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Synopsis: Mail Order Bride – The
Detective’s New Wife - A mail order bride travels to Wichita,
Kansas, to become wife of a detective. Immediately thrown into a
murder mystery, they form a strong partnership, but it’s tested as
they begin to gather clues about the case.

 


 


It was noon and the sun beat down on
the streets in Wichita as Albert kicked up his boots on the bench
by the train station. He was expecting the Kansas City line to be
late, but had no idea when it would arrive. There was always a
chance it would be late. He had his new pocket watch out, a gift
from the last client who had hired him to find out who was stealing
cattle. Albert had wished the weather wasn’t the usual dry Kansas
summer; the dust was getting in his mouth again.

She was supposed to be on the train. At
least the telegram he’d received said she would be arriving on the
noon train from Kansas City. But you couldn’t trust the timekeepers
in these parts. They tended to use the town clock from where ever
they were sending. It wasn’t too many people who could afford a
good Waltham watch and Albert lucked out when the rancher who
needed his services tossed him the one he was carrying as payment.
The railroads, however, were supposed to have people who kept those
things standardized, so Albert expected more out of
them.

As he was about to go to telegraph
office and find out if there had been any messages sent from her,
Albert heard the whistle of the engine coming down the line. He
stood up and walked to the edge of the platform. Standing next to
him was a family of six: A Mexican farmer who was expecting his son
from medical school out east. At least, that is why Albert thought
he was there. His Spanish was always muy mal, but he could pick out
stray words from serving with the border scouts. It always helped
to know a little espanol in case you ended up on the wrong side of
the Rio Grande.

The train pulled into the station at
three minutes after twelve, according to his pocket watch, but
Albert might have forgotten to wind it on the way to the station.
The important thing was that the train was there and with it the
lady he was supposed to meet. They’d been corresponding for the
past six months before coming to an agreement.

Albert was there to pick her up from
the station and had the hansom cab sitting out back waiting for
him. The driver wasn’t going to keep his horse sitting there all
day, so he was glad to see the train roll in close to the agreed
time. If it had missed or been delayed, the driver would’ve charged
him fare for the entire day, something which would have put a huge
strain on Albert’s budget.

He turned and saw a man walk up to the
platform who must have been as wide as he was tall. The pilgrim
weighed at least three hundred pounds and had a woman with him who
towered over the man. Albert didn’t see a ring on either of them,
but they were a couple and waiting for someone. The woman didn’t
even have a hat on and the poor guy was holding onto her like he
was terrified she was going to bolt at any minute. He could only
speculate what kind of children they would produce, but was sure
they would be hefty.

The train rolled to a stop and the
conductor climbed down to the platform after calling out the name
of the station. He tipped his hat as the passengers disembarked for
Wichita. There weren’t too many that day and the first one went up
to the large Mexican family. The two large people waiting for their
passengers found their visitor. The Mexican family ran up and
hugged a young man in white shirt carrying a bag; the two large
people walked up to an elderly woman and helped her take some
luggage away. A few others climbed out of the car and continued to
walk past the station.

Albert was left standing by himself as
the train emptied out.

He shrugged and decided to go back to
the telegraph office one more time. There was a cough and he turned
around. There she was. The woman he was waiting for was standing at
the other end of the platform holding a small bag. She wore a straw
hat and carried a parasol. Albert pulled out the tin plate
photograph from his pocket and compared it to the woman who stood
in front of him. It was the same person.

“Miss Angela Constance?” he
asked her, being very careful to pronounce the words.

She nodded and handed him a
letter.

“Dearest Albert,” it read.
“I have looked forward to meeting you for as long as we have been
corresponding. I will try to be the wife and helpmate you need.
Please bear with me as we learn how to adjust to each other.” It
was signed “Angela”.

Albert took her hand and walked down to
the waiting wagon. He loaded Angela’s luggage into the back and
helped her sit next to him on the seats behind the driver. Once he
was sure she was comfortable in her seat, he told the driver where
to take them.

“Methodist church at First
and Main,” he told the man. “And you can wait outside. We won’t be
long.”

Albert noticed her eyes scan the
horizon as she took in the sites of the prairie. The city had grown
around the rail station over the past ten years considerably. But
there was still much that remained of the old settlement and cattle
drives. Cowboys hung out in the doors of beer halls and gave them a
low glance as the wagon went past. The ranch jobs had dried up
lately leaving many unemployed cowpunchers to roam the streets. The
city still hadn’t been able to raise the money for a decent police
force, which left the cops they had to deal with a lot.

Albert entered the small church with
Angela and introduced her to the preacher. There were no people
there, just the preacher, who was all that was required to make the
ceremony legal. The preacher took them to the center of the church
and read the service from his book. When he got to the “do you take
this man” part, he turned to Angela and paused. He repeated himself
several times and turned to look at Albert.

