace and the new
boy, which cheered her some.

Then she decided she would go wash the sheets and her own
clothing in the river. When she asked Glory about it, she said,
“There’s supposed to be some clear running water up the
stream a ways. Why don’t ya go and take a soak while you’re at
it. Might loosen up them muscles. I cud go with ya if ya wanted
me to.”
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“No, I’d like to be by myself for a while. I’ll go far enough
to insure my privacy. I might be gone a while. I’ll spread the
clothes to dry on the bank when I’m through.”

Rachel strolled along, carrying her bundle of clothes and a
bar of lye soap. The day was clear and warm and despite her
loneliness, she felt encouraged at the thought of a leisurely
bath. She had gone about a half mile when she heard the
rushing of water. It was coming from a small falls on a tributary
of the river itself. The water was cool and inviting as it bubbled
clear and bright over a series of rocks coming to rest in a deep
pool. The spot was shaded by trees and set back out of sight of
the river. She began washing the sheets and her clothes,
pounding them against the stones at the edge of the pool.

What the heck? She shed her clothes and began washing
them too as she bathed. [t’s been too long since ['ve gone
skinny dipping. She soaped her body and hair, diving down to
rinse herself. It was then she sensed a presence. She looked up
to see Jeb standing there gazing at her.

“Well, I wasn’t expecting company.” She was too far away
from the bank to grab her clothes, which would do little good
since they were wringing wet.

“I didn’t think you were. I came to talk to you.” He paused.
“But guess this isn’t the best time.”

“No, I guess not. But even in here I can listen.”

“Well, I’ve never known a woman quite like you except my
ma. You're independent, strong and beautiful. Times are
changing, but it’s still hard for me to think of you working.
Maybe it’s selfish of me; but to tell the truth, it would be hard
for me to share you with the whole world.”

“Maybe you could learn...”

“I hope so. In fact, I’ll have to. Guess the thought of you on
the porch in Val Verde with me would be worth it.”

To her surprise, he began pulling off his boots to join her in
the water when suddenly a snapping of a twig caused him to
turn. There stood Glory. “Oh, excuse me, I didn’t know Rachel
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had company.” She stuttered, “I—I was worried about you,
Rach. Yer being gone so long and all.”

Jeb responded quickly. “I was just shaking a rock out of my
boot. There, that’s better,” he explained. “Maybe you can find a
towel for Rachel. | was just leaving.”

Rachel watched in dismay as he took his leave. Glory
shrugged her shoulders, “Didn’t mean to come at sech a bad
time.”

Grabbing a towel, Rachel said, “You came at exactly the
right time. Just in time to gather in the clothes.”

“Well, now, I just meant—"

“You were not intruding. Hurry now, I need to get back to
camp to see Grace and the baby.” Rachel felt disappointment
and yet relief. How could I be so easily swept off my feet? He

offers a porch a thousand miles away and I acted like that?
%

Jeb hurried along. How embarrassing for both of us. What
am I getting into anyway? I think I love the woman, but aren’t
we too very different to ever make a life together? She had
more sense than I do when she said we should wait a little. And
how about my responsibilities? A good general puts his troops
first and gives them his undivided attention.

Then he remembered something his mother had said to him
when he had his first girl. “Wait until you find a woman who
makes your heart sing. Then marry her.” Well, Muriel had done

that for him, but could it happen a second time with Rachel?
*

~ T~

When they all returned they found the women had prepared
a meal of fried prairie chicken with vegetables and hot biscuits.
“Come set and eat ya two,” Glory insisted.

Rachel and Jeb joined the group. Iris fixed their plates, but
soon looked over and said to Rachel, “Why you’ve hardly
touched your food and here I thought I’d done a good job.”

“It’s fine. I’'m just a little tired after staying up with Grace
last night” Finding the perfect excuse to escape, she said, “That
reminds me, I need to go over and check on Grace and the
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baby.” Turning to Jeb she asked, “Would you like to go with
me?”

“No, I’ve had a day of it. See you ladies tomorrow.”
Glancing back at Rachel, he pulled his hat down on his head
and smiled.

“I’ll go with you,” Marie told her. “I haven’t gotten to see
the little one. I understand they gave the baby your maiden
name, Williams. It’s such an honor.”

She looked at Rachel giving her a quizzical look. “I don’t
suppose you’d like to tell me what went on this afternoon,
would you?”

“Nothing went on.”

“Well, it’s none of my business, but I’d suggest you slow
down a little bit. I see that same look in your eyes I had when I
was going with Brad. It’s not smart to throw caution to the
wind. There are just too many things that can go wrong and you
have too much to offer the world.”

Rachel hugged the younger girl. “Thanks for caring. Now
let’s go see the baby.”
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Six
The Butterfly

The following day Hiram Wilson, captain of the other
wagon train, came riding into camp on what Rachel first
believed was Jeb’s Prince. Hiram was a tall, thin man with a
friendly smile and graying blonde hair and hazel eyes. He
sported a neatly trimmed mustache and even in his trail clothes,
had a polished look. He appeared to be in his late forties, but
his stride was so long and brisk it was hard to tell.

Hiram had come as he said for ‘two reasons’. First he
wanted to invite Jeb’s group to a barbecue and dance for what
he called a “Get Acquainted Celebration.” Secondly, some of
his people had medical problems and he wanted the doctor to
look at them.

Jeb brought Hiram to Rachel’s wagon saying, “This is my
long-time acquaintance, Hiram Wilson. He says he has some
people who may need your services.”

Hiram bowed to Rachel saying, “So you’re the famous
woman doctor I’ve been hearing about. I'm so glad to meet
you.” He stretched out his hand, gripping hers firmly. “We
don’t have any big problem but there’s one woman thinks she’s
expecting. Another man cut his hand and the wound needs
tending. There are various other ills, real and imagined.” Hiram
chuckled. “It won’t take you long.”
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“Is it all right, Jeb?”

“You’re asking me this time?” He laughed audibly. “Go
ahead. Bring her back when she’s through, won’t you, Hiram?”

Hiram took her medical kit and placed it in front of him
while Rachel rode behind holding him around the waist.

After they left the camp, Hiram asked, “What’s between you
and Jeb you have to ask his permission to treat patients?”

“Nothing. He just likes to be in command. A little.”

“A little. He’s been domineering since I’ve known him. But
aren’t you your own person? A professional and all.”

Rachel was beginning to feel uncomfortable so she changed
the subject. “What’s your horse’s name? When I first saw him,
I thought he was Jeb’s Prince with the white mane and tail. So
beautiful like him.”

“No, this is King but he sired Prince. Jeb bought Prince
from me when he was just a colt. Said he wanted to train him
his way.”

“Sounds like Jeb. Then you’ve known him long?”

“Over ten years. He went west with me on my first trip to
California. A steady, reliable man but one with some pretty set
ideas. I’d stake my life on him, but he’s a bit complicated. I
was talking to him earlier, and I think you might be having a bit
of an influence on him from some of the things he said. He was
telling me about Little Deer.”

“I don’t want to discuss it with you.” Rachel answered with
an angry tinge to her voice.

“I stand corrected. You’re right. I hardly know you, though
I’d like to.” He laughed quietly.

Rachel was glad to reach his train and leave this probing
talk behind. She was busy with Hiram’s people for almost three
hours. There were minor problems, though she did find one
man who was on the verge of scurvy, for which she left several
portions of rose hip tea for him to use, and recommended all of
them begin supplementing their diets with more fresh
vegetables and fruits, such as berries and greens.
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Somehow Rachel’s mood lifted when the people thanked
her for her help. Some even offered a few pennies in payment,
but she chose something different. “I wonder if any of you have
some good corn likker? I haven’t had a taste since I left
Pennsylvania.” The bystanders laughed while one of them went
to his wagon, pulling out a jug.

Another asked, “Hey, Doc, how about coming along with us
to Oregon? We’d like that.”

“No, I’'m committed to the Joaquin in California. Thanks
just the same.” It sounded so good, so strong to say that, when
in reality she felt adrift—floating and wavering along in life.

Hiram interrupted, “Are you finished now, Doctor? I'm
going to call you Rachel. Anyway, let’s walk back to your
camp so we can visit a little. Here, let me take the jug. Can you
manage your bag?” Hiram took her by the hand and led her
along the river. “They’re right you know. You ought to go with
us to Oregon City. You’d fit right in. The people took to you so
easily.”

“I know, but there are good people in California expecting
us.” She paused, “Why are you talking to me on such a
personal level again, Hiram?”

“You just strike me as a person with a lot of potential. Not
just as a doctor but as a woman. What I can’t understand is why
you’re so unhappy.”

“Unhappy? Why would you say that?”

“Well, aren’t you? Unhappy, I mean.”

“I left my home of almost thirty years; I am facing an
unknown land and an arduous trip that may be life threatening.
Isn’t that enough to make me unhappy?

“Not you. You’re the type to thrive on challenge. How else
could you have overcome the obstacles of becoming a woman
doctor?” When she gave no reply, he led Rachel to a fallen log.
“Let’s sit here and sample the contents of your jug. It was a
nice touch asking to be paid in liquor. They’ll laugh about it all
the rest of the way. The lady doctor who likes her liquor.”
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“I’'m not much of an imbiber, but I thought it gave me
something in common with them.”

Rachel handed him a cup from her bag and he filled it,
passing it on to her. “Do you mind?” He lifted the jug to take a
long pull from the neck.

Hiram choked a little from the bite of the whiskey. “Darned
good stuff. Made out of good Illinois corn.” He smiled as
Rachel sipped hers slowly from the cup.

Rachel surveyed the grass leading to the river beyond.
“There’s a peace here away from the bustle of the camp. So
quiet, so calm. I hate to see this land fill up. It’ll never be quite
the same again, will it?”

“You’re right. But for me, it’s you who makes this place
special. The sun on your hair lends an auburn halo around you.
Your eyes radiate such a softness.” Then laughing, “And I like
the cleft in your chin.”

“That’s the Williams brand. My pa and Uncle Will had it
and even my cousins. You’re observant, aren’t you? And, you,
Hiram Wilson, you’re the surprising one to be out here in the
wilderness. So distinguished and well spoken. The kind who
carries books in his saddle bags.” Rachel smiled.

“So you peeked, did you? Anyway, you’re right. I read for
the law back in Connecticut but then like most men who come
out here, | had a bad experience.”

“A woman?”

