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Rhonda Magee knew she had to get out of Denver fast.  She had been taking a little money at a time from her parents when they were passed out drunk.  Since she was the one making the money cleaning houses and they took it from her, she didn’t feel bad about doing so.  They said as her parents, they had a right to her earnings, and they gave her very little to keep for herself, out of which she was supposed to buy everything she needed.

As a soon to be eighteen-year-old female, it seemed she had very few rights, but when they had promised her in marriage to a forty-two-year-old man, for a price of course, she knew she had to escape from Denver and that fate.  The ‘wedding’ was supposed to happen in two days, so she knew she had to go today.

She left like she normally did when going to work but headed for the stage depot instead.  She knew she would have to escape with only the clothes that she had on, but that was much better than staying behind to be an old rich man’s wife just so her parents wouldn’t have to work.

When she got to the depot, she knew the first stage would be heading toward Cimarron, and she had just enough money to get there and maybe buy a meal or so along the way.  It was a small price to pay, she figured.

She got her ticket and was soon on her way out of Denver.  Since her parents didn’t expect her back for a few hours and they didn’t know she had any money, she figured it would be some time before they realized she might have left Denver, and she hoped that they did realize that she was gone that they wouldn’t check the stage depot for even longer than that, and by then, maybe no one would remember her and where she had gone.  She had no doubt that Mr. Daniels would try to find her and force the marriage to happen, since he had paid her parents for the right already.

She had a lot of time to reflect on her life while she was on her way to Cimarron.  Her parents had always treated her more like a slave than a daughter and tried to blame her for all their misfortunes in life.  She didn’t think they loved her, and she wasn’t sure anyone ever would.  She knew that Mr. Daniels never would.  To him, she would be an acquisition there to do whatever he demanded, and she would never go back with him, even if he found her.  She would die first.

She had heard people speak about God, but she was pretty sure that was just a mythical being that people talked about to make themselves feel better.  She figured if there was such a Being, he must hate her, otherwise he wouldn’t have allowed her to suffer so much abuse in her young life.  Surely, if there was a god who loved her, he would have gotten her out of the situation she found herself in, but she had to do it all alone.

Her parents had never allowed her to go to school after she was old and big enough to work, but she had at least learned to read and write and do simple math.  They also said it was useless for a female to learn more than cleaning, cooking and sewing, so that she could keep a husband happy.  It was strange that her mother didn’t do any of those things, but that had always been Rhonda’s responsibility as well.  She didn’t know what a day off would be, but she guessed she would find out in the next few days.  Maybe she would have a chance to feel rested, if she didn’t starve on the journey.

Still, for the first time in her life, she felt a little spark of hope building up inside her.  There were only two other passengers on the coach, both men, and she might should be concerned about that as a young lady traveling alone, but they had basically ignored her in her tattered clothes and makeup free face.  She really didn’t know if she was pretty or not, but her mother had always assured her she wasn’t, which was why she told her was so lucky that a man like Mr. Daniels would even want to get married to someone as plain as she was.  She had a feeling that it was something other than the way that her face looked that had him interested in marrying her.  She had been unlucky enough to be cleaning his neighbor’s house one day when he first saw her, and he had not quit pestering her since.  She wished she had not been working there, and he might still not know of her existence. 

Still, had it not been for her parents promising her to him, she might never have found the courage and determination to leave and try to build a life of her own.  The swaying of the coach and her fatigue had caused her to drift off to sleep before long.
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Things had been relatively quiet in Cimarron in the three months since the bank robbery.  Billy Knowles and R.D. Hawkins had been convicted of robbing the bank, and Billy had been found guilty of three counts of attempted murder, so they were currently in prison for a number of years.  His shoulder was completely healed, and the bullet had left no permanent damage.  Pat and Sally were still enjoying marred life.  Her seamstress business was keeping her busy during the day, and they still had time for dining at the cafe and visiting the Bar W.  

