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MORNING BREEZE, OR
MARY, as she now preferred to be called,
little by little dragged herself painfully on one arm and one leg
over to the deep ruts that marked the Oregon Trail. Cradled in the
other arm was her baby.

Her other leg was broken
and useless. She was nearly naked, having wrapped the one bit of
buckskin she had managed to keep around the baby to keep him warm
in the chill September air. Her russet skin was torn and bleeding
and her black hair tangled with twigs and leaves.

“Please, Lord Jesus,” she
prayed, “Let there be a wagon train coming soon and let there be a
Christian mother with a kind heart among them.”

Elbowing herself up on a
rock, she managed to look back along the trail. At first, she
didn’t see what she was hoping to see and began to weep in despair,
but after a moment or two she saw a faint cloud of dust on the
horizon. “Praise God!” There was
a train coming. God had answered her
prayer.

Sobbing, she laid Luke
wrapped in his deerskin next to the trail, propping him up on the
rock so he would be sure to be seen, licked her hand and wiped the
blood from his face as best she could, turned him over to God in
prayer and turned away, refusing to look back. She had done all she
could.

Her strength was ebbing
fast. She mustn’t be found with the baby; her family would hear of
it and somehow pursue and kill him. They had to believe that both
of them had died as the family had intended they should.

With the last of her strength she
managed to get out of sight of the Trail, lay behind a clump of
sagebrush, said a prayer of forgiveness for her family, who had
only done what they believed they had to do to protect the
tribe.

She turned her soul over to
her merciful God and lay at peace, looking for the last time at the
magnificent Wyoming sky and awaited the end, which couldn’t be far
away.

 


 


BETSEY LOOKED AT
the limitless sky, with seemingly nothing from
horizon to horizon to catch the eye and sighed. She was tired. She
was tired of the emptiness. She was tired of day after day trudging
along with the wagon train without ever seeming to get anywhere.
She was tired of being thirsty. She was tired of the everlasting
dust that got under her clothing and made sticky cakes of mud in
every crease of her skin.

She was tired of the muddy
sweat that collected under her bonnet and the cloud of dust that
emerged when she shook out her shift at night when she undressed.
She was tired of watching the endless stream of abandoned
belongings as they passed by them and smelling the rotting flesh
and bones of the mules, cows and even folks who hadn’t made it
wherever they were going. She was tired of eating nothing but
hardtack and beef jerky and drinking nothing but stale murky water,
and not enough of that. She cursed the cruel God who had brought
her to the Oregon Trail.

What had she done to deserve
this?

Why had God allowed her
family, father, mother and three sisters, to die in the typhoid
epidemic of 1846, yet spared her to live in loneliness and
destitution? Why had He allowed them to quarrel with their only
relative, an uncle who had stormed out of their house years ago to
settle in Oregon. She didn’t even know if he was alive, or if
alive, would be willing to take her in. She’d had no choice but to
make this horrible journey on the off chance that he would be both.
He was all she had.

And why had God arranged it that the
only wagon train that was willing to take her with them was a poor
and small one -- missionaries on their way to spread the gospel
without proper preparation or funds for supplies or even a proper
guide. They said their God would take care of them.

Well, they hadn’t
died – yet, but to
Betsy’s eyes there was no sign of the abundance they said that the
Bible promised. Honey and milk and streams of water – hah! She
hadn’t tasted honey or milk for weeks.

Her parents had been
prayerful and devout and that hadn’t saved them. They had been
generous and kind and that hadn’t saved them. She’d spent hours on
her knees begging God to heal them and that hadn’t saved them.

Either He wasn’t the loving
God they claimed or he didn’t exist. That she was sure of. Maybe
the way her parents had taught her to live was the best way to
live, but for sure, God didn’t give a good example to
follow.

For that matter neither did
most of the Christians she knew back in Kentucky. When they’d
needed help, they’d come to her parents, but when
she needed help, they
turned their backs. She had to admit that the Smiths, who’d offered
her this chance to travel with them, were good and kind. However,
they sure were a minority!

 


 


MATT DIAMOND,
riding alongside the train looked sideways out of
the corner of his eye at Betsy plodding along with the wagon she
slept in and shook his head ruefully. It was more like she was
stamping along rather than just plodding, anger evident in the
hunched shoulders and nodding head.

