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Kate Caldwell was unsure exactly what she was going to do.  She would soon turn eighteen and would no longer be a ward of the state.  Her mother, Cassandra, had died when she was a little over three years old while giving birth to her baby brother, who had been named Ben, who also died during the birth.  Her Daddy, Horace, couldn’t deal with the loss and three-year-old as well, so he left her at an orphanage in Boston and never came back.  She didn’t know if he was still alive or not and she didn’t even know where to start looking for him if he was, and he evidently didn’t want anything to do with her.  

She certainly didn’t want to end up in a workhouse until she was too old to have any joy in life.  There were few other choices for young unmarried orphans in Boston though.  Then, her friend Mary Higgins suggested becoming a mail order bride. And going out west where women were in short supply.  At first, she thought that was a crazy idea, but the closer she got to her birthday, the more she considered it.

Mary told her that Mrs. Carson ran a mail order bride business and would find her a wonderful husband.  She finally decided she had nothing to lose by talking to her and made her way to her home.  She knocked on the door and Mrs. Carson answered.

“Hello, my name is Kate Caldwell, and I  will soon be eighteen and will have to leave the orphanage and have nowhere to go, and I was told that you run a mail order bride business, and I thought I would check it out,” she said.

“Come in.  Yes, I do, and unfortunately too many young women end up in your situation.  I have been able to find a good husband for many of them and the way it works is you look through the list of men looking for a wife and choose the one that sounds the best and write him a letter and tell him a little about yourself, and if he is interested, he will write back to you at my address.  If you decide that you want to become his wife, he wll send money for the trip and you will go to be married.  I do my best to ensure that the men are reputable, and they nearly always are, but you know I can’t guarantee that.  I wish I was able to check them all out personally, but that is impossible,” Mrs. Carson said.

“I guess I would like to look through the list if you have time for me to do so now.  I seem to be running out of time to get my life in order before I end up at the workhouse that many of the young people end up at once they turn eighteen,” Kate said.

“I do have time, so let me go and get my book of prospective grooms and you can read through all of them, unless you find one that you are interested in before you read about them all.  We’ll sit at the dining room table so you will have plenty of room to flip through the book,” Mrs. Carson said.

She had read through them all, and the one that seemed to be of most interest to her was Ian Lambert, who said he was twenty-three and the son of a wealthy rancher near Santa Fe, New Mexico.  

Mrs. Carson invited her to sit and write a letter to him if she was ready, and she would make sure it was posted today.  So, she sat and wrote him a letter telling him about herself.  She tried to be as honest as possible and explained her situation.  He must have written back immediately upon receiving her letter, and a couple of days before her birthday, she received his reply.  He said she sounded like a wonderful young lady and that he had gone ahead and sent the money for the trip to Santa Fe, some by train and then some by stagecoach.  She had never been on either, nor had she been outside of Boston, so it was a scary idea, but she had no other option.

It would be a long trip, but Mrs. Carson assured her that she would be safe while she was travelling, though she didn’t know how she could be sure of that.  Still, she had packed her few belongings and boarded the train on her birthday and prayed that she was making a wise choice.  From his ad and his one letter, Ian Lambert sounded like a nice man, and she hoped they would find themselves mutually attractive, and at least he sent a little extra money for her to buy food along the way, but she knew she would have to manage it carefully.  She had received a whole ten dollars from the orphanage for her birthday and all her years of working there.  She just prayed that the trip would pass safely and that her life would begin to show more promise than what she knew it would be in Boston.

Some things about the trip were like an education to her.  Her world had always been limited to the orphanage and a little of the city of Boston.  She had a hard time believing that there was so much open space in America.
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A few days earlier in Santa Fe, Ian Lambert had come across a paper that had a mail order bride section and he decided he needed to get himself one to help take care of him.  He knew that it might be hard to do if he told them his actual age of fifty-nine, so he decided to say he was twenty-three.  His financial situation was also pretty poor, so he decided he would say he was the son of a rich cattleman.  He had finished a job that paid him a decnt amount, and instead of drinking it up, he put it aside to pay the expenses of a bride coming to him if he found one. 

