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    To my dearest friend, GG, who still inspires me, although it's from heaven now.


Rest well, GG.
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      The wagon train, late August, 1852…

      

      “No, no no…”

      Betsy Lawrence held her shoulders high and her back straight as she watched shovelfuls of dirt being piled on top of the graves of her parents. Unwilling to let anyone see her tears, she waited stoically, hating the fact that they must be buried directly in the path of oncoming wagons.

      Jack, the wagon master had explained that it was the safest place for them; it would keep their bodies from being devoured by wolves and other predators. Somehow that hadn’t mattered; it seemed such a terrible injustice that the wagon trains from the east must roll right over them, continuing on the journey her mother and father had been so eager to make.

      The cholera epidemic that had hit early in the journey had taken so many lives. It was said that if they could make it to Fort John, the Trading Post in Wyoming, the epidemic would end. The military had taken it over just that year, changing its name to Fort Laramie. When cholera struck the family in the wagon in front of them, they held out hope. But when it struck the family two wagons behind them, they began to pray. They had almost made it to Fort Laramie before Mama and Papa had become ill.

      Almost.

      “Elizabeth? Come away. You can’t stay here, child. It’s not safe.”

      Jerked back to reality, she turned. “I’m not a child, sir. I’m over twenty.”

      Jack rested his hand on her shoulder, urging her back to the wagon. He shook his head. “And I’m over twice your age. You’re still a child to me. Are you sure you can drive the team?”

      She wasn’t sure at all, and looked around. “Is there anyone else who can do it? Without taking them away from their own?”

      He didn’t look at her. The drivers of the remaining wagons were already with their teams. Those who could be spared had taken over for the families whose men were no longer living.

      “I thought not,” she said quietly.

      Despite her determination not to show her sorrow, tears again began to threaten. She’d hoped for a few more minutes, just a few, to stand beside their graves and silently say goodbye.

      But the wagons had already prepared to leave. She realized everyone was waiting on her. Clenching her jaw, she took a determined step toward the wagon. Then another. The team was restless. She’d only driven it alone a few times, and she wasn’t sure she could do it for long.

      There seemed, however, no other choice. The band of stragglers in the wagon train were few and far between now, and she should have known better than to ask.

      You can do it, Betsy. Keep your chin up. Her mother’s voice seemed to echo in her ear. You can do anything you put your mind to. I know you.

      She climbed up onto the wagon, feeling small and alone, and took the reins from Jack.

      As the train began to move forward, she kept her eyes straight ahead, closing them only as the horses trod over the graves of her parents. She wondered then how many other souls were buried here, under the hooves of the horses.

      “Goodbye, Mama. Goodbye, Papa.” She whispered.

      No one was looking at her now, and the tears began to flow, clouding her vision. But Bess, the mare ahead of her stumbled suddenly, and Betsy jerked her head upward.

      She couldn’t cry. No. Not now.

      She blinked, swearing to herself she wouldn’t lose control of the horses. And swearing not to lose the few possessions that remained in the wagon behind her, all she had left of her family’s memories.

      And most of all, swearing not to look back.
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      A few weeks later…

      

      Fort Laramie lay before them. Betsy sighed with relief when she saw it come into view. Twice in the past two days the horses had reared on her and someone from the wagon train had been forced to ride out to get her. They were perturbed with her now, and she knew it.

      The weeks since her parents’ deaths had been hard. Still, she hadn’t had much time to think. Driving the team was difficult, and it took every second of concentration to keep up with them. At night she’d barely had a chance to lay her head on her pillow before she fell asleep.

      The fort was bustling. It looked welcoming to her. Perhaps it had a place where she could find work. Was that possible? Were there any other ladies here? She’d heard they were scarce inside the military forts.

      She could sew; her mother had taught her that. The treadle was in the back of the wagon; she was so grateful she’d arrived with it intact. Perhaps she could stay here. Would there be a place she could find room and board?

      “Hand me the reins.”

      Jack’s voice shook her out of her thoughts, causing her to lean forward. Placing the reins in his hands, she moved out of the driver’s box and began to climb down.

      “Stay here, Betsy. I’ll be back shortly.” He secured the team to the nearby post and turned back to her.

      She blinked. “Where are you going?”

