
        
            [image: cover]
        

    
Journeys of the Heart

Collection


Violet's
Vindication


Priscilla's
Pride


Samuel's
Sacrifice


Saul's Second Chance


Journeys of the
Heart
Collection



Copyright © 2020 by Verna
Clay



All rights reserved, including the right to
reproduce this book or portions thereof in any form whatsoever.

 


vernaclay@vernaclay.com

www.vernaclay.com

 


Publisher: Verna Clay

 


Cover Design: Verna Clay

Picture: rawf8 (canstock.com)

 


This book is a work of fiction. Names,
characters, places, and incidents either are products of the
author's imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to
actual events or locales or persons, living or dead, is entirely
coincidental.

 




Violet's Vindication



Journeys of the Heart

Book One



Verna Clay


“You don’t need scores of suitors.

You need only one…

If he’s the right one.”



Louisa May Alcott (Little Women)






Note for Violet's Vindication

 


In this novelette, I have highlighted some
of the historic stops along the Santa Fe Trail traveled during the
years of 1821 to 1880. In 1880, the completion of the railroad
forever changed the landscape and era of wagon trains trekking the
west. The year I chose for my adventure is 1867.

The beginning of the trail was in Old
Franklin, Missouri and the ending in Santa Fe, New Mexico. The five
states it traversed were Missouri, Colorado, Kansas, Oklahoma, and
New Mexico. Of course, during 1867, Colorado, Oklahoma, and New
Mexico were still Territories.

The trail was approximately 900 miles long
and had two routes: Mountain Route and Cimarron Cutoff Route. The
mountain route, considered safer, took about ten days longer to
travel than the Cimarron route through the desert. The shorter
distance, however, was often fraught with Indian and outlaw
attacks, and water scarcity.

The hero of this story, Theodore Johansson,
and heroine, Violet Hailey, are forced into close proximity when
Violet's wagon breaks down and is not repairable. The wagon master,
Major Mendez, forces her into a decision—either forego the dictates
of society by sharing the wagon of an unmarried man or depart the
wagon train in the next town. And although she decides to continue
to Santa Fe, she finds Mr. Johansson—TJ to his fellow
travelers—uncouth and rude.
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1: Despair

 


Violet Hailey was mortified. Not only had
her prairie schooner died a horrible death when the axle split into
three pieces—with no resurrection possible—but she'd been forced to
sell her oxen to fellow travelers. Of course, she'd kept her old
gelding, Barry, who was now tied to the back of the wagon she was
walking beside.

After inspection of her schooner by wagon
master Major Mendez, who had proclaimed repair was impossible,
Violet and her six year old daughter Priscilla, nicknamed Punkin'
since birth, had been forced to abandon their schooner on the Santa
Fe Trail and forego most of their belongings. And, as if that
wasn't horrendous enough, they'd had to accept charity from Mr.
Theodore Johansson, a cantankerous cowboy who obviously wasn't
happy about sharing his wagon with the widow and her daughter.
Conventional wisdom dictated that the Major's order was highly
improper, but he had been adamant that under certain circumstances
societal rules were irrelevant.

Although Violet knew he was correct, her
pride still stung from his curt issuance that she be placed under
the care of Mr. Johansson. And Mr. Johansson's obvious distaste of
the arrangement exacerbated her mortification. She was not one to
accept charity. But the trail boss' edicts were law among the
pioneers. Any refusal on her part would have mandated that she be
unloaded at the next stop on their journey of nine hundred
miles.

Only ten days earlier after leaving
Independence, Missouri and posing as a widow, Violet had stoically
driven her oxen one hundred miles and, although difficult, managed
them rather well. That is, until her schooner began falling apart.
And now, thinking back on her purchase of the wagon in
Independence, she realized she'd been duped. At the time, she'd
marveled at the reasonable price and assurances by a kind-faced,
wizened old man that the schooner could withstand several trips to
New Mexico Territory with no issues. Ha!

Violet's parents had always insisted that
their daughter was too gullible and they'd been proven right yet
again. Silently, she berated herself for being such a nitwit.
Thinking about her mother and father, though, brought tears to her
eyes. Their deaths during an influenza epidemic two years earlier
were pains yet to heal.