She was talking to herself too. He
sighed. It wasn’t as if her anger wasn’t justified. God had given
her a tough time. She had a right to be angry, but to go on and on
being angry was stupid. And besides, anger at God and rejecting Him
were two different matters.

Turning against Him wasn’t the answer
and was delaying the healing she needed if she was ever to get back
to the life He intended her to live.

Matt had been watching
Betsy since she joined them on the trip to Oregon. They were much
the same age – the age that folk began to think about getting
married. She was attractive with intensely blue eyes, curly auburn
hair, an engaging grin when she wasn’t scowling. She had a sturdy
body, which is what a wife needed in Oregon.

She was hard-working too,
and was willingly helping look after his brothers, which was no
easy task on the Trail. However, he sure as shootin’ wasn’t about
to marry a woman who was as at odds with God as she was and so full
of self-pity and resentment.

He knew what it was like.
His ma had died suddenly producing her fifth child about four years
back when he was about 12, leaving his four younger brothers for
his pa and him to take care of. His pa, full of grief, overwhelmed
by the responsibility, and struggling to keep food in his family’s
mouth, had left most of the care taking to him. He was a
kind-hearted man underneath, but losing his wife had given him a
dour and unsympathetic way of dealing with everyone, even
Matt.

Matt’d loved his ma more than anything
in the world. He knew that she would want him to take care of the
youngsters and knew that he wouldn’t be able to look her in the
face when they met in heaven one day if he didn’t.

Therefore, he did. Sure,
he’d been angry at God too. Nevertheless, faced with the tasks he
faced, he’d let the anger go. He didn’t have the time or the energy
to dwell on it. Maybe part of Betsy’s problem was that she had
nobody to look after herself, so could think about herself all the
time.

It had been hard going at
first, his experience of taking care of newborn babies being just a
little limited – like non-existent, he thought with a grin.
Fortunately, Ma Smith, who lived on the next plot over had had a
newborn of her own and had taken over suckling the child, which was
the one thing he couldn’t
do no matter how determined he was.

And equally fortunately,
she had been more than willing to teach Matt all the other things
he needed to know about taking care of babies. At first there were
days when he thought he would drop of exhaustion. But gradually as
he began to become accustomed to it, he began relish his unusual
skills, and enjoy his success.

Then too, after a year or
two, Jason, the first born who had been four when his ma had died,
was old enough to help and of course, Ma Smith was always there to
help out with her vast fund of rural lore when he was stumped and
to fill in during emergencies.

When the Smiths decided that God was
calling them to Oregon, he was just couldn’t believe it. He
couldn’t think how he’d manage without them. But after a good
night’s sleep, he woke up with what he had come to see as God’s
gift to him in the night – the idea that they might go to Oregon
with the Smiths.

Nothing was going very well in
Kentucky and the Smiths needed an extra pair of hands or two to
help them along the way. It was a grand idea, he figured. The
Smiths took to it easily. Ma Smith, to tell the truth, had begun to
think of the Diamonds as part of her family.

Most of her own children,
except for the youngest – an afterthought if there ever was one –
were out of the home taking up lives of their own and she would be
a mite lonely just Peter, Laura and herself. Pa Smith wanted all
the help he could get and wasn’t one to let a passel of young’uns
to bother him.

Matt’s pa, Joe, had been
harder to persuade, but Matt used every argument he could think of,
and in the end, Joe agreed. Then in the end, Betsy had come along,
which Matt thought made things just about as perfect as they could
be.

Well, things may have been
as perfect as they could be, but that didn’t mean perfect. There
wasn’t enough money or enough knowledge and too much bad advice and
even treachery. The trip from Kentucky across the Mississippi had
nearly ended more than once.

However, a combination of
grit and faith had kept them going. Now there wasn’t enough of
anything they needed but they managed to clothe themselves, eat,
and feed the mules and it looked for the moment as if their major
troubles were over.

That’s what it looked like to Matt,
anyhow.

 


 


IT WAS MATT,
having ridden a bit away for the call of nature,
who saw the baby. At first, he didn’t know what it was, of course,
but he was curious. When he got close enough to see what it was his
jaw dropped in surprise.

