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Synopsis: The Matchmakers & The Con
Artists - A group of matchmakers tries to change a potential bride
and groom so that each will find the other more attractive; the
only problem is, it’s an uphill battle. This is a very funny and
unique mail order bride story, with a great and unforeseen twist at
the end.

 


 


Eliza Sterne tapped her teaspoon on the
drawing room table.

“Ladies, ladies,” she said. “Ladies, please.
Can I have your attention?” The chatter in the room slowly petered
out.

“I appreciate,” continued Eliza, “that we are
all very eager to talk about the exciting news. The news of which
you somehow have become aware,” Eliza gave an admonishing glance to
the woman next to her. “However, if you don't mind, I rather insist
that we continue with the correct protocol. Instead of,” here Eliza
paused before adding, with the reproachful tones perfected through
many decades as the town's schoolmistress, “descending into idle
gossip.”

“Now, I'd like to officially convene this
month's meeting of the Christian Woman’s Council for the Furthering
of Marriage in the New Territories.” Eliza placed her reading
spectacles on her nose and read from the paper in front of her.
“There are a number of items we must mention today. Firstly, I must
congratulate Emily for the wonderful baked goods she supplied for
last month's meeting. I'm sure you would all agree with me that
they were most appetizing.”

There was a murmur of approval and Emily
blushed. “Secondly, on behalf of all the ladies, I must extend my
thanks to Mary, our host today.” Eliza glanced to her side again.
“What an extremely welcome and, I must say, open host she is
proving to be.”

“We must also mention the sterling efforts of
Margaret and Joyce. As you well know, this Council was established
by myself, in response to the worrying reports we have been
receiving almost daily about the lack of any social cohesion or
even basic decency in the territories that have opened up to The
West. I was most encouraged to find that there were upstanding
Christian ladies in this town, who were as much disturbed as I was
and willing to contribute their time, funds and abilities to put
his right.”

Eliza laid down her spectacles. She knew they
were waiting for the big news and their attention was guaranteed.
Why shouldn't she take the opportunity to indulge her passion for
public speaking a little. It was good to practice.

“Ladies, I know you don't need me to
reiterate the shameful tales we have been reading in our
newspapers. Babies born out of wedlock, often with no notion of who
their rightful father might be. Children, who have received no
schooling, being put to work just as soon as they can walk. Towns
where there are as many saloons as stores and each one a magnet for
every woman of low dignity from Chicago to New Orleans.”

“We have been blessed with a great
opportunity to civilize these lands and turn them into a great and
prosperous society. But I am convinced that at this moment the
towns that are springing up faster than they can be drawn on a map
are no producing people better than the heathens living in the
hills.

“But I do not believe all is lost. We have
brought order and culture to this county and I see no reason why we
cannot extend our civilizing influence in the lands to the west. It
makes me proud when I see like-minded ladies like yourselves rally
to the cause.

“There is no better way of spreading
Christian values than through the Church itself. And I know you,
like I, are generous in your contributions to the church building
funds. But I also know that you share my belief that there is one
fundamental flaw in the society our expansion is creating. One
basic aberration deep at the root of society, that when it is
missing, causes all above it to come crashing down.

“As you ladies are well aware, I am talking
about the great Christian institution of marriage. Marriage is the
bedrock of our society. The principle and action upon which every
else is built upon. That sacred union of man and women sanctioned
by God. With marriage our society prospers. Without it, it falls,
inevitably into degradation and profanity.

“Marriage is the proper place for a man, as
it is the proper place for a woman, and it is most certainly the
only place to raise children. Children cannot grow correctly
without the umbrella of marriage around them. Men can find no peace
in their hearts without a wife. And as I look around this room, I
see women who have flourished in the fertile ground that a marriage
gives them. As you are aware, I lost my husband fighting for the
Christian values he believed in.”

The room suddenly became uneasy as it was
common knowledge that Robert Makepeace deserted in Texas and ran
off to Mexico with a girl half his age. The women instinctively
averted their eyes.

“But I still remember the stability and
protection that marriage afforded me. And from that I was able to
find the confidence to establish myself as a woman in my own
right.”

“We can be sure,” continued Eliza, “that
marriage brings balance and stability to individual lives just as
it bring balance and stability to society as a whole. It is no
secret that the present economy of cattle, sheep, railroad and
prospecting attracts young men westwards as surely as the comforts
of home keep young women where they are.