Miranda and Justin were still looking forward to the birth of their first child, and the ranch was prospering.  They stayed busy most of the time and didn’t get into town as often, especially since Miranda found the wagon ride uncomfortable.  Still, they were there every Sunday for church.

Johnny and Jennifer had just announced that they were also going to be parents a few months after Justin and Miranda, and they were in the process of building their own house on the land that Justin and Miranda had given them as a wedding present.  They enjoyed living on the ranch but eventually wanted a home of their own.  Justin and Miranda understood this and were helping them as much as possible.  They would still be close to each other and could visit each other every day.

There was one more new development.  It seemed that Shawn and Joseph were spending a lot of time together as she settled in.  It was still early in their exploring a possible relationship, but they seemed to be heading in that direction.  As at least three couples there knew, relationships could develop quickly here in the west, and that didn’t mean that they weren’t real.  Shawn was still struggling with her relationship with God, but she wasn’t as angry at Him as she had once been, and she was attending worship service with the rest of the people at the ranch every week.  Joseph had been helping her understand that even when we are angry at Him, God still wants what is best for us.  

Today, she was accompanying him to town to help pick up supplies and they were just enjoying the trip.

“I still can’t believe how much different things look here than they did in St. Louis.  You can see for miles here and have the mountains rising up in the distance, some still with snow on the tops of them.  You just didn’t see anything like that in St. Louis or the area around it.  I feel like oohing and aweing when I see it,” she said.

“It is good to see the snow capping the mountains.  That provides us with some much-needed moisture during the summer, since we don’t get a lot of rainfall,” he replied.

“I guess you are going to say that is just another example of God at work.  I guess maybe I am beginning to understand that a little better, even if I still don’t know how he allowed my parents to die.  Still, I will have to acknowledge that as Christians they are not really dead.  It is just their physical body that died, and one day I will see them again.  It is still painful, though,” Shawn said

“I am sorry that you had to experience that, Shawn.  I am also thankful that Miss Emily thought to suggest you come to Cimarron after it did,” Joseph replied.

“Yes, that is at least one good thing that came out of the horrible event.  I am not sure what life would have been like if they had lived and I had stayed in St. Louis, but I don’t believe it would have been as interesting,” she said.

“I know that I am happy that you came, but I am sorry for the reason you needed to.  You have made life a lot more interesting for this cowboy, and for the first time, I have started to ask myself if there might be more to life than cowboying.  I may not have the answer to what that might be yet, but I had never even thought much about it before, and that is all because of you coming into my life,” he stated.

“I will keep that in mind, cowboy.  I have been having so many changes in my life that I haven’t taken much time to consider any long-range plans, but getting to know you is making me at least think about what might come next in life.  At eighteen, I am practically an old maid.  I bet some of the girls I knew back in St. Louis are already settling into married life and being a respectable wife,” Shawn said.

“Out here, what is a respectable wife is much different than it is back east, where a wife is supposed to stay home and entertain guests and not do a lot else from what I have heard, whereas out here, she may be out helping brand calves and still be considered a lady,” Joseph said.

“Yes, there are a lot of limits on what a woman can do back east that don’t seem to apply out west.  The War set the slaves free, but in many cases, women still aren’t free to do what they might really want to do and might even be good at.  It even seems that the more wealth a person has the more limited women become,” Shawn said.

“I wonder if there will ever come a day when women have the freedom to do what they want to in life without being seen as somehow being less of a lady?  It seems like it will be a long time coming if they are,” Joseph replied.

Before long, they reached Cimarron and headed to the general store to pick up supplies.  While they were there, the stagecoach came into town, and a young lady got off.  When Shawn saw her, it seemed that she looked totally lost.
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Rhonda was finally in Cimarron, tired, hungry and broke with no idea what she was going to do next.  She had endured the trip, but it certainly wasn’t something she would want to do again.  Not knowing what else to do, she sat down on the bench and tried not to cry.  She hadn’t cried in years, never allowing herself to give in to the sorrow she lived with, but now that she had thought she had escaped, she found herself to be still trapped in the same lack of hope that she had lived with all her life.

