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Eli Muskrat looked at the letter he just received in disbelief. 

Dearest Eli, the letter read. I will be in Braverock in a few days and await the greeting of your loving face.

It was signed by Abigail Dolby, and Eli was stunned to hear anything from the woman. 

“Who is Abigail Dolby?” Eli’s wife Beth asked as she read the letter still in his hand.

“A ghost,” Eli replied as he sighed and threw the letter onto their kitchen table. “I had ordered a bride to be sent, but she never responded after a few letters and we had never agreed upon anything. I thought for sure the correspondence was either lost or she had decided against our marriage, but this letter says she is supposed to be here any day and I don't know what to do.”

Beth put her hand on Eli and turned him toward her body.

“No matter what we do,” she whispered. “We do it as one. Together.”

Eli nodded. 

“You’re right. I just hope she’s as understanding as you.”

––––––––

Abigail Dolby sat in the bumpy stagecoach headed toward Braverock, California. The sun was shining down on that beautiful summer day and there was nothing that could bring Abigail’s mood down... or at least, she hoped not.

Soon, she would meet her beau, Eli Muskrat, and they would be married and eventually they would have a lot of children together. Abigail let her mind wander during the long trek through the desert terrain of what her life would be like at the side of a silversmith in a small mining town like Braverock. 

“How much further?” Abigail called to the driver. 

“Not long now. You’ll be able to see the town in maybe ten minutes’ time.”

Abigail hoped that Eli had gotten her letters. After a few letters back and forth, Eli had stopped responding to Abigail’s correspondence altogether, so she took that to mean that she needed to take the initiative. Her mother sternly warned her that it wasn’t a good idea since no self-respecting man would let a woman tell him how to live his life. But Abigail was insistent, so her parents grudgingly helped her purchase the train tickets to the end of the line and gave her money to get her all the way to California as well as possibly return if need be. 

Abigail knew she wouldn’t be able to return to her hometown of Chicago with her head held high and decided that no matter what happened, she would stick around in Braverock even if it meant becoming an old maid. Abigail shuddered at that thought because she knew she wasn’t going to become an old maid... though becoming a nun in the Wild West wouldn’t be so bad, she decided.

“Ma’am, there’s the town,” the driver pulled Abigail out of her thoughts.

There wasn’t much to see of the town, but Abigail figured as much. After riding for three days with nothing more than a small watering station for horses every so often, Braverock looked like a booming metropolis.

“I’m going to head to the post office since that’s the only real depot to drop you off. Also, I need to drop off that bag of mail since I haven’t had a reason to come this far out in a while.”

Until that moment, Abigail didn’t even realize there had been a bag full of letters and packages and realized much of her correspondence may very well be in that bag. She groaned inwardly at her predicament and wondered if Eli even knew she would be coming that very day. Abigail prayed as hard as she could that Eli would still be waiting for her, even without hearing anything from her.

––––––––

Eli didn’t know where else to go, but he and Beth had decided to wait inside the saloon together by the window. Pretty soon a stagecoach roared by on the way to the postal office.

“Looks like more mail just came in,” the barkeeper said as all eyes watched the driver jump down from his seat. When the fair-haired lady in the back also stepped out, there were cat-calls and whistles throughout the saloon. Eli knew instantly that was Abigail Dolby.

“We need to move now,” he said to Beth as he took her hand and they hurried out the door.

“Abigail!”

The woman turned and looked at the Muskrat’s. At first her face was filled with joy and relief, but it was quickly followed by confusion and a twinge of sadness.

“Are you Eli Muskrat?” 

Abigail’s voice was thin with emotion, but Eli saw that she was very beautiful. His heart filled with regret and empathy for the woman who had travelled all the way across the country for him and she would now be turned away on account of his marital status.

“I am,” Eli finally responded. “And this is my wife, Elizabeth.”

Elizabeth smiled and extended her hand.

“Please, call me Beth.”

Abigail looked as though she was unsuccessfully trying to swallow a mound full of dirt.

“Abigail, I need to explain—”

“My letters are probably all in that bag.”