“But, the result is a great disparity between
The East and West of our country. In The East, young women find
themselves unable to secure a suitable mate, while to The West
where men travel in their droves, there are not the women to
provide them with the comforts of marriage and children. The
unfortunate aspect of this situation is even more apparent when we
consider that many of these men, through their gallant efforts,
have secured themselves no small fortunes.

While, in The East, the young ladies benefit
from all the education and manners modern society is able to
furnish them. Imagine how fortunate it would be if we could unite
these for the benefit of the nation.”

Eliza beamed and brought hands together.

“It is of intense regret that the only women
who show the entrepreneurial spirit and travel westwards are those
who choose to supply only the most base service. But it is perhaps
not surprising, for they have less to lose,” she said, and seemed
lost in thought for a moment.

“And it was this thought in mind that the
Christian Women's Council for the Furthering of Marriage in the New
Territories was formed.” The ladies looked puzzled.

“I refer to the previous thought about
re-balancing the unequal distribution of our young men and women.
With this resolution to seek suitable young men and women and
provide a matchmaking service for their yearning hearts.

“So, I return to the efforts of Margaret and
Joyce. For after many months of working towards this goal, we have
been blessed with success. Margaret, perhaps you would like to
outline the new developments.”

Margaret nodded and rose a little nervously;
her hands clasped together and turned to the ladies gathered before
her.

“There's no need to stand, dear,” said
Eliza.

Margaret sat.

“As was discussed in previous monthly
meetings,” she said, “I was to publicize the work of our group in
the territory of Colorado. On account of my cousins having resided
there for some twenty years and being well acquainted with society
in that locality.”

“If you could keep to the point, please,”
interrupted Eliza. “We have a lot to cover today.”

“Yes, indeed,” said Margaret. “The point
being, that through a close acquaintance of my cousin's I was able
to place an advertisement in the Colorado Tribune at not excessive
cost to the Council. And if it would be acceptable to you I have it
here and could read it to you.”

Eliza tutted audibly as Margaret thumbed
through the large broadsheet newspaper. “Ah,” said Margaret, “here
it is.”

“Perhaps,” said Eliza, “as I composed it, it
might be preferable if I were to recite it to the gathering.”

“Certainly,” said Margaret and passed the
paper over to the table.

Eliza put back on her spectacles and
read.

“Sought: Christian gentlemen of high moral
standing and strong virtues who are interested in matrimony with
educated and upstanding ladies from The East. Must be literate,
have knowledge of the scriptures and with good personal business
interests. Please reply in writing to the Christian Woman's Council
and so on and so on,” said Eliza, taking off her spectacles.

“When did this advertisement go to
print?”

“Two months ago,” said Margaret.

“And what has been the response?”

“We have had a number of replies,” said
Margaret, “of varying quality.”

“You have vetted them carefully, I assume. We
certainly do not want to be involved in some disreputable
racket.”

“Very carefully. Beth and myself read all the
submissions. I should say that many were quite illiterate and there
were some that were quite unacceptable and one or two I would have
to class as most inappropriate. They had forgotten, I think, that
they were not addressing the lady directly. Not that any lady
should be addressed in that manner.”

“Quite,” said Eliza. “But you have whittled
them down to just the most acceptable candidates?”

“We have.”

“Excellent. And how many does that leave us
with?”

“One.”

“One,” repeated Eliza. “Just one solitary
male suitable for the matrimonial services offered by the
Council?”

“Well,” said Margaret, “I had presumed that
our objective was finding the most desirable males, rather than
simply the most.”

“And is this man desirable would you
say?”

“Well, yes,” said Margaret turning excitedly
to the assembled women. “I believe he is. We received two
correspondences from him and . . .”

“I think, perhaps,” said Eliza, “this may be
a good juncture for some refreshment. “Mary,” she said turning
across the table, “I wonder if we may take some tea.”

The tea was served and they sipped it and
Eliza said, “Yes, Mary what can you tell us about the
correspondence you received.”

“He writes really rather lovely letters on
the finest writing paper that I should imagine is very rare in that
part of the country. His writing is so refined and easy to read, it
is quite a pleasure to converse with him.”

“We are not, I think, very concerned about
his handwriting,” said Eliza. “We are concerned with his character.
Perhaps you could start with his name.”

