
        
            [image: cover]
        

    
Mail Order Bride: A Clean Western
Cowboy Romance (Lola & Isaac’s Story)

 


By

 


Doreen Milstead

 


Copyright 2015 Classic Western Romances
Presents

 


 


Synopsis: A woman travels to a small
town in Nevada to become the bride of a man she hardly knows. She
has no idea how he’ll react to her appearance and when he finally
arrives outside of the bar where she’s waiting, he is in the
shadows. This is a wonderful love story full of love and faith in
humanity, and the Lord.

 


 


Lola Willcox was not surprised when the
two men a few rows ahead of her turned, regarded her, and then
laughed. She sat upright and tried not to look at them. Looking at
them, she thought, would vindicate their laughing. It would turn
their laughing into something real, from something fake. It would
give their laughing a credibility that it didn’t deserve. But it
was difficult.

They looked at her stump, she knew.
They looked at the sleeve of her dress, pinned to her shoulder, and
then giggled like schoolboys. She turned instead to the Nevada
waste—to the miles and miles of dusty, tumbleweed land. The train
of the Central Pacific Railroad – newly built – rocked and shook
along the tracks. Lola kept her bag between her legs, and every so
often used her one good arm to brace herself.

Once, she almost fell and the two men
let out strong guffaws. She closed her eyes and imagined she was
back in Bristol with Mother and Father, and she imagined that she
was in the corner of their one-room five-person lodging. She closed
her eyes and heard Mother’s voice, telling her that she was no
different to anybody else—that she needn’t be embarrassed, that she
didn’t have to skulk in the shadows. But, Mother’s voice was
overridden by the hooting men.

The men’s voices, poorly quieted, came
to her.

“What unlucky man has to
deal with that?”
one said, giggling.

“I would rather make with
the devil than with that,” the other said, to the mirth of his friend.

Lola shook her head sadly
and ignored the men, ignored their pointless insults. Why, in life,
must some people be so cruel? It is because
that’s all they know, my sweet, Mother’s
voice said into Lola’s mind. They have
suffered greatly and so they must make others suffer.
It is all they know. You could be the nicest, most
normal girl in the world and they would still ridicule you. Why?
Because they are sad, lonely, pointless men. And sad, lonely,
pointless men know nothing else.

Lola tried to take refuge in these warm
hugs of words, but they weren’t true, were they? If she had had two
arms, these men wouldn’t be laughing at her. It didn’t matter that
she was a pretty woman. Many men had shown interest before the
accident. Many men had courted and a few had even offered to marry
her.

But then the factory had beckoned, and
the sharp metal, and she had emerged—broken. She looked out again
at the dusty landscape. Nevada rolled upon in itself in great
swathes of dust and emptiness. Little critters ran between the
sparse greenery, and as Lola watched, a bird darted – head-first –
from the heavens and landed, talons extended, on some unsuspecting
creature.

There was a mess of dust and rocky
debris and then the bird ascended, creature in talons.

“Does she even know
how strange she
appears to the normal man?” the first man went on.

“I’m sure she does,” the
other said sagely. “She must. How does she get dressed? That’s
what I want to
know.”

With great difficulty, at
first, Lola thought. But give a person something for long enough and they’ll
invariably get used to it.

 


 


The train stopped in the town of Deeth.
It was a small town, with about thirty or forty inhabitants. It had
a saloon and a post office and a train station and a sheriff’s
office and a general store. But not much in the way of people. Lola
thought that all of these amenities were superfluous. How busy
could the saloon be in such a small place?

She hooked her bag around her neck and
walked carefully to the train exit. One man nudged the other and
they laughed again. Lola felt their eyes on her back but she
wouldn’t look back—wouldn’t give them that satisfaction. She jumped
from the train and walked briskly to the benches. She took the bag
from her neck and picked it up. Sometimes, she forgot that she was
a cripple—forgot that her phantom-limb was just that, unreal. She
made to put her left arm – the lost arm – out to grab something, to
brace herself, and then she remembered. Or sometimes she felt an
itch in her left hand and made to scratch it, before realizing
there was nothing there but air.