She pointed at the large bag that the station wagon driver was hauling into the office as other members of Braverock began circling like vultures, waiting for new word from the outside world.

“I’m so sorry, sweetie,” Beth moved toward Abigail, but the younger woman moved back. 

“Please, leave me be.”

“We can give you a place to stay until you figure something—”

“The last place I want to be is with the man I was supposed to marry. You’re dead to me.”

Eli was taken aback by the sudden hostility of this otherwise gentle woman, but he had decided he probably deserved whatever treatment Abigail would give him.

“I’m so sorry. I can show you where the preacher lives if you want to contact him about what to—”

“It’s the least you can do since you practically stood me up and threw me away all at once.”

“You watch—” Beth began angrily, but Eli put a hand on her arm. She looked at him as he shook his head almost indiscernibly.

I deserve this, he said to her in thought only.

Beth’s lips tightened, but she said nothing and relaxed.

“We’ll take you to the preacher’s, then you won’t ever see us again.”

Abigail nodded once in agreement as the townspeople slowly started to make their way to the postal office.

“First,” Eli added. “Let’s get out of here before the town goes mad over the mail.”

––––––––

True to his word, as soon as Eli and Beth introduced Abigail to Preacher Jones, they left with a quick farewell and walked off into the quickening twilight. Abigail watched them for a moment and, although she was upset that Eli had moved on from their relationship so quickly, she was glad that he had found someone like Beth who seemed to be everything that Eli needed.

“Miss?”

Abigail turned toward the preacher and her face flushed as she realized she had been standing there in the threshold for a few minutes now.

“My apologies.”

She moved inside and Preacher Jones began making tea.

“You drink tea?”

“Yes, please.”

The preacher made tea and Abigail did the best she could to make herself comfortable, but the furniture was sparse and it appeared as though all of it was being used for something. There were books and papers strewn everywhere and if there wasn’t something made of paper, then it was a dish. If there was one thing Preacher Jones needed, it was a wife.

“I do apologize for the mess,” the man said, somehow reading Abigail’s thoughts. “Normally I’m more organized if I know I’m expecting company.” He chuckled. “Being a preacher, you would think I always expect company, but on a Saturday night, not much goes on inside my little abode. People know not to mess with the man of God the night before he delivers his sermon, and I’m not about to tell them it’s alright if they do.” The man chuckled at his own joke again.

“It’s very kind of you to let me stay here—”

“Oh, you’re not staying here the night.” 

The preacher set two cups at the kitchen table and removed a few plates, papers and books out of the way for Abigail to sit.

“I just needed to find out a little bit about your situation so I can put you with the right people for the night.” A chuckle. “I wouldn’t recommend the inn unless you plan on being a harlot anytime soon.”

Abigail tried not to be appalled at the way Preacher Jones so flippantly spoke of the town prostitutes, but the he saw her face and laughed again.

“Don't worry, I know all about the prostitution that goes on in this little town called Braverock. I am its shepherd after all.”

The man winked and Abigail’s skin crawled. She wasn’t sure why, but for the first time in her life, she didn’t feel very safe in the custody of a preacher. The man guffawed this time and slapped his knee.

“Oh, I got you good with that one, didn’t I?”

Abigail wasn’t sure what was happening, but she felt like she was in a bad dream. Just as quickly as Preacher Jones started laughing, he stopped and looked deadpan at her.

“If you can handle my crazy quirks and quick changes of personality, I might have the place for you. He also happens to be the only available bachelor in a thirty mile radius.”

Abigail was afraid to ask if Preacher Jones was always that way for fear that it might happen again, but when the preacher laughed and shook his head, Abigail knew for sure that he could read minds.

“I’m not actually that crazy. I just do it to the young, disenfranchised brides that come around hoping to find themselves a man. Since we’re so far from the train station, we don't get mail very often and that causes a lot of the men to get married before their bride shows up. Like in your case.”

Abigail looked down as an unbidden tear splashed into her tea. She quickly wiped her face, but Preacher Jones had seen and handed her a handkerchief to use.

“The Lord moves in mysterious ways,” the preacher continued softly. “I don't want to send you off to the only available bachelor Braverock has, but something tells me it’s time for him to get out of his bubble and start accepting that other people really do rely on him. You seem to be a well-rounded individual with no intention of turning back. I think you would do well with him.”