After their passing, Violet, a tall,
large-boned, and robust woman had continued working the small farm
she'd grown up on until drought had decimated her savings and put
her farm into foreclosure. When the bank refused to extend her
yearly payment, she'd had no alternative but to sell and move on
with her daughter.

Seven years earlier she'd also had to move
on, not physically, but mentally and emotionally after falling in
love with Jeremy Matthews and giving her body to him outside of
marriage. When she'd told him of her pregnancy, his pronouncements
of love had suddenly ceased, as had his presence. Her lovely vision
for their future had evaporated on the day he'd denied the child
was his and said he was leaving to join the bluecoats. Her dream of
building a home with a husband on her parents' land, while working
the soil together and raising a family, had died a painful and
sorrowful death. Months later, after her daughter was born, she'd
learned of Jeremy's demise on the battlefield. Sadly, his death had
been devastating to any hope she'd secretly harbored about his
return and newfound love for her and their child.

But she'd stoically continued raising
Punkin' with the encouragement of her parents, whose love for their
granddaughter and daughter never wavered, even though several
neighbors and townsfolk had ostracized them because Violet was now
and forever a fallen woman.

After the death of her parents, Violet still
hadn't caved to the loneliness and desperation continually pounding
on the door of her emotions. Hard work, early nights, early
mornings, and caring for her little girl left little time to feel
sorry for one's self. Even when the bank collector came knocking
for the yearly payment and threatened foreclosure, she had done
what her mother was wont to say when times were tough and "hitched
up her pants."

Shortly before foreclosure became
inevitable, however, she'd heard rumors that the railroad
commission was scouting nearby, with an eye on expansion, and
sought out their representative. The price she'd negotiated after
much haggling wasn't as much as she'd wanted, but it was
satisfactory for beginning a new life. In fact, after the sale,
she'd felt a momentary burst of excitement at leaving the place of
heartache behind.

But now, losing her schooner seemed the last
straw after losing Jeremy, her parents, her land and home, and
finally, her pride. She just wanted to curl into a ball and give
up, but for the sake of her child she couldn't do that.

For two hours she sniffed back tears while
walking alongside Mr. Johansson's wagon and listening to Punkin's
encouragement. Her daughter, sitting on the tailgate with her feet
dangling over the edge, said, "Mama, don't be sad. At least we got
to keep your hope chest with all of Grammy's pretty needlework and
quilts and Pop's old rifle. But best of all we have your
drawings."

Violet swallowed the lump in her throat and
tried to sound heartened with her reply, "How did I get blessed
with such a smart daughter? You're right, Punkin'; we'll have
plenty to decorate our new home with." Her answer seemed to placate
her child who was hugging her only rag doll to her chest.

Without success, Violet tried to swallow the
lump in her throat as she trudged alongside cranky Mr. Johansson's
wagon.



2: Council Grove

 


It wasn't that Theodore Johansson, nicknamed
TJ by his handful of friends, was against helping others, it was
just that he didn't like having it forced on him. Granted, he was
the best selection for assisting the widow and her daughter, but
Major Mendez' command hadn't set well with him. Being raised by a
ruthless father, who always bellowed orders and followed them up
with beatings, hadn't resulted in TJ having a jovial attitude
toward life. And serving as a bluecoat in the War of the States
with officers continually shouting orders, and then his own rise to
the rank of Captain, necessitating the issuance of his own
commands, was the final straw.

After the war and his release from the
military, he'd roamed through several New England states, the
central northern portion of the United States, and even into
Canada, but the tales of New Mexico Territory had finally landed
him on this wagon train bound for Santa Fe.

The train was expected to arrive in Council
Grove, Kansas by nightfall and the pioneers would stock up on
supplies before continuing onward. TJ grunted. By taking on some of
the widow's belongings his wagon was now tending toward overload.
He'd stocked his schooner with her dry goods and had wanted to
leave her trunk behind, but when she'd started blinking back tears,
he'd gritted his teeth, cussed under his breath, and said to the
men helping him, "Load the damn thing."

The way he figured it, when
they reached Council Grove he'd purchase a couple of extra bottles
of whiskey to stash for the trip, and then find a saloon and play a
few hands of poker while the widow and her daughter slept in
his wagon.