“What in tarnation is a
baby doin’ lying by the side of the trail?” He looked all around
for its mother – or at least somebody who was looking after it. In
his experience, babies came with somebody to take care of
them.

However, he couldn’t see
anybody anywhere. Dismounting, he cautiously walked over and
squatted next to the baby. It wasn’t wearing the clothes he
associated with babies neither. In fact it didn’t have any clothes
on, just a bit of deerskin wrapped around it. “Maybe,” he thought,
“it’s a redskin baby.” Looking at the baby’s hair and skin, he
thought it looked mighty like a redskin.

That could mean a passel of trouble, though the redskins were
mostly right friendly to the folk on the trail. The deerskin was
askew enough for him to see that it was a boy and that it was
asleep, or maybe dead. Nevertheless, it didn’t look
dead.

In fact, when he looked
closely, he could see it breathe. Of all the darn things possible,
this took the cake. “What, in the name of heaven was he supposed to
do with it or about it?”

After a moment’s pondering,
Matt decided that a baby was a baby was a baby, no matter who its
ma and pa were or where it was found. In addition, babies needed
taking care of and the only folk around were those in his
party.

So, after another very thorough look
around, he picked the baby up and took it back to the wagon
train.

The first person he came upon was
Betsy. “Look here, Betsy. Look what I found.”

Betsy came stomping over.
When she saw what Matt was holding out to her, she gasped in
surprise, “That’s a baby! What did you want to go finding a baby
for?”

“I
didn’t want to find it, I just did!”

“Well, why don’t you put it
back where you found it? It’s sure as certain not
yours.”

“There ain’t
anybody it belongs to I looked
everywhere.”

“What kind of a person would
just leave a baby lying in the desert?”

“I don’t know, but somebody
sure as heck did”.

“What’re you going to do
with it?”

“I
don’t know what to do with it.” Because Betsy wasn’t going to be much
help in his predicament, Matt shoved the baby into Betsy’s arms.
“Here, you keep ahold of it while I go get Ma Smith. She’ll know
what to do.” He scurried off, not giving Betsy a chance to
object.

Betsy wasn’t best pleased
to be left holding the bag, so to speak. However, she was a
reasonable soul at heart and like Matt knew that a baby was a baby
was a baby no matter where it came from and couldn’t just be tossed
on the ground.

She held the baby sort of at arm’s
length at first, but realizing that it must be feeling cold,
clasped it to her for the warmth. At that moment the baby woke up,
looked up into Betsy’s face and smiled, or maybe it was just a bit
of gas that made it look like it smiled as sometimes happens with
babies, but whatever it was struck Betsy to the heart.

Without knowing it, she had
wanted someone to love and here was someone, though she didn’t
actually think about it like that. She just saw another being that
needed comfort like she did. The smile, if that’s what it was, was
short-lived and the baby almost immediately realized that it was
cold and hungry and that the face it was looking at wasn’t its
mother’s, so it began to cry.

Betsy did everything that
she knew to do to stop a baby crying, without much success. The
baby was hungry and holding it and jiggling it and cooing at it
didn’t help much. Meanwhile the magic of touch and the comfort of
adjacent bodies were at work and by the time Ma Smith got there,
Betsy, at least, felt better than she had when Matt had thrust the
baby in her hands and knew that somehow she was going to do
everything she could to keep it alive.

Maybe it was just that
without being aware of it, she was tired of thinking about herself
and found thinking about someone even more abandoned than she was
quite soothing. Alternatively, maybe it was God’s merciful
provision in making babies adorable no matter what. However,
whatever it was, Betsy was committed almost at first
sight.

 


 


MA SMITH HAD
been filled in with what had happened before she
got there and had taken no more than two moments to know what had
to be done. God wouldn’t allow them to abandon a baby even if it
had red eyes and a tail. That she was sure of. How exactly they were going to do it
she was less sure of.

They had no milk and no
nursing mothers with them. She did
know that sometimes given a woman of the right
age, which she wasn’t, something could be done. She’d actually seen
it done many years before when a cousin had died in childbirth
miles from any help and the cousin’s younger sister had taken over
the nursing though she was a virgin.