She walked towards the saloon. The
midday sun burned down angrily, bathing the town in its obstinate
rays. A few old men sat on porches, Stetsons over their eyes, or
else stroking emaciated dogs whose ribs showed through their patchy
fur. Lola stood at the entrance to the saloon and took a deep
breath. This was where her new life would begin. She had the
mail-order-bride advertisement in her bag, dutifully clipped by
Father.

Father said this was the best thing for
her, to go out to America and find a husband. The family was too
big as it was and they couldn’t support a cripple. Lola had agreed,
expecting nothing to come of it, and how surprised she had been
when the letter returned in the affirmative!

She nudged the shutter-doors open with
her shoulder and walked into the saloon. There were only three
people that she could see. There was an old man in the corner with
a neck like old, folded leather and skin that was spotted brown.
There was a big-chested barmaid. And, there was a boy, no older
than seven or eight, who threw dice on the wooden
floorboards.

“Mother,” the boy said,
looking up from his dice. “What is that?”

He pointed to Lola’s pinned-up dress.
The barmaid turned and saw Lola. Lola flinched. She could see it in
her face—could always see it in their faces. No matter how kind and
understanding somebody was, they always reacted, if only for a
moment, with horror or repulsion. And then they would cover it up
with ostentatious friendliness and over-the-top
niceties.

“Good afternoon,” Lola said,
as politely as she could.

“Good afternoon,” the
barmaid said, with a wide smile.

Lola laid her bag down on the nearest
table and sat on a chair, stretching her legs out. She looked
around for Isaac Daniels, her husband-to-be, but he was nowhere to
be seen. He had said he would be here. Suddenly, a thought occurred
to her. She turned to the barmaid. “Excuse me,” she said. “Is this
the only saloon in Deeth?”

“Yes, it’s the only saloon,”
the barmaid said. “It’s a small town, you see. We’ve got—well, let
me see. We’ve got around thirty-one people living here. And of
course there’s Mr. Daniels up on his farm. There used to be less
people, but what with the railroad crew and the warehouse and the
water tower, there’s a few more than there used to be. What
business do you have in Deeth?” The barmaid’s pinprick eyes
glimmered, and for a moment Lola thought all judgment had
disappeared.

“I have business with Mr.
Daniels, as it happens.”

The boy ran up to Lola. “What happened
to your arm?”

Lola looked at the barmaid. “Do you
mind, or will it scare him?”

“He’s not easily scared,”
the barmaid said, waving a hand.

Lola told him about the factory. The
boy looked on with wide-eyed wonder. “It looks funny,” he
said.

“Yes,” Lola said, “I suppose
it does to other people. Does it disgust you?”

“Disgust me?” The boy
thought for a second. “No, it doesn’t disgust me.”

“Does Mr. Daniels come here
often?” Lola asked.

“Not very often, but…” She
clicked her fingers. Her jowls wobbled. “I completely forgot. Are
you Miss Willcox?”

Lola nodded. The barmaid rooted under
the bar for a few seconds and then produced a folded-up piece of
paper. She placed it on the bar. “Abraham,” she said. The little
biblical boy ran to the bar and collected the note. He brought it
to Lola. “He left that for you,” the barmaid said.

“I haven’t read it. But I
was surprised, very surprised. Mr. Daniels is a private man. He doesn’t go in for the
saloon and the drink, not as much as other men. But’s he’s a damn
good farmer. Not crops, you understand. This climate is no good for
crops. But, pigs and chickens and cows.”

“Where does he get the
feed?” Lola said, as she unfolded the note, with a one-handed
dexterity that made her absurdly proud.

“The railroad,” the barmaid
said.

Lola nodded. “He is a respectable man,
then?”

The barmaid nodded vigorously—a little
too vigorously, Lola thought.

Lola read the note—

Miss. Willcox,

I will be along to the saloon this
evening. I am incredibly sorry if this means you have to wait. I
have lots to do at the farm today.

Mr. Daniels.

Lola folded the note and put it in her
bag. “That’s amazing,” the boy said, watching as she did all this
one-handed.

“Why, thank you,” Lola
said.