 


By the time the caravan arrived at a
campsite outside of Council Grove for a two day respite, Violet's
feet were burning from the long walk. Having driven her own wagon
before its demise, she wasn't used to all the walking and could now
feel blisters covering her feet. About eight miles back when the
train had halted on Major Mendez' order for whatever reason, Mr.
Johansson had climbed down from the driver's box to inspect his
wagon and gruffly say, "Miz Hailey, you best sit with your daughter
or you may not be able to walk tomorrow."

Although the man's words had seemed
reasonable, Violet was still bristling. She didn't like the cowboy
or his fake politeness after hearing him tell the men to "load the
damn thing," referring to her precious trunk.

Responding to his suggestion that she join
her daughter on the tailgate, she'd replied, "I'm perfectly fine,
Mr. Johansson."

He'd shrugged, shaken his head, and said,
"Don't say I didn't warn you."

His response had angered her even more and
she'd stubbornly continued trekking beside the wagon. And now, as
they prepared their campsite, she could barely place one foot in
front of the other. Her daughter hopped off the back of the wagon
and said, "Mama, can I play with Sally Sue? She's only five wagons
behind ours."

Sharply, Violet replied, "No. We've got to
start supper and I have no idea where Mr. Johansson keeps his pans
and supplies."

Punkin's hurt expression was enough to
pierce Violet's heart and she immediately regretted her harsh tone.
Inhaling deeply to calm her taunt emotions, she said, "You can
visit for a few minutes, but then I need your help preparing
supper."

Punkin' shuffled her feet. "No, Mama, I'll
stay and help you."

Her daughter's words made Violet feel even
worse. Wincing from the pain in her feet, and the pain in her
heart, she knelt and hugged her little girl. "Honey, really it's
okay. Go say hello to your new friend. I won't need your help until
I've checked everything out."

Her child's face brightened. "Okay, Mama,
I'll be right back."

Violet watched Punkin' skip away and felt
marginally better until she turned to see Mr. Johansson watching
her. He didn't say anything and neither did she. Holding back a
whimper from the pain, she stepped to the tailgate of the wagon and
stared blindly inside. Could she even make supper?

Mr. Johansson said, "Your feet are swollen
and they hurt like hell, don't they?"

His rude comment laced with profanity gave
her a momentary burst of courage and she indignantly replied, "I
would appreciate it if you would refrain from using profanity, Mr.
Johansson." She inhaled and continued, "I don't like our situation
any more than you do, but we have a long journey ahead and I will
uphold my part of the workload. I–"

Mr. Johansson interrupted her by removing
his cowboy hat, dusting it on his thigh, and saying, "Respectfully,
ma'am, you won't be doing any work if you can't walk."

Violet's eyes widened as dust from the man's
hat swirled upward in a slight breeze. He had no couth whatsoever.
She took a step backward, but when her foot hit the ground she
yelped and started to topple. Her feet felt as swollen as the
puffer fish she had read about.

Before she hit the ground, Mr. Johansson
swooped in and caught her by the waist, forcing her against his
body, and since she was as tall as he, her face came within inches
of his. She gasped and placed her hands on his chest, forcefully
pushing backward. He was strong, however, and refused to let go.
There was anger in his voice when he said low, "You may be used to
doing things your way, but now that you're traveling with me, I'm
in charge." Then he bodily lifted her by the waist and planted her
derriere on the back of the tailgate.

Shocked and mortified, Violet glanced past
his shoulder to see Mrs. Pickering and her teenage daughter,
Petunia, staring at them with their mouths agape.

Mr. Johansson stepped back, turned around to
see who or what Violet was staring at, and then reached for his hat
on the ground. He plopped it on his head and tipped it toward the
ladies. "Ma'am and ma'am," he said before turning to face Violet
again. "Now Miz Hailey, let's see what kind of damage your
stubbornness has done to your feet."

Violet was shocked into silence when Mr.
Johansson lifted her right foot and began unlacing her boot. Even
though he was gentle, she had to focus all of her attention on not
crying out from the pain. Finally, the ties were loosened and his
gaze met hers.

"Ready?" he asked.

Concern for her feet momentarily quelled her
anger. She held her breath and nodded.

Slowly, he pulled her lace-up boot off and
the relief she felt was short lived when she saw how swollen her
foot was.

Mr. Johansson started working on the left
boot and when he'd pulled it off, he said, "I'm going to check on
the oxen, and while I'm gone, take your stockings off. We'll have
to drain the blisters and put salve on them."