      He put both hands on his hips, and his jaw clenched. “It’s obvious, Elizabeth. You can’t continue with us. I’m sorry. I’ll be back.”

      “Wait. Haven’t I gotten better at driving the team?”

      He turned back, scowling. “It’s not your skill, child. It’s your size. You’re too small to control them.” He strode away, calling out behind him. “Stay.”

      Betsy waited until he was a good distance away before stamping her foot.

      “Stay,” she echoed under her breath.” What am I, a dog?”

      The horses were watching her curiously with their soft eyes, and she moved closer and began to stroke their velvety noses.

      “Sorry if I scared you,” she whispered apologetically. “I don’t know what’s to become of me, or of you. But I’ll try my best to see you’re taken care of.”

      What was to become of her? She should be able to take care of herself as long as she had a place to sleep and a place to work. But would they allow her to stay in her wagon?

      Probably not.

      Outside the fort she could see tents belonging to the Native Americans. It wasn’t likely the captain of the garrison would allow her to sleep outside the gates, and it was just as unlikely there would be room for her inside.

      A smile crossed her face as she thought of the poker games she’d played with her father at home. When she was ten, Mama had come into the drawing room one evening and found Betsy winning a game with Papa.

      Appalled, she’d thrown up her hands. “Charles! You’re not teaching that child to play poker!”

      “I certainly am,” Papa had replied with a wink at Betsy. “But I’m not sure I will again. She just won against me for the third time, and I’ll be a pauper for the rest of my days.”

      Her mother had left the room, sputtering, and Betsy and Papa had been left behind, laughing. Papa had decided then to bet only horseback rides.

      Her face relaxed, thinking of it.

      Don’t be silly. It isn’t likely playing poker will be an opportunity here.

      At the same time another thought occurred to her. There was a Trading Post here. Since she could sew, perhaps she could make her own living and sell her goods there. She hoped to meet the owner if she was allowed to stay.

      Attempting to smooth back her hair, Betsy looked down, and grimaced. It had been two weeks since she’d been able to have a bath, and because of the lack of privacy on the wagon train, it had only been what her grandmother had referred to as a birdy’s bath. What she’d give to actually soak in a tub of hot water and be able to wash her hair with real soap. She felt grimy. The braid she’d begun the day with had come loose from its ribbon and her dark blue pelisse needed washing, badly.

      Betsy watched as the men in the train began to dismount and rein their teams to the posts, leaving their wives and families to begin working on dinner. She knew there was tinned food in the wagon, however, she had no appetite at all. She counted as she looked back at the wagons behind them. Not many were left. However, not far from them another train was pulling into view; they seemed to be in better shape. Wondering if all the wagon trains had encountered the same difficulties theirs had, she continued to wait.

      Footfalls behind her brought her back to the present.

      “She’s a fine filly.” It was Jack’s voice.

      Startled, she looked over her shoulder. Jack approached with another gentlemen, and her gaze lit on him. He was taller and quite handsome, with dark hair and eyes a dark sapphire blue, and his hat was held loosely in one hand.

      One could get lost in those eyes, she thought.

      Handsome or not, however, it didn’t matter.

      “You’re not selling my mare, or any of my horses without my consent,” she snapped.

      The stranger transferred his hat to his other hand, and his mouth lifted on one side.

      “Spirited too, I gather.”

      He’s not talking about my mare. He’s talking about me.

      Betsy narrowed her eyes at him. “Who are you?”

      “Behave yourself, Elizabeth,” Jack said, his voice filled with warning. “I’ll introduce you. This is Thad Bridges. Thad, Elizabeth Lawrence.”

      Betsy took a step back.

      The man referred to as Thad took a step forward.

      “I…” Betsy found herself at a loss for words, “don’t understand.”

      Jack turned to the stranger. “Shall I explain? Or will you?”

      Thad motioned to him. “Be my guest.”

      Jack was rubbing the back of his neck uncomfortably now. He wasn’t looking at her, either, a bad sign.

      “It’s like this, child. You’re alone.”

      She ignored the reference to her age. “Yes sir. I’m quite aware of that,” she said, with irritation in her voice.

      “You need someone to take care of you.”

      She lifted her chin defiantly. “No sir. I don’t believe I do.”

