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No one on the train would have considered
the petite young woman in the third row window seat particularly
attractive. It’s unlikely other passengers even noticed her at all,
sitting there in silence and almost motionless in her sturdy brown
woolen dress. Her long, dark hair was pulled up and pinned beneath
a small beige hat that might have been considered stylish a few
years earlier. But now it was 1906, and haberdashery fashions had
moved beyond the year when the hat had been designed. Still, its
price was cheap when she saw it her first day in the country in
that secondhand store on New York’s Lower East Side. She had it in
her mind for some reason that people would expect a proper lady to
wear a hat while she was traveling. So she purchased it as soon as
she was able to exchange her rubles and kopeks for dollars and
cents, and she wore it with dignified modesty as the train
click-clacked its way through the American wilderness.

Draped across her lap was a long yellow
shawl. Her fingers clutched it, not for fear of losing it but,
rather, from nervousness. It was unlikely she even realized she was
crushing the fabric within her grasp. Had she noticed what she was
doing, she would have loosened her grip so as not to wrinkle it. In
terms of quality, it was the finest garment she owned, and she
intended to wear it when she stepped off the train to meet the man
she would marry.

Making a good first impression was
important. The very last thing she wanted was for him to take one
look, announce that he had changed his mind, and tell her to go
back where she came from. There was no going back. She hadn’t
enough money to pay for the return trip, and, even if she had,
there was nothing to return to in Odessa. Things were bad there.
Life was difficult for the common folk. Only the year before,
workers in the city staged a strike, and there was mutiny in the
Russian naval vessels anchored off its Black Sea shores. Rebellion
was being chanted in public protests. In retaliation, Cossacks had
massacred people in the streets. Her father was among the felled.
He had never been much of a father—often drunk, typically
cantankerous, and sometimes physically abusive. But he had been the
family’s meal ticket. Without him, there wasn’t much opportunity
for keeping bread on the table.

Her two brothers were only ages 7 and 10,
too young for substantial work. Her 15-year-old sister had
available to her only the sort of employment prospects one might
have expected for a girl her age, and the pay was paltry at best.
There had been another sister who, had she survived, would have
been about 12 by now. However, she died of illness at the age of 4.
No one in the family dared speak it, or even admit to themselves
that the thought crossed their minds, but, under the present
circumstances, one fewer mouth to feed was almost a blessing.

The girl on the train, having only recently
turned 19, was mostly unemployable by virtue of the fact that she
had a weak right arm that was the result of an accidental collision
with a carriage when she was a small child playing in the street.
The bones healed and she regained use of the limb, but the muscle
damage left her with neither the strength to do heavy lifting nor
nimble fingers capable of doing dainty work like sewing. That made
her, at least in her own mind, another eating mouth without an
income.

The usual way for a young girl to escape
this kind of situation was to marry and shift the financial
obligation to a husband. But, whether because of her arm or her
father’s unsavory reputation, or something else, the girl had never
been courted by any of Odessa’s male population. A few of the boys
she knew expressed interests of an intimate but non-matrimonial
nature. She would have spat in all their faces except that some
offered certain goods in return for the favors they desired. When
the goods were sufficiently tempting, she accepted them, even
though she knew what it made her to behave that way. It was
business, nothing more—the only type of business for which she was
in demand. Times were tough and she needed to do something to
lessen the burden on her mother.

While she lay there letting the boys
puncture her womanhood—behind a store, in an alley, wherever it was
convenient and out of sight—she’d try to rationalize in her mind
that, since this was going to happen anyway, she should just try to
lie there and enjoy it. But she didn’t enjoy it. She felt nothing
pleasurable about it. She didn’t have an orgasm, or even come close
to one. What she had was the sickening feeling of a growing
reputation that would leave her branded forever unmarriageable in
the eyes of decent citizens. She felt dirty.

On one such empty sexual encounter, things
got out of hand. The boy wanted to play too rough. He wouldn’t take
no for an answer. It took a swift knee to his groin to drive him
back, giving the girl opportunity to run away.

It was right after that occasion that she
decided to pursue another option. Other girls had done it. Although
she hadn’t known any of them personally, it was common knowledge
that girls could escape the trauma of life in Russia by offering
themselves as wives for men in America.

The mail order bride business. It had the
repulsive ring of desperation flavored with greed. What sort of
woman would sell herself, body and soul, to a man she’d never met?
To take boats and trains halfway around the world for the purpose
of keeping a strange man’s house, cooking his meals, looking after
his children if he has any, and giving to him her most personal
anatomy in which to warm and arouse himself whenever he calls for
it. What kind of woman?

The girl who fumbled with her shawl on the
train had heard stories about a business in Kiev that operated an
international matchmaking service. It would place in appropriate
American newspapers advertisements from Russian women who were in
search of a spouse and weren’t fussy about where that other person
came from, so long as it wasn’t Russia. It took some doing, but she
secured the information she needed and wrote to the business. The
necessary transactions concluded through the mails, the woman
drafted in her native Russian an advertisement, which the business
then translated to English and forwarded to a San Francisco
publication that specialized in personal ads for companionship. The
advertisement read:

 


Nice girl, 18, Russian. Wanting kind man.
Will be good wife. Can cook, clean.

 


The ad then listed an address by which an
interested male could respond. It wasn’t exactly a love sonnet, but
it was as much as the girl could afford to spend on a per-word
pricing basis.

