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Synopsis: Mail Order Bride: Caroline &
Asa, Her Stranger On A Train, is about a mail order bride headed
for California, and a man she has never met, to marry him and start
a new life out west. When she meets a charming and handsome lawyer
who was fired from his firm and is now headed there too, she is
torn between the duty to her parents to marry who they chose for
her, and a burgeoning respect then love for Asa, her stranger on a
train. She turns to her bible for answers but time is short, so
will she find what she’s seeking before they both step off the
train and disappear into the crowd forever?

“Prepare to disembark!” the attendant
shouted, startling Caroline awake. Disembark? She blinked a couple
of times, rubbing her eyes and trying to shake off the sleep that
had snuck up on her with the repetitive, rhythmic clatter of the
tracks. For a moment, steam obscured her view outside of the
window. Then, suddenly, a gust of wind cleared it.

Chicago. The windy city.

Caroline pulled on her gloves, straightening
them fastidiously before readjusting her hat. She hoped nobody had
studied her too closely while she slept — and that she hadn’t done
anything embarrassing like snore or murmur nonsense — but the
passengers sitting around her were busying themselves with
gathering their belongings.

She glanced down at her lap and was surprised
to see her bible open. That’s right. She’d been reading
before she drifted off. It had been in Colossians.

“Put on then, as God's chosen ones, holy and
beloved, compassionate hearts, kindness, humility, meekness, and
patience, bearing with one another and, if one has a complaint
against another, forgiving each other; as the Lord has forgiven
you, so you also must forgive,” she read, silently mouthing each
word like a heartfelt prayer.

“Above all these put on love, which binds
everything together in perfect harmony. Let the peace of Christ
rule in your hearts, to which indeed you were called in one body.
Be thankful. Let the word of Christ dwell in you richly, teaching
and admonishing one another in all wisdom, singing psalms and hymns
and spiritual songs, with thankfulness in your hearts to God.”

Caroline liked that. Being kind was as easy
as putting on the cloak she threw around her shoulders. All you had
to do was be conscious of it and soon it would become like a second
skin. With outward kindness, soon Christ would call a person’s soul
home.

Standing up and stretching her stiff legs and
back, Caroline reached up for her suitcase, stowed on a rack above
the train’s benches. It had shifted during the journey, but she
could get it if she just reached a little farther.

She gasped as a strong grip seized both her
hand and the handle of the suitcase, dragging them both to the
floor of the car.

“I beg your pardon!” she exclaimed.

“I do apologize,” a man said, sweeping off
his hat and bowing. “I hate to see a lady struggle.”

His manner was as smooth as the way he combed
his hair — slick and back away from his handsome face. He was well
dressed and obviously did well for himself. That much was obvious
from the way he dressed; in a clean, pressed suit, to the way he
carried himself; chest out, shoulders back, looking all around
him.

“You surprised me,” Caroline said, eyeing the
man with continued suspicion. Her parents had warned her against
engaging strangers in conversation while traveling. They were
certain that marauders and bandits rode the trains like pirate
ships and horses.

Caroline was less sure of that, but it made
her no less wary. She had kept to herself during the first leg of
the journey out of habit, burying her nose in her bible — a
treasured possession.

“Did you come all the way from New York, like
me, or did you hop on somewhere along the way?” the man asked,
putting his hat on as he spoke to her. It made him look even more
dapper — as Caroline suspected he knew perfectly. He seemed like
the kind of self-assured man that made even the smallest decisions,
like what hat to wear, with exceeding calculation.

Those kinds of people, the kinds who had too
many layers to peel back before you got down to who they truly
were, Caroline found distasteful.

“Yes, thank you,” she said briskly. “I’ll
take that now.”

His hand was still on hers — and the handle
of her suitcase. She yanked the heavy thing away from the man and
it bumped painfully into her shins.

“Careful there,” he remarked, even as she hid
the smarting pain from him. “Can’t I take that for you? It looks
heavy.”

“That’s quite all right,” Caroline insisted,
ducking around him and making her way to the exit.

