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Chapter One




St. Louis, Missouri
1855

 


This was not how it was supposed to
be.

Dressed in her best traveling clothes,
a plaid blue dress with a hoop skirt and button jacket, Ettie
searched around the crowded bank of the Missouri River, holding a
photo of a man in one hand and a leather suitcase in the other. She
had just come off the steamboat and was eager to meet Monsieur
Franklin, the man in the photo. He was a middle-aged cobbler with
large spectacles and a contorted half-smile, but he seemed kind in
his letters. Only a charitable man would accept a pregnant widow as
a wife. At least, that's what she'd thought.

Monsieur Franklin was meant to meet
her here at the landing with a bouquet of white roses, but he was
nowhere to be seen.

Weary, Ettie found rest on a flat
wooden bench that faced the river. Instinctively, she put her hand
over her growing stomach. The journey on the steamboat from
Independence to St. Louis had been short, but it had taken its
toll. Sweat from the summer heat dripped down her face, despite the
sunbonnet she wore over her dark blonde hair. Even the breeze from
the cool river waters, which matched the green in her eyes, could
not break the fever of the afternoon.

From the side pocket of her suitcase,
she pulled out the last correspondence she'd received from Monsieur
Franklin. The envelope, now crinkled from travel, contained a
letter, which had been accompanied by her ticket for the
steamboat.

 


Dear Mrs.
Lemoine,

There is no need to thank
me. I am filled with joy that you will be joining me at my home in
St. Louis. As I've written before, your pregnancy is a blessing
from God, and it is verification that one day soon we can celebrate
children of our own, for I would find it a great comfort to have a
son to leave my store to. My only regret is that you will not be
able to continue your passage West. It is true that the Latter-Day
Saints have not always been welcomed in these parts, but I believe
such times to be over. Despite rumor, those of us who remain in St.
Louis have built a solid reputation within the community and are
free to worship without the persecution inflicted upon our brethren
on the East Coast.

Upon your arrival, I will
meet you with a bouquet of white roses near the landing at the
river. Now that you have a photo of me, and I a sketch of you, it
should be easy to recognize one another.

Waiting with eager
anticipation,

Charles
Franklin

 


When Ettie had left France with her
husband to find Zion in the Americas, she never imagined that a few
months later she would end up pregnant and alone in Missouri, her
Grégoire dead from cholera, like so many other of the passengers
who had travelled up the Mississippi River from New Orleans. They
had survived the eight-week voyage across the Atlantic from
Liverpool to New Orleans, but the river had proved more ruthless
than the sea.

Without Grégoire to provide for her,
Ettie would soon be destitute. She could not work, not in her
condition, and she did not have money to return to France. To fund
her husband's grave, she'd been forced to sell many of the
valuables they carried. It had broken her heart to see another man
wear his watch, but she could not fathom releasing Grégoire's body
into the river as others had done. She'd disembarked at
Independence, one stop short of their destination of Nauvoo, and
buried her husband, saying goodbye to one life as another grew
within her.

Becoming a mail-order bride had been
her only choice. She'd known true love with Grégoire. They had
never been sealed in a temple, so their destiny in the eternities
was uncertain, but while in the temporal world, the affection they
felt for each other had been epic, like a fairytale, so she did not
resent offering the remainder of her life to a man who was a
stranger, not if it meant protecting her unborn child.

Browsing the newspapers for a man who
was suitable—a Latter-Day Saint with a steady income—she eventually
discovered an ad placed by Charles Franklin, a cobbler in St. Louis
looking for a young wife of child-bearing age to start a family
with. In the letters they exchanged, she learnt that he worked long
hours, with little time to socialize. It meant he could not travel
out to Independence to meet her in person, but if she were willing
to marry him, he would send a ticket for her to travel by
steamboat.

And, she had arrived, less than a
fortnight after receiving his final letter and ticket, but Monsieur
Franklin and his white bouquet of roses had not. Torn between
concern and outrage, Ettie decided her best option was to wait near
the landing where she currently sat. Her promised husband may be
running late. Or had fallen ill, in which case she was certain he
would send someone for her. A fellow Saint, he would hardly
renounce his proposal by abandoning her in such a way.

Exhausted in the heat, she temporarily
dozed off on the bench, waking only when a petite, flower-like hand
shook her.

“Monsieur Franklin?” she
murmured as she opened her eyes.

“I'm afraid not,” a woman
with chestnut-colored hair and fair, freckled skin answered. She
looked to be only a few years older than Ettie, perhaps in her late
twenties. “I saw you sleeping. Are you well? Should I fetch a
doctor?”

“Pregnant,” Ettie informed
her. “It's early, but it wears me out. Especially the
sickness.”