Before she could respond, he was gone.
Gritting her teeth, Violet began removing her stockings that were
stuck to her feet and ankles in some places. As she methodically
worked at freeing her feet, she berated herself for her stupidity.
Once again her pride had gotten her into trouble.

She felt the wagon jostle as Mr. Johansson
opened the jockey box. He said, "I'm getting the salve. We'll
puncture the blisters and then wrap them in bandage strips."

Barely holding back tears, Violet resigned
herself to the forthcoming pain and humiliation.

 


The walk to Council Grove was a short
distance from the campsite and TJ was happy to leave the widow and
her daughter. When he'd started caring for her feet, she had
caustically told him that she didn't want his help and grabbed the
salve and needle from his hands. Frustrated, but appearing
indifferent, he'd shrugged and said he was headed toward town and
asked if she needed anything. She'd replied that she would go there
on the morrow to take care of her own needs.

TJ had shaken his head and
thought, Good luck. She'd be lucky if she could stand, let alone walk. He'd met
some stubborn people in his life, but the widow outshined them
all.

He entered town with his mare and scanned
both sides of the dusty road for specifically two buildings—the
general store and the saloon—in that order. The way he figured it,
he'd visit the store first to stock up on more bacon, coffee, and
beans. He and the widow were well supplied with everything else.
After that he would return to the wagon with the goods and check on
Miz Hailey, even though she'd sworn she could take care of herself.
Finally, he'd visit the saloon for a friendly game of poker and
local gossip.

He headed toward the general store with the
foreboding name of Last Chance, and after making his purchases and
loading them into packs on his horse, started back to his wagon.
When he reached the edge of town the smell of freshly baked bread
waylaid him and he veered toward a restaurant named Hays House.
Judging by the numerous horses, mules, and buckboards, the place
served excellent food. TJ's stomach growled. Before leaving his
campsite he'd started a fire and placed a pot of beans over it to
warm, and then pulled out cornbread from the day before. He figured
the widow could manage to feed herself and her child while he was
gone. But now he imagined an apple pie to top off their meal.

"Howdy, sir," called a plump, middle-aged
and rosy-cheeked woman when he entered the establishment. "I expect
it'll be a few minutes before a table comes available."

Although a home-cooked meal sounded
delicious, TJ wasn't so callous as to indulge himself while the
widow and her child ate beans. He said, "Do you serve apple
pie?"

"Does a rooster crow," the jolly woman shot
back.

TJ grinned. "Every morning. I'd like a whole
apple pie to go, please."

The woman was interrupted by a customer
calling out for more biscuits, so she said to another woman,
"Sadie, get this cowboy a tin of pie." Returning her attention to
TJ, she said, "You can pay Sadie." TJ watched another rotund and
buxom woman wrap a huge golden-crusted pie in brown paper and felt
his mouth water.

When he left Hays House the sky was just
beginning to darken, so he picked up the pace in returning to his
campsite. Skirting the other wagons he nodded to fellow travelers,
but didn't stop to engage anyone in conversation. He was a solitary
man and intended to stay that way. He approached his wagon and
momentarily paused. The widow Hailey, with her profile to him, was
standing beside the tailgate of his schooner and washing the few
dishes she and her daughter had used, and her daughter, with the
silly name of Punkin', was drying them. The widow's feet were
covered in several pairs of socks and she was favoring her right
foot. Her dark hair had been unbound and was now in a braid down
her back that reached her waist. The woman was as tall as he and
had a good enough figure. She wasn't pretty in a delicate sense,
but her strong features were…he tried to think of a word…arresting.
When he'd removed her shoes he'd noticed that her eyes were the
color of fine, brown soil, the kind that could grow anything.

The widow turned as if she knew someone was
watching her, and her "arresting" features immediately displayed
disapproval. TJ sighed. Fate had landed him with a prudish,
disapproving, haranguing woman. He nodded and went about tying his
horse to the wagon after setting the pie on the tailgate. He then
unloaded the packs on his animal. From the corner of his eye he
could see the widow and her daughter eyeing the paper-covered pie
with curiosity as its aroma wafted around them. He almost
grinned.

After unloading his goods, he spied the
remainder of beans in the pot over the fire and reached for a
plate. He dished himself the last of them, reached for a cornbread
in the pan beside the fire, and squatted while he ate. The weather
was cool, but not uncomfortable.