“His name,” said Margaret, leaning forward in
her chair conspiratorially and, imperceptibly, the other ladies
leaned forward also, “is Giles Plumply-Boyd.” The ladies echoed his
name and some of them giggled in excitement.

“Good grief” said Eliza, “he sounds like a
variety of fruit bush. Where did you find such a species?”

“He resides in Little Dear Meadow, Pitkin
County, Colorado Territory.”

Eliza wrote this down and asked, “And what is
Mr. Bumbley-Ployd's business?”

“Plumply-Boyd,” corrected Margaret.

“Is he a rancher, merchant, a trader
perhaps?”

“He is a naturalist.”

“A naturalist!” exclaimed Eliza. “Really,
Margaret we all take an interest in the weather and tend to our
gardens, it is hardly a business venture. I expected this man to be
of some standing, not a hobbyist.”

“Oh, but he is,” bristled Margaret. “He is a
member of the American Society. They are based in Cambridge and he
is a member. The youngest member,” she said. “He is only
twenty-four.”

“Only twenty-four,” whispered the women.

“He is only twenty-four,” continued Margaret,
“but his papers have already been published and he is currently
undertaking a major study of the Pitkin County flora and fauna. He
is a very well-respected young man.”

“Well, that as maybe,” said Eliza, “but what
of his earnings? Does he have a company or property?”

“Perhaps,” sniffed Margaret, “some of our
members are aware of the Plumply and Boyd families of Boston; very
well respected and quite traditional. I believe the Plumplys are
traders and the Boyds made their fortune in shipping.”

There was an outbreak of furtive whispering
amongst the gathering.

“And our Mr. Plumply-Boyd,” said Eliza, “is
he the eldest son?”

“The third son, I believe,” said.

Eliza, placed down her pen. “Margaret, this
boy is hardly what we had in mind. He seems to be nothing more than
Massachusetts old money wasting his family wealth by picking
flowers.”

“I'm sorry,” said Margaret, “but I didn't
realize we had a person in mind.”

“I'm sure Mr Plumbley-Boyd can quite easily
head back east and find his own wife.”

“He says not. He says that this is home now
and he would be very grateful if we could find him a suitable
match. I should add that in his last correspondence, Mr.
Plumply-Boyd did enclose a photograph, to be forwarded to any
prospective matches. I'm not sure if it is really proper for me to
pass it around the present party.”

“If you could pass it to the table,” said
Eliza, taking the photograph. “Oh,” she said. “He is very
young.”

“Gracious,” said Mary, leaning over, “look at
his complexion.”

Soon, all the ladies of the Council were
gathered round the table.

“It's not right that he should be out in
Pitkin County without a woman to care for him,” said one.

“Who will cook for him and darn his socks?”
asked another.

“He will go quite strange without a woman's
company.”

And quickly it was agreed that the Council
had a moral obligation to find Giles Plumply-Boyd a wife to scrub
his shirts and warm his milk.

“Finally then,” said Eliza, “we come to the
final item of today's meeting. Joyce, we turn to you and your
efforts to find suitable young ladies from the east of our country.
I hope you were able to find more than one.”

“We placed the advertisement in St Louis,
Chicago and Philadelphia,” said Joyce.

“Shall I remind the ladies of the wording of
your advertisement?” asked Eliza. Without waiting for an answer,
she read.

“The Christian Women's Council for the
Furthering of Marriage in the New Territories is seeking
adventurous young ladies of respectable character and Christian
background, who wish to serve society and bring their civilizing
hand to the West of our country where they will find a strong man
of means to support her through life's hardships.

“Very well written, I would say,” said Eliza.
“I am sure it has attracted many respondents.”

“A number of respondents,” said Joyce.
“Although, again, of varying quality.”

“Let us hear of them,” said Eliza, “and we
will judge.”

“The first is Miss Lucille McClure of St
Louis. She is a skilled rider and has been working for twelve years
in a rodeo, performing stunts on the horses. Last year she fell
under a horse and her leg was crushed and now she is in need of
financial support. She is 27.”

There was muttering from the ladies.

“I think we can discount Miss McClure,” said
Eliza.

“There is a Miss Gertrude Susan. She lives in
Philadelphia and is the widow of a Union soldier.”

“A war-widow,” interrupted Eliza. “Well, I'm
not sure about that.”

“She was married at 19 and feels that though
she has a war pension, she should like to continue the sacrifice
for the Union and raise the children she was never able to have
with her first husband in the wilds of the West. She comes across
as a most dependable and sane lady.”