He had gotten one of his lady friends from the saloon, Georgia May, to actually write the letter, since his writing was nearly unreadable.  She was more than happy to do it, because she wanted to see the look on the face of whatever prim and proper lady answered his letter when they saw him and knew they had no real way out.  That is, if someone answered.  She thought any lady who would agree to marry a man from and ad and allow him to pay for her to come to him was selling herself in a more lasting way than what she did, so she thought whoever showed up would be getting what they deserved. 

When he got the reply, he saw that the young lady was desperate, so he had his lady friend write and tell her to come on if she was interested and enclosed the money for the trip and a little for her needs along the way.  He wasn't going to send too much, because he didn’t want her to think that she was going to have everything she wanted, even if he was supposedly the son of a wealthy cattleman.

Once the letter and the money were sent, he decided he could get back to his normal life of drinking and entertaining his lady friend when she wasn’t busy with some other customer.  If Kate Caldwell was a good-looking lady, he might not visit his lady friend as often, but he sure didn't intend to give her up totally.  Kate’s main purpose would be to cook and clean for him and do anything that he told her to do.  Having lived in an orphanage most of her life, she should already be trained to do as she was told. If she wasn’t he didn’t think it would take him long to beat any rebellion out of her.  After all, the wife was supposed to obey her husband and if she didn’t, she should expect some correction until she understood her place in the marriage.

It would still be a few more days before she got here, so he and Georgia May were currently enjoying each other's company in her bed.  He knew that she was only there because he paid her to be, but that was fine.  He would never have asked her to marry him, because he would never be able to pay her as much as she made in the saloon and with this other business of hers, plus at his age, she would not have married him had he asked.  He liked the nice, uncomplicated arrangement, and after he was lawfully wed, he didn’t intend to lose that arrangement.  He wasn’t getting any younger and he intended to enjoy himself as much as possible before he no longer could.  At least now he would have a young wife to take care of him when he got too old to take care of himself, because he knew Georgia May never would, even if he could afford to pay her well, which he couldn’t.  Since he made a living by doing odd jobs and had no real way to provide for himself beyond that, he might have to put his new wife to work one day to support him, doing whatever she had to do.  After all, she would have had no security before she decided to marry him, if she came.  Life would definitely be looking up if she came.
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The trip was finally over, and Kate was looking forward to getting a good night's sleep after the long trip.  She wasn’t sure what arrangements Ian had made for her, but she was sure that he would have gotten her a place to stay for a few days so they could get acquainted before they got married.  

She looked around the area where the stage had stopped and didn’t see anyone who could be Ian.  All she saw was and older man with what looked like a saloon girl with him, though she had never really seen one before.  She just looked like what she imagined one would look like from the few stories of the west that she had heard.  She wondered where Ian might be, and the man and the lady with him started walking toward her, and she wondered if she should run.

“You must be Kate.  I am Ian Lambert, and I am glad you finally got here, and I have the preacher already to hitch us.  This is my friend, Georgia May, and she is going to be our witness, then we can get on home and get settled,” the old man said.

“No, I am not Kate. I am just stretching my legs before the stage heads on.  Were you expecting a Kate to be coming to marry you?  You look a little old to be getting married, so were you looking for someone about my age?  I am just curious why some young lady would travel for any distance to marry you, not that it is really my business.” Kate replied.

“I might have misled her a little about my age and my wealth, but any young lady who would travel this far to marry a man sight unseen must be desperate, and she could do worse than me.  Georgia May can vouch for that.  I am far from dead,” Ian said.

“I believe the stage is about to pull out, so maybe your bride will be on the stage tomorrow.  She may have run into some problem that has thrown her late.  I am on my way to Texas to teach school.” Kate said, getting back into the stagecoach and as she was thinking she knew what Ian had been talking about when he said Sally May could vouch for him and thinking how low could a man be to bring a lover to be a witness to his wedding.  She just hoped the stagecoach driver wouldn’t give her away.

“If you are all settled in, Miss Jones, we will hit the road,” the driver said.

“Yes, I am ready, and good luck to you and your bride when she gets here, Mr. Lambert.  It was nice to meet you, Georgia May,” Kate said as the stage pulled away.  