“What is his name?” Abigail felt as though she needed to prepare to meet someone as dangerous as an outlaw.

“Taylor Smith.”

––––––––

Over the course of the next few hours, Preacher Jones was gracious enough to inform Abigail of the kind of man Taylor “Bucky” Smith really was. Although she had initially been concerned when the preacher had treated her oddly at the beginning of their relationship, Abigail had a feeling that meeting the only man available to be her husband wouldn’t be as awful as Preacher Jones claimed.

“I’m ready to meet him whenever you’re ready to introduce us,” Abigail stated at the end of a long story about how Taylor had been caught stealing from the corner store... only for the town to later find out that he had actually been helping to return what had been stolen by someone else.

“Well, these kinds of things take time,” Preacher Jones defended. “You can’t just waltz into a town and expect to marry the only available bachelor there.”

There was an uncomfortable silence as Abigail contemplated saying that was exactly the reason she came from Chicago, but the preacher realized his mistake and tried to retract his statement. Abigail laughed and put up a hand.

“It’s quite alright, Preacher,” she said. “I just wanted to make sure you knew that moving to a new town and just getting married is exactly what the Wild West is all about, and it’s the only way it’s expanding.”

––––––––

It was properly dark outside, which meant it was getting late by the time Preacher Jones and Abigail Dolby set off for the short trek to Taylor Smith’s abode. Thankfully there was a light on when they arrived and as soon as the preacher knocked on the door, he stepped back a few feet as if he was anticipating a monster to charge out of the door at any moment. Taylor opened the door and looked out at Abigail first, then at the preacher.

“Preacher Jones,” the man said gruffly. “To what do I owe the pleasure?”

“Mr. Smith, this young lady here is stuck in town. She was set to marry Eli Muskrat, but as you know, he is already wed. The only other option is to be a soiled dove under the roof of the saloon, and since she knows nothing about that, I thought marrying you would be the best option.”

Taylor’s eyebrows shot up and one side of his mouth turned up in a half-smile.

“Marrying me... is the best option this poor girl has?”

“May we come in?” Abigail interrupted the conversation, not wanting to be outside in the dark but also hoping she could at least see where she would probably end up living.

Taylor really looked at Abigail just then. He looked at her clothes and then looked into her eyes with the most intense look Abigail had ever seen.

“Yes, come in. Both of you.”

Taylor stepped aside and Abigail joyfully walked through the door ahead of the preacher. The two men continued their heated conversation about a strange woman moving to a new town and marrying someone completely different than she thought. They argued about the semantics of if Taylor really was qualified to have a wife and how even the preacher seemed against it all these years.

Abigail listened casually, but wasn’t interested in what people said with their mouths so much as what was said by the way they lived in their house. Abigail looked around the tiny one-room house and noticed how clean it was for a bachelor’s home. There was a pile of dirty laundry, but it was next to a bucket full of water for washing. Abigail imagined the water couldn’t have been very fresh since the sun had been gone for a few hours. What was Taylor busy doing before then?

Aside from the pile of clothes, the bed was immaculately made, there were no dirty dishes in the sink and the table looked as though it had just been washed off a short while ago. There was a small fire in the woodburning stove and that was keeping the whole house warm. Abigail looked at where the couch and sitting chair was and noticed there was a pair of glasses on top of what looked to be a Bible and it was opened to the book of Psalms.

Abigail wasn’t super religious, but she knew that a man that served God was the best kind of man to have. She watched Taylor and Preacher Jones in what looked to be a very passionate debate. Abigail didn’t really hear what they said so much as she watched how they said it and their body language. She already knew the words that would come with the body language since Taylor had already said he didn’t feel as though he was ready to have a wife and the preacher didn’t have anywhere else to take the “poor girl” and wasn’t in a position to marry. Though that was quite alright with Abigail since she would rather prefer to marry the man that had his house in order even though he wasn’t expecting any company over the man of God whose house looked as though a windstorm had swarmed through.

“If it’s alright with you, Taylor, I would like to stay here the night.”