The woman sat next to her, relaxing.
“I have not endured pregnancy myself, but others in my family have
children. I hear it is a joyous experience, but it is not without
its torments.”

Ettie smiled, despite her concerns
regarding Monsieur Franklin's absence. “Yes, well, wouldn't it be
lucky to be a man.”

The woman laughed. “Perhaps. And
perhaps not. I'm Haddie.”

“Ettie.”

“Where are you from,
Ettie? Your accent is strong. Germany?”

“France.”

“Paris is meant to be
beautiful,” Haddie speculated. “I've never crossed the ocean, but
my husband has, during his missionary work. He's been all over
Europe. The culture sounds extraordinary, especially Paris.
Baguettes. The Palace of Versailles. The River Seine. I reckon the
Seine is much more bright and extraordinary than the
Mississippi.”

Ettie couldn't argue. “Paris is
beautiful, but it does not compare to my village in Brittany. We
have stone bridges covered in willowing greens and castles standing
guard over the countryside. It is the brightest of God's
artistry.”

“Oh, yes, all the
artists…” Haddie said, sighing in wonder. “Why did you
leave?”

“To find Zion.”

This pulled Haddie away from her
daydreams. She gave Ettie her full attention. “Are you a
Saint?”

“Are you?” Ettie asked,
surprised.

“Yes,” Haddie
acknowledged, delighted. “My family is also migrating West towards
the Salt Lake Valley. To Zion.”

Ettie could not share in Haddie's
enthusiasm. “My plans have changed. St. Louis is my home
now.”

She scanned the landing. It was nearly
clear. The majority of the bodies on deck were crew from the
steamboat, who made preparations to ferry more passengers in the
morning. Monsieur Franklin most definitely had not
shown.

“Do you know a Monsieur
Charles Franklin?” she asked Haddie, hopeful. “He is a member of
the church. He works as a cobbler.”

“I don't know anyone here.
My family is only in St. Louis to trade. We leave for Independence
tomorrow by ferry. I was sent to purchase space for our passage.
From Independence, we will follow the pioneer trail west until it
intersects with the trail those from Nauvoo are traveling on, where
we will wait and join a company headed towards the Salt Lake
Valley. Is this Mr. Franklin a friend of yours?”

“He was meant to meet me
here. I am to be his wife,” Ettie admitted. “But he did not
show.”

“That's awful!” Haddie
exclaimed. “Do you think he is ill?”

Ettie was relieved to hear another
reach the same conclusion. “It is a possibility.”

“Come with me back to the
inn. Perhaps my husband can contact the local bishop. The church
must have record of a Mr. Charles Franklin somewhere.”

It was a good idea, but Ettie couldn't
risk missing Monsieur Franklin if he showed or sent someone for
her. She told Haddie as much.

“Well, my family is
staying at the inn next to the post office. If you're in any
trouble, you come find us,” Haddie instructed.

“Thank you,” Ettie said.
“I appreciate your help.”

“The community of the
church is not limited to geography. Wherever fellow Saints rest,
you have friends. Remember that.” Haddie stood, smiling down at
Ettie. “You are brave, but even lionesses like yourself need a herd
to roam with.”

“A pride,” Ettie corrected
her. “A group of lions is called a pride.”

Haddie giggled. “If you knew my
husband, you'd understand why I find humor in the fact. He is a
good man, but he is entirely stubborn and
self-righteous.”

Ettie could not imagine living with
such a man, but she was too polite to say so. “My Grégoire was the
opposite. He was so open-minded. When the elders visited us in
Brittany, not long after we were married and had settled into our
new home to start a family, he listened to their words with warmth.
I am thankful that my husband was so receptive, otherwise we would
not have found the church.”

“If I may implore, what
happened to Grégoire?”

“Cholera, while traveling
up the Mississippi. He is buried in Independence.”

“I'm sorry for your loss.
He is with Heavenly Father now, but though there is comfort in the
knowledge, I know it does not ease the pain. Only time will.” She
spoke as if she had great familiarity on the subject.

Ettie nodded. “Yes, I'm sure time
will. Thank you again.”

Haddie hesitated in her departure. “I
feel it would be wrong to leave you here by yourself.”

Ettie patted her stomach. “I am not by
myself.”

The woman frowned, even more
doubtful.

“No harm will come to me,”
Ettie reassured her, encouraging her to go. “But if I do find
myself in distress, I will find you at the inn.” She knew she
wasn't likely to do so, but the token would allow Haddie to leave
freely.

“It is always nice to meet
a new friend,” Haddie said.

Ettie wasn’t sure they knew each other
well enough to be friends, but she did not object. “It was a
pleasure, Haddie.”