“Yes, I was jilted. Turned out to be the best thing ever
happened to me; but, when you're twenty-two, it’s a
catastrophic event. I didn’t need to work since my pa left me
well fixed, but I had to fill my days. Voila. I came west. First to
California and then Oregon. I found the love of my life. Not a
woman, but the Willamette valley outside Oregon City. I settled
there and now I’m so established they’ve made me a judge.” As
an afterthought he added, “Incidentally, I’'m still looking for the
right woman.” Hiram grinned a little.

“If you’re settled, what brought you on this trip?” Rachel
asked.
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“We needed settlers, so when this group wanted to come to
my valley, I said I’d lead them. And that, my dear, is about it. A
summary of my life.”

Rachel applauded. “That is quite an oration, sir.”

“I guess you’re wondering why I told you all this. I have to
admit I really don’t know, except sitting here with you, I wish I
had written to Pennsylvania for a bride. Now I would be
bringing you home with me. You’re such a bright and beautiful
woman.”

“Don’t forget independent and strong-willed.”

“That doesn’t make you less desirable to me.”

A golden butterfly with graceful wings and unique black
markings alit on some yellow wildflowers nearby. Hiram rose
and quietly cupped his hand over it. He returned, releasing the
graceful insect in front of Rachel so they could watch it soar
upward as it resumed its aerial flight.

“Life’s so like that. So delicate, so lovely, so very, very
fleeting.” Hiram extolled.

Unexpectedly, Rachel rose and catching up her dress on
either side began twirling around. Then raising her arms, she
fluttered them, mimicking the butterfly sailing through the
grass and dipping down as if alighting on the same clump of
yellow wildflowers. “I’m floating, I’'m floating,” She called to
Hiram, who also began running and swooping after her. They
played together as two children would on such a summer day.

Hiram caught her, swinging her round and round until she
cried, “Stop, stop, I'm getting dizzy.”

“You, my little butterfly, have made me quite dizzy, also.”

He returned her feet to the ground but then he clasped her to
him and kissed her—sweetly and softly and then again with
more emotion. Rachel responded but she did not feel the
passion that consumed her when Jeb held her. Somehow, she
regretted it, for she realized how loving and gentle Hiram
would always be with her.

“Oh, Rachel, how I wish I had met you sooner. That you
were to be mine.”
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“How much better it would have been for us both. Fate is
rather fickle, isn’t it?” Reluctantly she pushed Hiram from her.
Slowly Rachel picked up her medical bag and started toward
her wagon.

When she turned to wave good-bye, Hiram, tall and thin,
bowed low, looking slightly fragile on the huge landscape of
the prairie around him. He doffed his hat, waving it upward
while he shuffled his feet in a silent farewell jig. “See you at
the celebration tonight. Save me a dance, my precious butterfly.
Adieu ‘til then.”

When Rachel entered the camp, Iris came to meet her. “I’ve
saved you some food. It’s way after noon, you know. Jeb has
been looking for you. Wondering why it took you so long.”

“Oh, I’ve been on a little excursion,” she told Iris.

“An excursion between here and the other camp. It isn’t
very far.”

“An excursion of the spirit isn’t measured in miles.” Rachel
smiled to herself when she saw the perplexed look on Iris’s
face. She patted the girl’s arm to reassure her and, without
further explanation, picked up her plate and began eating. A
boy from Hiram’s camp arrived carrying her jug of corn liquor.
Glory said nothing, only guffawed.

~F

Later that afternoon, the four women began getting ready for
the Get Acquainted Party. Even Glory and Mary donned their
Sunday best. Rachel pulled out her green dress she had worn to
the dance back in Four Corners. “I hope it is a more pleasant
evening than the other time I wore this.” She shook the
wrinkles from it. Marie came to arrange her hair, bringing a
green bow as well as some lilac water for Rachel to sprinkle on
her. It was going to be a festive occasion.

“You look spiffy, Rachel,” Marie told her. “Jeb Morgan will
be so jealous if any man so much as looks at you. Mark my
words.” With that she pulled a little ‘spit’ curl down over
Rachel’s forehead. “Here, use a little lip rouge. It will set your
face off.”
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“All of us look nice, if I do say so.” Rachel told her friend.

“Why shouldn’t we? We’re special. Remember we’re the
Pennsylvania Women.” Marie retorted. “Even Glory and Mary
are calling themselves by that name now.”

They had barely finished when a wagon pulled up with
Hiram driving. “I thought I would come myself to bring you
eligible ladies to the party.” He jumped down and helped each
of them into the wagon, introducing himself in the most gallant
of ways.

Iris asked, “Rachel, have you seen Jeb? He’ll want to be
included.”

“Dear girl, Mr. Jeb Morgan, wagon master extraordinaire,
can most certainly find his own way this little distance. Believe
me, he won’t get lost.” He boosted Rachel to the seat beside
him and drove away. He motioned to the other people in the
camp inviting them to follow him.

The food was laid out and the meat smoking when they
arrived at Hiram’s camp. Everyone was laughing and talking as
they introduced themselves. Rachel looked around trying to
keep an eye out for Jeb. She turned and said quietly, “Iris,
you’re right. It really wasn’t right to go off without him.”

Marie heard her. “Rachel, this is good for him. You’re
acting like some kind of trained pup waiting for her master. Let
him worry a bit.” She grinned, “Trust me.”

The music started then and Hiram came to Rachel. “I'm
going to have this dance with you before the others interfere.”

Hiram led her to the ground where they had cleared off the
grass patting the ground level. He bowed in a gallant swoop
and led her into a graceful waltz.

“Hiram, where on earth did you learn to dance like this?”

“At Mrs. Milford’s School of Music and Dance. My mother
insisted I learn properly. 1 hated it. It was so sissyish, but
nevertheless I never missed a class. I pleaded with Pa, but he
gave me no sympathy. He believed he was raising a
gentleman.”

“Was he?” Rachel giggled.
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“At least on the outside.” he laughed pulling her closer.

It was not until the third dance Jeb arrived. Rachel sensed
his presence before she actually saw him. Shortly he tapped
Hiram on the shoulder. “My turn, fellow.”

Rachel knew he was perturbed when he asked, “Why didn’t
you wait for me?”

“I don’t know. The other women were coming and Hiram
teased saying you could find your way.” She smiled at him.
“Have you eaten?”

“Not yet. Come and sit with me while I do.” He glowered at
her. He softened his voice, “You do look pretty. I understand
why any man would like to dance with you.”

“You look nice, too, Jeb.” He was wearing yet another blue
shirt that set off his eyes. Practical woman that she was, she felt
weak just looking at him and remembering all too vividly what
had almost passed between them at the falls. Rachel hoped the
incident of her leaving the camp without him would be dropped
but she doubted it.

“No, Rachel, 1 thought we had sort of an agreement that
during this trip we would be together. I don’t like having you
off with Hiram. I suspect he could be a womanizer.”

“Womanizer?”

“Well, what would you call him? He barely knows you and
then tries to move in on you.”

“That’s hardly the way it is. Believe it or not, he likes me.
For myself.”

“Platonic friendship, is it?”” he laughed in a sobering way.

“Why, Jeb Morgan, you’re jealous!”

Flushing, he said, “Maybe a little.”

Rachel didn’t like the drift of the conversation so she
decided to change the subject. “Are we pretty much on
schedule as far as the journey goes?”

“Doing fine. Hiram’s train left ten days before us and we
caught up with him.” Jeb set his plate down. “ I’m finished.
Let’s go back to the dance.”
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When they returned, it was ladies’ choice. Before Rachel
knew it, the same settler girl grabbed Jeb and led him forward.
Then Hiram stood in Rachel’s path. “I guess you’ll have to
choose me since I’'m in your way.” He danced her through to
the other side of the floor.

“Come with me, Rachel. I need to talk to you.” He seated
her on the tongue of the nearest wagon. “I guess I’m not the
most objective person when it comes to you, but I am
beginning to care for you. I must tell you this. I watched you
and Jeb together. He’s terribly possessive of you. I know he
loves you, but is there something wrong? I don’t think he
accepts you as a whole person. I sense a lot of passion between
you, but there needs to be more. An understanding and
acceptance of each other as each of you are. My guess is he
thinks you’re too much your own woman.”

“How did you know?”

“I suspected it and then I talked to Marie. She’s very
worldly wise, you know. Rachel, listen, you can’t be
subservient to his every whim or it will destroy you.”

Rachel turned and bowed her head, trying to conceal her
tears.

Hiram cupped her chin in his hand and spoke directly to her.
“If you won’t go to Oregon, go on to the Joaquin. You’ll find
someone who will accept Rachel Williams as a doctor and a
person. If not, you can always join me. No matter what, I’1l
always be there for you. You will remain my fragile, perfect
butterfly.

“But you said, I was having an influence on him.”

“Yes, but will he change quickly enough?”

Jeb approached. “Hiram, we’ve got to go. Come on,
Rachel.” He grabbed her elbow and guided her over to Prince
and raised her up behind him.

“We’re going to the trading post just north of here first thing
in the morning. I promised Ed Foster you’d come check on his
daughter. We’ll spend the night there and meet the train the
following day. It’ll give us a chance to be together without too
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much supervision.” He laughed a little. “We’ll like that, won’t
we?”

Rachel knew she should protest, but he was right. She
literally ached to be with him. He’s changing. It won’t be
overnight and I don’t expect or want him to be totally
different—just more accepting.

When they reached Rachel’s wagon, they stood for a
moment together in the silent camp. Jeb pulled her to him.
“Rachel, I didn’t mean to be hard on you.” Before she could
answer, he reached up, taking the ribbon from her hair so that
her locks cascaded down her back. He pulled the tresses from
her face and stood stroking them softly. Finally, he gathered her
to him, kissing her passionately. When he released her, he
placed the bow in his pocket. “A little memento. I’ll see you in

the morning.”
%

It was only sunup when Jeb came by for Rachel. “Jeb, what
is the problem with the Foster girl?”

“I suspect it’s consumption. Foster talked about her constant
coughing. Even coughing up blood.”

“Then I best take along a mask and gloves and another full
apron to protect myself. 'm afraid I don’t have anything to
cure her. Especially if the sputum is already bloody.”

The day was sunny and warm and they moved along
quickly. They rode silently for several miles when Jeb turned to
Rachel. “You’re awfully quiet this morning, Rach.”

“Umm. Suppose so,” she answered in a monotone voice.

“Is it about last night? I apologized for being hard on you,
but I had expected to take you to the party.”

“That’s over.”

“Good, let’s just enjoy our time together without a wagon
train full of people.” He smiled, “At least without Glory?” They
laughed together at the thought of the incident at the falls.

I wish he’d talk about his porch at Val Verde again, but
that’s so far away, both in distance and ideas. Despite herself,
she leaned against him feeling the reassuring strength of his
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body. “Now is all there may ever be. She sighed inwardly as
she faced reality.