Abigail knew her request was bold, but it immediately stopped the bickering. 

“I’ve been travelling for well over three weeks and I just want somewhere to lay my head for the night where I don't have to worry about being mistaken for a prostitute.”

Taylor and the preacher looked at Abigail for a long moment until finally Taylor sighed.

“Alright,” he conceded. “But if I may ask just one thing it’s that you would sleep here in the front room and I’ll make you a bed so you don't have to sleep on the couch.”

“The couch is fine if—”

Taylor put a hand up.

“Trust me, the couch is not fine.”

––––––––

Within the course of an hour, the preacher left, Taylor made Abigail’s bed for her and he started warming up what was left of his dinner for her.

“You haven’t eaten since you’ve been here, have you?”

Until that moment, Abigail didn’t realize how hungry she was.

“I’m famished,” she said breathlessly. “I don't think I’ve eaten since... probably noon today.”

Taylor’s brown eyes got big, but he remained silent as he turned toward the beef and potato stew and stirred it a little bit. Abigail noticed that Taylor had been neither a monster nor aloof since she had stepped through his door.

“Why does everyone say that you’re a monster?”

Abigail saw Taylor’s shoulder move in a chuckle, but when he turned around, there was no evidence of a laugh on his face.

“People are afraid of what they don't know or can’t explain, so they give it a name that keeps the children away or gives the new townspeople a reason to keep a wide berth. The first thing you should know about the Wild West is that it is wild, and sometimes the stories that are birthed out of it are just that—stories.”

Taylor turned back toward the stew and stuck his finger in the spoonful to see if it was warm. Abigail decided that was a good time to sit at the table and sat at one of the places that didn’t look like it was used often. She noticed that Taylor peeked over his shoulder to see where she sat, but said nothing, so she took that as a good sign.

When Taylor set the bowl in front of Abigail, she thought she couldn’t be hungrier than she was in that moment and immediately began eating. Taylor had sat down next to her and watched for a few moments, which was unnerving for Abigail. Once she had a few spoonfuls in her stomach, she asked if he would be more respectful of her eating. Taylor simply shrugged and looked away.

“So, you were gonna marry Eli Muskrat,” Taylor eventually ventured. “He’s such a good person... it’s too bad he plumb forgot about you and just married some other... person.”

Abigail sensed a bit of hostility toward Eli and Beth and decided talking about them around Taylor probably wasn’t a good idea.

“Yeah, I suppose so.” 

Abigail finished her food and began to stand. Taylor immediately stopped her.

“A woman in my house is gonna wait ‘til I’m done before she gets up.”

“But I was just going to—”

Taylor gave her a stern look and Abigail shushed and sat back down. She realized it wasn’t that Taylor was a “monster” so much as he had a certain way of doing things. But their relationship had only just begun, and Abigail hoped it didn’t get worse from here.

––––––––

Taylor wasn’t too keen on being married to someone from halfway across the country. Or just marriage in general. But the preacher man had asked Taylor to marry Abigail, and he wasn’t one to say no to the man of God. Maybe God had told the man to talk to Taylor, or knew that Taylor needed a wife at some point; Taylor didn’t know, but he was raised as a young boy to not question the man of God. Besides, Taylor didn’t want to see someone as innocent as Abigail become something like a soiled dove and for him, that was reason enough to marry her. 

Taylor wasn’t a bad person, nor was he the ‘monster’ that the town claimed he was, but he couldn’t just tell Abigail those things. That made him look conceited as though he couldn’t even see the world beyond the end of his nose. It’s not that Taylor hadn’t done some bad things in the past, but none of them constituted a whole town calling him a monster... they did that all on their own.

Taylor was concerned that Abigail might hear some of the rumors about him—rumors that weren’t true—but still he kept his distance that first week, only crossing paths with her at dinner time. As much as he thought she was beautiful and wanted to know her, he also didn’t want her to feel like they had to act as a married couple even though they had completed the ceremony the day after she showed up. Abigail seemed to catch on that Taylor wanted to be left alone, but sometimes at dinner, she would watch him eat and have a longing look in her eyes. He finally asked her about it.