Eliza pursed her lips. “I think we shall hear
the next.”

“Miss Florence Ellie is a Hoosier lady from a
reputable family. She is involved in her local church and
charitable organizations. She is a committed homemaker and teaches
bibles classes. She would like to meet a man who can care for her
and who she can bring a woman’s love and warmth”

“Ah, well. I think we may have something,”
said Eliza.

“She is 41.”

“Oh really, Joyce. This is quite
impossible.”

“There is one more candidate,” said Joyce. “I
received her letter this very morning. A Miss Anya
Beatrix-Krasińska.”

“A who?”

“She is a resident of East Village, Chicago.
She describes herself as intrepid, intelligent and of strong
character. She comes from a well-respected family and is eager to
meet a man of the frontier to start a new life in the West.”

“This is more promising,” said Eliza. “How
old is she?”

“She is twenty-three.”

“There were murmurings amongst the
gathering.”

“Indeed,” said Eliza. “Any negative aspects
you have been retaining?”

“She does describe herself as 'exceedingly
beautiful'.”

“Yes,” agreed Eliza, “that does sound rather
immodest. In the face of such boasts, one may even suspect the
opposite to be true. And if she were found to be trying to deceive
us, it would create a negative impression of her character.”

“Oh, she is not deceiving us,” said Joyce.
“That is certain. She enclosed a photograph.”

The picture was passed around and all the
ladies present did agree that she was most exceptionally
beautiful.

“I do believe,” said Eliza, “that we have
found our first match and a future wife for Mr. Plumply-Boyd.”

This indeed, seemed to be the consensus in
the group.

“But I wonder,” said Joyce, “if we really
shouldn't reconsider Gertrude Susan. Would she not be a steadier
choice for Mr. Plumply-Boyd? I rather think it is what he had in
mind.”

“I see nothing in his correspondence that
suggests he would be attracted to a widow. As I myself am well
aware, once you have committed yourself to one man, to marry
another would be a secondary and dispassionate venture. Mr.
Plumply-Boyd deserves better than this and I think the ladies are
supportive of my sentiments.”

There were nods of general agreement.

“But this Anya is, perhaps, too
beautiful.”

“Too beautiful,” repeated Eliza. “My dear, I
hope your are not letting jealousy sway your argument.”

Joyce reddened. “Not at all. I simply believe
she may be a little extravagant for a man of Plumply-Boyd’s
character.”

“I feel they will be the perfect mix.”

Joyce bowed her head, acknowledging she was
losing the argument. “I should mention,” she said, “that in
anticipation of our work in finding her a prospective husband, she
left Chicago shortly after sending her letter. She will arrive in
the morning.”

“Well, excellent,” said Eliza. “She shows
great strength of mind and independent spirit. I think we would all
be very excited to meet her and her family. If I have agreement
amongst the ladies, I think we can write post-haste to Mr.
Plumply-Boyd informing him that we have found a suitable wife and
instructing him to come to town as fast as his naturalism may
allow.”

There was a general consensus that this was
the right action.

“Well, ladies,” said Eliza beaming, “I think
we may allow ourselves a moment of self-congratulation, we have
arranged our first marriage.”

There was an outbreak of excited gossip from
the ladies, all except Joyce, who stared at the picture of Anya
Beatrix-Krasińska and bit her lip.

 


 


The next day Eliza received a message saying
that Miss Beatrix-Krasińska was staying at the Fortune Hotel and
eagerly awaiting instructions from the Christian Woman’s Council
for the Furthering of Marriage in the New Territories on where to
meet her future husband.

Eliza took her carriage and collected both
Margaret and Joyce. It was a cold and rainy day and as they
carriage splashed along the muddy track into the center of town
they huddled deeply into their furs.

“The weather is changing,” observed
Joyce.

“It is indeed,” replied Eliza. “It won't be
long before the roads are unassailable and Mr. Plumply-Boyd will be
confined to his meadow for the winter.

“That poor, young boy all alone in the
wilds,” said Margaret.

“He will get word soon enough,” said Eliza.
“I am certain he will be here before the end of the week.”

“And how then do we proceed?” asked
Joyce.

“How do we proceed,” repeated Eliza. “I
should think we have done all that we are required to do. They
meet, get married and he takes her back to Pitkin County. What else
can they do?”

“And the wedding?” asked Joyce.