About a half an hour later, the stage stopped, and the driver got down.  Kate wondered if she had gotten out of the frying pan and into the fire, but she had really had little choice.  She certainly wasn’t going to marry Ian Lambert, and it seemed that if she had been there for another ten minutes, she might have found herself married to him.

“I am Tim Driscol in case you didn't remember.  I am guessing that Ian was not who he said he was, Miss Caldwell, so do you have any plans about what to do next?  Cimarron is the next stop, and there are plenty of nice people there who will be willing to help you, and I can introduce you to the marshal, who is a nice man, and he can help you find a place to settle at least for a while.” the driver, Tim Driscol, said.

“I am not sure what I am going to do.  Mr. Lambert paid for my way here, so I guess I may be indebted to him, and he also sent barely enough money to buy food along the way.  I grew up in an orphanage in Boston, so I had to leave on my birthday, and being a mail order bride seemed better than any option I had there, but he said he was twenty-three and the son of a cattle baron.  It is obvious that he lied, and I couldn’t believe that he would bring a lady he was obviously involved with to his wedding, and he was years past twenty-three,” Kate said.

“I will get you to the marshal in Cimarron then.  His name is Pat Wilson, and he and his wife have some experience with helping young, unmarried ladies.  I will get us moving again now, and I hope the ride will be a smooth one,” Tim said.

“Thanks for your help, Mr. Driscol. I was afraid you would give me away when I got back on the stage,” Kate said.

“It is just Tim, if that is okay.  We don’t stand on ceremony too much out this way, Miss Caldwell, so if you are comfortable with it, just call me Tim,” he said.

“That is fine, Tim, and you may call me Kate,” she replied. She figured she might as well get used to the way things were done in New Mexico, and it wasn’t like she was from some rich, prosperous family anyway.
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In Cimarron, Marshal Pat Wilson was thinking how blessed he was.  He had thought he would never get married, and now he had a wonderful wife and he would soon be a father..  Both the mother and the unborn child were doing great.  He thought he would venture over to the stagecoach stop and wait for it to arrive and if was late, then he would need to decide what to do.  There had been several holdups and attempted holdups a few months ago, but he was hoping they had settled down by now.  Still, he liked to stay on top of things. A few minutes later, he heard the stagecoach coming in and it soon pulled to a stop.

“Pat, I am glad you are here.  We had a little problem in Santa Fe, and now Miss Kate Caldwell is in need of some help” Tim said.

A young lady got off the coach and looked like she didn’t really have an idea what she was to do next.

“Kate, this is Marshal Pat Wilson and Pat this is Miss Kate Caldwell; and I will let her tell you what is going on, though I will verify that I saw enough to know that she needs help,” Tim said.

“It is nice to meet you Miss Caldwell, and if you aren’t going any farther, let’s head over to The Cafe and talk.  The town will treat you to a meal if you would like, and you can just call me Pat.  No need for titles and all that,” Pat said.

“That sounds good.  I probably wouldn't have made it here if I had been required to pay for the ticket, and I hope it doesn’t get Tim in trouble by me saying he didn’t charge me.  I could use a good meal,” Kate said.

They walked into The Cafe and found a table in the corner where Kate would have some privacy as she told Pat what was going on.  Betty Cord, the waitress, soon came over to take their order’

“What can I get for you?  I don’t believe that I have met you before Miss,” she said.

“No, we've never met before.  I just got off the stage after a very bad experience while coming west to be a mail-order bride.  It seems that everything my intended told me was a lie and I had to get away before I ended up married to him.  The stagecoach driver was nice enough to help me escape, and the marshal offered to buy me a meal, which is wonderful since I have very little money left and don’t have any idea what I am going to do next, but I guess you didn’t ask for my life history.  My name is Kate Caldwell, by the way, but just call me Kate,” she said.

“It is nice to meet you, Kate, and you aren’t the first young lady that we have had to help in such a situation.  I think our best bet is to get in touch with Justin and Miranda Matthews.  They have had more than one young lady stay with them when she was having trouble.  Pat can either arrange for you to be taken out to their ranch, Th Bar W, or he can ask them to come here and meet you.  You are welcome to stay here as long as you need to.  Now, let me get your order,” Betty said.

