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The Overweight Widow Takes A
Chance


 


Synopsis: The Overweight Widow Takes A
Chance - An overweight woman is sent to Nebraska to be a mail order
bride, through the machinations of her mother, who has sent a
picture other than hers to the cowboy. He is surprised when he sees
her, as she is when she learns that he has three children. Both
wonder if love will blossom and what they will do if it
doesn’t.

 


 


Atlanta Georgia

April, 1875

 


 


Lauretta Winter’s stomach growled as
she rolled out the biscuit dough for breakfast. It was almost time
to eat, and even a lady gets hungry.

She worked alongside Cookie, a round
woman with skin the color of coffee and a smile like the
sunrise.

Lauretta was supposed to be upstairs,
dressing herself for the day, but she knew the moment she was
dressed, her mother would say something about her clothing
choices.

Ever since Lauretta had turned sixteen,
her mother had thought of nothing but her social status and
“marriageable qualities”.

Even as a thirty-year-old widow, she
could not escape her mother’s probing gaze.

Cookie, however, didn’t care half so
much about the dresses on a person’s body as the thoughts in her
mind.

“Miss Lauretta,” Cookie
hollered, startling Loretta so badly she dropped the rolling pin on
the floor with a clatter.

“What, Cookie? You gave me
such a fright, I should think you wanted me dead.” Cookie grinned
and barked a laugh, causing her companion to smile.

“I was just saying, Miss,
that you ought to get yourself dressed. I’ll finish up.”

Lauretta opened her mouth to protest,
but Cookie shook her head.

“Uh-uh. You are a grown
woman in your nightdress. Go on.”

Cookie winked, something she would
never dare to have done before the war.

Lauretta exited the kitchen, thankful
as ever for her dearest friend.

Stepping out into the hallway, Lauretta
realized just how late it was. Nearly nine in the morning and she
was covered in flour.

Lord have mercy, she thought, Mama is
going to be furious.

 


 


Lauretta ran through the halls of the
house she’d grown up in, trying to beat Mama to the
stairs.

She had no luck there.

At the top of the stairs, looking
almost regal in her dark green dress, stood Mrs. Peters. She wore a
kind smile. Until, of course, she noticed her daughter.

The smile turned to a look of concern
and anger only a mother can wear properly.

“Lauretta, dear, why are you
not dressed? It is far too late to galloping about in your night
dress.”

Lauretta’s head hung, and her hair fell
in her face, hopefully hiding the embarrassed blush that stained
her cheeks.

“I’m sorry, Mama,” she
mumbled hastily, climbing the long staircase. Lauretta kept her
gaze trained on the red of the carpet, as in accordance with one of
her best and earliest lessons; when Mama is unhappy, don’t look at
her.

Mrs. Peters had the sort of eyes that
could burrow into your soul and stab at your conscience, even over
the slightest misdemeanor.

“Lauretta...” came the high
voice of a mother not yet finished with her child.

“Yes, Mama?”

“After breakfast, we need to
have some time together. I have some wonderful news for
you.”

Lauretta nodded silently and dashed to
the end of the hallway, where her haven was located.

She opened the door and was instantly
greeted by the familiar scent of mint and lavender from the sachets
in her clothes; along with the smell of the ink from the stories
she spent her evenings writing.

It was the one place in her parents’
home in which she felt free.

Lauretta went to her closet and chose
one of the simple dresses she favored - a dark blue with nary a
stylish ornament to speak of.

The sleeves were long but loose enough
that they could be pushed up during hard work or hot weather - so
long as Mama didn’t walk in. The fabric was lighter than what Mrs.
Peters wore because Lauretta did not like to feel
constricted.

This was also the reason she went on
walks for hours and helped Cookie with meals. No matter who you
are, a person can only take so much confinement before feeling a
prisoner and losing oneself.

Lauretta dressed herself and pinned her
hair into a tight bun at the back of her head to keep the brown
curls from her face. Even so, when she looked in the mirror,
several strands had already escaped and fallen on her forehead and
cheeks.

With a heavy sigh, Lauretta resigned
herself to her unruly hair and pulled on her stockings and shoes,
loathing the tight feel of the footwear.