“I’m sorry, Reverend,” he
said, “I forgot to tell you, she’s a deaf mute. Can’t hear or
speak. Just a minute.” Albert turned to her and spoke very clearly
so she could see his lips move. It was too dark in the church to
allow her to see the preacher talk.

Angela took a small writing tablet out
of her purse, scribbled something on it with a pen and handed it to
the preacher.

The paper simply read: “Sorry, couldn’t
see what you were saying. ‘I do’.”

Now that he understood better, the
preacher continued on with the service and made sure she could see
him speaking clearly. She hugged Albert as soon as he pronounced
them married.

 


 


Albert had the wagon driver take them
to his small house on the edge of the town. He paid the man when
they arrived and took Angela inside. She was a small woman, not
much over five feet tall and Albert a good six feet two inches. He
picked her up over the threshold and sat her down on the other side
with little trouble. Then he went back out and grabbed her luggage
from the driver, who was getting impatient about returning to his
stable. Albert had been in Wichita after leaving the scouts for ten
years when he decided to get married.

He didn’t have time to meet a woman of
quality; working as a cattle investigator and private detective
around the city didn’t leave him much time to make the acquaintance
of the fairer sex. One of his clients, who happened to have hired
him to find a missing wife, suggested Albert try the matrimonial
section of the local paper. Albert had found them to be dull and
uninteresting for the most part. If he were to have a woman around,
it would be someone who could help him with his own business. He
needed a secretary in his office near the stockyards who could
travel into town with him every day and who knew how to keep track
of the money. He didn’t need a woman to stay home all day and keep
his modest house clean; he did a good job of that by
himself.

Then an ad had caught his attention. A
woman in her early twenties named Angela was looking for the chance
to prove herself a good wife to any man who could provide her with
a home. She mentioned in the ad that she could neither hear nor
speak, but she could lip read. She had attended a school for
bookkeeping and secretarial work. The last was of great interest to
Albert because this would provide him with the life partner he’d
need.

He wrote off to her telling Angela
about himself. He described himself as an independent investigator
who provided ranchers with the information on who had stolen their
cattle and helped local people with crime investigations which the
local police lacked time or interest to carry out. She mailed him a
photograph, he responded in kind and soon they were planning to
marry.

Albert told Angela in the letters he
sent to her that he was not the most passionate of men, but owed no
one money and could furnish letters from his clients to his
trustworthiness. He had briefly worked for the Pinkerton Agency
before deciding to go out on his own.

Angela had attended the Gallaudet
College in the east where she had placed the ad in the paper Albert
had seen. She had been sent to the school for deaf people by her
wealthy family in England. Angela had been born with hearing, but
developed an illness that left her deaf at the age of nine months.
She had grown up around her brothers and sisters without being able
to hear or speak.

When she was six, Angela had been sent
to a private school for deaf mute children in London and had done
very well. She had so impressed her instructors that they
recommended she be allowed to attend the Gallaudet College in the
United States. Her parents had decided it would be the best place
for her and paid for her tuition and transportation to the new
world. She had refused to make the voyage with an escort, choosing
to make the passage alone.

Most of the other passengers on the
ship she took to America had no idea she lacked the ability to hear
or speak, assuming she was just shy.

It had also occurred to Albert that not
only would he gain a wife who was quiet, but he might also have one
who was a keen observer. As a former frontier scout, he knew the
value of someone who could glance at a terrain and understand what
kind of danger might lay behind the tall grass. He also felt she
would be able to “read” people much better than any other woman he
might find as a wife. Combined with her skills in accounting, he
felt Angela would make an ideal wife.

 


 


Albert had prepared for her arrival by
acquiring a book on American Sign Language from a local bookshop
before she arrived. He studied it carefully, but decided not to
practice any of the gestures until Angela arrived. So on their
wedding night he was able to sign “Do you like my house?” and
receive a quick positive remark. She continued to practice with him
and over the first few weeks of their marriage he was able to
communicate with her with a minimum of effort.

Every day Angela and Albert would take
the horse-drawn omnibus down to his office off the stockyards in
downtown Wichita. Wichita was a flat city on flat plain. People
once said that Wichita had been stomped out of the sky when God
decided there were too many hills on Earth.

The omnibus came by their house at
eight in the morning and they would both ride it to the nearest
intersection to his office. They would walk the five city blocks
until reaching it, which was located next to a beer hall. Albert
kept his two fine horses boarded in the stable next to the building
where his offices where located and he checked on them every
day.

Once a month he would pay the stable
owner and discuss how the horses seemed to be getting along. He
didn’t need them every day, but he liked to make sure the stable
boys exercised the horses as often as possible.

Angela took over his book keeping and
accounts. He showed her the books on the first day she came to the
office with him and how he kept his records. She studied them for a
while and looked at his filing system. Shaking her head she went to
the safe and counted the money he kept on hand.