A wind sprang up, bathing them with cool, damp air blown
in from the river. “Your hair is curly now with the humidity.”
He reached up and twirled a curl around his thumb. “Remember
that coolness when we get into the desert.”

“Then this is really the last part of the easy travel?” Rachel
asked.

“It is. We are gradually going upward but the real test comes
when we cross the Continental Divide after we leave Ft.
Laramie. That’s why so many of the families are leaving the
train to settle here in Nebraska. Only the hardiest will go
through to California with us. Like the Johnsons and the
Ganzers.”

“You make it sound terribly forbidding, Jeb.”

“Yes, it’s not impossible; but if we can make eight miles a
day instead of the fifteen we’re used to, I’ll feel lucky. Wagons
give way. Horses die. Worst of all, the people wear out. All the
while I’'m worried about getting us over the Sierras before the
snows come.”

“Is that why you talk about just living for the here and
now?” A shadow seemed to pass over his eyes as if cloaking
his thoughts from her.

“That’s not for you to worry about. I’ll handle the passing.”
Then, with a sudden change, he forced a smile, beaming at her
with those blue eyes of his in a way that defied her
comprehension.

Rachel thought to herself. Jeb Morgan, you are truly an
enigma.

The wagon ground forward over the bumpy trail while tufts
of white clouds teetered over the horizon beyond. Tranquility
reigned over the ever-growing expanse of prairie.

Suddenly Jeb said, “Rachel, don’t act surprised but there are
Indians over in the cedar brake ahead waiting for us. Did you
see the flock of blackbirds that just flew off? Something is
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disturbing them. I heard Prince whinny to their horses a while
back.”

“What do they want?”

“Our wagon. The horses.”

“My stars, Jeb.”

“Shh— Be quiet. We have to act as if we haven’t spotted
them. I have an idea. Do exactly as I tell you even if it doesn’t
make sense.”

“All right?”

“Lean over and kiss me then start unbuttoning your
shirtwaist.”

“What?”

“l want them to think we’re going to stop for a little
lovemaking. Go ahead. Start giggling and carrying on.”

Rachel did as he told her while he pulled the wagon up
under a large elm at the side of the hill off the trail. He angled
the rig so the back would be hidden from the trees ahead. He
pulled Rachel into the back of the wagon laughing and playing
with her. “You’re my gal,” he shouted.

Releasing her, he said quietly, “Now, I’m going to get on
Prince and circle around through the gully and get behind that
stand of trees. You’ve got to cause enough ruckus inside here to
make them think we’re both still inside. While you do that, put
on this extra pair of my pants and shirt to make you look like
me.”

He patted her head. “Remember to pull up your hair and
cover it with my hat. Then in about ten minutes get up on the
wagon seat and start driving ahead on the trail toward those
trees. It should distract them. Remember, keep the loud talk
coming.”

He reached over and kissed her before leaping silently off
the tailgate. Rachel laughed raucously from the wagon. “You
rascal, you. You’re some man.” She guffawed. “How about
another snort from this here jug?” She began singing a version
of Buffalo Gals, always turning her face towards the front of
the wagon so the sound would carry to the trees. Out of the
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corner of her eye she could see Jeb riding down through the
gully. She struggled into his clothing while she kept a
continuous stream of banter and nonsense coming.

Finally Rachel caught her breath. When Jeb was out of
sight, she climbed onto the wagon seat and started the team
slowly down the trail to the stand of trees. The wheels of the
wagon creaked with an ever-increasing intensity as she
approached the site of danger. She felt goose bumps crawl up
her spine onto her arms.

The lower limbs of the cedar stirred. Rachel sensed eyes
watching her every move. So tight was her chest she could
scarcely breathe as she approached ever closer to the ambush
site. A bird whirled up from the back of the trees, but there
were no other sounds. Rachel felt a shiver run through her even
though perspiration dripped from her nose onto her shirt.
Maybe she hadn’t given Jeb enough time to get behind them.
Maybe she was riding headlong into danger. Her heart began to
race. If her timing had been wrong, all would be lost and they
would both die.

Still she could not stop. She slowed the team to a leisurely
pace. Then a terrifying thought raced through her mind. She
had forgotten to check for the rifle behind the seat on the
floorboard of the wagon. How could she have been so careless?
Yet, she dared not reach for the gun now or the element of
surprise would be dissipated.

Just as she pulled the wagon parallel to the trees, Jeb
appeared with two young Indians walking in front of him, their
hands held high. She stopped the team and reached behind her,
bringing out the spare rifle and training it on them.

Jeb raised his own rifle with his index finger resting on the
trigger. He took a step toward the frightened pair. He steadied
the gun with his right arm resting on his left forearm. Rachel
drew her breath. Was he going to shoot them down? She
cringed as she waited for his life and death decision.

Then Jeb said something to the two, which was inaudible to
her. The boys understood, however, because they took off
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running like two wild deer. To drive home his meaning, Jeb
shot his rifle over their heads as they fled in sheer terror. Rachel
felt weak with relief.

Rachel watched Jeb stoop and pick up their one rifle. Then
he mounted Prince and went back into the brake to retrieve the
Indians’ ponies.

“Oh, Jeb. Jeb,” she cried running to meet him.

“It’s all right now, Rachel.” he comforted her.

She said quietly to herself, “Yes, it really is, Jeb Morgan,
because you couldn’t murder those boys. Even with good
cause.”

He tied the ponies on the back, letting Prince follow along
beside the wagon. He joined her. “Well, we did it.”

“Oh, 1 thought I hadn’t given you enough time to circle
around. I was so scared.”

“You needn’t have worried. I had the situation in hand.”
Then, he reached over and kissed her. “Your timing was
perfect. It was the performance of yours with all the singing
and talking that did it. You could go on the stage.” They both
laughed.

“Did you get a good look at them, Rach? I think they’re
Cheyenne. They were both young, so I suppose they were just
out on their own hunting. They saw us and wanted to try to take
advantage of the situation. Another thing, I said I’d turn their
horses loose up over the hill. That’ll keep them busy so they
won’t bring the tribe down on us.”

“They can’t do much damage without their horses or guns,
can they?”

“Not afoot, for sure.” He lowered his voice, “I should have
killed them, but I couldn’t.”

“You did right, Jeb,” Rachel told him, patting him on the
shoulder. “You did very right.”

“Maybe, but I’'m not sure they won’t attack someone else
later.” He shook his head before continuing. “This is a little far
south for Cheyenne, but | understand there’s a drought farther
north. That’s something else we’ll have to contend with up in
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the hills. No forage for our animals. Little water. Hungry
natives.”

Rachel rode silently beside Jeb. She did not understand him,
but she knew she loved him deeply. As for herself, yesterday
she had felt the glory of the spirit alive in the carefree butterfly.
Today she sensed the rock hardness of reality. Of what was she,
Rachel Williams, really made—sheer gossamer or hardened
flint?
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Seven
Joy and Sorrow

Rachel sighed in relief when they crested the ridge and saw
the Foster Post in front of them. Only a few buildings stretched
out before them; but they represented a point of safety after the
attempted ambush by the Indians. The crude, wooden structures
might as well have been a castle so welcome was their sight.

Ed Foster, a large, burly man, came to greet them. “I’ve
been expecting you. Was the trip all right?”” he asked, extending
his hand.

“We had a little run-in with a couple of braves, but we came
out all right. We took their horses and their gun. It should slow
them down a little.”

“Just so you’re all right. We’ll keep an eye out for them in
case they give any more trouble. Guess there were two braves?
Come on in, Jeb. You can tell me more about them while the
Doctor examines my girl.”

Elsie Foster was sicker than Rachel had even imagined. The
terrible hacking cough, ringing through the living quarters
behind the store, told her that. Before she entered the bedroom,
Rachel donned her protective mask, gloves, and apron.

When she opened the door, the smell of prolonged illness
filled her nostrils. Elsie, angelic looking with long blonde hair,
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was small for her age though she must have been around nine.
She smiled weakly at Rachel.

Her mother, a petite, middle-aged woman, came forward
with an expectant look on her face. “Oh, Doctor, I'm so glad
you came.”

Even though Rachel knew the situation was hopeless, she
said, “I’d like to examine your pretty little daughter.”

It was one of those heartbreaking situations Rachel had
faced before but had never learned to accept. Not only was
Elsie coughing up blood, Rachel detected pieces of the lungs
themselves coming out. Cheeks flushed with a searing fever,
Elsie was slowly losing consciousness.

“Elsie, we’re going to bathe you to see if we can’t bring
your fever down. It will make you feel better.” She caressed the
girl’s cheek.

Rachel knew she could do little other than make the girl as
comfortable as possible. She encouraged the girl to take a drink
of water but it caused her to choke, bringing on even more of
the bloody coughing. She searched her medical case for her
bottle of laudanum, finally getting Elsie to take a spoonful.

Leading Mrs. Foster aside, she admonished her. “You must
burn every rag or towel that catches her blood. You need to
wear a mask or kerchief and completely cover your mouth and
nose with it. All body fluids are infectious.”

“But she is my child. Surely I don’t have to be so careful.”

“I’'m sorry. You may have already been infected, but these
last days are the worst. Losing your life will not help Elsie or
your husband.” Rachel patted the small woman’s arm
comfortingly. “Anything like a cup or a dish that comes in
contact with her must be boiled. And you, yourself, must get
rest and eat properly. Not just now but forever. The disease
may lay dormant for years and wait until you are run down
before surfacing.”

Rachel clasped Mrs. Foster to her. How she grieved for
Elsie and her mother. The only good part of this heart-
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wrenching situation was Elsie’s suffering would be over very
soon.

When Rachel left the bedroom, Ed met her. “Well, can you
help her?” he pleaded.

“I am so sorry. Elsie has only a few days at most. Maybe
only a few hours.” Rachel felt frustrated. Some day this killer
will be vanquished but not very soon, I fear. She watched the
tears well up in the hardy man’s eyes. How bitter this time, she
thought.

Rachel removed her gloves, mask and apron. Turning to Ed
Foster, she said, “I’m leaving the mask and the gloves for your
wife.” She removed the apron. “I saw you had a bricked-in
fireplace outside where you burn trash. I’'m going to place my
apron there to be burned. That’s what you must do with
anything that is bloody.”

Rachel patted his arm gently. “I’m so sorry I cannot help
you more. Please see Mrs. Foster cares for herself, for she’s
gravely at risk.”

Ed shook his head. “Can we pay you something for your
time, Doctor?”

“No, I have done nothing.”

“We own the inn. Let us give you and Morgan each a room
and your meals. At least that.”

