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Synopsis: A group of woman, both
contracted and uncontracted, travel west to seek out new husbands
by means of a small wagon train run by an unscrupulous man and his
cronies. One strong woman sticks up for everyone, conquers the
challenges along the way, and defends one young girl with a
mysterious and troubled past. At their last stop in Nebraska, the
leader of the wagon train faces justice, and the remaining women,
their new lives.

 


 


The bumping of the wagon under Tessa
jolted her awake. She tried to remember where she was and why she
was in a wagon but the pain in her head clouded her mind. She tried
to force her eyes open to take a look around but her head hurt too
much and she slipped back into unconsciousness. The only thing she
could grasp before everything faded into black was the thought that
she wasn’t alone.

 


 


Voices talking over her head brought
Tessa back to her senses. She knew they were talking about her but
she couldn’t understand why. It felt like she’d been asleep for a
very long time and she couldn’t move her body or even open her
eyes. The pain in her head had dulled to a pounding ache. She felt
someone gently lift her head and run a damp rag across her mouth.
It made her realize just how thirsty she was and she wondered how
long it had been since she’d had a drink of water. She fell back to
sleep.

 


 


Graves watched the women climb down
from the wagons. He didn’t like stopping out here on the prairie
too often. Traveling with women wasn’t much to his liking anyway
and being a nursemaid to a bunch of them didn’t sit well with him.
He wouldn’t take a job like this if it weren’t for the
money.

Despite being stuck with the women, he
and his partners stood to make a handsome pile of loot once the
trip was completed. They’d figured out how to be paid on both ends
by charging the mail order brides and the prospective bridegrooms.
By keeping their expenses to the minimum, all that money went right
into their pockets. He figured the women best get used to hardship
anyway as life out on the frontier offered up plenty of
it.

He had ordered his men to set up a
perimeter and keep watch while the women stretched their legs and
tended to their personal business. Some of the men were crude and
the women had quickly learned to keep their distance. Graves was
amused and relieved, as he didn’t want any more trouble than
necessary. The men were under strict orders to keep their own
distance but that didn’t stop them from making rude
remarks.

Graves was disturbed as he took a
headcount of the women. He was still missing one and he knew if she
didn’t wake up soon they’d be burying her out here on the lone
prairie and he’d be denied that extra bit of profit. He figured
he’d better go take another look at her condition.

Maddie saw Graves heading towards the
wagon and she hurried to intercept him. He scowled when he saw what
she was doing. Her concern for the young girl inside the wagon,
however, was far greater than her fear of Mr. Graves. Somebody
needed to take a stand against him. He’d already proven himself to
be a bully and a lout. She reached the back of the wagon at the
same time as he did and stopped in front of him.

“Mr. Graves,” Maddie said
stiffly.

“Step out of the way,
ma’am,” Graves said this with an air of exaggeration meant to be
sarcastic.

His tone wasn’t lost on Maddie. She
straightened her back and looked him right in the eye. He stared
back at her with a baleful look on his face but she didn’t back
down. He looked up and noticed his men were watching carefully from
their posts. He knew he’d better take charge of this woman’s
insolence right away or he’d be a laughingstock among his own
men.

He also knew he didn’t want to be too
heavy handed with the women or he risked them trying to run off or
involve any authorities they might encounter along the way. He had
enough problems with the one lying unconscious inside the wagon. He
almost regretted the deal he’d made with her drunken old man, but
it was too late for regrets now. They were nearly a hundred miles
from her pappy’s rundown place. He wasn’t going to take her back.
He decided to try a sympathetic stance with the woman.

“I’m wondering how the girl
is doing,” Graves asked quietly. “Has she woken up at all
yet?”

Maddie looked at him suspiciously for a
moment before answering.

“She’s moaned a couple of
times and has taken a bit of water. That’s all. I figure she’s got
a concussion after falling off that horse and she really needs a
doctor. I don’t think she should be bouncing around in a wagon
anyway.”

“Well, there ain’t no
sawbones out here and we sure can’t stop and wait for her to get
better, now can we?”

With these words, Graves turned on his
heel and gave orders for everyone to mount up. There were still a
couple of hours of daylight left and he didn’t want to waste it
standing around.

 


 


Tessa felt a cool cloth gently wiping
her face and a gentle hand smoothed back her hair. A single tear
slipped out of the corner of her eye and the hand wiped it away.
Tessa could hear the sound of whispering and her ears strained to
make out the words. She couldn’t quite reach through the haze that
surrounded her mind and she fell back into the darkness.

 


 


Graves looked at his men angrily. He
had told them to tie up the horses good last night and this morning
two of the horses were gone. It was going to take a lot of time to
find them if they even could. They would lose a whole day or more
of traveling because of this. He was nail spitting mad and his men
knew it. He racked his brain trying to figure out a way to solve
this problem but nothing came to mind.

He glanced over at the wagons and
noticed all of the women were watching them with anxious looks on
their faces. The last few days had completely eroded any remaining
trust they had in him. Doubts about their safety and his competence
were gaining hold in their minds. He was clearly not the man he’d
presented himself to be back in the city. He turned his back to
them and stomped off to consider the horses.

Graves figured he could pull each wagon
with one horse and the women would just have to take turns walking
behind it. The horse couldn’t manage more than two or three women
with all their luggage inside. His stupid men would have to double
up on their horses. They would have to move more slowly but they’d
at least still be moving ahead on their journey.