      “Think what you may. I believe you do, and I’m responsible for you since your parents died.”

      This time it was she who looked away.

      Oh dear God. He’s going to tell me Thad’s wife has died and he has a house full of children and needs someone to raise them. That’s all I need.

      Her mouth flattened. She’d heard stories of this happening frequently out west; forced marriages of convenience. Suddenly every nerve in her body was taut. Straightening her shoulders, she stared back at Jack and the younger man next to him.

      “All I need is a place to sleep. I have my treadle, and I can make my own living,” she glanced from one to the other. “I can pay for my own meals.”

      Jack’s gaze settled on her sternly. Thad’s however, showed a crinkle at the corners of his eyes and his mouth.

      “Extremely spirited,” said Thad.

      This was a nightmare, and suddenly Betsy realized she couldn’t handle it anymore; she whirled away and began to run, although she had no idea where she was going. “I’m not listening to this any longer,” she barked.

      She heard footsteps behind her, she was sure Jack was coming after her. Her gait picked up, and she began to run faster, zig-zagging between people, horses and soldiers. The river rounded the fort on one side not far away, and she tried to avoid it.

      The steps behind her increased their pace. Suddenly she felt hands around her waist and her feet lost contact with the ground. She was tossed over a hard shoulder like a sack of potatoes.

      “Stop it, Jack! I’m almost twenty-two, and I can take care of myself!”

      “Be still, young lady,” said a threatening voice. “I’ve about had it with this stubborn streak of yours.”

      As she looked over her shoulder however, she realized the voice did not belong to Jack.

      She gasped. “Put me down. Now.”

      “I’ll put you down when I’m ready. I’ll say one thing for you, you little urchin. You’re fast.”

      How dare he! She didn’t even know him. But as the thought occurred to her, she felt a sharp stinging swat on her bottom. He spoke again.

      “Do you want more? Because at this moment I’m inclined to give it to you.”

      She grunted at his question. “No.”

      Her hands against his back, she pushed herself up and peered behind her. It was several minutes later when she saw the front gate of the fort come into view. A few seconds after that, the wagon train was in sight.

      “All right,” he said, with a voice of steel. “I’m going to set you on your feet now. Don’t you dare run off again. Hear?”

      “No. I don’t hear.” She tossed back.

      Another swat landed, this one harder than the last, and she was on her feet suddenly, facing Jack in the exact same spot she’d left. He looked exasperated with her. Thad was holding her in front of him, one arm around her shoulders and the other around her waist.

      Jack jammed his hands into the pockets of his trousers. “You’re making me tired, Elizabeth, and you’re wasting my time. Are you ready to listen now?”

      She looked away. “To what?”

      Jack nodded toward Thad, behind her.

      She was turned by her shoulders until she faced the stranger. Scowling upward, she realized how far she had to crane her neck to see his face. A sigh escaped. She supposed it was time to hear about the children she would be responsible for. “Get on with it, then. How many do you have?”

      He stared down at her for a long time before speaking.

      “Pardon?” His voice was low and firm.

      She turned her head, but one large hand gripped her chin and turned it back to his.

      She gulped. “How many children do you expect me to raise for you?”

      He appeared genuinely surprised. “I have no children.”

      Nervously, she licked her lips. “Truly?”

      “None. But I’ll explain, if you’ll be still and listen.”

      Curiosity was getting the better of her. Finally, she met his gaze. “I’m listening, then.”

      “All right. Here it is. I’m about to turn thirty, and I need a wife. You are alone in the world, and you need a husband to take care of you,” he paused as his eyes flickered over her, “in more ways than one.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” she threw back.

      “It means you need someone to teach you to behave.”

      She ignored that. With a shake of her head, she added, “Then tell me. Why do you need a wife?”

      “That’s a fair question, and it deserves an answer. I’ll be honest with you. If I don’t marry within the next month, I’m in danger of losing my inheritance. The arrangement would benefit both of us.”

      “It might benefit you,” she said, “but I doubt it would do the same for me.” She stared at him. There were no children? Perhaps this wasn’t as bad as she thought.

      She tried to move away from his grip but he held on tighter.