“Thank you. It’s very kind.”

Using the necessity of business to change his mood, Ed said
to Morgan, “We’ll have your supplies loaded by morning.
Guess your next stop will be Ft. Laramie?”

“Yep. It’s the shortest route. We wouldn’t have come as far
as the Platte, but I had several families leaving the train and
settling north of here. Besides, it was easier going along the
river. Hope there’s no more Indian trouble for anyone.”

When they left the store Rachel said, “Jeb, I’ve got to have a
bath and rest before we eat our supper. This has been a day I’ll
never forget.” She took his arm, forcing a smile.

Rachel reclined in the tub of warm water, letting the tension
and the dirt soak slowly away. When she finished, she put on
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her petticoats and threw herself across the bed. The picture of
Elsie Foster stayed with her. Then it came to her that, fleeting
as the good things in life seemed to be, she wanted to spend the
rest of her time at the post alone with Jeb in joyful ecstasy. For
that she must have rest.

How long she slept, she didn’t know. The next thing she
realized was Jeb bending over her. “Time to get up, curly head.
We need to eat before they close the kitchen.” He raised her up,
kissing her briefly. “You’d better get dressed for those people
downstairs. Though I like you just fine this way.” He grinned at
her. “As long as you’re about it, I would like to see you in this.”
He held out a package.

When she opened it, there lay a beautiful, shimmering silk
dress with a matching shawl. It was the color of sunlight.
Rachel held it up to her while Jeb tilted the mirror on the
dresser so she could see the full length of it. “Oh, Jeb, it’s
gorgeous. Thank you.”

“Thought the color was just right for you. We had to let the
hem out cause you are a little taller than most women. Also, the
bodice. You’re blessed in such a way.” Then he grinned that
perturbing grin of his again.

When she tried it on, it fit perfectly. Rachel ran her hands
down over the skirt feeling the subtle smoothness of the
garment. When she fastened the upper buttons over the bodice,
he chuckled. “See, I gauged the size of the bosom just right.”

“I’11 bet the seamstress wondered about that, Mr. Morgan.”

“Don’t care. Gave her something to think on. Now fix your
hair cause [’ve got this.” He dangled a piece of matching
yellow hair ribbon.

After she finished, she stood in front of the mirror again. Jeb
came and stood beside her so his reflection was captured with
hers. “Now don’t I look pretty, too? This is my new blue suit. |
bought it special for tonight.”

Rachel looked at him. Never had she seen a more handsome
man. He seemed even taller than usual with his beautifully
proportioned body. Though tanned, his skin had a creamy,
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smooth texture about it. He had dampened his hair and combed
it determinedly but still there were tantalizing wisps standing
up on the very crown of his head. It was as if she were seeing
him for the very first time. She thought to herself. This is the
Jeb Morgan I love so.

He guided her down the stairs into the dining room. They
hadn’t planned it, but they gave an impressive entrance for the
other diners. When they were seated, Rachel told Jeb, “I think
we caused a bit of a stir.”

“Why shouldn’t we? I’'m escorting the most beautiful
woman they’ve ever seen.”

“And a most charming gentleman is her escort.”

She saw him blush slightly before answering. “As to be
expected.”

After dinner, a fiddler came and started playing a waltz.
“Madam, may I have this dance?” Jeb bowed slightly. As
always they danced in perfect time together. So well attuned to
each other were they, the people applauded for them when the
number was finished.

“Oh, Rachel—" but Jeb did not have a chance to finish for
the girl from the store came bursting into the room.

“Doctor, you’ve got to come quick. They think Elsie is
dying. She’s gasping for breath and in terrible agony. Come
quick.”

Rachel rose immediately while Jeb pulled on her arm. “You
said yourself you can’t help her. Do you have to go? I've
ordered some wine for us as a surprise.”

“Jeb, I have no choice. I'm sorry. I must go. Wait for me,
please.” She looked back at him shrugging his shoulders in
disappointment. When she entered the store, she grabbed a
kerchief and apron placing it over her yellow dress.

Indeed Elsie was dying. Mary, who stood by the bed,
convulsed with crying. “Ed, take care of your wife. I will stay
with Elsie.”

Rachel raised Elsie’s head to help her breathe. The girl
looked at Rachel in a silent, pleading way. Finally Rachel
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picked her up, wrapped her in a shawl, and carried her to the
rocker. There she held her against her body, crooning a lullaby
to the frightened child.

To and fro, their bodies moved in a calming movement
encapsulated in the warmth of love for one human being for
another. Over and over Rachel reassured her, “Elsie, you are
not alone. I am here and so is the Holy Spirit.” Surprisingly, the
dying child seemed to understand for she snuggled closer to
Rachel. Rachel heard the clock from the hallway strike ten,
then eleven. Was this to be an endless night?

Ed Foster came to the door. “May I relieve you? 1 gave
Mary some medicine and she’s sleeping.”

Elsie roused and began the whooping, deadly coughing
again. She spewed out a scarlet stream of blood and tissue
giving one last gasp. Rachel shuddered at the agony of the
child. Then, almost as if in answer to Rachel’s silent prayer, she
felt Elsie’s body grow limp in her arms.

Ed started to sob. Rachel said, “No, don’t cry. At last her
suffering is over. When I first held her, she was so very, very
frightened but then gradually she relaxed. I think she felt
surrounded by love. She didn’t have words to tell me, but there
was something stronger than words about her. It was the
commune of spirits. In all my days of practice I have never felt
such closeness and love.”

Ed started to lift Elsie from Rachel’s lap. “No, go fetch the
box. I will clean her and put on a fresh gown. Line the box
however you’d like and I will place her in it. Once she is there,
it must be nailed shut. She would not want to pass this terrible
malady on.”

When Ed returned with the coffin, they placed Elsie in it. Ed
looked down at the sleeping child. “My God, she looks like an
angel.” Then slowly he placed the lid on the box and firmly
nailed it in place.

Rachel began gathering up the covers to be burned and
cleaned the room. It was then she noticed her blood soaked
apron which had seeped onto the bodice and skirt of her dress.
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“The sunlight is darkened with blood—a kind of red sunset,”
she moaned. She stripped off the dress and apron placing them
with the blankets to be burned. She walked to the burning
receptacle in back, throwing everything in and striking a match
to the bedding and the wonderful silk dress.

Rachel bid Ed goodnight. She took a gray blanket from the
store shelf and wrapping it around her, crossed the street to the
darkened inn.

When she opened the door to her room, Jeb was sitting in
the rocker waiting for her. “Rachel, where have you been? I
started to come after you.” He lit the lamp. “Where are your
clothes?”

“I had to burn them. I had vomit and blood all over the
dress. It couldn’t be saved. I’'m so sorry.”

She sat weakly down on the edge of the bed. “This is too
much. Couldn’t the Fosters have relieved you?” Jeb demanded,
an angry tinge to his voice.

“No, they were much too upset and I couldn’t let the girl die
alone. It sounds like a horrible experience, but it wasn’t. I know
her spirit was at peace.”

“I should have never brought you here. This is just too hard
on you.” He placed his arm over her shoulders.

“Death is never easy to accept, but it’s part of life and part
of my work.” She smiled up at him saying, “Let’s not talk
about it any more. Instead, let’s share our time together. Today
and tonight proved to me just how fleeting life may be.”

Rachel went to the basin, washing her hands for a last time.
Then she sat on Jeb’s lap, pulling his face to her to be kissed.
He embraced her passionately, and then lifting her, carried her
to the bed. As she undressed, Rachel shivered slightly.

“Rach, are you cold?”

“A little. But more than that I’'m excited. I’ve waited all day
for this time, you know.” I'm amazed. He’s exactly what 1
expected a Greek god to be.
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He held her body close to him. “My God, Rachel, how
beautiful you are! And how I need you. You’ve awakened
something in me I thought died with Muriel. But I was wrong.”

She was heady with the feel of him next to her. Even the
pure, hardy scent of his body emanated from him into her.

She placed her fingers over his mouth. “Shh-shh, let’s not
talk any more.” So the lovemaking began.

Rachel could not believe how the world turned for her. It
was almost more exhilarating than she had dreamed. She
moaned with sheer delight, wondering briefly if Jeb were as
pleased as she; but only briefly, for his results indicated he was
there in paradise with her.

“Oh, Rachel, how I love you.” Then laughing softly, he
added, “You are so lovely. I never imagined how truly lovely
you are. Good thing I didn’t know this in St. Joe.”

“St. Joe?”

“Yes, the first day we met or [ would have had to have you.”

“Oh, Jeb...” Rachel wanted to stay awake to savor this time
together, but the strain of the day sent her into a sound sleep,
arched under the protection of his arm and the closeness of his
body.

*

Rachel awoke. She wasn’t sure just why. Maybe it was
because she missed the warmth of Jeb’s body and felt a chill.
She tried to go back to the comfort of sleep but the morning
light had begun to filter into the room.

She stretched, looking across at Jeb fully clothed and sitting
in the rocker gently moving back and forth.

Sensing she was awake, he looked over and said, “About
time you woke up.” He rose and sat on the bed next to her.
Rachel straightened up, pulling the blanket around her and
reaching over to him for her morning kiss.

“Oh, Jeb, I love you so. Never have I felt so much a part of
anyone.”

“I know, my curly head. I was just sitting there thinking
about us. | was right in the first place. We belong together.”
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“Do you really mean it, Jeb?”

He laughed at her, his eyes twinkling. He pushed a stray curl
back from her forehead. “Yes, I really mean it.” Then he grew
solemn, his eyes narrowing as he said firmly, “There’s only one
condition. We have had only one problem. Only one factor
always brings us conflict.”

“What do you mean?” Rachel pulled away, looking directly
at him.

“It’s this being a doctor business. You take it too seriously.
Really, that’s where our trouble started. Over your involvement
with Mary. Like I’ve told you before, you think you have to
save the whole damn world and practicing medicine just brings
trouble to us. Look at last night. We couldn’t even have a
peaceful meal together. You had to go rushing off. Then you
were so exhausted you looked positively gray when you got
back. I hesitated to make love to you when you were so tired.”

“What do you want me to do? I’m not sure I understand.”

“I’'m not sure either. It would be simple if you would just
stop practicing medicine, but I don’t think you would.”

Rachel was stunned. Finally she answered. “I can’t . Please,
please don’t ask me. . Anything but that.”

“Don’t you want children? We can’t have a family with you
running off all the time. Even in the middle of the night.”

“But it wouldn’t have to be like that. Honestly.” She put her
arms around him, pulling his head against her breasts. “I could
cut back on my work when our children are small or when I
needed to help you on the ranch. We could work it out. I’'m sure
of'it.”