His other option was to unload the
women’s luggage and leave it behind out here on the prairie. He
briefly considered it and decided it would work to his advantage to
let the women choose. If they wanted to walk or lose their things
seemed like a fair choice to him. He grimly went to lay out their
options for them. He knew it was going to be a showdown one way or
another.

As he drew near the wagons, Maddie took
a step forward. She could feel the other women mentally taking a
step back. She didn’t care. She wasn’t afraid of this man, as she
knew her fate was in the hands of the Lord. She looked him squarely
in the eye as he approached her.

“There’s a problem with the
horses,” Graves began.

Maddie raised an eyebrow and waited for
him to continue.

“We’ve only got one horse to
pull each wagon so you ladies, and he stretched this word out
sarcastically, have got a choice to make here. We can either
off-load your luggage so you can all ride in the wagons or you can
take turns walking behind the wagons and keep your stuff. The
choice is yours.”

The gasps that arose from the women
standing behind Maddie were followed by the smirks of his
men.

“If I’m understanding you
right, that means we’ll be traveling much slower, yes?”

Graves nodded.

“Well, it seems the Lord
does work in mysterious ways, amen. I think you’ll find the ladies
will be happy to do some walking and keep their stuff. Right
ladies?”

The women standing behind Maddie nodded
their heads albeit a bit reluctantly for some. Graves noted their
response and retreated to avoid looking any more foolish than he
already did.

Some of the women surrounded Maddie and
began to grumble about this new development but she hushed them.
She explained how the young woman inside needed more time to heal
and the rough wagon ride wasn’t helping her to get better. She’d
prayed for the Lord to intervene on her behalf and she believed His
hand was at work in this matter. Walking would be better for all of
them. She was sure of it.

Graves sent one horse with two riders
off to try to track the missing horses. They had a day to search
and then catch up with the wagons. He didn’t want to think about
what would happen if they didn’t come back with or without the
horses. One thing for sure, they wouldn’t be getting paid and
Graves was okay with that.

 


 


That day, the women took turns walking
behind the wagons. Their progress was slow and Graves rankled at
the snail’s pace. The women found they enjoyed walking far more
than riding in the wagon. The air was bright and clear and the
prairie was home to many varieties of wildflowers and even a few
berries. They found it easier to carry on conversations and started
to get to know one another better.

There was a wide range of backgrounds
in their small group. Some of them were from the city and others
from small towns. The oldest among them was Maddie and she was a
widow. Her husband had died in the war just a couple of years after
they’d gotten married. They’d never had a chance to have any
children.

Most of the others had never been
married and didn’t have much of a chance where they lived to find a
husband. Heading west had seemed like a better option than being a
spinster without a family. They were willing to risk everything to
fulfill this simple desire for a home and a family.

 


 


“Maddie! Maddie!” one of the
women shouted from the first wagon. “I think she’s coming around!
You’d best come see to her!”

Maddie ran towards the wagon as fast as
she could. The woman driving it stopped the wagon so she could
climb aboard. The woman who had called to her jumped down so Maddie
could take her place. As soon as the transfer was complete, the
driver snapped the reins as Graves gave her a nasty look and got
the wagon moving again. He didn’t want any more delays than
necessary.

Maddie climbed over the boxes and bags
to the little nest she had fashioned for her young patient. Tessa’s
eyes were open but she looked confused and lost. Maddie spoke to
her gently and the young girl fixed her eyes on the older woman’s
face trying to remember. The voice seemed familiar but no name came
to mind as Tessa struggled to think. Maddie took the ladle from the
water bucket and offered her a sip of water. Tessa looked at the
ladle gratefully and tried to lift her head. Maddie slipped one
hand under the back of her neck and raised her a little so she
could drink.

As she lay back down, Tessa ran through
her mind what she did know about herself. She knew her name, all
her brothers, and sister’s names. She knew where she was from and
everything about her past was clear in her mind up to a point. What
she didn’t know was who any of these people were, where she was, or
why she was in a wagon. She struggled to remember anything that
could explain her situation. As she pondered this, she realized the
woman was speaking to her again.

“My name’s Maddie,” she said
softly. “Do you remember your name?”

“Tessa,” she croaked. “It’s
Tessa from Baldy Knob, Wes Virginny.”

“Where I be,” she asked
looking around fearfully.

“Well, I overheard some of
the men talking and I think we’re in Illinois right now,” Maddie
ventured without thinking of the effect of her words on the young
girl.

“Illi-what!” Tessa tried to
sit up suddenly but the effort was beyond her and she struggled
wildly before Maddie put both hands on her shoulders and eased her
back down.

Tessa began to moan and whimper and it
took a while for Maddie to realize she was crying in her own
strange way. There were no tears just the quiet sounds of her inner
struggle to keep her feelings inside. Maddie’s heart ached for the
young girl. She could see how wounded and broken her spirit was and
Maddie could only wonder at the troubles she’s seen in her young
life already. Maddie began to pray quietly and soon the young one
slipped back into a gentle sleep.

 


 


That evening when they stopped to make
camp, the women worked together to lift Tessa out of the wagon. She
was very weak and unable to stand by herself. There was a creek
nearby and they half dragged, half carried her down to the water’s
edge. There, Maddie took to the task of helping her wash and put on
some clean clothes.

When Tessa saw Graves and the other men
hovering around the perimeter of the camp, her eyes narrowed and
her face grew dark. The men looked at her curiously but none of
them came near. Maddie saw her reaction, but decided it wasn’t yet
time to try to talk about her current situation. She needed some
food and water now.

Maddie had soaked a piece
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