After Haddie said her goodbyes, Ettie
lost herself in the river. The banks of the Missouri were similar
to those of the upper Mississippi. Elm and ash thrived together, a
spray of green amongst the boulders and bluffs. The waters were
wide and lively, filled with the splashes and chirps of the native
wildlife.

Her feet swollen, Ettie removed her
shoes, allowing the soft grass to cool the ache within. In
response, the baby moved—a gentle sensation that was not yet strong
enough to be a kick. Ettie placed her hands over her stomach. “I
know, child. Don't worry, we will find rest soon.”

Dutiful, as the sun began its descent,
taking with it the summer sky, Ettie stayed by the river. She was
promised to Monsieur Franklin, as he was to her. She would honor
their agreement, even if it meant waiting out the stars. Monsieur
Franklin may have the leisure of bachelorhood, able to move around
as he pleased, to keep his own time, but she did not. This marriage
was the best hope she had for her and her child.

The trouble with hope, she soon
concluded, was that what one hoped for wasn't definite. The outcome
of hope was as obscure as the ripples that ran across the surface
of the water, headed nowhere, their longevity unknown. She could
sit by the riverside and hope until the day her body withered away,
with no result.

Fortunately, that didn't
happen.

 


 


As the crew of the steamboat gathered
inside to sing their twilight songs, Ettie heard her name called
out.

“Ettie, I'm so glad you're
still here,” Haddie said, approaching her at the bench. “I've
brought my husband, Cole Hanford. We have news.”

Next to Haddie was a man in his early
thirties with dark hair and matching eyes. Dressed in fine clothes,
he stood tall and proud, though his expression currently spoke of
regret. “After Haddie told me of your situation, I reached out to
the bishop here in St. Louis. He is familiar with Mr. Franklin.
Only last week...” Cole paused, looking with uncertainty at his
wife.

Ettie knew by his expression that what
he had to say was not good.

“This is probably an issue
best spoken between women. I will wait by road.” Bowing, he left
them.

Haddie was fretful.

“It's okay,” Ettie said,
bracing herself. “Be frank.”

“The bishop married Mr.
Franklin to a young woman from Texas last week. It seems you were
not the only mail-order bride he had been corresponding with. When
the bishop and my husband visited his shoe store, Mr. Franklin
admitted that he had intended on marrying you both, but when he
informed his new bride this morning of your arrival, she would not
have it. Plural marriage is an option in the church, but it is not
an option every person accepts.

“She was as unaware of Mr.
Franklin's intentions as you, at least until this morning, but
since they are now married under God, her only way of making her
feelings known was to refuse you.”

“So he left me to rot by
the river?” Ettie spat, infuriated, her anger fueled by her fear.
She did not know what she would do now. She was not yet broke, but
her money was running low. She could provide for her child
temporarily, but they had no future.

“He claims he paid a
courier to deliver an envelope to you, which contained an
explanation and a stipend for your troubles. It would appear the
courier kept the money for himself.”

Ettie breathed in, trying to process
everything, though she was having a hard time doing so. She did not
mind being a second wife. It was irrelevant; the marriage was for
necessity, not love. But she could not forgive Monsieur Franklin
for giving her false hope. She wanted to cry, but she would not do
so in front of Haddie and her husband.

“And there is no hope that
I could meet Monsieur Franklin’s new wife and convince her
otherwise? I am quite easy to live with.”

“I believe the matter is
settled,” Haddie said. “But, not to worry.” She picked up Ettie’s
suitcase. “It's time to put your shoes back on. We're bringing you
with us.”

Taking this as his cue, Cole returned
to the bench and seized the suitcase from his wife. “Mr. Franklin
should have been forthright about his intentions. You left
Independence with good faith, and now you are stranded. But perhaps
this is God's will. You came to America to find a home in the Salt
Lake Valley. We can take you there. I have a large wagon. You will
be safe... At least as safe as any of us can be. The trail is
dangerous.”

Ettie was speechless. “You mean to
take me with you on the trek West?” she asked in disbelief when her
good manners kicked in.

“Yes,” Cole
confirmed.

“And you do so realizing I
have very little money to contribute and that I am pregnant and
will not be of much use?”

“I am quite wealthy,” he
said with a hint of self-importance. “I can take care of you and
your child.”

The journey West was expensive and
trying. Her instinct was to refuse, she could hardly expect such
charity from strangers, even if they were fellow Saints, but she
was not in a position to do so, not with a child to think of. “My
means are limited, but I will pay for everything that I can,” she
finally answered.

Haddie lit up. “So you'll
come?”

“Yes. I accept your offer
with my sincerest gratitude, but I will give birth on the trail.
Are you sure you want a crying child in your company?”

“I think it is us who
should be warning you,” Haddie revealed. “My husband has two other
wives. Like Mr. Franklin, he has recognized the benefits of plural
marriage. Four children travel with us, the youngest only three.
The wagon is already sieged by much noise and bustle as it
is.”