“Is there something you require?” 

“When are we going to start treating each other like husband and wife?”

“When you’re ready.”

“What if I’m ready now?”

Abigail’s face flushed and she appeared as though she wanted to say more but refrained herself.

“Don't hold back, honey. We’re in this for life, might as well tell me how you feel now.”

Abigail took a calming breath.

“We are married, but you avoid me as though I have a disease. You only sit with me for dinner and this is the first time we’ve actually said anything to each other in over a week. How can we get to know each other if you won’t even talk to me?”

Taylor looked down at his plate and contemplated the right way to give his answer. To say that Taylor did want to get to know Abigail but was afraid she would leave him if she found out who he really was showed more fear on his part. He wasn’t trying to show fear, he just wanted her to have a good life.

“I just want you to be happy,” Taylor finally began. “But I don't know how to do that when the whole town of Braverock calls me a monster.”

“Let me decide on my own how I feel about you,” Abigail said. “Then I can decide for myself if you’re a ‘monster’ like they say.”

Taylor looked into Abigail’s eyes. 

“Are you sure you want to get to know me?”

Without missing a beat, Abigail said, “Yes.”

“I hope I don't disappoint.”

––––––––

Abigail watched Taylor work down in the creek. Taylor had taught himself to mine gold when he first moved to the little town of Braverock, California, but hadn’t found enough of it to call himself a rich person. Abigail watched with rapt attention as he took a homemade sieve and shook it ever so slowly so that the rocks and dirt fell away and anything of worth would stay in the sieve.

“This is a metaphor for us,” Abigail said.

Taylor looked at her, confusion clear on his face.

“Think about it,” Abigail ventured. “People are saying all these things about you that aren’t really worth their weight, and I’m the sieve trying to find the gold inside of you to show people that you’re not the man they say you are.”

“What if I am?”

Taylor and Abigail locked eyes for a long time before Abigail finally looked away.

“Well,” Abigail said. “I married you for better or worse and I think that would fall under the ‘worse’ category.”

Abigail looked at Taylor again, but he had gone back to shaking his sieve. She tried reading his expression, but it was unreadable.

“I promised myself I wouldn’t do this, but... what happened between you and Eli Muskrat?”

Instantly Taylor’s jaw clenched and the look on his face was one of anger.

“He stole my woman away from me and they both made it look as though I stole from him.”

Abigail waited for more, but realized after a few moments of silence that was all Taylor was willing to share. When she opened her mouth to speak, however, Taylor had something else to say.

“No one in town has told you the story yet?”

“Our case is a little different, I would think.”

“No.” Taylor looked at Abigail with a hardness in his eyes. “To them, it’s all the same. We were as good as married when he showed up so suddenly and professed his undying love for her. There was nothing I could do...” Taylor looked at the creek, but didn’t seem to be focused on his work any longer. “My Elizabeth was gone forever even though she was just half a town away.”

Taylor seemed lost in thought and Abigail didn’t know what to say.

“Sometimes in time like these,” Taylor seemed to read Abigail’s thoughts, “the best thing to do is to say nothing at all.”

Taylor looked at her and she nodded in understanding.

Eventually they went back to work, but it wasn’t the same now that such vulnerable information was out in the open. Abigail had brought a picnic and decided to set everything out at this point.

“Why don't we eat?” She offered.

Taylor looked at her sideways and sighed.

“Alright.”

He put his sieve on the ground next to the creek and joined Abigail on the blanket she had laid out. They ate in silence for a while, each of them lost in their own thoughts.

“Do you think I’m a monster?” Taylor asked.

Abigail looked at Taylor and thought he was joshing her. When she saw his face however, she realized he was just a sad and lonely man who needed someone to believe in him.

“No, of course not. Nothing you’ve done has ever caused me to think that of you.”

“Sometimes, I just... I think it would be better if I just didn’t have to have any human interaction for the rest of my life.”

“We all need each other,” Abigail responded. “You can’t think that your life would be better without someone in it. Besides, would you even be eating right now if it wasn’t for the fact that I brought food?”

Taylor looked at Abigail’s wistful face and a corner of his mouth pulled up.