Breasts were specially constructed to
produce milk and were stimulated to do so by a baby suckling, even
if the baby was a stranger and they hadn’t been prepared by
pregnancy. What she didn’t expect, however, was that the only
available woman, Betsy, would be willing to do such a
thing.

She was such a
self-absorbed young thing, willing enough to help when asked, but
hardly the sort to go all out with the sort of commitment this
would require. Besides, she was so full of bitterness that her milk
might be bitter too.

However, when she drew
close to Betsy and saw the way she was looking at the baby, Ma
thought it would be all right. The Betsy holding the baby wasn’t
the Betsy Ma had seen at breakfast, or anyway, it looked like
that.

Betsy ran over to Ma and
cried, “Ma, what’re we doing to do? The baby’s hungry and we can’t
feed it, it’s going to starve, and that would be
horrible!

“Well,” Ma
said, “There’s something we might be able to do if you’d be
willing.”

“Me? What
could I do?”

Ma explained to Betsy that if she
would allow the baby to suckle at her breast, even though there
wasn’t any milk, milk would almost certainly come. Betsy found it
hard to believe, but Ma explained that she had seen it for herself.
“But you’ll have to work at it hard for the first couple of days. I
don’t know if you’re up to that.”

“Of course I’m up to it. Whatever do you think I am! However, my breasts
are tiny with hardly any nipples to speak of for the baby to suckle
on. It’s impossible!”

“Nothing is impossible for
God, Betsy. If you do what he wants you to do, He’ll do what he
must. And He doesn’t want this baby to die or he wouldn’t have led
Matt to find him.”

Betsy didn’t want to get into the
whole God thing, but she did want to save the baby and was willing
to try what she could, no matter how impossible it
seemed.

Ma explained that Betsy would have to
smear molasses on her nipples to induce the baby to nurse and they
went off to Ma’s wagon to start the process. They had just enough
left, she figured, to make do with.

Matt had been standing by
not contributing anything to the conversation but listening
intently. If they hadn’t known him so well and hadn’t already
introduced him to many of the mysteries of motherhood, which he had
had to take on, they probably would have shooed him
away.

Nevertheless, they didn’t.
He was entirely pleased with what he heard both for the baby and
for himself. If it worked, and he was sure it would because God
wouldn’t allow it not to happen, it would deal some with Betsy’s bitterness and
soften her up for the lessons he intended to introduce in the
evening bible sessions.

He figured his tentative plans had
just taken a big step forward.

 


 


THAT
EVENING, when Joe and Pa Smith got back
from the day’s scouting with a couple of prairie dogs for Ma to
cook, they heard the news of the day with considerable surprise and
some dismay. They had a number of practical objections to the plan,
but faced with a united front from the rest of the party, including
the children who thought it a delight, they gave in.

In fact, Pa usually gave into whatever
Ma made up her mind to and he knew as well as anybody that if, as
it seemed, God wanted this, He would overcome the
difficulties.

Neither Joe nor Pa thought it was the
time to mention that more than once during the day, they had seen
what looked like a young redskin brave in the distance – the first
one they’d seen on the trip. As they hadn’t thought he looked like
he was taking any notice of them, they decided he wasn’t
important.

 


 


BETSEY REALLY HAD
to screw up her courage to smear molasses on her
breast and place the nipple in the baby’s mouth. Never ever that
she remembered had she put any
part of her body in somebody else’s mouth and she
didn’t care for the idea much.

However, she was committed.
Therefore, she did it, was delighted to discover that the baby
stopped crying at once, and began to suck. She had expected to find
the sensation a little disgusting, but it wasn’t. In fact, it felt
nice and there were kinds of relaxations and shivers in other parts
of her body as well that were distinctly pleasing.

Of course, the baby soon
sucked off the molasses discovered that it wasn’t getting any milk
and began to cry again so Betsy had to switch breasts and begin all
over again. She had to do this several times, in fact, but
eventually the baby began to suck less vigorously and looked
sleepy.

Betsy wrapped them both in one of her
own blankets and lay down with it held against her stomach. She
really didn’t know anything else to do to make it feel protected.
Finally, they both slept.