“I’m not sure that’s the way it’d be. Once people found out
you were a doctor, they’d be coming to our door. Besides, I
need you and it’s hard for me to share you.”

“But, Jeb—"

He rose abruptly, going over to the basin to shave, leaving
her hunched under the covers with her head lowered. Finally
she rose and began dressing. Silence filled the room.
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At last he came back and sat in the rocker. “You know,
Rach, I have an idea. The Fosters will have a minister to say a
few words over Elsie. While he’s here, he could marry us. Then
we would be man and wife when we rejoin the train.”

Rachel felt her very heart was being ripped from her being.
She loved Jeb Morgan more than she had thought possible. To
be married to him would be a dream come true. But to give up
medicine? It was an impossible choice.”

“Rachel, are you listening?” Jeb demanded.

Her mind went back to the day Hiram caught the butterfly.
He had warned her not to let Jeb destroy her. How prophetic he
had been.

She kneeled down in front of the rocker, placing her hands
on his knees. “Jeb, I love you so, but I’'m the one who must
decide what’s best for me. There are decisions each of us must
make for ourselves. Things that can’t be dictated by another
person no matter how precious they are to you. This is one of
those choices.”

If he were testing her, she knew she was failing badly.

“Rach, you don’t need to work outside our home. Ranching
should be a full time commitment for us both.” Drawing a
breath, he added, “I have no debts and this trip will pay for
more livestock if that’s what’s bothering you. I want to take
care of you.”

“I know you do. It’s not the money. I have some saved and
there’ll be more coming from the folks’ property in
Pennsylvania. I worked so very hard to become a doctor and
there’s such a need out here.”

He rose and began pacing through the room. “Don’t I have
needs, too? It may sound ridiculous, but the thought of your
examining another man is hard to swallow.” Then softening his
tone, he said, “Let’s compromise. We’ll wait until we get to the
San Joaquin to decide just what we’ll do. I want you, but I also
want you to be happy.”

For Jeb it was quite a compromise. Rachel couldn’t believe
what she heard. He had come so far, but was it far enough?
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“Well, I’'m going down to get the team hitched up and check
the freight. You stop at the kitchen and see if they’ll pack us a
breakfast. I’ll take our satchels.” He added in a flat tone, “You
can bring your medical bag, can’t you?”

“Jeb, can’t we stay for Elsie’s burial?”

“We really can’t spare the time. As far ahead as it seems, the
snows in the Sierras could catch us.”

Rachel watched him clump down the stairs with his
shoulders set in the determined way of his and pulling his hat
down over his eyes. She looked back at the bed, thinking of the
joy they had shared there. Then she closed the door and
followed him down the steps, all the while thinking Jeb, Jeb
what am [ to do?

Rachel ordered their breakfast then crossed the street to
console the Fosters.

“I’'m glad you came. Mary has been expecting you. She’s in
our room in the back.”

Rachel was surprised to see Mary Foster dressed and
looking much calmer.

“Oh, Doctor, I’ve been waiting for you. Can you stay for the
burial?”

Rachel shook her head. “I’m sorry, but we have to meet the
wagon train today so we must leave.” She went over to Mary,
embracing her.

“How can we ever thank you for staying with Elsie last
night?”

“It is I who should thank you. It was a spiritual time for both
Elsie and me.”

“Elsie was a very special little girl. You comforted her and
all of us such a great deal. You know Ed and I’ve been talking.
Maybe we could have another baby. Not to replace Elsie. No
one could ever do that. Just another child for us to love. I’'m not
too old for it.” She blushed, searching Rachel’s face for
encouragement.
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“No, you’re not too old, but you must give yourself a chance
to recover from the terrible strain you’ve been under. Time to
rest and build up you strength.”

“How long?”

“At least six months.”

“That gives me hope. Another chance, maybe.”

Ed came to the door. “Your wagon’s loaded and Jeb’s
impatient.”

Rachel embraced Mary again. Ed handed her a package.
“Here’s something to replace the dress you ruined last night.
We didn’t have another yellow, but maybe this will do.”

Rachel opened the box. There lay a pale shimmering dress
of blue. “It’s so beautiful. Whenever I wear it, I’ll think of all
of you.”

Mary asked, “Could it be your wedding dress?”

“Maybe so,” Rachel answered as she winced inside.

Jeb called, “Rachel are you ready? Did you pick up our
breakfast?”

“I really must go.” Rachel turned and went out the door just
as the girl from the inn brought the food wrapped in a napkin.

Jeb started to boost Rachel up on the wagon seat when the
girl stopped them, begging, “Doctor, I have a bad sore on my
leg. It’s all pussed up. Couldn’t you look at it, please. I know I
should have taken care of it, but it didn’t seem bad at first.”

Jeb shook his head. “Can’t you fix it yourself? We have to
leave now or we’ll be traveling in the dark.”

“No, Jeb, I have to look at it.” Rachel took her medical bag
out of the back and jumped to the ground.

Rachel pulled the girl up the porch steps. “Get your stocking
off. Hurry.” She looked down at the pus-filled scab and began
cleaning the sore. She bandaged it, telling the girl, “Soak it
twice a day in warm salt water until the redness leaves. Next
time clean your wound immediately. Don’t let it get dirty.”

When she finished, Rachel dashed inside and washed her
hands in the basin. When she returned, he jumped down
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quickly lifting her to the wagon seat. As they left, the mourners
were already coming for the burial.

At first, Rachel burned with anger. Yet, she knew Jeb was
right about leaving on time. They had a rendezvous to keep
with the train. In the scheme of things, every day lost on the
trail was a threat to their very survival. That was the problem. It
wasn’t a canvas painted in black and white with Jeb being
wrong and Rachel being right. Rather it was a panorama of

grays intertwined with the bright and dark shades of their life.
%

When Rachel and Jeb caught up with the train, the people
had already camped for the night.

Glory came to greet them. “Thought you’d got lost or
somethin’. Bein’ so late and all.”

Jeb told her, “No, we just had some delays.”

“Set down and eat a bite. We got stew fer supper.” Iris fixed
it—so it’s mighty tasty.”

Jeb ate hastily, then left them to make his evening rounds.
Marie came and sat next to Rachel. “Do you have any news?”
she squeezed Rachel’s hand. “I mean about you and Jeb?”

“Not really. As always, things are complicated.”

“You know, Rachel, I had the feeling you might come back
married.”

“We almost did but—"

“But what? Who’s to stop you?”

“As I said it’s complicated.” Rachel paused. “We did fend
off two Indians. That was quite exciting. Then Elsie Foster
died. She was just too far gone for me to help her. Very sad.
Could we talk about it later? I’'m very, very tired right now.”

“You look it. But before I forget. Our Mary wants to talk to

you about California. Like you said, it can wait.”
&

The next day was early rising. The wagons were on the trail
at the first sign of light. The women took turns riding with
Rachel so they could hear about her adventure with the braves
and about Elsie’s death. Rachel tried to downplay the encounter
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with the Indians since she didn’t want them to become
apprehensive about the natives on the trail ahead. She told them
quite truthfully the threat of disease was greater than any
hostile Indians.

Finally it was Mary’s turn to ride with Rachel. “I wanted to
talk with thee. No you. It’s better, isn’t it? I don’t want to sound
so funny. I like the Bible talk, but I want to sound like everyone
else. What I want to ask you is can I live with you in
California? I have no place to go.”

The girl’s words pricked Rachel’s heart. She had been so
wrapped up in her own world she had completely forgotten
about Mary’s plight.

Rachel hugged Mary impulsively. “Of course you can.
You’ll help me with the medicine or in my house. Then, too,
you may find someone you’d like to marry.”

“Oh, no one would want me after Hunk.” She cast her eyes
down, beginning to cry.

“You didn’t do wrong. He did. Anyway, | know the people
here won’t gossip. You can start new. All of us are counting on
it.” Rachel reassured the girl even though her own plans were
far from settled.

“Oh, 1 forgot. Mr. Wilson sent this package for you. It came
after you went to the post.”

“I wonder what it could it be?” When Rachel opened it,
there lay a small, green leather-bound book. On the front
embossed in green lettering was the title, BUTTERFLIES.
There were facts telling about the various species with hand
drawn and hand painted illustrations of each. It was an
exquisite gift. There inside the cover in neat, precise
handwriting was an inscription, “To Rachel, my most valued
butterfly of all. H.W.”

Even after Mary left, Rachel sat running her thumb across
the gold letters. Oh, how she longed to talk to Hiram about the
momentous decision she knew she must make. Even as she held
the book she saw Jeb, atop Prince, guiding the wagons forward.
Never had she seen such a handsome man and one she loved so
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desperately. How much easier for her if she were a butterfly—
to be free and wild without worry or decision.

Then, considering Mary and even her own future, she
thought of the men waiting for them in California. How did
they fit into the scheme of the future? What were their plans?
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Eight
The California Men

The sun was just peeking over the hills to the east of Garden
Grove when Gray Collins awoke. He had the habit of rising
early and today was no exception, for as usual he had wagons
to dispatch—this time to Sacramento. He really didn’t have to
open the office himself. Tom, his manager, would gladly take
on that responsibility but what else was there for him to do?
Hard work had gotten him where he was. Hard work and
planning. Now he owned the largest livery and freight hauling
company in the Valley. Though he had hated those “damned
gold fields” with their muddy, grueling work, he had used
every ounce of glittery stuff to buy horses and wagons and
always at bargain prices. Now, approaching forty, he was
financially secure.

There was only one thing missing. He wanted a wife and
family. What good was success if there wasn’t someone to
share it with and to carry on his name? That’s why he had gone
into Martin’s crazy marriage pool. He had never been one to
buy a pig in a poke, but he guessed sometimes circumstances
just called for a gamble. If one of the women is desirable, he
felt he had a good chance of winning her. Anyway, it was well
worth gambling a hundred dollars to find a decent woman.
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He looked out his upstairs window at the magnificent view
of the town and the Valley beyond. He mumbled to himself,
There are damned few two story houses around and none made
out of rock like mine and none designed by a real builder. It’s
not one of those shacky cabins so many townspeople live in.”

He padded across the rug over to the washbasin and began
shaving. He looked into the mirror. “Not too bad,” he told
himself. Blue eyes laughing as his own vanity twinkled back at
him. He was tanned and blonde with a slightly prominent nose.
He brushed his hair. “Damned if I don’t see some more gray
there. Wonder if the gal will think I’'m looking old? I don’t
want to be gray just now when I need to look my best.” He
dampened his locks in the hope of darkening the silver streaks.

