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Synopsis: The Strong English Woman
& The Outlaw in Arizona - A mail ordered bride expects to be
met at the railway station by her intended but he’s nowhere to be
found. She eventually trudges two miles to his home, but is
repulsed by both his attitude and appearance, and his gang who are
exceptionally seedy.

 


 


Adeline Brookes watched the Arizonian
land whirr by. The train trundled on the tracks and sent
reverberations through the compartments. The towns that punctuated
the dusty landscape were like specks of rock in a desert; tight
conglomerations of huts and wooden houses.

Sometimes, when the train slowed to
let passengers on, she watched as the townspeople went about their
business; young men in Stetsons and leather britches hawking and
spitting into spittoons; and old women sitting in the shade on
their porches; and the sheriff and the deputy, with walrus
moustaches, walking frantically to the tavern as men fell out into
the sun, bloodied and sweating.

Then the train would rumble into life
and she would be onto the next town. She thought about Coventry as
she neared her destination. She hoped Mother and Father were
braving the machinations of the British government without her;
that is, she hoped that they had enough to eat, a steady place to
sleep, and, if they were lucky, a good job to go along with it
all.

She remembered pleading with her
Mother: She could stay and help: She would be no hassle. But the
advertisement was too enticing to turn down, and here she
was

 


 


In the seats behind her two American
women sat in extravagant hats and half-plate fans. “I hear the
bandit McLain tried to hold up a train yesterday. The sheriff
chased him into the wild. People say he is taller than the tallest
man you’d ever see, and vicious too.”

“Oh yes,” the other woman
agreed. “I hear he bites the ears off those he steals from. And if
you try to escape with your money, your purse and even your clothes
– which, my dear, he has been known to steal – he has no
compunction. He will unload his revolver into you as easily as some
men would help a lady across the street.”

“There is a sickness in
men like that, a sickness only the good Lord can cure.”

Adeline closed her eyes and thought of
McLain, this strange man who caused so much turmoil and pain. Then
her thoughts moved to the piece of paper she had neatly folded in
her hand and to all that it meant for her and her future life. Her
life before had been ramshackle and unpredictable, but at least it
had been hers.

Now her life had been taken from her.
The sick part was, she was, in a way that both terrified her and
thrilled her—she was actually excited. She loved Mother and Father
and her brothers and sisters; but here was the chance for a new
life, one that would bring security and maybe a little
pleasure.

She had promised herself that she
would do everything in her God-given powers to make her new husband
like her. He had, after all, asked for a Mail Order Bride; and here
she was, packaged and posted, ready to serve him. It was a lot she
hadn’t asked for, but it was a lot she needed. No more would she
have to scour Coventry for work in the factory; no more would she
have to fight off the call of the brothels; no more would she have
to live in perpetual fear that she would be carted off to some
workhouse. Now she would have a husband, a husband who wanted
her.

Why else would he have sent for
her?

 


 


The train stopped in Douglas.
Adeline’s heart was beating like a war-drum in her chest. Her
corset was digging into her ribs and pressing into her waist. A
slick line of sweat slid down her forehead and landed in droplets
on her knees; her dress stuck to her knees. She wished she could
rip off all these clothes right here and grant herself some relief
from this obstinate heat. But that would be improper, and she
needed to make a good impression.

Now, where is my betrothed? He stated
in his letter that, if extraordinary circumstances did not hold
him, he would be here to meet me in person. I have read the
newspapers – there is not much more to do on long train and boat
journeys – and I have not spied any abnormalities that would
prevent his arrival. As these thoughts went through her head she
looked through the window and tried to see the man described in the
letter -- tall with a brown-grey chin-beard who would be wearing a
light green tie. She looked up and down the station.

People disembarked; the old women
stepped carefully onto the platform. The attendant shuffled
somewhat embarrassedly to Adeline’s seat. “Ma’am, I’m afraid this
is the last stop. Would you mind disembarking?”

