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Synopsis: Abandoned By The Wagon Train: A
Story of Survival & Faith -- is about a teacher who needs to
find a new job because her schoolhouse is being torn down. Looking
in the newspaper to see what might be available -- anywhere -- she
spots an ad for both a schoolteacher in California, and a mail
order bride wanted by the same store owner who placed the ad.
Chancing it, she writes to him and then deciding to risk it all she
packs up her things and heads out west on a wagon train. She is
suddenly wrenched away from the path that God has chosen for her
when, one evening, her life takes a violent U-turn.

 


 


Jennifer checked over her wagon one last
time, looking at the supplies she’d seen fit to pack. Many of it
was required for survival — casks and barrels and boxes of food.
Jennifer had a small chest that contained a few dresses, but there
weren’t many more personal items that she was taking.

The minister of their church had told them
that it was a spiritual journey as much as a physical one.

Jennifer had liked the idea of that. Her
parents had been one of the many who had died of the influenza
epidemic that had swept through the town over the winter, so
Jennifer didn’t have anything to tie her down anymore. She welcomed
a change of scenery. It was almost too painful to remain in her
home, faced with all the memories of her departed parents.

The minister, Richard Royce, was new to the
church, but he’d been welcomed with open arms. He was a young man,
fresh out of seminary, but he was passionate. He made Christ
accessible to everyone, and many of the congregants would follow
him to hell and back.

Jennifer wasn’t sure about that, but she’d
certainly follow him west.

“I don’t know how you convinced me to do
this, but I’m here.”

Jennifer turned and smiled at her best
friend, Samantha. Samantha had been so wonderful to her during her
grief. Jennifer was actually as surprised as Samantha that her
friend was going on the journey.

A couple of the men in their party lifted
Samantha’s heavy trunks into the back of the wagon.

“What’s all this?” Jennifer asked. “I told
you all the food would be taken care of.”

“I know,” Samantha said. “These are my
things.”

Jennifer and Samantha were as close as
sisters and looked the part, too, with high cheekbones and blonde
hair. They were both headstrong women — forces to be reckoned with,
many in the town joked. They’d grown up together, from the very
first days of school to when they finished their education and
became young women.

However, the one area in which they were
different seemed to be what they viewed to be necessities.

“I hate to break it to you, Sam, but you
can’t take four trunks,” Jennifer said.

“I can probably get it down to three,”
Samantha said, biting her lip and furrowing her brow.

“You need to get it down to one,” Jennifer
said, her tone telling her friend that there was no room for
arguments. “You know this. I told you one trunk only. We’re going a
long way. We can’t kill our oxen hauling your dresses.”

“There are hats, too,” Samantha said,
sniffing.

After about thirty tense minutes, they were
able to pare Samantha’s belongings down into the biggest trunk
she’d packed. The rest were loaded back on her parents’ wagon.

Jennifer saw Samantha’s wistful look at all
of the things she was being forced to leave back east.

“You know, you can always back out,”
Jennifer said. “There’s still time to do that. But once we’re on
the road, I don’t think you can turn back.”

“I couldn’t back out,” Samantha protested.
“Stay here in our boring town and let you have the adventure out
west? I don’t think so.”

Jennifer grinned and hooked arms with
Samantha. “Then it’s settled,” she said. “We’re going west.”

“Gather round, Christians.”

That was the minister. Jennifer and Samantha
walked over to where Richard stood, in the center of the wagons.
Theirs was one of ten in the train.

Richard Royce commanded attention. He had a
powerful voice that belied his relative scrawniness. The love of
God seemed to flow through his veins and made people listen up.

Richard held up a bible for everyone to
see.

“I’m grateful for everyone who has agreed to
go on this mission west,” he said, not having to raise his voice
for everyone to hear. It carried far, putting its message of God’s
love in each person’s heart.

“We have heard things about life out west,”
the minister continued. “We have heard that it is a land with great
opportunity, providing chances for people to start over again.”