A couple of older women had bought her a sandwich on the way down at different times, but it had been over a day and a half since she last ate, and her little bit of money was long gone.

Fortunately, the men had not paid her too much attention, though a couple of them had tried to engage her in conversation, but she had only replied with very short answers, and they soon gave up. 

She decided to just sit and relax the best she could for a few minutes, and hunger was keeping her from thinking straight.

Shawn watched as the young lady sat down, seeming to be in great despair.  She got Joseph’s attention and pointed to her.

“She seems totally lost and that she might be at the end of her rope.  We need ot go check on her,” she said.

“She does seem to be in need of help.  Let’s go.  We can at least offer her help if she needs it,” he replied.

They left the supplies in the wagon and walked over to where the young lady was sitting.  She didn’t even seem to be aware of the fact that anyone was anywhere near her.

Shawn started to touch her on the shoulder, but then figured that might cause her to panic, so she decided to just start talking to her instead.

“Excuse me.  Excuse me, Miss.”

There was very little reaction, so she had about decided she was going to have to shake her a little anyway when her head came up and she slowly opened her eyes.  They almost had a look of fear in them.

“I’m sorry.  I didn’t mean to take up the bench so long, but it seems I feel asleep.  I’ll be moving on and not give you any more of a problem,” she said.

“It’s not my bench, and there is no law against sitting here, but we couldn’t help noticing that you seem to be a little unsure about what you are going to do next, so we thought we would come and see if we could help you in any way.  I am Shawn Picket, and he is Joseph Gibson,” she said.

“I reckon you’d be right about that.  I got here, which is far as I could get on the money I had, and now I am out of money, food, and about to give up on hope.  My name is Rhonda McGee,” 

“Nice to meet you, Rhonda.  If you want to get your bags, we can put them on the wagon and then go and get you some food.  You can come with us to the Bar W ranch, if you would like,” Shawn said.

“Bags are another thing I don’t have.  I will take you up on the meal, if you are sure.” Rhonda replied.

“I believe that is what God would want us to do,” Joseph said.

“That is still another thing I don’t have, a god.  I guess I shouldn’t have said that.  Guess I won’t be getting that meal now, huh?  Probably don’t want to feed a heathen,” Rhonda said.

“I am sorry you don’t believe in God, but He still believes in you and would want us to help you, so if you still want to, we will head over to the cafe and see what Samantha and Betty have that is good, then after you eat, we can discuss what you want to do next,” Shawn replied.

“Yes, ma’am, I am ready, and sorry if I offended you by saying I don’t have a god, but I have just never seen one do anything for me,” Rhonda said.

“I don’t know how you ended up here in Cimarron, but I believe that God led us to you, and you don’t have to believe that for us to help you, Rhonda. We want you to feel free to tell us as much or as little about yourself as you want to, and it will not change the fact that we will help you as much as you let us, no matter which you choose to do.  It hasn’t been too long since I was questioning God myself, not His existence but His love and care, and the people around me still helped me, including Joseph here,” Shawn stated.

They soon got to the cafe, and Shawn introduced Rhonda to Samantha and Betty and asked what they had that was quick and easy to fix, since Rhonda hadn’t eaten for a while.

“We have some meatloaf, mashed potatoes and gravy, and green beans if that sounds good.  If not, we could scramble some eggs, cook some bacon, and serve it with toast and jelly.  We have milk, tea, or coffee to drink,” Betty said.

“I think I will have the first choice with a glass of milk.  Now, I have to tell you I can’t pay for it, but I am a good worker if you need something done around here,” Rhonda said.

“We didn’t invite you to have a meal that we expected you to pay for, so don’t worry about that.  Joseph and I have it covered.  You just think about enjoying the meal” Shawn said.