“I was under the
impression that I was to be met at the station,” Adeline explained.
“But I cannot seem to see my—the man who was meant to meet
me.”

“That often happens,” the
attendant said He was a short, wiry man with a salt-and-pepper
beard and a bald pate. “Often the people waiting find little
distraction in the act of waiting, you understand; the standing and
sitting that necessitates meeting someone from the train. I would
wager that your man is up in Brown’s Hole saloon, in the center of
town, and would advise you to go there and meet him.”

The man stared resolutely at Adeline.
She decided that she hated this man, hated him because he was the
harbinger who had prevented Eli Plainview from meeting her from the
train. In that moment her mind twisted and turned, and it became
this man who had left her stranded.

“I must say your tone
strikes me as rude,” she said. “I would not expect such an abusive
mode of speaking to be used towards a lady.”

“Abusive…” The attendant
shook his head. “I apologize if I have offended, ma’am. But you
really must disembark.”

Adeline stood with a turn of her head,
collected her luggage, and walked toward the train door. She could
feel the attendant’s eyes burning into the back of her head. She
tried to walk confidently, like she belonged here, but the
landscape was alien to her. She was used to rain, sleet, snow, and
summers full of plants that blew and shed in the wind. What she was
greeted with was a rundown station that led to a town comprised of
perhaps twenty or thirty buildings. There was a General Store, an
Apothecary, and the Sherriff’s Department.

She felt like she stood out and like
everybody was watching her; secretly laughing. But when she looked
at people there was no evidence of this. In fact, nobody seemed to
take any notice of her at all. A few children ran about the dust;
great swathes of it blowing into the air. Horses and horse-drawn
carts dominated the center of town. Adeline stayed to one side and
walked towards the end of the thoroughfare, towards Brown’s
Hole.

As she got closer, sounds from the
saloon pervaded the air - hooting and howling, shouting and
grunting, clinking and swearing.

She stood outside for a few moments
and gathered herself. She took a deep breath and made the cross on
herself. A man sitting on the porch regarded her with vacant eyes.
His head was bald and spotted; and his beard was patchy and poorly
grown. He wore a dirty shirt that may have been white once and
britches that were full of holes. She looked at his feet and saw
that he only had one boot on. He swigged from a bottle and let his
head loll back.

Adeline thought about asking him if
there was an Eli Plainview in the saloon, but she knew it would be
of no use. So she took another breath, and another. Then she
entered the saloon.

 


 


In the corner eight or so men sat
around a table rolling dice and chugging from big glasses filled
with brown liquid. Women – half-clothed and without shame – walked
around the patrons, brushing them on the shoulders and letting
themselves be grabbed in ways that forced Adeline to avert her
eyes. As Adeline walked through the saloon, a man walked close to
her and whispered something in her ear. He smelt of tobacco and
whisky, and as he passed her he made to grab her bottom. She moved
to the side and he went in search for somebody else.

Adeline walked to the bar and placed
her luggage down. The barkeep was an old man with a glassy eye that
was full of swirling white. His hair was long and black and he wore
a rag of a shirt. Adeline knocked politely on the bar and waited
for him to come over. She was aware that the man next to her had
turned his head, but she forced herself to look steadfastly
forward.

“What can I get for you?”
the barkeep said.

“Information, if you
please,” Adeline said.

“Eh?” The barkeep leaned
into her. “What was that, sweetheart? My ears are burned to Hell,
you know. You’ll have to shout to the Heavens if you want them to
hear you.”

“Information,” Adeline
said, louder.

“Eh? Information about
what?”

“I…” Suddenly she felt
very embarrassed. One’s private business should be one’s own. I
hardly think it necessary for this man to know my reason for being
here. “I was supposed to meet a business acquaintance,” Adeline
said, “but he failed to meet me at the station. He has also
neglected to give me his place of lodging. So if you could tell me
if you know the man – or know where he is staying – I would be
thankful.”

“Eh? Oh, yes, I will help
you if I can. What’s his name, missy?”