Betsy was surprised it was
Matt, not Ma Smith who taught her the other things one had to do to
be a mother with an infant. She had thought Ma would take that on
and so had Ma, but when she saw that Matt seemed keen to do it, she
stepped aside with a shrewd idea of why he might want
to.

So, he taught Betsy how to handle the
baby supporting its head, to clean it and to rub it with grease to
protect it from infection. The only grease they had was axle
grease, of course, which wasn’t ideal, but it did the job, only
looking a bit nasty.

Betsy spent a lot of time
putting the baby to suck, afraid at first that it wouldn’t work.
The baby would not thrive on molasses for very long. Nevertheless,
on the third morning, Betsy began to think that perhaps her breasts
were swelling just a little and her nipples were obviously fatter
and more prominent than they had been.

That afternoon she was
rewarded with the sight of a drop or two of milk on her bodice.
From that beginning lactation increased quite rapidly until someone
coming new to the scene wouldn’t really have known that anything
unusual had taken place. A mother was nursing her baby – nothing
surprising in that.

Unless you noticed that the
baby was not white and the mother was.

Fully engaged in her new role together
with the chores she had been doing before, Betsy hadn’t so much
time to brood about her unfortunate orphaned state or to worry
about what was going to happen when she met up with, or didn’t meet
up with, her uncle in Oregon.

If anyone had asked her, she probably
would have launched into her usual recital of complaints, but
nobody asked her and Matt in particular took pains to never get
close to the subject, but when he was with her, focused the
conversation on babies and their care and how pleasing this
particular baby was, now smiling for sure.

They decided they must give him a name
and not just go on calling him, “the baby” and after some
discussion decided on Moses, because like Moses he had been found
abandoned by someone willing to take care of him.

Shared work, of course is a
very good device for bonding and Matt gradually became pretty sure
that if he did ask Betsy to marry him, she would say yes. After
all, in some ways they were just like a married couple already. He
also thought, as he observed the gradual change in Betsy’s mood
that the time would come when he would ask her to marry
him.

Betsy did, however, wonder
angrily how Moses’ mother could have left him to starve in the
desert. “What kind of animals were the redskins anyway”? As she
told Matt, she didn’t think a human
mother could possibly have done that.

Matt answered that they
didn’t know why
Moses had been left out there, but because they didn’t know, they
should give his mother, or whoever had done it, the benefit of the
doubt. There might have been reasons they didn’t understand, or
perhaps that something had happened that whoever had done it hadn’t
expected so that their plan had gone wrong.

Betsy retorted angrily “Well, at least
they weren’t Christians!”

Matt took note of the fact that
Christians had gone up somewhat in Betsy’s estimation and took
pleasure in that.


 


NOBODY IN THE
party except Matt thought very far ahead, content
to take each day as it came. In addition, even Matt didn’t consider
what they would do with the baby when they reached their Oregon
destination.

Betsy, if asked if she was
happy, would probably have said, “Of course not, how could someone
in my situation be happy?” Nevertheless, in fact, as the baby
occupied increasingly more of her attention moments of active
discontent grew fewer and farther apart. In addition, if she were
asked if she loved the baby, she would have denied it indignantly,
but in fact, if suddenly the baby were taken from her, she would
have felt more bereft than she would have thought
possible.

Suckling, like shared work, is an
emotionally beneficial bonding activity, which was a blessing to
almost all mothers in those days, except very rich ones.

Though she still thought of
God as cruel, she had to admit that He’s been kind to the baby and
even to her in this one instance.

 


 


MEANWHILE, THE PARTY
had reached Ft. Laramie and stopped a few days to
do what restocking they had funds for. Pa Smith and Joe figured it
was going to be OK – just, so long as nothing very serious went
wrong.

By common agreement they
kept the baby in the wagon when they were in Laramie and Betsy went
out only with a shawl wrapped loosely around her, which was normal
considering the cold weather.

Sharp and possibly
unfriendly eyes might have noticed the fully developed breasts on a
very young girl or even noticed the stains from milk squeezed out
on her shift by the jouncing of the wagon. They weren’t ashamed of
what they had done, far from it, but not everybody would approve
and it was better not to court trouble by flaunting it.