One last glance in the mirror confirmed
what was seen daily; a woman larger than any of the southern belles
in Atlanta, without even the smallest bit of gracefulness. Lauretta
had never thought herself beautiful. She knew her older sister,
Hannah, and her younger sisters, Dorothy and Karen, were lovely
things with impeccable manners, and the pride of their
mother.

But once upon a time, Lauretta had been
called beautiful.

Her husband, John, had been the only
man aside from her father to accuse her of such a thing as
beauty.

Lauretta smiled as she thought of the
day they’d become engaged.

John had spoken with Mr. Peters, then
come and found her in the kitchen.

Like many days, Lauretta’s face had had
smudges of flour on it, but he’d smiled and said he needed to speak
with her. There, in Cookie’s little kitchen, John had dropped to
one knee.

“I know I don’t deserve you,
Lauretta,” he’d said, “but I was hoping you could look past that,
and consider marrying me.”

 


 


It hurt to think of John, but not like
it had eleven years before when the loss of him took away even the
smallest joys.

Lauretta shook her head and left her
chambers. It would do her no good to remember things now. Mama was
obviously anxious over something, and that was never good. No,
Lauretta had to be watchful and avoid being ensnared by the
past.

When she walked into the dining room,
Lauretta’s father stood. He walked over with his long, confident
stride and wrapped an arm around his daughter’s
shoulders.

“It’s good to see you, dear.
Even with a smudge of flour on your cheek.” Lauretta’s face burned
red, and her father held out his handkerchief. She took it with a
smile and wiped away the flour, looking around for Mama.

“Papa, do you know
where…”

“Where your mother is?”
Lauretta nodded and took her seat on her father’s left.

“She is currently asking
Cookie how long she’s to be kept waiting.” Mr. Peter’s winked at
his daughter and smiled, looking every bit as mischievous as a
ten-year-old boy.

Just when all seemed quiet, the door
into the dining room burst open, and in strode Mrs. Peters,
followed quickly by Cookie, whose smile was lost in her now creased
brow and pursed lips.

“Good morning,” Mama sang,
sounding much more cheerful now that her daughter was dressed and
Cookie was bringing in a tray of biscuits. Lauretta smiled up at
the old cook when she put two biscuits on each plate.

“Thank you, Cookie,” she
said. Cookie’s face softened into a smile.

“You’re welcome, honey.”
Cookie had always been a second mother to Lauretta, loving her like
she was her own.

Cookie left to get the sausage gravy
and eggs, quietly singing a hymn in her rich voice. That was
another thing about Cookie; she was always praising God.

Lauretta envied her that absolute trust
in her Savior.

The meal, of course, went quietly after
that, with only an occasional comment by Mr. or Mrs. Peters, or a
thank you from Lauretta.

As Cookie came in and began to clear
away the dishes, Lauretta wondered what her mother could possibly
be thinking.

When a mother gets to thinking on her
daughter, very seldom is it enjoyable.

 


 


Lauretta’s mother stared at her
daughter across a little garden tea table, making her fidget. Even
as a grown woman, it was hard to be still under Mama’s appraising
looks.

Each lady held a cup of tea in her
right hand, a saucer in her left. Lauretta had yet to take a single
sip and the two had been sitting together for thirty
minutes.

“Lauretta,” said Mrs.
Peters, placing her cup on its saucer and setting both on the
table. “What I need to say has been needing said for a while, but I
wanted to be sure before you knew.”

Oh, no, Lauretta
thought. This can only go
poorly.

“You have seen, I assume,
the advertisements listed in the newspapers. The ones from men
looking for wives?” Lauretta nodded slowly.

“Yes, Mama,” she said, not
sure what the point was.

“Good. What I mean to say is
that I have accepted an offer on your behalf.”

“What? Mama, why would you
do that?”Mrs. Peters let out a sigh, her face slightly
careworn.

“Darling, I want you to be
happy, and you will never be happy alone.”

“Mama, I have you and Papa.
I’m not alone.” Mrs. Peters raised an eyebrow.

“And when we die? Who will
you have then? Your father and I will not always be here, and the
land and house will go to Hannah and her family.”

Lauretta was in shock. She’d made it
plain to her mother many times that she did not intend to
remarry.

What man could understand that she
still loved John, even if the aching had faded? What man would want
a wife who was unlikely to have children?