“Eli
Plainview.”

“Oh, yes, yes, I know Eli,
comes in here quite often.” The man’s lips turned upwards in a sick
caricature of a smile. “Business acquaintance, you say? So you’re
not that mail order bride he’s been talking about, at length, mind
you?”

Adeline felt heat bloom in her cheeks.
She very much wanted to haul her luggage and clobber this man over
the head. Instead she straightened her back and made her upper lip
stiff. “Who I am is of no concern to you,” she said. “If you could
just give me the information I require, I will be on my
way.”

“Okay, there’s no need to
get excited,” the barkeep said. “Eh? I know Eli. He’s not here
right now. He lives up in the house his father built, about two
miles north of here. Do you know where north is, missy?”

“Yes,” Adeline said
tightly. “I know where north is.”

“Okay, okay, you are an
excitable one, aren’t you? You can’t miss Eli’s house. It’s big and
has a big red door. The door to Hell, we like to joke. He doesn’t
take too kindly to that from folks he doesn’t know, however, so I
wouldn’t mention it to him if I were you.”

“Thank you,” Adeline said
stiffly. She gathered her luggage and walked as quickly as her legs
would carry her from the saloon.

 


 


Adeline bent down to the drunk and
said, “Excuse me, could you tell me where north is?”

The man blinked and sat up. “North?”
He waved a hand that, over the course of its trajectory, covered
every direction. “North is that way.”

Adeline suppressed a curse. “What
about Eli Plainview’s place, could you tell me which direction that
is in?”

“Behind the Sheriff’s
office and walk straight.” He slumped back down, as though that
effort had exhausted him for the year; his year’s work was done.
He’ll most likely reward himself with a well-earned drink. The sun
was still high in the sky. It had just reached its zenith and was
slowly falling towards the earth. The sky was cloudless and
brilliant; Adeline had never seen a sky so empty.

She almost ran to the Sherriff’s
Department. When she was there she walked around the back, aligned
her shoulders with it, and began walking into the dust-covered
earth. When she squinted, she could vaguely see the outline of some
house-like thing, so she thought she was going in the right
direction. She was so used to markers, to houses and street signs
and places that in her childhood told her she was going in the
right direction that this – complete emptiness – was unsettling.
She half-expected to veer off into nowhere.

She walked towards the vague house and
the more she walked the less vague the house became. The heat had
turned the horizon into a blurry illusion; and it seemed as though
the house might disappear into the illusion at any
moment.

I’m sure there is a perfectly good
explanation for his not meeting me. You have the piece of paper, as
well as his letters, so full of love and devotion. I am his
betrothed. No man in possession of such a large house would abandon
his betrothed in such a callous manner.

She breathed steadily as she walked,
hoping to tame her wayward heartbeat. She knew that in less than an
hour she would be standing at the door of her future husband. But
the joy was tarnished by this unfortunate series of events. She
began making excuses for him; he had simply got the day wrong; he
had to take care of some problem that was more important than her,
but still made him a good man - he had to save a dog, or help a
lost child.

But these excuses, she knew, were
fictitious. They existed only in her mind, and until she looked him
in the eyes and asked him why he had neglected to fulfill his
promise, she wouldn’t know for sure what level of anger to aim at
him.

 


 


The house rose through the blurred
horizon and became solid. Its pillars became prominent and
powerful. The red door was stark and penetrating. Adeline found it
hard to believe that she hadn’t seen it before; it was so vibrant.
A sense of profound joy filled her when she thought about living
here. She did, however, wish that she had acquired some water at
the saloon. Her mouth was dry; her tongue seemed to stick to the
top of her mouth.

She opened and closed her cracked, dry
lips and swallowed painfully. My betrothed will have some water for
me, she told herself.