      “This is dangerous territory, Elizabeth, in case you haven’t noticed. No, I have no children. Why do you ask? Do you not like children?”

      “I like them well enough. I’m just not ready for them yet.”

      “I see. Well, here’s what I do have. A house. Two, actually. One outside the fort, one inside. You’ll be staying inside, at least until things calm down enough and I can teach you how to stay safe. There is a widow named Evaline who comes a few days a week and cooks and cleans. You won’t need to do any of that. What you will need to do is marry me.”

      “Why would you want me? I have no dowry. I have nothing.” She searched his face curiously. “All I own is in the wagon.”

      She half expected him to climb up into it and look it over, but he didn’t. He continued studying her intently.

      “You’ll keep that.”

      He turned her and put his arm around her shoulders, walking her away from Jack. “Your wagon master offered me your team. I suppose I could always use them. I can promise you they would never be mistreated, but they’ll remain your property.” He paused, and stopped, turning her to face him. “There are some things I’ll expect from you.”

      Her shoulders stiffened under his hands. “What things?”

      He stopped walking. “The first. I’ll expect you to mind your manners and behave yourself.”

      She eyed him suspiciously. “And?”

      “And I’ll expect you to accommodate guests when needed. I know it’s an odd request, but occasionally we have people visit, and the captain’s quarters aren’t quite large enough for it. Susannah Harrison can help you learn to do that.”

      “Who is Susannah?”

      “The captain’s wife. I expect you’ll get along with her well. She was about as stubborn as you are now when she first arrived.”

      She ignored him. “And what else do you want from me?”

      “What any man would. I’ll expect you to share my bed.”

      Betsy became silent for a moment.

      “I see. But I…”

      A half smile appeared on his face. “I’ll teach you. You need not worry.”

      Betsy felt it as her face grew hot. She knew she must be a bright shade of scarlet.

      “Would you like to hear what else I expect of you?”

      She couldn’t meet his gaze now. “Yes.”

      “I expect you to do the things you like. To enjoy yourself. Do you like to read?”

      Her eyes suddenly lit on his face. “I sew. I make things. Clothes, mostly. I draw. And yes, I do read, but it isn’t my favorite thing to do.”

      She paused. Should she tell him she was good at poker? Probably not. “I like to write poetry at times. And my father taught me to carve on wood.”

      He looked impressed. “As long as you let me sharpen your tools for you.”

      She sent an irritated glance upward. “I know how to sharpen my tools. I’ve been doing it since I was eight.”

      But he shook his head. “I won’t have you injuring yourself, Elizabeth.”

      “My name,” she said forcefully, “is Betsy. That’s what I answer to. If you insist on calling me Elizabeth, don’t be surprised if I ignore you.”

      He smiled. “I’ll call you Betsy only when you behave yourself. If I call you Elizabeth, it should be a signal to you that you should mend your ways quickly or you’ll be in trouble.”

      She tried to ease away from him, but he refused to let her go.

      “What kind of trouble?” she whispered.

      “Of my hand connecting with your bottom. At least until I think you’ve learned your lesson. Does that satisfy you as an answer?”

      Betsy lowered her eyes to his chest and blinked.

      “I… suppose so,” she answered in a whisper. “But I won’t like it.”

      A soft chuckle came from him. “I’d be surprised if you did.” He released her chin and again moved both hands to her shoulders. “I expect it won’t happen often, but I will demand that you be respectful to me. Is it possible for you to do that?”

      She kept her gaze lowered. “Can I think about this?”

      He drew a breath. “Unfortunately, no. Jack needs to head out early in the morning. It’s imperative you make up your mind now. If you agree, we’ll be married this afternoon.”

      “He’s already told me I can’t go with them when they leave,” she grumbled.

      “Yes. He told me that too. I’m a fair man, Betsy, as you’ll find out. However, I expect you need to see that for yourself. But I can make you some promises.”

      She was stalling for time. “What promises?”

      “I promise to take good care of you. I’ll treat you well. I’ll do my best to see you’re happy. I’ll never lie to you, and I’ll expect you to do the same for me. And if you encounter a problem, I’ll expect you to come to me with it. I’ll take care of it for you. We’ll sit down often and talk about your needs, and how I can meet them.”

      She tilted her head. “Why must you marry before your thirtieth birthday?”