Lauretta was under no illusions. She
knew she was not pretty. She knew she wasn’t charming. She knew she
read and thought too much for anyone to understand.

“Mama, how could you promise
the rest of my life to a man I don’t know?” Mrs. Peters smiled and
placed a gentle hand on Lauretta’s shoulder.

“I assure you, he’s a good
man,” she said, “Just give him a chance. You always go on about
adventure. Isn’t it time to have one of your own?”

 



And so, Lauretta came to be gathering
the necessities for travel. She knew nothing but that she would
take a train north to Ogallala, Nebraska and her fiancé’s name;
Trace Carson.

She knew he had to be near her own age,
and that he was a cowboy. Anything else she knew of her future
life, she’d read in her dime novels.

After one week, she was already
imagining a charming cowboy with a cozy yet simple house and a
friendly dog named Bandit.

Lauretta pictured green grasses and
beautiful horses. A large area for a garden. Maybe she’d even learn
to ride properly.

A smile came to her face and Loretta
almost forgot where she was.

Until Miss Charlotte jabbed a pin into
her arm and Lauretta had the misfortune of knowing herself to be in
her mother’s favorite dress shop, because, “a lady needs a proper
traveling outfit”.

Lauretta sucked in a sharp breath and
hoped that no blood would stain the brown fabric.

“Why, I’m sorry, Mrs.
Winter, but you’re just more...well, more than what I usually work
with.” The already miserable trip was suddenly worse and Lauretta
felt close to tears. She hated going to Miss Charlotte’s dress
shop. The woman could make a lady feel like a toad in five seconds
or less, sometimes faster when the lady in question was
Lauretta.

“There’s no need to
apologize. The fault is mine,” Lauretta said, squeezing her eyes
shut. Another good thing about going to Nebraska was that there
wouldn’t be any women like Charlotte.

A smile came to Loretta at the thought.
She was beginning to look forward to her new life, even if she knew
almost nothing about it.

Lauretta felt hopeful and for the first
time in a long while, she wondered if maybe God was looking after
her.

 


 


Mrs. Peters was so worked up about “the
proper preparations for a lady to travel” that her face was flushed
for two weeks. When the third week began, her face turned a shade
of startling purple.

That Saturday would see her daughter on
a train, alone for the first time, without the protection of father
or husband.

The thought of the adventure made
Lauretta nearly giddy despite the implications she would have to
consider later.

Lauretta stood before her bed, staring
down the tasks that lay ahead; she must sort through the numerous
articles of clothing strewn across the bed.

A heavy sigh escaped before it could be
stopped and Lauretta sat on the floor, her shoulders sagging from
their perfect posture.

The door flew open, just as calm
struck.

“Miss Lauretta, what are you
doing, loafing around with so much work to be done? It is not like
my girl to just sit down and laze.”

Lauretta turned to see Cookie’s frame
filling the doorway. She wore a black dress and a white apron with
a small dirt stain at the bottom.

The sight of the old cook was the most
wonderful Lauretta had seen all day.

“Hello, Cookie. Would you
help me? I’m not sure what I’ll need in Nebraska and I have more
clothing than I would ever have thought.” Cookie gave her sunrise
smile, lighting up the dim room with the warmth of it.

“Of course,
honey.”

Lauretta stood as Cookie lifted a dress
off the heap. It was a light purple dress with delicate lace
trimming. It was highly impractical, rendering it unsuitable for
Nebraska.

“Our first sorting rule,”
said Cookie, “Is if it is covered in frills, it does not go into
the trunk.”

Loretta nodded and started a pile of
dresses on the floor.

Several party dresses she’d always
hated went into the pile. Cookie insisted she keep two church
dresses and a pair of good shoes.

“I will not have you showing
up in the house of the Lord dressed in work clothes.”

Five practical dresses were chosen,
along with a sturdy pair of working boots Lauretta had acquired
from her twelve-year-old nephew. They would suffice in any weather.
Good.

Mama would be furious that so many nice
clothes would be left behind, but Mrs. Clancy, an old widow with a
round frame, would fit them well.

When all of the lovely clothes were put
away and the practical ones put in the trunk, Lauretta smiled and
said, “I am overjoyed to be done with that.”

Cookie rolled her eyes.