 


 


Standing outside the big red door,
Adeline balled her hand into a fist and made to knock. The knocker
had been misplaced, it seemed; or else some vandal had stolen it.
Adeline knocked on the door thrice and when, after five or so
minutes, there was no answer, she knocked again, louder. She heard
some rummaging and movement behind the door, and then it creaked
open. It seemed to take a very long time for the door to open, and
when it did Adeline was sure some mistake had been made. The Eli of
letters and advertisements was an ‘esteemed business man’; the man
standing before her was an esteemed drunk.

He was short with pudgy arms that
stuck out of a tight-fitting nightgown. He winced into the sunlight
that shafted in through the open door. His skin was yellowed and
neglected; bits of dirt clung to it. His nightgown was stained
orange-yellow and a waft of vomit impregnated the air. Adeline put
on her best face - bright eyes and wide smile. “Hello, are you Mr.
Plainview?” she said.

A few wisps of hair stuck to the man’s
forehead. He touched them and then looked at his hand as though he
had never seen it before and in fact, had never seen a hand before.
“Mr. Plainview,” the man said. “Yes, that is me. I am Eli
Plainview. And who are you? A nice-looking piece, I’ll give you
that.

“Do you work over at
Brown’s Hole? I’ve never had you before, have I? I’ve had most of
the girls there. Are you new? Did they send you over especially?
You’re not dressed like a whore, but I suppose you’re wearing the
appropriate attire underneath all that?”

Adeline resisted the urge to snap at
him. If this was to be her husband she had to make it work. She had
to try, at least. Or else Father and Mother would be angry, and she
couldn’t countenance that. “Mr—Eli,” she said. “I am Adeline
Brooks. We have sent each other many letters. I responded to the
advertisement you placed in the newspaper for a mail order bride,
and I have travelled far to meet you. I would be thankful if you
would invite me inside. The heat is powerful today.”

Eli lifted his eyes, dull and
lifeless. “You’re not from Brown’s Hole?”

Adeline shook her head.

“That is disappointing. A
mail order bride, you say?” He was seemed to think for a moment and
then he clicked his fingers. He let out a chuckle, the chuckle
turned into a fully-fledged howl of laughter. “Mail order bride!
Now, that is a joke! I think that might be my best joke yet! And
you came, you actually came!”

Adeline felt her hands shaking. She
interlocked her fingers and forced them to be still. “Eli,” she
said. “You have written me many letters. I have them in my bag. You
have professed love for me and said you are very much looking
forward to marrying me. I have come from England to meet
you.”

Eli slapped his knee. His face had
turned beetroot-red. “Love!” he howled. “Love! And she actually
came! Oh, Lord, Lord-Lord-Lord! I am a jester! I was born in the
wrong time… I am a jester!”

Adeline felt tears crystallizing at
the corners of her eyes. I will not weep for you, an inner voice
growled.

“Mr. Plainview,” Adeline
said. “Would you please explain why you are laughing?”

Eli wiped a tear from his cheek. “Is
it not clear, dear?” he said. “I never had any intention of meeting
you, let alone marrying you. The whole thing was a sort of game,
you see. I get so bored in this big old house, so I decided to see
if there were any desperate women in England. In turns out there
were.”

“So the whole thing was
a—”

Before she could finish the sentence,
Eli had slammed the door.

Adeline was about to turn when
something cold and metal pressed into her neck. “Hello, missy,” a
gruff voice said. “You need to come with me.”

 


 


Jenner Winter saw the woman at the
Plainview place; and then he saw the dirty-looking man put the gun
to the back of her head. He waited to see if Plainview would emerge
with the buckshot he’d boasted so much about in Brown’s, but the
big red door remained closed. Jenner knew that Plainview was
probably in a drink-fueled coma right about now, seeing as it was
after midday. He didn’t know what a woman like that was doing
anywhere near that house, but he knew that she was in danger now.
And he was no hero; but he was also no villain.

He drove his horse forward to the side
of the house and waited to see if the man would shout, waited to
see if the man would give any sign that he knew he wasn’t alone.
But if he did he gave no sign. “I’m taking you to McLain,” the man
said. “He’ll give me a fat prize for capturing a lady like you.
He’s been looking for a wife, you see. And I think you might be
just what he wants.”