His eyes fell on Jennifer, and she knew he
meant her. The minister had been a little hesitant to let her go, a
single woman as she was, but she’d convinced him, saying that she
just wanted a chance to make a life for herself outside of the
town. She needed the opportunity.

“We have also heard that it is a lawless
land,” Richard said, looking at the other congregants. “It is up to
us to bring the word of God to sinners, to help them come into the
light of the Lord’s love. It is our time to do this, to make this
service possible.”

He paused, lowering the bible, and turned to
a pre-marked page.

“There is a time for everything, and a
season for every activity under heaven. A time to be born and a
time to die, a time to plant and a time to uproot, a time to kill
and a time to heal, a time to tear down and a time to build, a time
to weep and a time to laugh, a time to mourn and a time to dance, a
time to gather stories and a time to gather them, a time to embrace
and a time to refrain, a time to search and a time to give up, a
time to keep and a time to throwaway, a time to tear and a time to
mend, a time to be silent and a time to speak, a time to love and a
time to hate, a time for war and a time for peace.”

Jennifer closed her eyes, letting the words
wash over her.

“It is our time,” Richard reiterated. “Our
time to bring God to the people who don’t know him yet. Just as
Ecclesiastes reads, there is a time for everything. Now is our
time. We must go forth and bring God to the west.”

With that, their journey began. Jennifer’s
feet were as light as her heart as they left town. With that sad
place behind her, she felt like anything was possible.

“The minister made a pretty speech, but I
don’t think it’s going to be all hearts and doves all the way
west.”

Jennifer glanced to her left to see Joseph
talking with his brother, William. They were the other orphans in
the wagon train, along with their younger sister, Rosalie. Their
presence was part of the reason Richard had let Jennifer come along
on her own — their presence, and Samantha agreeing to go to
accompany her.

Their wagon was the next in the train after
that of Joseph, William and Rosalie. They’d been arranged like that
so all the young people could stay together, the minister had
said.

“For God loves us all — even those who lack
experience,” Richard said, blessing each of them individually as
they packed the wagons.

“He should talk,” Joseph had muttered. “He’s
young enough to lack experience, too.”

“No one’s saying it’s going to be an easy
journey, not even the minister,” William shot back.

“I’ve heard tell of bandits along the
trail,” Joseph insisted. “It was a fool thing to do to keep us from
arming ourselves.”

That much was true. The minister had wanted
their mission to be one of peace, and preferred that they leave the
weapons back in town. They could use snares and traps to catch
animals, or fish in the rivers they would pass.

“God will provide,” the minister had said
then, to quell everyone’s protests. “God will provide and
protect.”

“Bandits?” Samantha asked, overhearing the
brothers’ conversation. “Where’d you hear that tall tale?”

“It’s no tall tale,” Joseph said. “Old man
Peterson told me, before we left.”

“Oh, did he?” Samantha asked, her voice full
of polite surprise. “I’m shocked he was able to lift his head from
the table to do so.”

Old man Peterson filled the role of town
drunk. He was usually too drunk to walk, let alone impart wisdom
about journeys west.

Jennifer couldn’t muffle her laugh quickly
enough, nor could William, who hurried ahead. Samantha didn’t
bother hiding her mirth — it was her joke. Joseph had a reputation
for being a little overeager for action.

They stopped when the sun was sinking low in
the sky, eager to make camp before they lost the light completely.
Jennifer got a fire started with Samantha’s help, and they hauled
water from a nearby creek to boil for soup from some of the
supplies they’d packed. Little Rosalie helped as best she
could.

When the minister walked down the row of
wagons, checking on each member of his flock, Jennifer couldn’t
help but hear his talk with Joseph and William.

“I’m uneasy about being unarmed out here,
minister,” Joseph said. “We could come across foul folk.”

“I’m counting on coming across foul folk,”
Richard said. “These are the people who need Christ’s healing power
the most.”