“I would definitely just be a very hungry man.”

“Exactly! See? If it wasn’t for me, you would have to go all the way back to the house and make yourself lunch... or worse yet, just go hungry.”

Taylor shook his head.

“I’m not a happy man when I’m hungry.”

Abigail giggled.

“No man is happy when they’re hungry.”

Any problems or disagreements Taylor and Abigail had had up to that point were forgotten as they simply learned to talk to each other. Abigail could tell that Taylor hadn’t had any friends since he had become an adult. She was glad to have Taylor as her husband because he was a wealth of knowledge about all sorts of topics ranging from farming to mail delivery and from gold mining to writing. There wasn’t a subject that Taylor didn’t know about, and Abigail was surprised that no one had ever noticed the amount of information and experience that was crammed into one man’s body.

“I moved from just outside of New York City about twenty years ago,” Taylor began a story. “I had a feeling that if I wanted somewhere to go, California was it. The gold rush hadn’t really started yet... I was one of the first to discover there was true gold in these waters, but I did the smart thing and kept that information to myself.”

“Since you moved here, you haven’t had any friends?” Abigail asked.

“Oh, I’ve had friends. Eli Muskrat was one of my closest friends when I moved. We used to help each other out with our jobs, but when everything happened... well...”

“I apologize,” Abigail felt flustered and upset that she had crossed that line. She hoped Taylor would still be open with her.

“Eh, it’s alright. I really should get over it anyway. Beth was always a bit of a... bed whore.”

Abigail gasped.

“Taylor!”

“What? It’s true.”

“Whether it’s true or not, you always want to try to speak the best of everyone.”

“Fine, she was a bed whore and now she’s married to someone that’s not me.”

Abigail slapped him on the arm.

“We’re going to have to work on your compliments.”

Abigail shook her head, but couldn’t keep herself from smiling. She felt as though they had turned a corner in their relationship and things would be different from now on.

––––––––

In two weeks’ time, Abigail and Taylor quickly became friends and soon they were telling each other everything. Abigail made it a point to stay away from town unless she absolutely had to go because she wanted her relationship with Taylor to be based on what she knew and not what others told her. Taylor hadn’t told Abigail about his past, but Abigail didn’t want to know; she wanted to know the man she was married to now, not the man everyone knew before she even heard of his existence.

On Sundays, Taylor and Abigail went to church together and eventually those in town started to talk about their relationship. A few of the people that tried to call themselves “friends” would confront Abigail.

“Do you know what he did to that poor Beth Muskrat?” One lady asked after service as they stood outside in a small group.

“Or what he said about Eli after that man saved the poor woman?” Another piped in.

Abigail smiled as kindly as she could and looked down. This was a story she had heard, but from Taylor’s perspective. Few people had ever heard that side of the story and there was no way to really prove anyone was right, but Abigail knew from her relationship with her husband that Taylor was not the one at fault. Though even he admitted that he had some faults in the relationship.

“I did hear about what happened, but I heard it from Taylor,” Abigail said firmly. “If you haven’t heard his side of the story, then I suggest you keep your mouths shut about the man I’m already married to.” 

Abigail knew she should stop there, but she had more to say.

“If you wanted to save me from this ‘monster’ of a man, then you should have made sure that Eli’s letters had actually gotten to me. Then I wouldn’t have wasted my life coming to California to marry a man that had already promised himself to me only to be turned away and told I had to either marry the town hermit or become another town prostitute. No, if you have something to say, you should very well keep it to yourselves. Because it’s not going to do anything for you now.”

Just then Taylor came up beside Abigail.

“Are you ready to leave, my love?”

Abigail nodded once and followed Taylor to their open carriage, leaving all the women with mouths agape in wonder. Once they were far enough away, Taylor asked what they said.

“Well they didn’t get to say anything because I told them how they needed to keep their mouths shut if they haven’t heard the story from all sides.” 

Abigail was still upset about how they tried to plant doubt in her mind. 

“I can’t believe they would do something like that! How can people live like that? Always talking negatively and thinking that it’s alright to just spread rumors like that?”

Taylor was quiet
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