He finished dressing and put on his boots, which he polished
with a dirty sock. There was always dust in the street but he
liked to start out the day looking neat at least.

He walked to the kitchen putting the coffee on to boil and
then began strolling through the house trying to see it as any
prospective bride might. Gray was proud of the way he had
furnished the house with its leather divan and ready-made
drapes, all brought in from San Francisco. He fingered the
china tea set with the roses painted on them. “Dust again. It’s
all right. Rosa will be here to clean today. She’ll have
everything tiptop by night.”

After finishing his coffee, Gray strode directly to his freight
office. The morning was rather routine except he had a letter
from his youngest sister, Anne, who still lived in the old home
place, back in upstate New York. At one time he had been so
lonely he had considered sending for her; but he remembered
how it was after Pa died, leaving him, as the oldest, with Ma
and four sisters to support. He had enough of that.

Gray opened the letter reluctantly. He never knew just what
to expect in a letter from home. This time Anne had good news.
She was finally going to be married and did he mind if she and
her betrothed, John Hammerle by name, continued to live in the
house? Gray sighed with relief. He was sure those giggling,
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flea-brained sisters of his had driven Ma to an early grave, and
would have done the same to him if he hadn’t escaped to
California. So delighted was he to be out from under this final
burden that he decided to give Anne the house as a wedding
present. He didn’t hesitate. He sat down, writing the letter
immediately so he could send it with the afternoon shipment to
San Francisco.

Good Lord, do you suppose these Pennsylvania women will
be like my sisters? Good-looking and silly? Worse yet, homely
and silly. He moaned aloud.

Gray was ready to leave for lunch when Tom, his manager,
came in. “Joe Hearne is here. I think you’d better handle it. He
wants us to pick up a load for him in Sacramento. Only thing is
he wants to do it on credit. You know he hasn’t paid for the last
shipment, either.”

“All right. Show him in,” Gray said reluctantly.

“Mr. Collins, I really need your help. I have seed and a new
plow waiting for me up country, and I don’t have a way to
bring them. The thing is, I don’t have enough left to pay you,”
Joe told him with his head bent, trying not to look at Gray. He
wasn’t any older than Gray but he seemed a hundred with
stooped shoulders and weather beaten face. The look of
discouragement was written all over him. “This new plow and
seed should set me on the right path, but I didn’t figure in the
freight and the bank won’t give me any more credit.” There
was a pleading quality to his voice now.

Gray knew Joe had a wife and several kids and was trying to
scratch out a living on some pretty hard, rocky soil. He had a
streak of bad luck with his wife sick a lot and the kids too small
to help much. Damn, I hate this.

“Well, you still owe me from last fall for hauling your grain
to market.” Gray paused, studying the man before him. “But I
know you need these things so I’ll give you credit for one last
time so you can go ahead and farm for the rest of the season.
Maybe things will turn around for you.” Gray added sternly,
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“But—keep your mouth shut. I don’t want it to get around I
have the habit of giving credit.”

Joe turned to Gray. “I can’t tell you what this means to me
and my family. Somehow, someway, I’ll pay you back. I do
thank you.” A look of relief flooded his face. He extended his
hand to Gray, straightened his shoulders, and walked briskly
from the office.

“I may not get paid,” Gray said to himself, “but the grateful
look on Joe’s face was worth a lot. This must be my
benefactor’s day.” He kicked the leg of his desk but not very
hard.

The clock in the square struck twelve when Gray started
home. His mood lifted as he felt the warm sun on his face,
cooled just enough by a breeze blowing in from the west off the
ocean. Besides, he could look forward to a good lunch since
Rosa would fix his noon meal after she cleaned the house. She
was a very good cook.

Rosa was not only a good worker, she was darned good
looking with flawless skin and dark eyes and a kind of easy
swing to her hips. Must be about twenty-five. Damned good
company. But that’s the way he wanted to keep it between her
and him—just company. Jorge Vega had found her for him, and
Gray wondered if Jorge got her for him for other reasons
besides cleaning the house, knowing how lonely Gray was.
“Better not get involved with her just now with the brides
coming,” he warned himself.

The aroma of fresh tortillas and beans greeted him as he
entered the kitchen. “Sefior, you are right on time. I have a
special surprise for your meal. Sit down.” Rosa smiled her
broad, earthy smile. “You are looking... well... more—how do
you say it—more handsome every day.” She winked at him.

Rosa brushed against him as she filled his plate. When she
leaned over, her peasant blouse gapped down, revealing a very
soft, rounded bosom. Gray pulled back, but his gaze remained
riveted on her every move.
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He felt beads of perspiration forming on his brow as she
worked around the kitchen. He tried again to pry his eyes away
from her but without success. His throat was sandpaper dry. He
took a drink and then tried to eat, but the food stuck in his
throat. Finally, after a few minutes, he shoved his plate away
saying, “I have a lot of work to do. I’ve got to go.” He knew he
was only a movement away from grabbing her and leading her
to the bedroom. It would be easy, for it was obvious she
wouldn’t resist. He had to get out of there. Maybe if this
marriage thing doesn’t work out, I'll take her for my mistress
or wife. It wouldn’t be a bad trade-off. But for right now he had
to leave. Any kind of gossip would ruin my chances in the
marriage pool.

As Gray pushed his chair back, Rosa protested loudly, “But,
Sefior, I fixed a very special dessert for you.”

Gray laughed then, saying, “I’m very certain of that. Maybe
some other time.” He rushed out the door and into the street,
breathing a sigh of relief.

Gray had almost gotten himself under control when he
looked up to see Martin Williams and Len Smith coming out of
Smith’s General Merchandise. He knew they’d be going to
Jinx’s Saloon for lunch. He, himself, never drank during
business hours but today he felt in great need of a little liquid
refreshment. Jinx always kept his beer kegs cold out in the well
in back. “A good cold beer is just what I need. Funny, I didn’t
realize what a hot day it’s turning out to be. Wind must have
died down or something else made me hot,” he chortled to
himself.

Jinx’s place was one of the more imposing structures in the
Grove. It was built of regular milled lumber and finished with a
whitewashed exterior. The interior exhibited several items
unusual in town, mainly a mirror running behind the full length
of the bar and a large chandelier holding lamps to light the
room each evening. The bar itself was supposedly fashioned of
some rare mahogany, though its material was a subject much
discussed and often doubted. There were a dozen or so tables
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scattered about the room for playing poker or eating, depending
on the desires of the customers. An upright piano sat against the
far wall, though it was rarely used, unless some thirsty
customer agreed to play in return for free drinks. A broken
roulette wheel leaned against the opposite wall. It hadn’t been
fixed since the last time an angry miner decided it was a public
menace and, as such, should be shot. At any rate, it was the
social center of the town.

Gray followed Martin and Len inside to a table. They
greeted him and Martin said, “Got a letter from Jeb Morgan
written back when he was in St. Joe and sent with some riders
comin’ through. They’re on their way at this very time. What
do you think of that, boys? Can you believe it? They’re really
comin.”

Len asked, “You talkin’ about the women I suppose. How
many of them are there, Martin?”’

“Just three for now, but maybe they’ll find some other gals
on the way. Jeb said he had hired a woman driver, a widow,
who was wantin’ to settle here.”

“So it makes four candidates possibly. That don’t help with
five men.” Len noted.

Martin told him, “Now don’t give up, Len.”

“Oh, I'm pretty old. Wasted those years out chasing them
nuggets. Serves me right, I ‘spect. 'm a little scrawny anyway
up aside of you manly gents. I won’t prove much competition
to you other fellows.”

Martin turned to Gray. “How you doin’? Don’t usually see
you here during the day? What’s up?”

“Not much. I'm like Len. Wondered if you had heard from
your cousin or anything.” Gray shook his head, “It’1l be a while
before they arrive and the hard part of the trip is just ahead.”

“You’re right. It’ll be some time yet, but it ain’t too soon for
us to start preparing for them. Me and Len were just talking
about them. We started calling them the Pennsylvania
Women.”
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Jorge de la Vega, the fourth of the five marriage candidates,
came sauntering in. He was of Spanish lineage and as such was
a native Californian. He was the next youngest of the men and
certainly the wealthiest, with a ranch stretching for miles down
the Valley. Handsome and strong, he would impress any
woman with his gallantry. Yet, there was something about him
that bothered Gray. From the beginning, Gray had wondered
why Jorge had not gone to Mexico to seek a bride from the
aristocracy there. It was not until later he learned Jorge had
been a “woods colt” and had not gotten his name or inheritance
until Sefior Vega’s wife died, leaving the Sefior a childless
widower. It was then, and only then, the Sefior married his
mistress and claimed Jorge as his son. [ hope he wasn’t kinda
warped by his experience. Hope it hasn’t ruined his outlook on
marriage. Then maybe, it will make him more understanding of
a woman’s problems. Can't tell exactly how it would go.

Gray’s thoughts were interrupted by Martin proclaiming
loudly to someone’s remark, “I ain’t no experienced marriage
broker. We got to look at it as a kind of experiment—a way to
build a city. Hell, even a state.” He grinned at the others.

“Well, what do you know, we’re all here except Adams,”
Martin proclaimed.

“He’ll be along. He’s supposed to bring in some of his
horses to show me, hoping to make a sale,” Gray told them.

“Si, Sefiors, Jeremy will be here. He has to keep up with
anything to do with the women. He’s what I call eager.” Jorge
laughed.

“Dang, it’s roasting hot in here and smoky, too. ’'m going to
get us some cold beer to cut the heat.” Martin went to the bar to
get the schooners. Gray watched him as he glanced in the
mirror, rubbing his hand over his scraggly beard and dark black
hair. He muttered something to himself.

“What were you talking to yourself about?” Gray asked
Martin as he set the schooners on the table.
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“Need to get a shave and cut my locks. Gals might like me
better. I’'m so big, they might think I resemble one of them
grizzlies the way I look now.”

“You might think about taking a bath a little more often,
too,” Gray volunteered. Martin nodded.

They had scarcely started drinking their beer when Jeremy
Adams strode into the saloon. He was the youngest of the
group. Rangy with red curly hair and a boyish grin, he had
insisted on being included in the pool. Gray guessed him to be
about twenty, but it was generally agreed he was a young man
who was going places, having worked himself up from being a
mustanger to becoming a rancher and horse breeder. He had
been too young to have the gold fever. Anyway, Gray knew he
would have been too smart to waste his time on anything so
unreliable.

Jorge called to Jeremy, “Amigo, come sit. Have a drink. We
have just been talking about your favorite subject—women.”