It was almost four months before the first,
and only, response arrived. A 30-year-old American man wrote to say
he was looking for a wife. He provided few specifics. He was a pig
farmer in someplace called Wyoming. Even though the matchmaking
service had translated his letter into Russian, the girl had no
idea how one was supposed to pronounce this peculiarly named place
in which he lived. She wasn’t even sure whether that was the name
of a city or something else. Yet his words sounded sincere, and he
was the only man to respond, so she wrote him back.

Thus began a months’ long correspondence
designed to get them better acquainted. She asked him about life on
a Wyoming pig farm. He asked what kinds of foods she could cook.
She asked what a farmer’s wife was expected to do. He asked what
her religious convictions were, assuring her that he, himself,
wasn’t such a devout Christian that he’d demand any special
dedication on her part.

He eventually asked for a photograph of her.
She had one taken and sent it to him. She was tempted to ask him
for a photo as well but feared it might be considered an unladylike
request. The last thing she wanted to do was jeopardize her goal,
so she didn’t. From the moment she put her own photo in the mail,
she fretted over whether he’d be disappointed by her looks. Every
day that she found no response in her mailbox was a day she felt a
heaviness in her chest. Only when a letter from him finally arrived
did that feeling disappear. He was still interested. She then wrote
him her most impassioned correspondence, telling him how nice he
seemed to be—at least from the tone of his letters—and how she
hoped he thought her a nice girl. She closed by saying she believed
she could be a good and faithful wife to a man who treated her with
kindness.

His next letter proposed that she come to
Wyoming to marry him. She wrote back to say she accepted.

Her mother never would have stood for any of
this—never would have permitted her daughter to correspond with an
American pig farmer she had never met, let alone journey to the
other side of the world to marry him. So the girl didn’t bother to
tell her mother anything about it. She never breathed a word about
the letters or having placed an ad through the matchmaking service.
And, when it came time to leave Odessa for the long trip to meet
her future husband, she did so without goodbyes, secretly in the
dark of night. The tears rolled down the girl’s cheeks as she left
the house. But she knew there was no other way for her to escape
the bleakness of her present existence or to spare her mother and
the rest of her family the added burden of a daughter who was a
drain on diminishing resources. Her mother might never understand,
but this was best for everyone.

The girl stared out the train window at the
unfamiliar countryside that sped by. It was a cloudy, late November
morning, and the flatland Americans call the Great Plains had what
she deemed to be a grayish, unhealthy look about it. Was this
Wyoming? She couldn’t tell. She had no idea where in the world
she was once she left New York. She only hoped she was still going
in the right direction. The scenery changed several times along the
way, but nothing about it provided a clue she could use to
determine what part of the country she was passing through. Signage
on train stations was of no help. She recognized none of the town
names—at least, not the way they were spelled here. The Western
alphabet was so different from the Russian alphabet. Different
characters, different pronunciations. It was all just a blur of
indecipherable squiggles.

She spoke almost no English. Had her letters
not been translated by the matchmaking service, she could never
have communicated a single thought to the American man. The
language barrier made it a challenge every time she needed to
transfer trains. She relied mostly on adopting the appearance of
looking lost and repeating to people the words “Cheyenne, Wyoming,”
hoping someone would point her in the correct direction. She wasn’t
even sure she was pronouncing the destination properly. How awful
it would be if she suddenly discovered she had boarded the wrong
train and was hopelessly marooned in some desolate region where no
one was expecting or wanted her. In the whole of the United States
of America, there was only one person who was anticipating her
arrival, and that was her betrothed.

Betrothed! The very thought of it
seemed ludicrous. She had traveled all this way to marry a man
she’d never met and hardly knew. She had left her home and her
family—probably forever—to become the wife of a pig farmer in a
strange land where she couldn’t speak the language.

And what did she really know about this man?
How accurate were the descriptions in his letters? How honest had
he been? She didn’t even know what he looked like, or what his
background was. She knew he raised pigs and his name was Karl
Detweiler. The name sounded German, but she never asked about that.
It didn’t seem important during the time of their correspondence.
Now little unknown details like that began to chip away at her
resolve.

Regardless, it was too late to turn around.
She was a mail order about to be delivered.
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The man must have paced the length of the
Cheyenne train station platform a hundred times. At least, it felt
that way. His legs were starting to tire, and what they really
wanted was for him to sit down. But each time he planted himself on
a bench he remained there no more than a minute at most, and then
up again he sprang to resume his pacing.

The train was due about 10:45 a.m., and that
wasn’t for another half hour. Of course, that was if it was on
time, which it often wasn’t. To make certain he wouldn’t be late
meeting it, the man had gotten into town the night before and
stayed in an inexpensive room at a hotel. He hadn’t eaten since
dinner the previous night, and his stomach was starting to make
noises. He had already been on the station platform two hours and,
if he’d had a mind to, there had been plenty of opportunity to get
something to eat in town. But he didn’t want to risk spilling food
on the clean white shirt he was wearing. He was also being careful
not to rub up against anything that might dirty his freshly
laundered black pants. Over his shirt he wore a black coat that was
a trifle flimsy for the blustery autumn weather that was
predominating the morning. The clothes were his Sunday best. Had he
put them on merely to go to church, he wouldn’t have been nearly so
cautious about them. But here he was wearing them on a Wednesday
for the occasion of meeting for the first time the woman he was
going to marry.
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