“I am just so used to working for everything I get and even then, my folks take most of my money.  I had to sneak around and claim some of it back in order to get away, but I couldn’t stay and marry some old man I didn’t even know, much less love if there really is such a thing,” Rhonda replied.

“We are not going to ask you to tell us exactly what led to your being here with it seems like only the clothes on your back, but I hope you will feel free to tell us what you want to share with us,” Shawn said.

About that time, Betty returned with the plate of food and the milk and set it in front of Rhonda.

“Just eat now, and don’t try to talk.  There is no hurry, and we want you to enjoy the food.  Samantha is a great cook,” Shawn said.

Rhonda ate like someone who hadn’t had a good meal in a long time, and Betty brought her a second glass of milk before she finished eating everything and brought a slice of apple pie along with it.  

“I didn’t know if you would want dessert or not, but I thought I would bring some just in case,” she said.

“I never had many desserts, ma’am, but I think I will try it.  My folks didn’t want to spend drinking money on what they called foolish things like dessert,” Rhonda said.

“I will be eighteen in a few weeks, which is why my parents didn’t need my permission to marry me off to Mr. Rupert Daniels, who is old enough to be my daddy.  I guess when I turn eighteen, being a female, I won’t have many more rights, especially if he had married me.  I decided to run before that happened, and if I hadn’t, I would be a married woman now,” Rhonda said.

“Why would your parents even think about doing such a thing.  Even if you are only seventeen, you shouldn’t be forced to marry anyone, and certainly not someone that much older than you,” Joseph said.

“He is a rich man, and he was giving them money so they could continue to buy booze, and they said that since I belonged to them as their daughter that I owed it to them to marry him so he would go on giving them money.  They wouldn’t even listen to me when I tried to object, saying that they wouldn’t put up with any backtalk for some worthless daughter like me,” Rhonda continued with details about her life.

“I am glad you managed to escape that situation, and you will be safe here for as long as you want to stay,” Shawn replied.

“He will likely show up here if he figures out where I am, and he could cause a lot of trouble for anyone who helps me.  I don’t want to cause harm to anyone just to save myself,” Rhonda said.

“The marshal here is a friend of ours, and he would not stand by and allow anyone to take you away against your will, no matter how rich he might be, and neither would I,” Joseph said.

“While you are finishing eating and resting a few minutes, I am going to walk over and talk to the marshal,” Joseph added.
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Marshal Wilson was sitting in the office catching up on his paperwork, which wasn’t a lot but still had to be done.  Sally was supposed to join him soon, and he wanted to be finished when she got there so he could take her to lunch.  He still liked spending as much time with her as he could and didn’t think that would ever change, and he was surprised when Joseph walked in instead.  He wondered if there was something needing his immediate attention.

“Sorry to barge in on you like this, Pat, but we have a situation that you need to be aware of.  I don’t believe it is something that needs your immediate attention, but Shawn and I felt we should make you aware of what is going on,” Joseph said.

“You know that anyone is welcome to come see me at any time, especially if they believe that there is something I need to know about.  Tell me what is going on,” Pat replied.

“I don’t know if you noticed or not, but there was a young lady who got off the stage, and Shawn and I noticed that she looked a little lost, so we went to check on her.  She left Denver with only the clothes she had on and enough money to get here, which was as far away from Denver as she could afford at ticket to,” Joseph had stated.

Pat interrupted him asking, “Is she in trouble with the law?  You know I can’t ignore it if she is.”

“No, she hasn’t broken any laws, unless you count defying parent as breaking the law.  Some people actually would, but I don’t believe many people would side with them in this case.  Her parents had basically sold her into a marriage with a much older man, who evidently is rich, and told her since she was only seventeen that they had every right to do so.  It seems they have used her as a source of support most of her life, and she decided that she was not going to go through with the marriage, so she slipped away on the stagecoach a few days ago,” Joseph said.
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