“Not just women, those Pennsylvania beauties. They’re
beauties, aren’t they, Martin?” Jeremy asked.

“Hope those two didn’t take after their Cousin Martin,”
Gray said half seriously. The others guffawed.

Martin answered, “Like I told you from the beginning, I
ain’t no marriage broker. You’ll like ‘em. Just wait and see.
Rachel’s tall with a pretty face and smart as a whip. A doctor.
Iris has the beauty of an angel. Don’t look a thing like me.
Neither one.”

“You mean they don’t have a scraggly black beard and
aren’t big as a barn or nothin’?” Jorge added.

“What about the others?” Jeremy asked Martin.

“Just one other comin’ from Four Corners. Her name’s
Marie Lyle. She must be a widder cause she has a two-year-old
boy. Then, Jeb wrote he hired a woman driver, another widder,
who’s wantin’ to settle in California.” Martin scowled. “That’s
enough about them for now. I don’t want to take the suspense
away.”
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Jennings “Jinx” Master, owner of the saloon, pulled a chair
up to the table. “I been listening to you gents talk. I’1l give any
man two hundred dollars for his place in the pool. Double his
money. Right now.”

“No siree. I already told you these women are of high moral
fiber and don’t belong in no saloon.” Martin’s face crimsoned
scowling at Jinx.

“You’ve got me wrong, friend. If I hankered for a dance hall
gal, there are plenty I could bring from San Francisco. I want a
wife, too. I’ll build her a mansion up on the hill next to Gray
and I’ll keep her like a queen.”

“No, Sefior, you’re not part of this.” Jorge intervened, rising
to take a threatening stance over Jinx. “We drink your whiskey
and play your cards but we’re not gambling with these
women.”

“Jinx’s taken your money once too often hasn’t he, Jorge?”
Martin laughed. Then he pulled on Jorge’s arm saying, “Sit
down. Jinx’s not a part of this. He heard all of you kinda’
grousing about the women so he had a right to try to move in.”

Jinx rose with his dark eyes twinkling. “I’ll leave you to
your own devices, gentlemen. Remember, though, my offer still
stands.”

“That dude. Did you ever see such a sight? Him and his dark
suits and silk vests. I’d like to drag him through the mud feet
first,” Jeremy grumbled.

“Let’s all calm down.” Gray chided. “One thing we haven’t
thought about is the women and what they’re giving up and
what dangers they face just to get here. We have to think of
them, too.” He looked at the others. “Here’s to their safety.”

The California men raised their schooners in a toast to the
Pennsylvania women “Here, here,” they said in unison.

“Guess I’d better go open the store now,” Len said, rising to
leave with the others filing out behind him.

“Wait up there, Len.” Martin grabbed his arm. “I need you
to fit me for a suit. Didn’t want to say nothin’ in front of the
others.”
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“Need a suit, huh? Maybe a couple of shirts, a vest, and a
tie?”

“That’s just right. How’d you know?”

“Not too original an idea. I just ordered the same things for
the rest of the bunch. Guess they want to look good when they
court, too. I’ve been holding their orders just waiting on you.”

“Damn.” Martin snorted. “Thought I’d be ahead of the
pack.”

Gray, accidentally overhearing the conversation, shook his
head. This marriage pool thing was turning into some unique
kind of competition.

When Gray got back to the office, Tom came to him saying,
“I’m going to take a couple of horses over to Martin to let him
shoe them. I won’t be gone long.”

“I’ll do it. I"d like to talk to Martin alone, anyway.” Gray
took the bridles, leading the horses over to the smithy. Gray
needed some more information about the women. Well, one
particular woman, he told himself. His thoughts raced to the
subject of the women. Rachel sounded pretty inviting. Beautiful
and intelligent.

He and his Ma used to read Shakespeare in the evenings
each taking a different part. Those were some of the best times
of his life. If she were a doctor, at least she’d know how to
read. That was a rare talent in a woman out here. She probably
wasn’t much of a cook or a seamstress, but he didn’t expect
housework out of her. What he wondered most was if she
would be cold. “Lacking in womanly warmth” his mother used
to say. Some really smart women were. He wondered how he
could pry that out of Martin. Maybe Martin didn’t know
himself, but Gray was going to try to see if he did.

“Hey, there, Gray. Seems like I just saw you.” Martin
greeted him, his sleeves rolled up, and sweat pouring off his
forehead while he sorted through his scrap metal heap.

Gray liked Martin with his open, friendly ways but he
wished he weren’t always soaked in perspiration and always
covered with soot. It would take a very special woman to love
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Martin. Not that his work panning for gold hadn’t been dirty,
but he wondered how he ever stood that slime. At least it
wasn’t for a lifetime.

“I brought this team over, hoping you could shoe them for
me.”

“Set a spell while I do just that.”

Gray considered the best way to glean the information.
Martin wasn’t what you would consider genteel but he was
smart. He’d rather not be too obvious. Unsure of himself, he
plunged ahead anyway. “I was thinking about your cousin, the
one who’s the doctor. Rachel Williams.”

“Yeah?”

“What’s she like? Now be honest, Martin.” He gave him a
skeptical look.

“She’s tall and thin—not bony or nothin’. Has kind of
auburn-colored hair that’s on the curly side. With warm brown
eyes. Has a cleft in her chin, but I think it kind of adds
something special to her looks.”

“Sounds pretty. What’s she like as a person?”

“She has a sense of humor. I know, cause when we was
growing up, we always played tricks on each other.”

“Wonder why she’s still single? Didn’t you say she’s about
thirty?”

“Yep, I always wondered myself. She courted a lot when we
was in school. Kind of a favorite with the boys, really. Guess
she never found the right man. She was off at school when most
of the eligible bachelors got hitched. She used to deliver a lot of
babies. Remember her saying it was hard deliverin’ them and
then havin’ to leave ‘em with their mas. She kept company with
old Alfonse Meyer, a widderer there, but nothin’ ever came of
it. I was kinda glad. He weren’t nothin’ but a wet noodle. No
backbone at all.”

Gray nodded his head in agreement as he carefully recorded
all these facts in a sort of mental filing system. He pulled his
pipe out of his coat pocket and went over to the forge to get a
light off a stick he dipped into the coals.
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“Shouldn’t be givin’ you all this inside information, but I
kinda had it in my mind you and Rachel would make a good
pair. You both bein’ kind of refined and all. You’re about the
right age, too. You and Len. I’d marry her myself, but we’re
cousins.”

“Does she talk a lot? Is she the pious kind?”

“The answer is no to both.”

Gray heaved a sigh of relief.

“Why do you ask?”

“Oh, my sisters were the silliest bunch and wouldn’t you
know one was a psalm singer from the word go. I couldn’t
stand a lifetime of that.” Gray mopped his brow.

Silence followed. Then Martin asked, “Did you buy that
wheat land out west of town that was for sale?”

“Matter of fact, I did. Got someone to rent it on halves next
year.”

“You’re getting quite a spread, ain’t you?”

“About six hundred acres now. Course farming’s a gamble.
Depends how much rain we get. One thing, though, there’s
plenty of market for wheat right here in California. I make
more hauling it than raising it. Have to have some place to put
my money though and there’s nothing better than land for the
long run.”

“Suppose Rachel won’t have to worry about workin’ if she
marries you.”

“That’s true. Maybe she’d want to practice medicine since
there’s so much need. It’s up to her. I’ve always believed God
gave women minds to use as well as men.”

Martin gave a low whistle. “Now there’s a liberal view if |
ever heard one. Yep, you and Rach might just hit it off.”

Martin stirred the coals in the forge. “I’ve got some
plowshares to work on when I finish with them horses.”

The smoke billowed toward Gray with ashes lighting on his
jacket. He brushed them off, rising to say, “Guess it’s time to
go back to work. Tom can pick up the horses in a little while.”
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“Found out all you needed to know?” Martin laughed at
him.

“Yes, I think I did.” Gray grinned back.

“Knew that was what you were up to.” Martin guffawed
again.

Gray ambled slowly back to the livery, talking to himself.
“Yes, sir, if Rachel’s half the woman she’s made out to be,
she’s going to be Mrs. Gray Collins. Dr. Rachel Collins. Dr.
Rachel Williams Collins. Any and all of those names sound
fine.” Gray began whistling. He couldn’t believe how excited
he was. So preoccupied was he, he almost passed by the office
door and then, turning back, missed the step and almost fell.

Tom looked at him quizzically. “Are you all right, Mr.
Collins?”

“I’m fine. Fact of the matter you might say I’'m extra fine.”
Gray rummaged in his bottom desk drawer and brought out a
bottle of whiskey. “Bring two glasses, Tom.”

“I thought we didn’t dare drink during business hours?”
Tom hesitated watching Gray in amazement.

“Here’s to my new life and hopefully my new wife. Drink
up now.”

Tom shook his head. “Isn’t this a little premature? You
haven’t met the lady yet. She’s still out on the trail. Heaven
knows what could happen.” Tom never remembered seeing his
boss, all-business-and-no-nonsense Gray Collins, outside his
shell.

“No, I have this gut feeling. I'm going to marry Rachel
Williams for sure. You know, Tom, I’'m feeling a little giddy
over all this.”

“With that I agree.” The baffled Tom raised his drink
saying, “To the lovely and captivating Mrs. Collins, whoever

and wherever she may be.”
*

~ T~

It was a few weeks later before the five men were together
again. They met as usual in the place of choice, namely Jinx’s
saloon. Martin had sent messages for them to come in that
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particular Saturday night in July to do what he called “marriage
pool planning.”

It was a sultry, windless night and even with all the doors
and windows open, the saloon was sweltering. Smoke hung in a
hazy fog around the tables while some miner played the piano,
singing slightly off key to his own music. The miners who
usually swamped the place hadn’t been paid for some reason so
the place was fairly quiet. Even so, Martin had chosen a table
towards the back to assure the group a modicum of privacy.

“What have you heard from the wagon train, Martin?
Anything recent?” Len asked.

“Not since St. Joe. Knowing Jeb Morgan, though, I’ll bet
he’s on schedule. He won’t get caught in the Sierras when the
snow flies. I calculate they are at least to Ft. Laramie if not
farther.”

Jeremy Adams asked, “If you ain’t heard nothin’, why did
you call us in for this meeting?”’

“Yeah, why?” the others asked in unison.

“Are you wanting to plan?” Gray asked. “It’s getting to be
about time.”

“Exactly right,” Martin answered. “Since we’ve agreed to
let the women do the choosin’, we are gonna have to find them
a place to stay. A place where we can go courtin’.”

“I’m all for doin” away with the courtin’ stuff. Let’s just put
their names in the hat and each man pull one out,” Jeremy
suggested.

