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The Boston library was
the first one of its kind in the country. When construction was
finished it stood as a monument to learning, study and education.
It centralized all the small libraries giving it millions of miles
of words in thousands of volumes of books that led their readers on
adventures of times past and visits to other countries.

It offered solitude
and peacefulness to everyone who entered their doors and that was
the reason why the five women sat quietly talking in one of the
anterooms. What had started out with just two women meeting and
striking up a friendship along the way had grown to the five…and
they all had a common interest.

It was not necessarily
the escape to another time or place that the books offered them but
actual escape from their circumstances. Although their visits were
short lived the library provided the peaceful surroundings that
none of them had elsewhere, and a chance to dream of being free
from their particular situation.

Each of them had a
burden to bear and although they could not fully escape that burden
talking among themselves seemed to garner them enough strength to
at least face it. It was every Sunday at eleven o’clock that they
met and they usually had at least an hour before having to leave
the relatively safety and security that their visit to the library
provided.

Their visits were
usually spent with each trying to bolster the spirits of the
others, but this day was different, the youngest Ella McLeod came
into the room excitedly waving a newspaper she picked up on the
counter. The Boston Journal provided the library several free
copies and on the way past the counter she noticed a front page
story that caught her eye. She glanced at it a moment and then
headed for the room.

“Ladies, I think I
have the answer.”

She proceeded to
unfold the paper and began reading an article under the caption
‘Mail Order

Brides’. The rest of
them sat and listened while she read on.

“As the settlement
of our western lands continues it is mostly by men who were
searching for gold, more land and freedom, or just adventure. Many
had also headed to the western lands to escape the horrors they
experienced during the war. Whatever their reason very few of those
men took wives with them and the scarcity of women caused men to
begin to look for ways to get wives without the risk of leaving
their mines or ranches unattended.

Many of them wrote
home to their relatives asking for their help in finding a suitable
woman that would consider travelling to the far west to be married.
Many courtships began by correspondence, but the mail system to the
outer reaches of the country is slow and undependable and it
usually takes many months for any kind of relationship to
begin.

What had developed
from this initial method of courtship is what is being referred to
as the ‘mail order bride’. Many newspapers like ours are carrying
ads from men seeking suitable wives. The advertisements, which are
usually short and simple, generally tell something about themselves
and what they are looking for in a potential wife.

Once contact is made
through the postal system then the courtship evolves much the same
as if a relative had introduced the couple. One would think that
this is a system that would see few participants on the female
side, but on the contrary, there are a growing number of women who
are answering these advertisements.

It appears to a
woman’s point of view that the migration of young men to the west
and the casualties of the war that has somewhat depleted the local
supply has left a shortage of eligible men.

Aside from this
perceived shortage there are any number of reasons why the woman
are taking advantage of this new marriage arrangement. Some may
want to escape strict parents, scandal of some sort, or just may be
seeking adventure much like the men they are following to the west.
Whatever the reasons it is phenomena that we as a newspaper are
going to follow up.

Because of the vast
distance and the sorely inadequate mail system there so been no
record so far of the success or failure of these adventures but we
will be contacting many of the respondents and have them report
their progress from the far reaches of the west.”

The ladies just sat
speechlessly while she finished reading and it was Virgie Karnes
who broke the silence with a brief laughter. A few of the others
joined in until Glenda Dee stopped them.

“Wait a minute ladies,
Ella might have something there. We all have reason why we want to
escape our surroundings and this could be a chance for just that.
For some of us escaping could be a deadly choice and for others
just being on the streets as a vagrant could mean a trip to the
Almshouse where you could be sold into servitude.”

She didn’t have to
explain it because they all knew that being a lone woman with no
money on the streets of Boston held a lot of dangers, the least of
which would be being picked up for vagrancy. People who were
destitute, old and infirm, or disabled were sent to the Almshouse
where they relied on the generosity of others and the state to
provide them lodging and food. The old and infirm, both physically
and mentally were incapable of any kind of work but the overseers
took the young and able people to the auction block where local
people bid to pay for their care and in return could use them
however they saw fit. It was just another form of slavery that was
run virtually unchecked.

Glenda turned to Ella
who was still standing holding the paper.

“Ella, let me see that
paper.”

As the others watched
she glanced through the pages until she came to the advertisement
section. She laid the paper on the table and ran her finger down
through the long list of advertisements …then she stopped.

“Here, listen to
this.”

She pointed to an
advertisement and began to read.

‘Six men on
prosperous cattle ranch in Arizona Territory seeking correspondence
with women with the intention of matrimony. Three brothers, owners
of the Pico Falls Ranch, and three ranch hands all young and in
good health seek women of the same disposition. Send your reply to.
Trent Hanover, General Delivery, Camp Verde, Arizona
Territory.’

She sat back in her
chair.

“Maybe Ella has come
across something here.”

She looked at the four
faces watching her. Their questioning looks told her that they
needed more explanation, so she continued.

“We’ve sat around for
months telling each other the desperate situations we are in and
being able to do anything about it…and this may be the answer. We
need more than just an escape we all have reason to get completely
out of this area…and having a husband isn’t a bad idea either.”

They all just sat
taking in what they had just heard until Mary spoke.

“My life has to change
or I will be swallowed up and lose myself forever…but how could we
travel that far?”

Virgie jumped in
now.

“I’m with Mary, My
life is at a dead end here, but how could we do it, I doubt if we
could pool enough money together to get us to the edge of
Boston.”

Kathy nodded agreement
with the others and they all sat back in their chairs as their
bubble was broken…but it was Glenda who gave them the answer.
Glenda the girl who worked at the Boston Palace, a place where
prominent Boston men went for drinking, gambling and the pleasures
of a woman.