“Mother, did you
see?”

“Hush, Abraham,” she hissed.
“The lady does not wish to be bothered.” And then – apparently
forgetting her own advice – she said: “You’re not from here, are
you? You’re an Englander.”

“I am from England.
Bristol.”

“What’s it like there?” she
asked.

“A world away from here,”
Lola said. “The houses are packed tight like bales of hay in a
cart. There is hardly room to move for the number of people. A
great smog rises above the city, from all the factories and
coal-burning places. Waste moves through the street and cholera is
always looming.”

“Jesus be praised,” the
barmaid said. “It sounds like an awful place.”

“Yes,” Lola said, “I suppose
it is.”

The barmaid went back to her work and
the boy returned to his dice. Lola sat there for a long time, eyes
closed, seeing this awful, smog-filled land—and trying to figure
out if she missed it. She missed Mother. But she was glad she would
not have to see Father again. Her siblings were too young to know
or care she was going.

After about an hour the barmaid brought
her a tall glass of ale. “The water’s dirty,” she said. “But
this’ll quench your thirst and make the day seem that bit
better.”

“Thank you,” Lola said, and
took a sip. It was weak, diluted, and did sit well on her tongue.

I hope he does not take too
long, she thought, thinking of evening time
and the prying eyes it would bring.

 


 


Isaac studied his reflection in the
looking glass. It was—it was not something he liked to do very
often. He turned his head this way and that, trying to find an
angle that would work, and that would make him forget. But there it
was, at every angle. That was unless he turned his head completely
to the left, and then he could almost pass for a normal looking,
even vaguely handsome, man. He set the looking glass on the table
and walked out into the sun. He collected the feed and walked to
the chicken pen.

They were fighters, his
chicken—always pecking and flapping. He wished he didn’t have to
kill them, so they could continue the fight. But everything has a purpose, he
thought, as he threw the feed into the pen. Even a man like me.

His heart was beating
heavily in his chest, nerves crawling over him like insects,
pervading every part of him. He thought of the saloon, the eyes,
and the hushed whispers. He wanted to go earlier, but he had to
slaughter and preserve two cows today, and that was work that
couldn’t be shunned. Plus, there was Mr. Plainview, who had to meet
in the late afternoon, because he was a busy
man.

Isaac sighed and walked back to the
house. He sat on the porch and looked across the sun-fired land to
Deeth, just visible on the horizon. He would ride Tess over there
this evening. Tess was a good horse, loyal and strong. Tess never
turned her head and looked at him as though his very existence was
an affront to her. Tess never muttered or laughed behind his back,
like the men in the saloon.

They didn’t laugh to his face—oh, no,
good old Mr. Daniels didn’t deserve that. But he was sure when he
wasn’t there they laughed at him. And that was why the idea of
going there tonight filled him with such terror. How could be
handle being laughed at for something that wasn’t his
fault?

No,
he told himself. No, you don’t start that
self-pitying, Isaac. You don’t go down that road. That road is for
cowards. Men can say a lot of thing about you – ugly, monster,
freak – but never let them call you a coward. That is one step too
far. He rose from the porch and returned,
inexorably – without volition – to the looking glass. He gazed at
himself, trying to find a flattering angle. But if there was a
flattering angle for a face like his, he was not the right man to
find it.

He swallowed when he thought about what
he’d done. He should’ve been forthcoming in his advertisement. But
what woman would travel from England for a man like him? What was
it, desperation, loneliness, despair? He thought it was a
combination of all three. And when she saw him, how would she
react? Would she laugh? Would she leave?

He heard her voice in his
head. You have tricked me, sir,
she would say. You have
tricked me. Now please, pay my passage back to England.
And he would have to, because he
had tricked
her.

Maybe they were right. Maybe
he was a
freak.

 


 


Lola had drunk two beers and eaten a
generous helping of bread and cheese when the men began to move
into the saloon. She withdrew into the corner and tried to become
invisible. How many times in her life had she wished that she could
sink into the walls? When it had first happened, she had lay awake
at night wishing that in the morning she would be a no-person, a
person one just
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