“I don’t wish to come with
you, sir,” the woman said.

Then the man muttered something Jenner
couldn’t hear. He trotted his horse forward and peeked around the
side of the house. He saw the man lead the woman, at gunpoint, to
his horse that was walking in circles around the front of the
porch. Men like that think they can do what they like. Men like
that think they can do what they want and nobody will do anything.
They don’t know, do they, that there are men like me to stop
them?

Jenner jumped down from his horse,
touched the butt of his revolver, and walked into view. “I wouldn’t
do that,” he said.

The man swiveled his head and stared
at Jenner, but his revolver remained pressed into the woman’s head.
“I work for McLain,” the man said. “You wouldn’t want to anger him,
would you?”

“To heck with McLain,”
Jenner growled. “And to heck you.”

The man smiled a toothy, yellow smile;
his skin was sallow and grime-covered. His clothes were rags and
black grime pushed against his fingernails. “To heck with McLain?
You must want to meet your God pretty badly to say something like
that.”

“Let the woman go,” Jenner
said.

“Why? Who is she to
you?”

“She is nobody to me,”
Jenner said, keeping his hand inches from his revolver, ready to
whip it out at a moment’s notice. “But I am aware, like everybody
else is, of McLain’s various depravities, and I do not wish for
this lady to become victim to them.”

“That’s fancy talk for a
swine-herd-looking freak like you,” the man said.

Jenner stepped forward; and now a vein
was pulsing in his head, pressing all nice thoughts away. “You know
who I am,” Jenner said.

“Do I?” the man said. He
pressed the revolver hard into the woman’s neck; she squealed and
tried to step away, but he grabbed her and brought her into him.
“All I see is a man trying to play hero.”

“If you hurt her, you
die.” His voice had taken on the Cold Tone; the tone that meant
death was now welcome at the party. “But I do not want to kill you.
Just let her go.”

“And who are
you?”

“You have five
seconds.”

“Am I supposed to be
impressed?”

“Five…”

“You’re
nobody.”

“Four…”

“You’re just a sad-sack of
horse…”

“Three...”

“Wait—I do recognize
you!”

“Two…”

The man threw the woman to the earth
and ran to his horse. “Jenner!” he cried, as he clambered into the
saddle. “Don’t shoot! Don’t shoot! I let her go!”

Jenner watched as the man trotted
away, not toward the town but to the hills that overlooked the
town. The woman sat up and brushed dust from her sleeves. “Thank
you,” she mumbled.

“No thanks required,”
Jenner said, and he meant it. Any chance to disrupt McLain was a
chance he’d take. But he had to admit, this woman was something
worth taking note of—

She was tall with a slender white neck
and eyes so blue they seemed to look through you and into you at
once. Her hair was a brown-yellow bun and the tops of her wrists
peeked through her sleeves. He hoped there wasn’t going to be any
unpleasantness in what he had to do now.

Slowly and carefully – as one will
approach a skittish animal – he walked towards the woman. She was
climbing to her feet and brushing dust from her knees. “My name is
Jenner Winter,” he said. “That man was a member of McLain’s gang.
He’s been a bane in these parts for the last half-year.

“I am not combatting him
in any official capacity. But I am one who has stood against his
Hellish ways. I am afraid that that man will tell McLain of you,
and now McLain will not quit until he has acquired you. I am
afraid, ma’am, that you will have to come with me.”

“Ma’am?” the woman said
quietly. She looked into the sun and then into Jenner’s eyes. “My
name is Adeline Brooks,” she whispered. “And why must I come with
you? I must go home, to England. I was brought here by an agent of
subterfuge, and wish to stay no longer than I must.”

“Do you wish to be shot,
Adeline, or tied to a horse and dragged through the
dirt?”

Her face twisted. “Are you threatening
me?”

“Absolutely not, but that
is what McLain and his men will do to you.” He paused, and then
added, “Or worse.”