Punkin' said, "Mr. Johansson, what's in the
paper?"

Her mother immediately scolded, "Punkin',
it's none of our business. Go get the brush so I can untangle your
hair."

TJ stood and finished his last bite of
beans. "It's okay, Miz Hailey. I bought something in town for all
of us." He watched Punkin's eyes brighten as she said, "Is it a
surprise, 'cause I love surprises."

Miz Hailey looked like she was about to spit
nails so he quickly took the few steps to the back of the wagon and
unwrapped the pie. "I hope you like apple pie, Punkin'."

The girl rushed to his side. "Oh, I surely
do."

The widow finally spoke. "We wouldn't think
of imposing on your hospitality by eating your pie, Mr. Johansson,"
and although her words were respectful, they were laced with
annoyance.

Puffing a breath, TJ decided not to rise to
the bait and said, "Punkin', grab three plates and let's see if
this pie is as good as it smells."

The child said enthusiastically, "Yes, sir!"
and then glanced at her mother's disapproving expression. Her voice
changed when she asked softly, "Is it okay, Mama?"

TJ stared at the woman and defied her with
his eyes to douse the child's enthusiasm. He watched her swallow,
lift her shoulders higher, and then reply, "It's fine,
Punkin'."

The girl grinned at TJ and he felt his heart
warm toward her. As for her mother—not so much.

As it turned out, the widow finally accepted
a slice of pie from her daughter and grudgingly said to TJ, "Thank
you for the pie, Mr. Johansson."

An hour later TJ was staring at his poker
hand and wondering if he should bluff a pair of fives. He was
pretty good at bluffing, but the opponent across from him had been
getting good hands all night. Thus far, TJ had lost about twenty
dollars, almost meeting his max of thirty. He decided to toss the
hand and engage the players in conversation. If he lost his last
ten dollars, at least he could discover something about what to
expect on the Santa Fe Trail.

The man across from him raked in his
winnings and TJ said to the group in general, "Any of you been all
the way to Santa Fe?"

The winner of the game glanced up. "I
have."

The man to TJ's left said, "I have too."

The third player on his right only shook his
head in the negative.

TJ said, "I'm on my way there. Anything I
should watch out for? And by the way my name is TJ."

The other men introduced themselves. "I'm
Slim," said the older, weather-beaten cowboy who had just won the
pot. The young, baby-faced man to TJ's left said, "My name is Tad."
The third cowboy with a terribly pockmarked face replied, "I'm
Harold. Let's play cards."

Tad said, "Ante up," and began shuffling the
deck.

Slim said, "I've traveled the trail from
Kansas to Santa Fe many times leading convoys of merchants to
trading posts along the way. What about you?"

"I'm with a wagon train. Figured I'd check
out New Mexico Territory and maybe settle down there."

Tad finished dealing the cards and TJ peeked
at his hand—another loser—a pair of threes. Should he bluff or
throw the hand away. He decided to bluff and placed two dollars in
the pot.

Slim said, "As for danger along the trail,
there's plenty of that. Mostly, you got to be alert to Comanches
when you reach Comancheria. Back in the day, it wasn't as
dangerous, but now that white men have decimated the bison herds,
they're mad as hell. You have to compensate them to get through
their land, and the best compensation is horses."

TJ understood that and nodded. Major Mendez
had an ample supply of horses tied to various wagons that he'd
already acknowledged were for Indian payments.

Harold tossed two dollars into the pot and
said, "You men gonna jaw or play cards?"

Slim studied his hand and said, "Two dollars
and raise you three."

Tad laid his cards on the table. "I'm out."
He then dealt cards to replace the ones tossed.

TJ kept a poker face, glanced at his new
cards, and reached for his coins. He dropped three dollars into the
pot, said, "Raise you four," and added four more. He'd reached his
ten dollar limit and was about to find out if the remaining men
fell for his bluff.

A profanity passed through Harold's cracked
lips as he tossed his cards on the table.

The game was now between TJ and Slim. Slim
studied TJ, glanced back at his own cards, studied TJ again, and
said, "I'm out."

TJ couldn't believe his luck. He hadn't
recouped his entire loss, but at least he wasn't leaving broke. He
gathered his earnings, said, "Thanks for the information, Slim,"
and tipped his hat to the other men. "I've got an early morning, so
I best make this an early night."

Slim said, "Stay safe."