“I can see what the problem
is,” she signed to him, “you were talking about. You have no way of
telling if the money you have coming in will take care of your
monthly expenses. You really don’t keep track of the expenses
either.”

“No I don’t,” he signed back
to her. His sign language skills were starting to improve even
after the first few days of being with her.

“I know a way to fix it,”
she told him with her hands. “You need to give me some time to
write everything up.”

“How long do you need?” He
asked her slowly so she could read his lips.

“Five days,” she signed back
to him. “I’ll tell you if I need anything else.”

 


 


Other than a stack of blank paper,
Angela didn’t need much. She would sit at the desk Albert made for
her out of some crates and an old plank and work out the figures on
her own. Every now and then she would tap him on the shoulder and
hand him a note of some file she needed, but most of the time she
left him alone. Albert would walk over to her desk and watch her
hands race across the tablet she had as Angela computed figures and
made notes next to the files she had out.

Albert had already told his current
clients that he would need the week off to take care of his new
wife, but he didn’t tell them why. No one knew she couldn’t speak
or hear, but that was fine with Albert.

It was a rainy day in Wichita when the
lady walked into Albert’s office. Angela saw a woman dressed in
fine riding clothes stop, look at the shingle which read “Albert
Rice, Private Stock Yard Investigations”, then walk past. She
stopped again, adjusted her make-up, walked back to the shingle and
looked at it one more time. A second time she went on past the
shingle and stopped as if she was unsure of herself. This time, she
walked up to the shingle again and acted like she was having a hard
time reading it. There was a small window from Albert’s office to
the street, so she was able to read it.

It had been raining in Wichita for a
change. Rain storms tended to sweep in quickly from the prairie and
sweep back out again, leaving a lot of mud in the storm’s wake. The
local citizens knew about the erratic weather and dealt with it. So
long as a twister didn’t form in the sky, they were fine with the
storms, snowfall and ice which could make the roads impassable from
one day to the next.

Albert heard her come into his office
when the door creaked open. He saw Angela watching the women enter
the office, so there was no need to let her know. Albert had her
desk positioned so she could see the entire office and the window
outside. Angela had extremely good peripheral vision and would
suddenly turn to look at something, which had escaped his
attention.

“Good afternoon, ma’am,”
Albert said to the blond-haired woman when she entered his office.
Angela was at her desk in the corner going over some older accounts
and acted as if she didn’t know the woman was there. She did and
was carefully watching every move she made from the corner of her
eye.

He rose from his chair and adjusted his
necktie. Albert extended a hand to the lady and she took
it.

“Welcome to my office,” he
said. “I’m Albert Rice and that’s my secretary Angela over in the
corner working on some papers. She’s a little hard of hearing, so
just ignore her.” Albert had learned that people would open up more
if they didn’t know his wife was also his secretary and wouldn’t
try to hide much if they thought she just had poor hearing. If they
knew she was deaf, they might also know she could lip
read.

“What can I do for you
today?” he asked the potential client, gesturing to a chair by his
desk. The chair was also in full view of Angela.

“Mr. Rice,” she began. “My
name is Janice Rose. I’ve come to see you about an important
matter.”

“Glad to hear, Mrs. Rose,”
he said, making the assumption she was married. “I wouldn’t have
wanted you to come out in this bad weather for a small matter. Now
please tell me what is the problem I can help you with?”

“Someone is trying to kill
me, Mr. Rice,” she told him flatly.

“I see,” Albert said to her.
“Have you gone to the police with this problem?”

“No,” she said. “They
wouldn’t believe me. They would think I’m crazy if I told them why
someone was trying to kill me.”

“So why do you think someone
is trying to kill you, Mrs. Rose?” Albert asked. “Just to let you
know, I usually chase down cattle rustlers and outlaws, but I never
refuse a woman in need.”

“I’m glad to hear that, Mr.
Rice,” she said. “Someone wants to kill me because I know the truth
about my husband. They’ll do anything to keep me from going public
with what I know.”

“Can you please tell me
something about your husband?” Albert asked her. Angela appeared to
be ignoring what was happening on his side of the room, but he knew
she was making a character judgement of Mrs. Janice
Rose.

“He owns the Single Shot
Ranch on the other side of the county,” she told him. “Perhaps you
have heard about it.”

Albert nearly hit his head with a palm.
Now he knew who this woman was even if he had never seen her
before. Her husband was one of the biggest cattlemen in the county.
He’d never needed to come to Albert to find any cattle thieves as
he employed his own private army to guard his stock. The man had
built his ranch up from nothing ten years ago to be one of the
largest for fifty miles. Milton Rose was not a man to be fooled
with. He chaired the cattlemen’s association and was a backer of
different factions every election. If someone wanted her dead
because of knowledge she held about her husband, it was going to be
big news indeed.