If anyone asked about her they just
told them she was young and shy, and Ft. Laramie was no place for a
young naïve girl to be wondering about. That seemed to satisfy
everyone.

The second day they were
there, a young brave came to Pa to ask him if he had any work to be
done. Pa told him that he had work enough, but no money to pay for
it. The brave was obviously disappointed but seemed to accept the
answer, though he did offer to work for free – an offer which Pa
found suspicious and turned down.

One never knew what secret
reasons he might have for being in and around the wagons. Nobody
noticed, however, how often the brave seemed to be nearby nor how
keenly he watched them.

 


 


THE GOSSIP ABOUT
a shy young thing in the Smith train more than
satisfied Chigger and Big Jaw. It made them raise their eyebrows in
pleasure. In fact, the younger and shyer girls were, the more they
liked them. On the run from the law in several places east of the
Mississippi, they had headed west for greener pastures, so to
speak, which despite the sand and the dust of September, they were
finding in Laramie.

Nobody knew who they were
and so far, they hadn’t given anybody a reason for knowing. They
were biding their time.

Agreeing that this rumor was one to
check out, they separated and spent a few hours in reconnoitering.
Sitting in the Tribute Saloon that evening they compared
notes.

“She’s a ripe’un, she is!
said Chigger. “Boobies to set a man dreaming.”

“You got
that in a nut shell,” said Big Jaw, not that you could
get them in a nutshell. “Ah c’n taste ‘em now! Ummmm! Finger lickin’
good!”

“And an easy one t’pick!
Just two old men and a boy and hardly any firepower I could
see.”

“Catch’em by surprise before
the moon’s up and Bob’s your uncle.”

“Ah get first turn with ‘er,
don’t fergit,” said Chigger. “It’s my turn fer sure.”

“Darn! ah think you’re
right.”

“As ah heard it, they’ll be
off on up the Trail in a couple of days.”

“And the moon should be jist
right a night or two after that. That’s when we’ll hit
‘em.”

Such was the level of noise
in the saloon that they hadn’t lowered their voices. And neither
noticed the redskin just outside the canvas they were sitting next
to, lying on the ground and asleep. So, neither was surprised when
he recovered consciousness surprisingly quickly and scurried off
with hardly a half-asleep stagger.

 


 


IT WAS BECOMING
the custom for the Diamonds and the Smiths to
gather around the fire with Betsy every evening to take advantage
of its dying heat, read a bit of the bible and talk about what the
passage might mean. Matt, increasingly, came up with the
passage.

He often chose passages that
emphasized God’s promise to be with His people when they suffered
because He loved them, noting that though God often allowed
suffering to come to His people, it wasn’t for punishment but in
ways they didn’t understand, out of love.

One night he chose the
description of Jesus’ crucifixion and noted that even though it
might seem strange, Jesus’ suffering was necessary to complete
everything Jesus came to do. It wasn’t that God hated His Son, not
at all, but that He had sent him to do something very important
which required Jesus to suffer.

Matt allowed as how he had
felt closer to God because of his need for Him after his mother had
died. When he needed God’s help, he prayed and when he was praying
he somehow felt that God was closer. If his mother hadn’t died, he
probably would have grown up less devout than he was.

Joe, surprisingly, said
that sometimes suffering brought people closer together. He noted
that if his wife hadn’t died, he probably would never have learned
what a very good lad his son was, or Matt have come to be as close
as he had to his brothers. “Folk taking care of other folk creates
close fellowship that makes life better.”

That was just the first timer Matt had
heard that his father thought he was a “good lad”. Joe wasn’t much
for praising.

Betsy said nothing, but she
did admit to herself that good things had happened to her because
Moses had been abandoned. Maybe there was something in Matt’s idea.
But she hadn’t
felt closer to God when she had prayed for her parents to be
healed.

Just the contrary.

These days, Betsy was aware
that that being around Matt gave her pleasure. She couldn’t help
noticing that Matt had a pleasing look about him with his long but
strong limbs, curly black hair and dark eyes that danced so often
with amusement. When they touched, as they inevitably did as they
worked over Moses together, she was aware of feelings not unlike
those she had when she was nursing Moses.

She seemed, in fact, to be
most
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