She had met a man
there who was infatuated with her and proposed marriage. She had no
real feelings for him but was desperate to get out of the clutches
of the woman known as Ma Kelly. Two Women had tried to get out
before but both of them were found floating face up in the Boston
Harbor, it was their only way of escape.

Glenda knew that they
did not find their own way to the harbor because when she had tried
to leave once before two of Ma’s bouncers came for her and
explained that if she tried to run away again this could also be
her fate. Having Carl Flagon, a man of influence in the community,
as a husband would not only ensure her a way out but also keep them
from taking her back.

Carl’s parents were
well to do Boston society people and when they heard about their
son’s proposal they called Glenda in and offered her five thousand
dollars to go away and leave their son alone. Since she had no
interest in him anyway she took the money with hopes she could use
it to escape the clutches of Ma Kelly and The Palace.

Having that much money
could set her and her sister up in a new life far away from Boston.
She was about to do that when a circumstance with her sister
changed her plans. The two were close growing up but while Karen
was studious and responsible Glenda was the opposite, fun loving
and free with her attentions.

They were both
confronted with making their own way in life when their parents
died of Cholera. Glenda was eighteen and Karen was a year younger,
so Glenda felt the responsibility for her and her sister was
hers.

They sold the family
home and moved to Boston in hopes of finding a new life, but they
found the cost of living in the city was great and the money soon
ran out. Karen was establishing herself as a good seamstress and
was managing to get enough work to keep her in lodging and food,
but Glenda had nothing to fall back on.

For a time they both
managed to live on Karen’s meager income but soon Glenda’s
adventurous ways led her in a different path and a chance meeting
with a girl who worked at The Boston Palace led her into a new
life.

At first it was
exciting, she had fine clothes to wear, a small room of her own
with plenty to eat…and the time spent at the pleasure of some of
the finer gentlemen in Boston was not at all to her disliking.

It was when she
finally realized that in return for the fancy clothes and all the
rest she was actually a prisoner with no freedom of her own that
she began thinking of a way out. Her one temporary escape was on
Sunday when she made her way down the street to the library, and
even in doing that she was never alone. When any of the girls left
the premises Ma Kelly would send another girl along. It was her way
of insuring that either of them would try and escape.

When Glenda befriended
the girls in the library and their Sunday meetings became a ritual
the tag along girl was usually left sitting outside the group. With
the money safely in the bank Glenda was finally set to get Karen
and leave…but it was Karen’s circumstance that changed her
plans.

She was proud of her
sister and her accomplishments, she was now doing alterations for
three well established ladies apparel stores as well as doing work
for some of the finest ladies of Boston so it was a shock to her
when Karen showed up at the back door of The Palace in tears.

Glenda led her quietly
along the back hall to her little room and listened to her story.
She had been summoned to do some work for one of her better
customers and when she arrived she was let in by the maid and led
to the area where the lady had left the work and the instructions.
When the maid left to do some shopping she was well into her work
and enjoying the peace and quiet of working alone.

She heard a noise
behind her and turned to see a man standing in the doorway of the
small room staring at her. When he didn’t speak she became nervous
and then he suddenly stepped over, pushed her off the chair,
dropped his trousers and dived on top of her.

She was in complete
panic, knowing she was alone with no one to help her and in her
desperate struggle to get the man off she glanced to the side and
saw that her sewing basket had fallen beside her. She instinctive
reached for the handle of the scissors that stuck out of the basket
and her next motion was done in her sheer panic. Without thinking
she made a stab at the man as hard as she could and when the man
rolled off her to the side chocking and gasping with the scissors
sticking out of the side of his neck she jumped up and fled the
house.

Not knowing what to do
or where to go she ended up looking for her sister at The Palace.
When Glenda finally got her calmed down she was determined that she
must go to the police and tell them what happened, but it was
Glenda who stopped her.

She had seen enough of
the workings of the society people of Boston to know that the
killing of a prominent business man would be twisted around to the
point where it was the woman who attacked and killed him without
provocation. There would be no way that the truth would come out
even though it was obvious what had happened when the man was found
with his trousers around his knees.

The very next day the
news was just as Glenda was suspected, the word was out that the
police were on the search for a woman who committed a dastardly
murder during a robbery attempt. They had her identity and they
even had a picture that they had found in her small room in the
paper. Fortunately there was little interest in the other woman in
the picture so Glenda’s identity remained unnoticed.

She was not using the
last name Halbrook so for the time being they would not connect
them. She had not wanted to leave Karen alone in her small room but
she had to go for one final time to tell the girls that she was
leaving. Now as fate would have it she was seeing something that
could work for her and her sister, as well as the rest of them.

“I have the money…all
the money we will need.”

They all looked at her
with their mouths agape.

“Don’t ask me how I
got it…just know that I am willing to use it all if we can all go
together. We can buy a wagon and travel with one of the wagon
trains I have read about going west. It appears like our only
hope…and the answer to our prayers.”

The girls sat quietly
deep in thought and then they slowly nodded agreement one by
one.

Glenda tore the
advertisement out of the paper and handed it to Mary.

“Here, you are the
best writer among us, you write a response.”

Then she thought for a
moment.

“…But get them to
write back acknowledging that if any person on either side wishes
to withdraw from the agreement at any time there would be no
repercussions…and have them write to you in care of general
delivery in St Louis.”

Mary was about to ask
why.

“Don’t ask me why, but
we will need to get a wagon and set out as soon as possible…I know
that the wagon trains usually start out of that area but it will
give us a chance to be experts by the time we reach there.”

It was Kathy who made
the first comment.

“I’m all for this plan
but I think if things don’t work out with the men at the ranch, for
the sake of all of us we should continue west anyway.”

The rest of the girls
slowly nodded in agreement again, for each of
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