The winter air took her breath away even from
the relative protection of the station. It was cold in New York
this time of year, but Chicago seemed more biting, in a way. She
wondered whether it was like this all the time — frigid,
practically menacing gusts of wind that made it hard to breathe.
Perhaps there was just nasty weather about.

Perhaps Caroline was simply nervous about her
journey.

“Madam, I’m so sorry.”

Caroline turned and her eyes widened again.
It was that man from the train again. He was now bundled in a fine
coat and scarf, doubled and redoubled around his neck to ward off
the cold. The only luggage she could see was a shiny leather
satchel. He had to be a businessman of some sort. Why wouldn’t he
leave her alone?

“Excuse me?” she asked, squinting. If only
she could find a porter to help her and be rid of this man.
Caroline looked around, but everyone seemed to be engaged at the
moment.

“I’m afraid we got off on the wrong foot,”
the man said. “My name’s Asa Jones.”

“Caroline Kent,” she replied
automatically.

“I hope you didn’t think I was rude back
there,” Asa said. “My parents practically beat good manners into my
skull. ‘If a lady needs help, make sure you’re the first one to
come to her aid’ and things like that.’”

“I don’t need any help,” Caroline said,
waving down a porter. He took her suitcase and she followed him to
the baggage car for her trunk.

“You’re fully capable, I can see that,” Asa
said, keeping pace, Caroline noticed with no small degree of
exasperation. “I just didn’t want you to hurt yourself hauling that
bag down. Can’t I help you get a car or something for your
things?”

The porter had retrieved Caroline’s trunk and
placed it on a cart, looking at her expectantly for either a tip or
further instructions — probably both.

“Chicago’s not my final destination,” she
said. “I’m transferring.”

“How wonderful,” Asa said. “First New York to
Chicago and now onward. What an exciting journey.”

“I suppose so,” Caroline said.

“Where to, Miss?” the porter piped in,
finally speaking up.

“To the 5:15 train bound for San Francisco,”
she said.

“Well, what do you know?” Asa exclaimed,
striding along with her as she followed the porter with her things.
“I’m on that train, too!”

“You don’t say,” Caroline said.

Of course he would be.

A darker thought crossed her mind. Perhaps
Asa Jones wasn’t going to San Francisco at all — until he heard
that she was. Maybe his name wasn’t even Asa Jones. A chill that
she couldn’t attribute to the weather stole down her spine even as
she tried to dismiss her paranoia. It was just her parents’
warnings about travel that had her on edge, Caroline mused.

They reached the train that would take them
across the country. Caroline marveled at its smooth lines, the
crimson, gold, and green paint covering the outside of each car.
The engine was even painted to match, “Union Pacific” scrawled in
elaborate gold script on the side. It already puffed and bellowed
smoke. Caroline jumped when the whistle sounded, piercing the dull
roar of the crowd within the station.

“All aboard!” an attendant called.

“Well, perfect timing,” Asa said.

They approached the attendant after Caroline
sent the porter away with her trunk to put on the baggage car. The
suitcase she lugged herself. It contained her bible and a number of
other essentials she’d need on the ride.

“I really must insist on taking that from
you,” Asa said, reaching down for the handle and pulling the
suitcase from Caroline’s grasp. “It’s too heavy. I can’t, in good
conscious, watch you struggle with it when I’m standing right
here.”

Caroline prickled a little bit. She’d handled
it just fine in New York. She hadn’t needed anyone’s assistance
after she’d hefted it to the rack. Why was this man bending over
backwards for her?

Was he going to steal her suitcase? Rob her
blind? Leave her with nothing on her journey? She’d noticed that
he’d had no trunk to worry about from the baggage car, even though
he was allegedly making the same journey as her — all the way from
New York to San Francisco. Didn’t someone practically require a
trunk for that?

Caroline was somewhat relieved to see Asa
pull a valid ticket — one that matched hers — from the inside of
his coat to present to the attendant. At least he’d been honest
about that part of his story. He really was going to San
Francisco.