3: Fort Zarah

 


Major Mendez rode his horse past TJ's wagon
and shouted, "Fort Zarah before noon!" as he continued down the
line of twenty-nine wagons, alerting everyone. TJ was happy to hear
the news. The six days since leaving Council Grove had been long
and tedious, and he'd had more than one squabble with the widow.
For two days she'd sat on the tailgate of the wagon so her feet
could heal, but on the third day she'd started walking again. TJ
had known she needed at least two more days to rest her feet, and
when he'd said so—rather nicely he thought—she'd bristled and
straightened her shoulders before informing him to basically mind
his own business. Of course, that had riled him and he'd stuck his
face in hers, ordered her back onto the tailgate, and basically
told her that he wasn't in any mood to coddle her when she couldn't
walk by the end of the day.

TJ almost grinned when he remembered the
widow's blustering. He knew from his wartime stint as a Captain
that he could be most intimidating, so he'd been impressed when
she'd scorched him with her brown-eyed stare.

On the fifth day she'd started walking again
and dared him with her eyes to even try and stop her. He'd merely
grinned, tipped his hat, and said, "Enjoy your day, ma'am."
However, he'd kept a close eye on her throughout the day and was
happy when she periodically rested on the tailgate. She'd obviously
learned her lesson. And today, the sixth, she seemed to be doing
just fine.

Soon, a sandstone building with a tin roof
came into view that TJ figured was about fifty feet by a hundred
and twenty-five. On the ridge of the roof a guard walked his post
watching for Indians.

Major Mendez was soon calling orders to make
camp near the fort and by late afternoon the campsite was
established with everyone carrying out their duties. The men lit
fires while the women prepared meals. After the fires were blazing
the dozen or so appointed leaders met with the Major for updates,
and TJ took his place among them.

At the end of the meeting Major Mendez said,
"Mr. O'Donnell, Mr. Dirkson, and Mr. Johansson, you can accompany
me to the fort this evening to meet with the Commander and receive
the latest on Indian uprisings. There's been a lot of activity this
past year. But for now, I'd like ya'll to scout the wagons for
potential mechanical problems and get back to me. The last thing we
need is for another wagon to go down like Miz Hailey's." The men
acknowledged their orders and set about following them.

After giving his wagon and several others a
good once over, TJ returned to his campsite and was happy to see
the widow and her daughter had supper ready. As usual, Punkin' was
cheerfully chatting about anything and everything, and when Miz
Hailey smiled at her daughter, TJ was flummoxed. The smile so
transformed her face that he couldn't believe he was looking at the
same woman. She actually looked years younger, carefree, and had a
really pretty smile. Her gaze met his and for a second neither of
them glanced away. Then her smile vanished and she was once again
scowling at him.

Punkin' said, "Mr. Johansson, Mama opened a
jar of preserves for our biscuits. She said today is special 'cause
Fort Zarah is another milestone for us."

TJ removed his hat and grinned at the child.
"Hmm. What kind of preserves do I have to look forward to?"

"Peaches that I helped Mama make afore we
had to sell our farm 'cause the bank was going to take it."

"Punkin'!" exclaimed the widow, "Mr.
Johansson doesn't want to hear about our business."

The child's crestfallen expression at her
mother's chastisement had TJ quickly saying, "Now where are those
preserves, Punkin'. I'm so hungry my stomach is gnawing on my
backbone."

Distracted, Punkin' laughed and pointed.
"They're right there Mr. Johansson. Would you like me to put some
on your biscuits for you?"

"Now that would be right nice, child. Thank
you."

While the girl happily smothered his bread
with the treat, TJ excused himself to check on the animals and muse
over the widow and her smile.

When he returned Punkin' had added boiled
potatoes, bacon and beans to his plate. He sat near the fire and
surreptitiously watched the widow gather dishes to wash and decided
she was an enigma for sure. And now, after Punkin's revelation, he
knew she'd been about to lose her farm to foreclosure, which would
elicit scowls and foul tempers from anyone.

After supper, TJ joined Major Mendez and the
two other men their leader had selected for the short ride to the
Fort.



4: Decision

 


Before entering Fort Zarah, TJ waited with
Major Mendez, Dave Dirkson, who was a father of two, and an old
cowboy named Charlie, while one of the privates guarding the
entrance announced their arrival. Within minutes they were escorted
into the courtyard. The center door in the sandstone building
opened and a man called out, "Well, shiver me timbers, if it isn't
Major Miguel Mendez. The last time we talked was at the Battle of
Gettysburg."