“Your family sounds
wonderful,” Ettie said without judgment.

She and Grégoire could never have
accepted another wife into their marriage, they were too devout to
each other, but she was literate enough to understand that plural
marriage was not always for the benefit of the husband. The wives
gained as well. As long as the option of plural marriage wasn’t
abused, there was a freedom to it. A woman was no longer entirely
responsible for the household and children. She could split the
responsibility with others. It allowed her more free time and the
opportunity to pursue her own interests.

“Your child will be born
surrounded by friends,” Cole boasted.

“So come on, collect your
shoes,” Haddie prompted happily. “You can’t walk to Zion in your
bare feet.”

Looking down as she gathered her
shoes, Ettie saw that her feet had left two imprints in the grass,
a mark of her journey so far. Now, she would march forward, doing
whatever it took to ensure she made it to the Salt Lake Valley, to
the home she would build for her child. She would do it in honor of
her Grégoire, who had been her love and her guidance all the days
they had spent together on this earth.

“Friends are a good
start,” she mused.

 



Chapter Two


Ettie sat upon her bed at the inn, a
gratitude swelling in her heart. The last few weeks had been the
most difficult of her life. She would be lying if she did not admit
that a large part of her wished she had never left France. Not long
ago, she was on a steamboat coming up the Mississippi celebrating
her pregnancy with Grégoire under a whimsical afternoon that blazed
around them. Grégoire had never been so happy. When she told him
the news, he immediately took her in his arms, and they danced on
the deck of the steamboat, the sounds of the river their
orchestra.

Then he had died. And if burying him
wasn't enough, she had to look for another husband straightaway,
someone to take Grégoire's place as the provider of his family,
though no man could ever really walk in his shoes.

There had been so much joy and so much
hurt within such a short time. But now she had some steadiness,
thanks to the Hanfords, who were staying in a suite at the far side
of the inn. They rest of the family had been asleep when they'd
arrived at the inn, but she'd briefly been introduced to Cole's
first wife, Sarah. She was a serene woman with pale blonde hair
much lighter than her own and a spirit that resembled that of the
Holy Mother—sophisticated and nurturing.

Cole had offered to pay for her stay
at the inn, but Ettie insisted on settling her own bill for the
room. It wasn't out of dignity, pride was a useless sentiment in
her circumstance, but there was only so much charity she could
accept from the Hanfords—a family she had known for less time than
the sun had been in the sky that day.

Ettie took to the floor, sitting on
her knees against the bed. “Dear Heavenly Father, thank you for the
blessings we’ve received,” she prayed, closing her eyes. “Grégoire
is gone, but we are no longer afflicted. And now—”

There was a knock on the
door.

“Come in,” she called,
saving the remainder of her prayers for later.

Haddie let herself in. “We’ll be
leaving early for the ferry, so I won’t be long. I know you need
your sleep. I just wanted to say that I’m really happy you’ll be
joining us. I strongly believe this is God’s plan.”

“Thank you,” Ettie said,
touched. “Already, your friendship has been such a gift. I can't
thank your family enough. I look forward to meeting the rest of
them tomorrow.”

“There's a lot of them,”
Haddie happily warned. “Myra is more reserved than Sarah. By that,
I mean she's outgoing and brash, but only with those she socializes
with. With everyone else, her guard is pretty high; so don't take
it personal if it takes her awhile to warm to you.

“She's easy to forgive
because she is absolutely stunning. She looks Italian, with sallow
skin and cat-like eyes, but she has hair as red as an Irish céilí
dancer.

“Her six-year-old daughter
is named Jane, who inherited her mother's red hair but not her dark
complexion. Jane is... special. She does not speak, but she has a
gentle way about her that encourages even the weary.” By the
adoration in her voice, it was obvious Haddie had a fondness for
the girl.

“And what of the other
three? Is Sarah their mother?”

“Yes. Sarah has a set of
ten-year-old twins, a boy and a girl, and a three-year-old
daughter, Cole's youngest child. As I'm sure you noticed tonight,
that Sarah is the nurturer of the family. Though she is not much
older than me, even I turn to her for guidance when I need it. I
think we kind of look like each other, except for our hair color.
And my freckles.”

“I like your freckles,”
Ettie said, yawning loudly. “They give you character.”

“You are tired,” Haddie
observed. “I will leave you now. Goodnight, new friend,” she bid,
closing the door.

Ettie finished her prayers then
crawled under the covers, exhausted. There were no windows in her
room, just four bare walls that enclosed a bed and table, but Ettie
had received plenty of fresh air that day. She preferred the
silence of the vault, the peace it carried. Soon, her days would
consist of a crowded wagon and the dust and dirt of the wilderness
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