“I’m afraid they’d sooner stick a knife in
us than listen to our preaching,” Joseph said sourly.

“God loves martyrs,” the minister said
clapping both brothers on the shoulders.

“I’m not sure I want to become a martyr,”
William said, his voice low, but Jennifer wasn’t sure that the
minister heard him. Alternatively, maybe he chose not to hear him
as he approached Jennifer and Samantha’s campfire.

“How are you ladies holding up?” Richard
asked. “Is the pace too much for you?”

“Oh, we’re doing just fine,” Samantha said,
chattering away as Jennifer’s attention was split between the
minister and the brothers.

“Yes, this is very manageable,” Jennifer
added, still watching the brothers. There was something about them
that she didn’t quite like.

Her breath caught in her throat. Joseph had
retreated out of sight, but William was staring at a small,
sparking knife in his hand. He closed his hand and jammed it in his
pocket, looking around, and Jennifer quickly focused back on the
minister.

“It’s good to have you young people along,”
Richard was saying, beaming at Samantha and Jennifer. “You make
this trip even more joyous, devoting your lives to serving
God.”

When the minister moved on, Jennifer looked
for William, but he was gone. It troubled her to settle down for
sleep with the knowledge that he had violated the minister’s rule
on weapons, but Jennifer was too tired to dwell on it for long.

 


 


The next morning, she awoke at the sound of
footsteps. Her eyes flew open.

“Where are you going?” she hissed up at
William, who was fully dressed.

“I’m going to scout ahead,” the younger
brother said, his face hard. “Joseph’s got me thinking and I don’t
like the feel of this land. Lots of places to hide.”

“Joseph’s got you thinking?” Jennifer asked,
sitting up and trying to shake the sleep from her head. “Or old man
Peterson?”

“Both,” William said. “You can never be too
careful.”

Jennifer wished that William would be
careful, but she didn’t know how to say it. She knew he had a
knife, but she didn’t want to say anything about that, either.
Instead, she got up and got herself ready for the day of travel,
filling canteens for everyone down at the stream.

When she got back, the minister had an
enormous skillet full of bacon at a cook fire in the center of the
wagon train. They’d circled the wagons when they made camp for the
night.

Samantha, sleepy still, stumbled to the
center, where most everyone else already was.

“I didn’t know you could cook, minister,”
she said, eyeing the bacon with interest.

“Of course I can cook,” Richard said. “I
thought it would be a treat to have a big breakfast, complete with
the love of the Lord and some fellowship.”

The only person missing at that point was
William, Jennifer realized, and she knew she should’ve done
something to keep him at camp.

“Where’s my brother?” Joseph asked, his
voice dangerous and carefully measured.

Jennifer bit her tongue, not wanting to get
William in trouble with his brother.

The minister noticed Joseph’s tension and
smiled. “The sense of adventure is strong within your brother, I
think,” he said. “I’m sure the Lord will keep William safe and
direct him back to us.”

They shared breakfast, the minister
preaching to them as they ate, but Jennifer had a hard time
concentrating. All she could see was Joseph getting angrier and
angrier until the first bead of worry dotted his forehead. They
packed up the wagons and put out the fires.

“We’re not leaving without my brother,”
Joseph said, snagging the minister’s arm.

“Of course we’re not,” Richard said. “We’ll
wait for him to return, of course.”

 


 


The minutes stretched to hours, and the sun
got high in the sky. They passed the time chatting, reading the
bible, and playing with little Rosalie. Joseph refused any sort of
company, pacing up and down the line of wagons they’d straightened
out ahead of leaving the campsite.

Jennifer was just getting ready to share
what she knew when the trees parted and William walked forth.

Joseph strode over and took William by the
front of his shirt, jerking him close.

“Where were you?” he growled. “What do you
think you were doing, wandering off?”

“Would you let go of me?” William said,
struggling to push his brother away. “I was scouting up ahead.
There’s something you need to know.”

“I need to know that you
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