“We still have a lot to do.”
Lauretta’s heart fell a bit. “But, I suppose a nice piece of cake
and some tea are in order.”

“Thank you, Cookie. I can’t
imagine the actual traveling being harder than this.”

“Then you don’t have much of
an imagination.” The reply came with a wink but planted a small
seed of worry.

 


 


The next day, when dinner was over and
Papa had left, Mama placed a letter in front of
Lauretta.

“Mama, what’s
this?”

Mrs. Peter’s face looked almost
repentant as her daughter frowned.

“Well, it’s the letter Mr.
Carson sent - the one confirming our agreement. I apologize for
keeping it so long. It isn’t even addressed to me. I just wanted to
be certain of things.”

Lauretta picked up the letter and
stared in silence at the carefully written letters of her
name.

“Thank you,
Mama.”

Mrs. Peters opened her mouth, as though
she had more to say, but turned and left instead.

Lauretta hesitated a bare second before
she opened the letter.

It wasn’t at all in keeping with her
romanticized version of Mr. Carson. She told herself all was well -
one could not expect much from a man in correspondence

Lauretta’s lips moved silently as she
read;

 


Dear Ms. Peters,

 


I was pleased to hear that you accepted
my offer. Since my wife died, I have noticed my house is dirtier. I
was also pleased to hear that you don’t mind hard work and that you
cook. My boys and I could use some good food.

Looking forward to your
arrival,

 


Trace Carson

 


Lauretta folded the letter. Mama had
never mentioned cooking for Mr. Carson’s “boys”.

It wasn’t that Loretta didn’t like to
cook - she did. She had just hoped that Mr. Carson wanted a wife -
someone to talk with, and sit next at church. Someone to hold hands
with when you go walking.

Lord, if you hear my prayers still,
please let my life be more than cooking and cleaning.

 


 


Saturday arrived with the golden light
of dawn and the sweet music of the wind. It was a beautiful day,
full of promise for most.

For Lauretta, it was full of a nervous
sort of excitement - like a child beginning school.

Sitting at breakfast was painfully
mundane in comparison to what was to come; an adventure.

Lauretta mostly pushed her fried eggs
around her plate with her fork, too worked up to eat
much.

“Lauretta, if you don’t eat,
you will regret it later. The train only offers two meals a
day.”

With a sigh, Lauretta looked at her
mother, took up a piece of toast and took a bite too large to be
ladylike.

Mrs. Peters gasped.

She knew it was immature, and such
behavior was beneath her, but even a grown woman has her
limits.

“If I may be excused,”
Lauretta said, standing like a proper lady. “I have one more bit of
preparation to see to.”

Papa nodded, and Lauretta kissed his
cheek before going to her room.

 


 


Standing on the platform, waiting for
the train, Lauretta held tightly to Cookie’s hand.

She’d said her goodbyes to her mother
at home and Papa had driven the carriage.

He stood, looking slightly melancholy,
on Lauretta’s right.

People milled about, hugging, kissing,
and clasping hands in parting. It was a lovely scene, if a bit
sad.

The platform was a place of new
beginnings - both for those coming and those departing, as
well.

The sound of the train arriving shook
Lauretta from her thoughts.

She turned to Cookie and hugged her
tightly, as she had when she was a child.

“I love you,” Cookie
whispered, tears choking her voice.

With a last kiss and words of love to
her father, Lauretta took her suitcase and boarded the
train.

 


 


Lauretta found a seat near the center
of the car and placed her luggage at her feet.

She hoped that whoever was in charge of
the trunks took care with hers. She’d put a few things that used to
be John’s in it. Just a small bit of comfort.

She remembered that once, just after
she and John had married, he’d said to her, “Lauretta, one day,
you’ll have such an adventure, you might forget all about
me.”

He’d said this when he’d been home for
a short time during the war.

A smile had come over his face as he
added, “And, even if I should be away, I’ll be cheering for
you.”

Lauretta certainly hoped John was
cheering for her now.

God, if you truly see anyone, see me
now, and don’t forget me.

 


 


Lauretta sat, reading one of her dime
novels with undivided attention when a little girl sat beside
her.

“Watcha readin’,” the girl
asked, startling Lauretta out of her reading trance. She smiled at
the child.

“Just a story.” The girl
nodded, and Lauretta said, “My name is Loretta. What’s
yours?”