With a hearty chuckle Major Mendez replied,
"Good to see you again, Col. Benson. Looks like you decided to
remain in the military."

"Now what else would I do?" countered the
Colonel with a wide, tobacco stained grin. "But I understand you're
leading a wagon train to Santa Fe."

"Yes, sir. I've been leading trains since my
discharge. Been on the Oregon Trail two times, but decided I needed
a change of scenery. This is my first trek down the Santa Fe
Trail."

Col. Benson motioned. "Well, welcome to my
humble abode. How about some coffee?"

TJ was going to wait outside while the Major
and Colonel talked, but the Major said, "Is there enough coffee for
my men?"

"Plenty," said Col. Benson, "And plenty of
room for them inside if you want them to join us."

Major Mendez motioned for his men to enter
the commander's office. TJ leaned against a wall so the other men
could sit.

Col. Benson walked to the doorway. "Private
Jones, we need two more chairs in here."

"Yes, sir," the private immediately
responded.

Ten minutes later, TJ was sitting beside the
other men from the wagon train, sipping tar colored coffee, and
listening to the conversation between their leader and the
Colonel.

Col. Benson said, "There've been a lot of
Indian uprisings lately, and I'll not sugarcoat my words. Ranches
and wagon trains are being attacked and people have been
killed."

Major Mendez lifted his tin of coffee to his
lips, tested the hot brew, and calmly asked, "Can we get safe
passage with a battalion of your men?"

Gingerly sipping his own coffee Col. Benson
replied, "I've got men scouting thirty miles south, so we're
shorthanded, and if they run into a band of Indians their orders
are to drive them out of the area. It may be a week or it may be a
month until they return."

With barely a perceptible nod, Major Mendez
asked in the same unruffled tone, "What do you suggest for my
train?"

Col. Benson scratched the gray stubble on
his jaw. "At most I can spare eight men to escort you. Other than
that, your option is to remain here until my battalion returns, but
that may not be safe either. The fort and surrounding areas have
been attacked before."

"So we're damned if we do and damned if we
don't?" Major Mendez calmly observed.

"That's about the gist of it," said the
Colonel before standing and walking to the woodstove to refill his
cup. "Refill, anyone?" When everyone politely declined he returned
to his chair.

Major Mendez glanced at his men. "Got any
input?"

Dave Dirkson, whom TJ knew to be the father
of Punkin's friend Sally Sue, said, "We didn't come this far to
turn back."

Charlie said, "I need to chew the fat on
that for a while."

Mendez met TJ's gaze. "What do you think,
TJ?"

TJ stopped drumming his index finger on his
knee. "We should gather everyone together, explain our options, and
take a vote. If the vote is to proceed, anyone wanting to stay
behind should be culled and escorted at least back to Council
Grove."

Gazing from TJ to the ceiling, Major Mendez
pursed his lips while mulling their predicament. Finally, he said,
"We'll alert the train and take a vote." He moved his gaze to Col.
Benson. "I'll give you the verdict tomorrow." When he stood, TJ and
the other men also stood and waited for the Major and the Colonel
to say their goodbyes.

Immediately upon returning to their
encampment, Mendez sent his men to alert everyone about an imminent
meeting in the center of camp. To TJ he said, "TJ, stay behind for
a minute, please."

"Yes sir."

Holding the reins of his horse after
dismounting, the wagon master waited for TJ to also dismount before
saying, "Give me your opinion. Which way will you vote? Stay or
leave?"

Staring past Mendez toward his schooner
where the widow and her daughter were sitting beside their fire and
laughing, he was suddenly overwhelmed by a desire to protect them.
Returning his gaze to Mendez he replied,

"I'm honestly not sure. There are pros and cons to both."

"Such as…?" Mendez pressed.

"If we stay, there's no guarantee our
situation will improve. In fact, it may worsen and make travel
impossible. If that happens, we'll have to return to Independence
and hope for a better outcome in the spring. But that could deplete
the funds and supplies of some of our folk and prevent anymore
travel for them." He paused and kicked the heel of his boot into
the hard packed earth. "If we don't continue onward now, our
timeframe for reaching Santa Fe shrinks. We had a late start
leaving Independence, and bad weather can be just as deadly as
meeting up with Indians." He moved his gaze back to the widow and
saw her watching him and Mendez. "But if we go, we may be placing
the lives of women and children in danger."