      His mouth flattened. “My father dictated it in his will. If I don’t, the entire estate goes to my younger brother. He would either sell it out from under me, or bring it to ruin in a short time. I’ve overlooked the estate since I turned twenty, and made it prosper. My brother tried for years to talk my father into rewriting the will, He was unsuccessful, and my father died two years ago. Right now, it’s in the hands of a solicitor in New York.”

      “Where does your brother live?”

      “On the east coast. He’s never been here, and he assumes we’re an uncivilized lot.” His mouth lifted in that same half-smile, and despite herself, she found she thought it was charming. “I’ve never been able to convince him to visit. It wouldn’t surprise me, however, if he didn’t show up around my birthday to claim the estate he thinks should fall to him. He’s quite sure I’ll never marry.”

      Betsy looked up as he chuckled. She could not deny he was a handsome man.

      “I have two questions, then,” she said. “Why is he so sure? And,” she breathed, “why haven’t you married?”

      “You’re a curious girl, aren’t you?”

      “Yes. It’s the best way to find out what I want to know.”

      The amused expression was replaced with a frown. “Fair enough. The truth? I’ve never found a young woman I wanted.”

      “Are you…” her voice dropped, “sure you want me?”

      He grinned. “No. But I think you’re honest, I like your spirit, and we seem to be stuck with each other. I’m not a wealthy man by any means, but I am comfortable. I hope you understand the difference. And I hope you know I’ll take good care of you. If there’s something you want, tell me and I’ll do the best I can to make it happen.”

      Betsy’s mouth twisted into a sly smile. “I want to see the ocean, and hear the waves crash up on the beach.” She watched for his reaction as he considered it. Silence followed as he observed her face.

      “Is that truly what you want? Somehow, I have doubts about that.”

      “Yes.” She was lying, and he knew it. She could tell by the look on his face. “No,” she finally added, looking down. “What I truly want is my parents back. But you can’t give me that.”

      Her lower lip trembled as he stood there gazing down at her. His hands continued to rest on her shoulders, but his grip had lessened.

      “No, I can’t. I’m sorry. If I could, I would.” There was silence for a few seconds. “And it’s not what I expected to hear. Taking you to see the west coast would be easier. There are rumors of two men in the east, Wells and Fargo, who plan to send the stage west since the railroad doesn’t come here yet. Perhaps eventually they’ll do that. I can’t make that promise to you yet, Betsy. But if it becomes possible, I’ll do the best I can.”

      This was something she hadn’t expected. “You’re serious?”

      “I am. The question is now,” he said, “will you accept my offer of marriage?”

      She studied his face curiously. He appeared sincere. There wasn’t a houseful of children to have to step in and raise and try to convince they should let her take the place of their mother. She didn’t even have to be responsible for the housekeeping. Surely, she could get Susannah to teach her to entertain. She could do whatever she wanted as long as she, as he put it, behaved herself.

      “It depends,” she said, a moment later. “I’m curious. What do you mean when you say ‘If I behave myself?’”

      “I’ll tell you. It means coming to me when I call you. It means keeping a respectful attitude in front of others and when we’re alone. You can voice a disrespectful opinion in private, but in the presence of others, mind your tongue. It means being pleasant to be around. I don’t expect you to address me as sir, but respect needs to be present in your manner. As I said before, I’ll need you to entertain guests occasionally. I’ll give you plenty of notice, and Evaline can help prepare the dishes to serve, but you’ll need to learn how to plan it and serve it.” He glanced down at her soiled gown and pelisse. “If you need new gowns made, I’ll be happy to provide them.”

      “I have some in the wagon, but they’re for every day. If it’s necessary to have new garments to entertain in, I can make them. But I might need the goods.”

      “I’ll see you get them. And when we have guests, I’ll expect you to stay close by my side. It’s all about respect, Betsy.”

      “That’s all?”

      There was a pause before he answered. “No. That’s not all. I’ve had a few years to think about what I want from a marriage. I promise I’ll always try to put you first, and I expect the same from you. I apologize for having to rush you into this. Any other questions?”

      She lowered her head. “Can I have a bath any time I want one? It’s just—on the wagon train…”  She looked up at his chuckle. “And do you have a place I can use to sew?”