“My name is Helen. It’s nice
to meet you. Mama and I are going to see Aunty in Alabama. Where
are you going?”

“Well, I’m going to
Nebraska.”

“Good,” Helen said, then
hopped off the seat and ran to the front of the car, presumably to
find her mother.

It wasn’t until the Helen was gone that
Loretta realized how fast the train was going. The land flew by her
window in a blur of green, making her feel nauseous.

It was going to be a long trip if the
feeling persisted.

 


 


When the train stopped in Alabama,
Lauretta found herself vomiting into a large pot.

Apparently, the nausea would indeed
continue.

When her stomach was empty, she handed
the pot off to the conductor, who stood by kindly, concern evident
in his face.

“Are you all right,
ma'am?”

Lauretta nodded slowly, swallowing the
ridiculous amount of saliva in her mouth.

“I am well,” she said, “I am
just not used to traveling this way.”

The conductor nodded, then left to
dispose of the pot’s contents.

Lauretta went to the privy and
straightened her hair, removing the pins and trying to get the mass
of chocolate brown in check.

She surveyed her reflection in a small
mirror near the washbowl. Her hair was in its usual order, in a
tight knot at the back of her head.

It wasn’t a very lovely way to put her
hair up, but Mama had always hated untamed hair.

The only person who’d ever liked
Lauretta’s curls was John.

No. Now was not the time to remember
him. Not when she was on her way to being married.

It wasn’t that Lauretta couldn’t accept
her husband’s death - she’d done that within a year of having lost
him.

No, it was more that John was the only
person Lauretta knew for certain to have loved her. He had been a
perfect southern gentleman. He’d come from old money and had
excellent business sense. He’s always stood when a lady entered the
room and bowed at any parties.

He’d been beautiful - the sort of
person you could not simply forget.

And he’d loved Lauretta - a large,
clumsy, awkward girl who didn’t know the first thing about having a
suitor.

Again, Lauretta told herself to stop
thinking of John and think of her fiancé; the man who would be her
husband in a matter of days.

It almost startled her, the realization
that Mr. Carson might be detestable. What if he spit tobacco juice
in the house? What if he hated women? Lauretta had known several
women who married, only to find that their husbands had a deep
hatred of females.

What if he thought her ugly and
headstrong? Would he send her back?

What would she do if Mr. Carson made
her throw away her books? What if he took anything she had left of
her first marriage?

Maybe Lauretta should have thought of
these things sooner. Maybe she wouldn’t be drowning in trouble
now.

Lauretta closed her eyes and took a
deep breath.

“You’re all right,” she told
herself aloud.

Lauretta made her way back to her seat,
where she forced herself to picture the perfect, charming, loving
cowboy she dreamt about.

He was tall. Of course, he wore the hat
and his boots were dusty. He had just the slightest bit of facial
hair, but he’d clean up for their ceremony. He’d smile, introduce
himself, and that smile would make her heart flutter. They’d fall
in love quickly and live happily ever after.

Irrational as it may seem, Lauretta was
willing her future to be a dime novel; predictable, and
romantic.

 


 


When the train began to move again,
Lauretta kept her eyes on the future - where everything was
wonderful.

It was a childlike hope. Lauretta did
not often hope for anything. She would normally have been as
pessimistic as humanly possible. Somehow, she couldn’t bare the
thought of doing that now. Somehow, she just had to believe things
would be fine.

She had to.

 


 


All that night, rain pelted the train.
The metal beast rumbled on through, dauntlessly continuing on its
way.

Lauretta wished she could be fearless
herself.

She was trying to sleep sitting upright
in her seat, as there were no beds on the train. She’d heard of
some that did, but Mr. Carson had only sent enough money for
passage on a simpler train.

Lightning flashed and thunder cracked,
and Lauretta pulled the blanket she’d brought higher up her neck
until it touched her chin.

She’d hated thunderstorms since she was
just a little girl. Lauretta had cowered in her parents’ bed then.
Now, she was alone, without even the possibility of someone else to
sit up with her.

Yes, there were other passengers on the
train but she didn’t know any of them.

Why would a perfect stranger care to
battle the monsters of sound and darkness with her?

Lauretta squeezed her eyes shut,
feeling a fool. A grown woman should not be hiding in her
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