“That won’t do. As far as we know there are only three
women—four if you count the woman driver. How about the
odd man out?” Len asked.

“We could cut for that. Low man loses out.” Jeremy
countered.

Gray interrupted. “Stop that talk. We’ve already decided to
let the women do their own choosing. The lucky ones pay off
the guy that is left out. We contracted with Morgan to bring
five women and he’s only bringing three for pay, so we can use
the extra to give the loser his money back.”
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“Senors, what if we don’t like ‘em when they get here?
What then?” Jorge asked.

Martin answered, “We’ve got a moral obligation to find
them a place. They’ll be O.K. Anyway, anybody wants out can
talk to Jinx. He’ll buy ‘em out.”

Gray sided with Martin. “Come on fellows. The gals have a
right to choose. It will be something to see how all this fits
together though. Every community around is watching how this
goes.”

“You’re right,” Len said, “A miner came in the store and
was telling me they brought this mail order bride thing up over
in Rocky Creek Mining Camp the other day. How it came up
the man didn’t know, but it was during a murder trial. The poor
devil on trial had to wait to hear if he was going to get hung
while the men found out about the Pennsylvania Women.”

“What happened?” they all asked.

“Let him go. They got so interested in our little project, they
forgot what the testimony had been.”

“I’m not sure, but I’ll bet this isn’t the last time brides are
sent for from the East. Let’s get down to business.” Gray said.

Martin started again. “We need to find a place for them to
stay. | guess my cousins, Iris and Rachel, can stay with me. My
quarters are a little cramped. After I get a wife, I plan to build a
regular house.”

“Sefnors, they could stay at the rancho with me. Madre
already suggested it. She could chaperone them. We have
plenty of servants to take care of them.”

Jeremy interrupted. “I don’t like either of them suggestions.
I’'m sorry, Jorge, but it’s too far out to your hacienda. Besides,
once they see all your wealth, they’d be fighting over you.”

“Well?” Jorge laughed.

Jeremy’s face turned red. “I may not be rich, but I’ll be a
damned good husband.”

“At least an eager one. I’'m going to call you Sefior Caliente
from now on. I’ll bet you’ll fill this valley with kids if anybody

ER]

can.
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“Well I heard tell your Madre is already sewing baby
clothes for the grandkids.”

“That’s enough.” Martin commanded.

Gray cleared his throat. “I have plenty of room for all of
them while they get settled. And I promise not to influence
them unduly.”

“Don’t know, but it’s probably for the best.” Jeremy agreed.

Martin concluded the meeting with, “That’s settled then.”
He raised his schooner saying, “Let’s all have a beer and may
the best men win.”

In a more somber tone Gray added, “A safe trip for those
brave women.”
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Nine
The Epidemic

Rachel was enthralled by the scenery as they trekked to Ft.
Laramie. Chimney rock thrust a slender spire pointing to the
sky, as some said, like a finger of God. They had already
passed the well-known landmarks of Courthouse Rock and
Jailhouse Rock. All of this in a matter of days.

“Out here it seems as if we are inexorably linked to the past
and the future. According to Jeb, the paths we follow were first
trampled out by the hooves of buffalo. Then taken up by tribes
of Indians and later mountain men. Today, we settlers pass by
the same mileposts used by these forerunners for hundreds of
years. We are linked to the past forever,” Rachel exclaimed
breathlessly.

“I don’t know about that, but I’'ll be glad to reach Ft.
Laramie and even gladder to be at South Pass. Do you suppose
we’ll be able to tell when we are on the Continental Divide?
Will there really be a great division?” Iris asked.

“You know, they say we climb almost imperceptibly until
we reach the Pass. So gradually, you can hardly tell. Only a
little ways west of the Pass, the trails divide. One branch goes
north to Oregon and to Ft. Hall then down the Snake River and
on to Oregon City.” Rachel became silent as she thought of
Hiram whose train was already on that route.

123



Rachel’s Journey Mary S. McGuire

“What about us? Which way will we go?”

Rachel answered, “From what I understand we’ll go to Ft.
Bridger and the Hastings Cutoff. Then we follow the Humboldt
and Truckee Rivers. But then, there are the terrible Sierras to
cross. We follow the western slope down to Sacramento.”

“The Sierras? Don’t they sound romantic?” Iris purred.

“Perhaps, but can you imagine what it will be like to cross
them. I understand they are eight thousand feet high. Eight
thousand feet up and eight thousand feet down. Quite an
excursion, I’d say.”

“Rach, I’m not worried. Jeb will take care of us.”

“Doubtless.” Rachel nodded, thinking what Hiram had said
about how he’d trust his life with Jeb. Yes, the trip might try
their wills but Jeb would see them through.

The two of them rode along in quiet companionship until
Rachel asked, “Are you excited about California?”

A slight color rising to her cheeks, Iris sighed, “Oh, very
excited. When I’m so very tired, I try to keep my spirits up by
trying to imagine what the men—rather the man whom I’ll
marry will be like.”

Rachel laughed. “I’'m sure he’s just as curious as you are.
And just as excited.”

“But, Rach, are you going to stay in Garden Grove? Now
that you’re involved with Jeb and all?”

“Oh, Iris, I don’t know. I have such a decision to make. He
finds it hard to fit my practice in his life. Honestly, I don’t
know if I can.”

“Oh, Rach, no. You’re a doctor.”

“I’m much more than that. I’'m a woman, too,” Rachel
added emphatically. “He has a point. It would interfere with a
family life. Such interference would surely bring us into
conflict. Sometimes I think my medicine isn’t so important
anyway.”

Iris, almost always placid and quiet, literally screamed at
Rachel. “Not important? Wash your mouth out with lye soap,
Rachel Williams. Ask Grace Ganzer if she thinks your
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doctoring isn’t important. She’d tell you her baby is very
important. You saved his life and maybe Grace’s, too. Or the
driver with the infected bite, or the Johnson boy with the
broken leg. Your being a doctor is vital. Don’t doubt it ever.”

“I don’t know how to resolve this.” She hugged Iris. “My
dear little cousin.”

“Rachel, have faith. That’s what your pa and my pa would
tell you.”

Rachel felt the guilt rising slowly within her. If only they
knew ['ve slept with Jeb, they’d have a bit more to say than
that. I was raised better.

Suddenly a jackrabbit bounded across their path. Rachel
sighed with relief at the distraction.

“Oh, look. We have company. Sometimes its seems SO
lonely out here.”

“Doesn’t it? I heard someone say we are asea. Not in a ship
on an ocean but in a wagon in a desert of sand.”

Mid-morning, a rider approached from the north. He hailed
Jeb who greeted him as an acquaintance. The two of them stood
talking for several minutes before they turned, coming over to
Rachel’s wagon.

“This is Tom Mason, scout for the wagon train ahead. He
has something he needs to discuss with you.”

Tom nodded. “Howdy, Doctor Williams. I was glad to hear
you were with Jeb’s train. We’re sorely in need of your help.”

“What is it?” Rachel asked.

“We have a sickness. Brought the train to a halt. Don’t
know what it is. Thought maybe you’d ride ahead and look at
some of them that are sick.”

Rachel looked intently at Tom, who avoided her eyes and
raked the dust into a circular pattern under his boots. What was
this problem? A certain sense within her warned her of danger.

“Tell me about it, Tom. Describe how this sickness is
making the people act.”

He paused, then grudgingly answered. “Well there are about
twenty people sick—men, women, and children. All kinds.
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They’re vomiting a lot and got dysentery. The brown kind like
I’ve never ever seen before. Yes. They’re so weak. Two of
them already died. Every morning there’s somebody else sick.
Some call it trail fever, but I don’t know.”

“Where did your train form?”

Tom looked surprised. “I don’t know why you need to
know, but we started out in St. Louis. Most of the people came
from Ohio.”

“The rest?”

“A couple from Missouri and a couple of the men came up
the river from New Orleans.”

“New Orleans?”

“Yep, all the way.”

“Were they the first ones sick?”

“Come to think of it. They were. One of them was the first
to die, t00.”

Rachel shook her head and cleared her throat. “I see. Could
you excuse us while I talk to Jeb?”

When Tom sauntered off, Jeb turned to Rachel with alarm.
“What is it?” he demanded.

“Oh,” she moaned. “I’m afraid it’s cholera.”

“Cholera? My God.”

“They’ve got to be placed under quarantine. There’s little 1
can do for them. It’s awful.”

“Now, Rachel, don’t get it into your head to go over there. |
won’t let you expose yourself and this train to such a menace.”

“Then you forbid me to go?”

“Yes. Damn it, woman.” He grabbed her arm with an iron
grip.

“Believe it or not, I’m relieved. I have a certain amount of
immunity built up against most diseases—but not that. If I
could really save some of them, I’d want to go. Their own body
strength is all there is to save them. Poor things, half of them
will die. I’ll gather up a sack of medicine to send with Tom. I’1l
give him some general instructions about caring for them.”

“Rachel, is there anything else we can do?”

126



Rachel’s Journey Mary S. McGuire

“We’ll need to cook some food and leave it at the edge of
their camp. It’s all we can do. Oh, yes, I have some red cloth
they can display to show the quarantine. I feel so helpless.”
Tears welled in her eyes.

“How’d you know it was cholera?”

“When they said the men who got sick were from New
Orleans, I knew. That’s one of the main ports cholera comes
through, plus there’s lots of swampy land in that area for things

to breed in.”
*

It was almost dark when their train passed the stricken
Ethridge group. Someone asked if they weren’t going to stop
soon, but Jeb, at Rachel’s request, insisted they go well above
the other camp. Someone growled, “Ain’t this far enough?
We’ve had a mighty long day having to fix food for the
Ethridge bunch.”

“Rachel says we have to be about a quarter mile above them
so we won’t get any contaminated water. We don’t need to
cause them any more problems. Besides that grove of trees up
ahead is a good place to stop.”

So it was fully dark by the time camp was set up. Rachel
wrestled with her conscience. The thought of those people
down there fighting their terrible disease alone was almost
more than she could stand. Finally she grabbed her medical kit
and began to retrace the route toward the stricken train.

She turned, hearing footsteps behind her. Jeb’s voice called
to her, “Rachel, wait, where in thunder do you think you’re
going?” As he caught up with her he took her arm.

“Jeb, I can’t abandon those people. I took the Hippocratic
Oath. Those aren’t just empty words you know.”

“You aren’t going. I have forbidden it. Think of our people
and what you might carry to them. Think of little Jimmy or the
Ganzer baby. You have an obligation to them, too. Besides, do
you realize how dangerous walking in the night woul