      “The bath? Any time you wish, I promise. The room to sew? There’s a room at the top of the stairs that might fit your needs. If not, you can use one of the bedrooms. You’re an easy one to please.”

      “No, I’m not really. But thank you.” Betsy tried to make her voice sound satisfied. Inside, however, her mind was whirling. What if he was not all he presented to be? What if he was too demanding, too harsh, too…

      She gave him another glance. He looked sincere. But what if he wasn’t?

      The answer was clear. Then, she’d leave, she promised herself. She’d run away. Surely wagon trains came and went all the time from Fort Laramie. She’d save her money and stow away on one as it left.

      Yes. She could do this.

      She nodded, suddenly, surprising even herself.

      “Then I accept.”

      “Good girl.”

      Betsy was surprised at the feeling of pleasure his words evoked. The urge to smile up at him was strong. But she didn’t. She kept her head lowered, wondering what the rest of the day would bring.
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      A few moments later…

      

      Betsy allowed Thad to take her by the hand and lead her across the compound toward a log house. It wasn’t large, however, it did have an upper floor. She studied it as they approached. It was stark. The curtains at the downstairs windows were rather drab. She supposed men weren’t picky about the materials used in things like curtains. There seemed to be none at all visible in the windows upstairs.

      “This is my home away from home,” he explained, as he opened the front door and led her inside. “As you can see, it needs a woman’s touch. Since you sew, perhaps you can add it.” Raising his voice, he looked toward the back of the house. “Evie?”

      A woman who looked to be in her forties appeared with a towel in her hands. “Cooking your lunch, Thad.”

      “Good. I hope there’s enough for the three of us.” He led Betsy into the kitchen. “Evaline Jones, meet Elizabeth Lawrence. We’ll be getting married this afternoon.”

      Betsy stared at him as he made the announcement. If it was a surprise to Evaline, she didn’t show it. The woman smiled at her. “I made plenty for lunch. And the name is Evie.”

      Betsy smiled back. “And mine is Betsy, even though Thad doesn’t seem to want to use it.”

      Evie’s friendly grin answered. “I guess you’ll be wanting a bath before the ceremony? There’s a tub in the back room.”

      A bath? Betsy immediately smiled back. “Oh. yes, ma’am. I’d like that very much.”

      “Well, let’s get you fed then. When you’ve eaten, we’ll pour the bath.”

      Thad gave her a nod. “If you’ll heat the water, I’ll carry it to the tub.”

      Evie paused, bringing another set of dishes to the table. “Do you have a frock that’s suitable?”

      Betsy remembered her mother’s wedding dress, packed away somewhere amidst the crates. Of all the things in the wagon, it was probably the only appropriate frock she owned, however, her mother had been tall; she doubted it would fit her without several alterations. “I don’t know,” she said, creases furrowing her brow.

      A knock on the door startled her.

      “It’s all right. It’ll be Jack with your things.” Thad strode across the room to open it. Jack was the first to enter, followed by several other men. Each of them carried a crate of things from the wagon. Even though she’d helped pack them, she wasn’t certain exactly what each crate held.

      “Where do you want these?” Jack asked.

      But Thad shook his head. “I’ll show you,” he said, leading them through the kitchen and to the right.  Opening  a doorway, he motioned toward the inside.  “Through here. Just set them down next to the wall. After Betsy’s had a chance to look through them, she can decide where they should go. But there’s no need to do that right now.”

      Betsy could have wept with relief at Thad’s words. He winked at her as Evie showed the men where to put things. “You might want to go upstairs and take a look at the rooms there. You can decide where you’d like to set up your sewing.”

      As she nodded, he left her to explore the house and followed the men back to the wagon.

      Quietly Betsy ascended the stairs. It might be better to get out of everyone’s way while they brought her things in.

      The staircase was steep and narrow, but there was at least a banister secured to it. The top opened up into a small cozy room with one window; perhaps this was one she could use for sewing. Off that, there was a larger room with a small bed and a closet. Betsy peeked inside and turned back to the one at the top of the stairs. There was room for a cutting table and a board to press things. There wasn’t much in it right now. A rocker sat next to the window, and she moved to stand by it, looking out.
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