Gently rubbing the muzzle of his horse,
Mendez said, "You've just voiced my thoughts precisely. We'll have
to lay out those choices before the vote and open up discussions,
for and against." Pulling on his horse's harness, the Major said as
he walked away, "Thanks, TJ."



5: Escort

 


Two days after voting, the train, protected
by eight soldiers, readied for travel from Fort Zarah into Indian
territory. Only three families had decided to remain behind, each
with a passel of youngins, and TJ couldn't blame them.

It was decided by Col. Benson that after the
train was safely out of harm the same soldiers would return and
escort the three families back to Council Grove, which was far
enough from danger for them to continue to Independence or other
destinations on their own.

At dawn, TJ approached the widow and said,
"It's not too late for you to return with the other families.
They're good people and will make room for you and Punkin' to join
them."

To her credit, the widow didn't rail or
accuse him of wanting to rid himself of her and her child. She
simply said, "And what would I do when we reached Independence? I
have no money to purchase another wagon or supplies. And what
little I do have would be gone within months just to pay the
expenses of housing and food. After that, how would I provide for
my child? Independence is full of liars, cutthroats, lawless
villains, and brothels. Just look how I was duped when I purchased
my schooner."

Her gaze met TJ's and he felt shame for even
suggesting she return to Independence. Unexpectedly, he was
overwhelmed by that same feeling of protectiveness he'd experienced
two days earlier. In the wild west of the United States, untold
widows had been forced into unseemliness to support their children.
The thought of this proud woman stooping to anything degrading
actually put a pit of nausea in TJ's stomach.

Reaching to touch the widow's shoulder he
said, "Violet, I'll protect you and Punkin' with my life. I
promise."

At his admission, the lady's eyes widened
and she took a step backward, stammering, "I-I need to button down
everything before we leave."

Embarrassed, TJ cleared his throat, nodded,
and abruptly turned on his heel.

 


Violet secured the barrels of flour and rice
and willed her heart to stop hammering. The sincerity with which TJ
had promised to protect her and Punkin' had shocked her. She hadn't
felt anything for a man since Jeremy, and the fact that TJ made her
heart pound, was particularly troubling. She didn't like him. He
was overbearing and rude and–

"Mama, I got my chores done," said Punkin',
interrupting the direction of Violet's thoughts.

A half hour later the wagons began pulling
out of their encampment to leave the protection of Fort Zarah.

As was the custom ordered by Major Mendez
after leaving Council Grove, the wagons continued across the plains
four abreast so as to give more drivers relief from the dust
enveloping everything, and also allow for quicker formation of a
square in case of attack.

With soldiers in front, at the rear, and
flanking the train, Violet felt a sense of relief. Her relief,
however, only lasted until late afternoon when one of the soldiers
drove his horse past the wagons shouting, "Make formation! Make
formation!" Violet's heart jumped into her throat.

Mr. Johansson yelled, "Violet, grab my
rifle! Punkin' draw the back flap and hide behind something!"

Violet and Punkin' hastened to obey as the
wagon bounced over rough terrain and then came to a halt. She said,
"Punkin', crouch behind our trunk and stay there! Don't come out
until I tell you!"

"Yes, Mama. Are you gonna hide with me?"

"No. I'm going to help Mr. Johansson."

"The hell you are!" bellowed the man who had
sworn to protect her and Punkin' as he grabbed his rifle out of her
hands. "I want you beside your daughter!"

Refusing to be bullied into cowardice Violet
rushed to her trunk, but instead of crawling behind it, opened the
clasp and pulled out her father's rifle that was lying atop her
belongings. She grabbed the box of cartridges, shoved one into the
chamber, and cocked the rifle.

Mr. Johansson, who was peering out the front
of the wagon, turned at the sound and his jaw dropped. "What
the–"

Violet stopped his apparent proclivity for
cussing by saying, "Mr. Johansson, I told you not to cuss in my
daughter's presence!"

His jaw jammed closed and Violet swore she
saw the hint of a smile. She almost smiled back. Shouts outside the
wagon brought their attention back to the trouble at hand.
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