“Can you share with me what
this information is about your husband that puts your life in
danger?” he asked the woman.

“No I can’t,” she told him.
“But it’s going to take down his entire empire when it hits the
papers. And then he’ll wish he hadn’t tossed me to the
curb.”

“Are you having marital
problems, Mrs. Rose?” he asked. Wealthy client or not, the last
thing Albert wanted to be was the go-between in a divorce
case.

“No, my husband is,” she
told him. “He’s fooling around with some hussy from a casino. I
know it and I have the proof as well.”

“Then I have to ask,” Albert
continued. “What do you want from me? You claim to have information
which would damage your husband, but you won’t share it with me.
You claim to have information about him seeing another woman. So
what do you need my serviced for? It sounds as if you have
everything covered right now.”

“I need something placed in
your safe,” she told him, motioning to the one in the back of the
office. “It’s a package, but it contains the truth about my
husband. The entire town thinks he’s an outstanding citizen and a
pillar of the cattle industry. Well, when I make my knowledge
public, he’ll be spat on in the street. We’ll see who needs to make
a green shirt after that!”

Albert winced a little and wondered if
Angelia had picked up her last comment which referred to someone’s
appearance after their flesh had rolled around on the grass. He
couldn’t tell from the angle he sat.

“So all you want is for me
to keep something for you in my safe?” he asked.

“Yes,” she confirmed. “I’ll
bring it by tomorrow. It’s a small package, but it’s not to be
opened, do you understand?”

“That I do, ma’am,” he told
her. “How long are we supposed to hang on to this package and
wouldn’t a bank be a safer place for it?”

“No more than a week,” she
continued. “The banks would not be a good idea because my husband
is on close terms with all the bankers. I need someone who is not
beholden to him to guard this package.”

Albert gave her a figure for allowing
her to use the safe, payable in advance. It was steep, but in
truth, he didn’t like getting mixed up this affair. He could see
too many problems arising from storing this package. And he didn’t
need Milton Rose’s people coming around and making threats. He’d
have to talk to someone on the police department to see if they
knew of any problems over at Milton Rose’s ranch.

“Thank you, Mr. Rice,” she
told him, standing up and straightening out her expensive clothes
as she did so. “Let me pay you for the use of your safe in advance.
I may send one of my maids over with the package tomorrow.” She
opened her purse and pulled out a large sum of money and sat it
down on his desk. “You have been most helpful.”

She kissed him on the cheek and left
the office, her skirts shuffling on the floor.

“You should have told her I
was your wife,” Angela signed to him. She couldn’t help but notice
the kiss.

“At least we have the cash
up front,” Albert said to her slowly since she was watching him.
“Will this make everything balance for the month?”

She looked down at her figures and
moved some papers around. Then Angela looked up at Albert and
nodded.

“Did you notice anything
unusual about her visit?” he asked his wife.

“The kiss,” she signed. “I
didn’t like that at all. She seems to be putting on a big show for
us. And she was constantly looking out the window as if she was
worried someone was following her.”

“I have a bad feeling about
this one,” he told her. “Nobody just shows up and pays a large sum
of money to hide something you’re not supposed to look at in a
safe. It doesn’t make sense.”

“Perhaps she thinks the
information she has will make her husband give up the other woman,”
Angela signed to him. “It’s been done in the past.”

 


 


Albert walked over the police station.
He had known a number of officers having grown up in the area.
Wyatt Erp had been a police officer in Wichita before being let go
in 1875. But he was on good terms with one of the inspectors in the
department, Mel Wilson. Mel had grown up on a farm near where
Albert’s family had one outside the city. Both had been young men
when they joined up with the union army twenty years ago, but their
carefree days were long over.

Mel continued to serve first as a
police officer and then as an inspector for the department. If
anyone knew about strange goings-on among the smart set in Wichita
society, it was him. His wife had been a prominent doctor’s
daughter.

Albert took his hat off when he entered
the office. Mel was sitting off to one of the side desks talking to
an old farmer and his wife, taking some evidence of some type.
Albert waited till they left then walked up to his old friend and
sat down. Mel’s hair was just about gone, but his mind was sharp as
ever. He looked up at Albert and grinned.

“Chasing any cattle thieves
today, Albert?” he asked.

“Not today,” Albert
responded. “I’m going after the two-legged kind. Do you know
anything about a lady named Janice Rose?”

“That would be the
cattleman’s wife,” Albert told him. “They live just north on the
big ranch. Why would she come to see you? With all their money, she
could buy any police department she needed.” Mel laughed aloud,
thinking this story was very amusing.

“She came to see me today,”
Albert told him. “She wants me to keep something for her in my safe
and paid for the privilege in advance.” Albert told his friend the
rough outline of what had transpired.

“I can’t see why we would
get involved,” Mel stated. “Doesn’t sound like any crime has been
committed. Sounds like an issue
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