“Yes, you are quite correct,” Eliza nodded.
“We should make arrangements for the wedding. Let me see, if we
assume Mr. Plumply-Boyd arrives on Thursday, they can meet on
Friday, wed on Saturday morning and be heading to Pitkin County
that day or the next.”

They pulled up outside the Fortune Hotel and
were helped over the mud to the hotel's entrance.

“Miss Beatrix-Krasińska has the largest
suite,” the receptionist told them, in hushed tones. “And she has
requested you take afternoon tea with her.”

They were shown to her room.

Anya Beatrix-Krasińska stood silhouetted
against the large first floor window. She stayed for a moment
watching the rain, twisting a curl of hair that rested against her
cheek. She turned and smiled curtly at the three ladies.

“Bring the tea,” she told the receptionist.
“And cakes,” she said. “We would like cakes. Please,” she said,
directing the ladies to a small circular table.

The ladies sat. Anya remained standing,
throwing glances out of the window as if she were expecting a
rainbow.

“Miss Anya Beatrix-Krasińska,” said Eliza,
stumbling awkwardly over all but the first syllable.

“Please, Anya,” said Anya, waving her
hand.

“Anya, we are delighted that you have come so
promptly. It reflects well on you and your chaperone that you have
embraced this venture so wholeheartedly.”

“My what?”

“Your chaperone,” said Eliza, looking about
the room, as if one might be hiding behind the full-length mirror.
“Your guardian or escort.”

“I am alone.”

“Alone,” said all three ladies, united in
disbelief.

“What about your family?” ask Margaret.
“Could not a brother or cousin accompany you?”

“I have no siblings,” said Anya. “My parents
are dead. Ah, here is the tea.”

A maid brought a tray with teacups of various
shapes and sizes. The receptionist brought a pot with steaming
water.

“Please serve,” Anya directed them. “You will
take lemon, sugar, milk?” she asked.

When they had left the room Joyce asked, in a
hushed voice, “You traveled here from Chicago alone?”

“But, of course,” said Anya. “The train to
Kansas City is quite comfortable. The rest of the journey, less
so.” She waved her hand, as if to dismiss the memory.

“This is quite irregular,” said Eliza finding
it hard to hold her teacup steady. “You realize, I hope, that only
a certain class of women travel alone in this manner. I can't think
what people would have thought of you.”

Anya laughed. “They may think exactly as they
wish. As I understand it, the problem you are trying to address is
exactly that. The women of quality in The East do not possess the
sufficient courage to leave their cosseted lives and dare, as a man
might dare, to journey to the wildest parts of the land. Well, I
do.”

The ladies stirred their tea, while Anya
returned to the window. Below a farmer led an ox down the
mud-filled street. Beyond, the town the rain-bleared hills were
brown and autumnal.

“It is not what I had expected,” she said.
The ladies looked at her. When none of them spoke, Anya added, “The
West. It is more dreary than I had believed.”

“I'm sorry it is not up to your standards,”
said Eliza. “But we do not have the metropolitan finery you may
enjoy in Chicago. You will have to get used to it.”

“Where are the prairies? Where are the
buffalo?” asked Anya, but they were questions directed more at the
window than at her guests.

“Perhaps,” said Eliza, “we should discuss the
business in hand.”

“Yes, of course,” said Anya, sitting
down.

“From our large files of eligible young
bachelors, we have selected one exceptional individual, who is
without doubt the perfect match for you.”

“So, I don't get to choose?” asked Anya.

“You must understand,” said Eliza, “there are
considerable logistical difficulties in this part of the world. We
cannot ask these men to leave their ranches and businesses and
travel for days, just in the hope that you would pick them.”

“I think they would do that,” said Anya,
pouring herself some tea.

Eliza glanced at Margaret and Joyce, who were
both closely inspecting Anya's dress. “Well, we have quite saved
you the trouble by selecting the most suitable candidate, who is .
. .”

“Is he a man?” asked Anya.

Eliza again looked for help. “Yes,” she said.
“He is a man.”

“I mean, a man,” said Anya, putting her arms
down as if she were carrying two large, heavy weights. “A strong
man?”

“He is, I think, Margaret, a strong man?”

“I believe so,” said Margaret.

“A man with a strong character,” interjected
Joyce.

“Good,” said Anya. “There are too many weak
men in The East. The city makes them weak. They live off the wealth
of their family, like babies. I
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