Adeline sighed and pressed her thumbs
into her eyes. “How long must I stay with you?”

“Just until McLain is
taken under heel, I assure you.”

 


 


Adeline looked at Jenner and felt a
growing sense of excitement intermingled with terror rise within
her. Jenner was a tall man, with short black hair and a full black
beard. He wore a sleeveless leather shirt and his arms were muscled
and sinewy. His boots were polished black with buckles. His
gun-belt was wide and embroidered with a pattern of some kind;
Adeline was not close enough see exactly what it was.

What choice do I have? The man did see
me, and if this McLain man is real… Suddenly she remembered the two
women on the train, remembered their conversation about this
barbaric brute. She looked at the sun, and for a moment wished the
light would consume her, if only so she wouldn’t have to deal with
this relentless dust one second longer; and then she looked back to
Jenner. “I will come with you,” she said.

Jenner nodded, disappeared round the
side of the house for a few seconds, and then returned leading a
horse. “We must ride,” he said. He dropped the reins and came close
to her. He smelt of sweat and Man, and Adeline was surprised when
the smell didn’t repulse her. His eyes were different-colored - one
green, one brown. “If you wouldn’t mind,” he said, holding out a
hand. Adeline gave him her luggage. He walked back to the horse and
fastened it on the back. It looked unnatural; a big bulging bottom
for the horse, but it seemed tight enough.

“Now, if you would?”
Jenner said, and indicated the horse. “Have you ever ridden
before?”

Adeline shook her head.

“That should be fine,” he
said. “Just hold onto me and try not to startle Mary.” Adeline
walked towards the horse and waited for further instruction. “Mary
is the horse’s name,” Jenner added parenthetically.

Jenner put his arms under Adeline’s
armpits and lifted her as though she weighed nothing. He put her on
the back of the horse and then – to avoid hitting her – half-jumped
into the place in front of her. She hesitated for a moment, but
when Jenner went heeya and kicked Mary into life, Adeline slipped
her arms around his stomach.

Through the fabric of his shirt she
could feel hard, toned muscle. These were improper and impure
thoughts, but she could not stop their invasions into her
mind.

They rode until the dust was beat back
by nervous blades of grass that grew more confident as the sun
waned: Until they were on a hill of moon-lit grass and a few petite
flowers: Until they rounded a corner and trotted by a river toward
a wooden hut beside a glistening river. Adeline’s legs were aching
and she was breathing heavily. Twice she had asked Jenner to stop
so they could rest, but he said that it was impossible. McLain did
not know about this place and he had no intention of letting him
find out.

 


 


Adeline must have slept at some point,
for when she opened her eyes, her head was resting against Jenner’s
back and a soft snore escaped her lips. She covered her mouth and
sat upright quickly and so quickly she almost fell from Mary. But
if Jenner noticed the closeness he gave no sign. But it is so
against the normal run of things. A lady does not put her head on a
strange man’s back. And then came a stark thought; But I was never
a real lady, was I? I was simply Father’s ways of clinging to his
phantom heritage.

“The Brookes were a great
family once, Adeline, and they shall be a great family again. You
will conduct yourself as a lady at all times, and never mix with
lower sorts.”

All this coming for a man who found it
difficult to start the day without a quart of whisky.

When she opened her eyes, they were at
the hut. Jenner jumped down and then offered Adeline his hand.
Adeline took it. She was so tired – her legs, her arms, everything
was aching so much – that she almost fell. Jenner caught her. Their
bodies pressed together; and their faces were so close she could
feel his breath on her cheek. He stepped back. “This is my home,”
he said. “You will be safe here until everything is
resolved.”

He was about to say more when the door
to the hut opened with a loud creak. A tiny old woman shuffled out.
She wore a long robe that only accentuated her tininess. Her arms
were naught more than bones from which dangled bits of token skin.
Her hair had mostly fled her, leaving faint wisps of
grey.

“The fire has risen
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