They found Caroline’s seat and Asa pushed her
suitcase up to the rack. She wanted to retrieve her bible and
perhaps some food from it, but she’d do that — herself — later, she
resolved.

“Looks like I’m in another car,” he observed,
studying his ticket. “You’re traveling alone, I presume?”

Caroline was loathe to admit it, but she
nodded anyway. She couldn’t very well lie to him. If she were
traveling with someone, she wouldn’t have to haul her own suitcase
around.

“Well, four days is a long time to be without
a companion,” Asa said. “I’ll see that everything’s in order in my
car and then I’ll come back to see how you’re doing.”

“It’s really fine,” Caroline protested. “I’ll
be all right. Please don’t trouble yourself.”

“If you say so,” Asa said, his smile a little
enigmatic. “Happy travels, then.”

Caroline waited until he left before hauling
the suitcase down from the rack, almost to prove that she could do
it. She popped the case open and got her bible, which was resting
on top. She moved a couple of dresses over and found the package of
food her mother had forced upon her.

“Who knows what they’ll try to feed you — if
they feed you at all,” Caroline’s mother had said, pressing the
paper-wrapped bundle into Caroline’s arms at the train station in
New York. “At least you’ll have something comforting on the
way.”

Caroline hadn’t tried to reassure her parents
on any point of the journey. They were, by nature, suspicious and
distrustful. She really couldn’t tell them anything — like the fact
that her train did include a full-service dining car, that upon
stopping in different stations along the way, she could disembark
for a bite to eat. No, her parents were sure that she was going to
starve on her journey west.

She unwrapped the package and smiled at its
contents. No less than four apples, eight sandwiches, four large
wedges of cake, a thermos full of tea, leftover biscuits and bacon
from breakfast the morning before she left, and more.

How was she going to eat all this? Caroline
was certain she’d still have food from New York when she arrived in
San Francisco.

She gasped and was just barely able to save
the apples from plunging to the floor as the train lurched forward,
slowly at first and then steadily gaining speed.

So, they were off.

Pressing her face against the window by her
seat, Caroline watched the station fall out of view. The city of
Chicago itself was an ugly, sooty, sprawling thing. It had suffered
a terrible fire some years ago, Caroline remembered, the tall
headlines on the New York newspapers shouting the incident at her
even as she was a little young to comprehend the magnitude of such
an event. However, an increasingly larger amount of people appeared
to be happily living there — as happy as they could be in such a
cold place.

Caroline was a little relieved when the
landscape opened up to rolling hills and then to flat plains, but
by then the sun had set. Attendants came around and lit lamps,
enveloping her car in a cozy light. Caroline ate a sandwich and an
apple. She hesitated and looked around before polishing off a wedge
of cake. No one was going to judge her for it.

She put the rest of the food in its package
and set it in the empty seat beside her. She wondered whether the
train would get fuller the farther west they traveled.

Her belly full, Caroline opened the bible. A
folded piece of paper fell to the floor, but she hurriedly
collected it. That wasn’t something she wanted to lose.

Her fingers trembling a little, she opened
the page. The handwriting was cramped and the shaking of the train
made it a bit hard to read, but she read it all the same. It wasn’t
the first time she’d read the letter and Caroline could bet that it
wouldn’t be the last time, either.

“Dear Caroline,” it read. “I am so joyful
that you have accepted my proposal. I know that we will work well
together as husband and wife. My days are immensely brighter now
that I know you will be journeying west to join me.”

Caroline smoothed the page, her fingers
running over the ink, before continuing.

“Please find enclosed money for a train
ticket. I would prefer you would travel with a companion, but I
know it may not be feasible. At any rate, please be careful. It is
easy to sink into a false sense of security on a train. At least
you aren’t traveling by wagon, as I did. The grueling journey cost
several lives in my party and I would never want to put you at
risk.”

His caution had been one of Caroline’s
parents’ favorite parts about him.

“Life at the mine is hard but rewarding
work,” the letter continued, “and will be
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