“Thank you, Betty.  I will have whatever is quickest and filling, and water to drink will be fine,” Kate said.

“I will bring you a bowl of our chili then, since it is always ready and is filling and we like to think tasty as well.  My sister Samantha is the cook, and I can bring you water or tea if you prefer,” Betty said.

“I guess a glass of tea would be nice, and the chili will be fine.  I really didn’t eat a lot on the trip from Boston, since my funds were very limited,” Kate said.

“I will be right back with your order and will introduce you to my sister, if she isn’t too busy,” Betty said.

“I believe while you are eating, I will get a wagon snd see if my wife Sally is available to ride with us to the Bar W.  I am sure that Justin and Miranda will have no problem with you staying there for as long as you need to.  It doesn’t take long to get to their ranch, and Johnny, my deputy, who lives near the Bar W can take care of things here while I am gone,” Pat said.

“If you think that is best, then I will try to be ready when you get back,” Kate said.

“No reason to hurry.  It will take me several minutes to get the wagon and let Sally get ready for the trip.  She is expecting a baby soon, so she may or may not feel like going, but I think she will, Pat said, and he headed out.

Betty came back over with Samantha and introduced her to Kate.

“It is nice to meet you, Kate, and now I have to get back to cooking.  I hope you enjoy your meal, and Pat will take good care of you.  If you are running away from a bad situation, if someone comes looking, we have never seen you.” Samanth said.

“Thank you, and it is nice to meet you also, and yes, my mail order husband lied about everything.  He was an older man, down on his luck, and brought his female companion with him to meet me.  Since he did send money for my trip, he may come looking for me, but as far as I am concerned, his lies made the contract invalid,” Kate said.

“I am sorry for your problems, but you are correct.  Pat will make sure nothing happens to you, as will all the men around here.  There are many fine Christian men who will be involved on keeping you safe,” Samantha said.

“A lot of supposedly fine Christian men in Boston did nothing but look down on me, since I was an orphan and not a part of the elite of society.  They were willing to allow me to be sent to the workhouse and use me for nearly free labor after I was too old to stay in the orphanage, so I hope these fine Christian men aren’t the same.  That is one reason I agreed to become a mail-order bride.  There was no hope for a good future in Boston,” Kate said.

“I assure you that the men I am talking about will want nothing but what is best for you,” Samantha said, and then she headed back to the kitchen.

Pat and Sally had gotten there in time to hear most of the last part of Kate’s statement.

“Kate, this is my wife Sally and Sally, this is Kate Caldwell.  I am sorry that you have had such a hard time in life, but I can assure you, the people we are taking you to meet will only want what is best for you as Samantha said.  Now, take your time and finish your meal and we will be on our way.  It may be best if you aren't in Cimarron for a few days in case your intended husband comes looking for you,” Pat said.

“It is good to meet you meet you Kate, and I look forward to getting to know you better.  You will find the people at the church here practice what they preach.  And I don’t just say that because the pastor, Jay Tibbets, is married to Pat’s deputy Johnny's sister Rebecca,” Sally said.

“It is good to meet you as well, Sally, and I should be finished in a couple of minutes, and I must confess that I look forward to getting out of town for a while and hopefully getting to sleep in a real bed again,” Kate replied.
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In Santa Fe, when the next stagecoach didn’t have a single young lady on it, Ian Lambert knew he had been lied to when the last stage had gotten there.  The girl on it had been Kate, and not someone named Miss Jones. He turned to Georgia May and his expression let her know that he wasn’t happy, but she wasn’t very concerned as long as his money kept coming her way.  Of course, Georgia May wasn’t her real name.  She had just taken it because she was from Georgia and wondered if life may be better out west after the War.  She was a little too old and too experienced to hope to find a husband or a way to support herself in Georgia, so she had gotten as far away as she could and had found a way to support herself, even if she did have to put up with men like Ian Lambert.  Since he was a source of income, she had to at least make him think she liked him, but it would have been better if he had gotten married so he would have someone to clean for him and maybe he would have complained to her about life instead of to Georgia May.  If she had been really lucky, his wife would have had him bath more often and that would have made my life better, Georgia May thought, but she didn’t say any of those things.
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