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Synopsis: A woman from Liverpool with an
enormous talent for painting and a huge love of cats decides to go
to Bakersfield California and become the wife of a farmer, even
though she is very young. She meets another young woman, another
artist like herself, who creates Chinese calligraphy art. At first,
she doesn’t tell her husband because her father destroyed all of
her paintings when she was a child, but when she does, he becomes
very proud of her, but suddenly disappears for several days and she
gets worried.

 


 


“Ruth had her baby,” Amy said as she looked
up from the letter she was reading.

“Now tell me again, who is Ruth,” her groom
of five months asked as he poured himself a cup of tea. He had
never had tea before the arrival of his English bride and he quite
liked it.

“Oh Abe! You met her in New York the day I
arrived. She was on the ship with me. She was going to Montana or
somewhere like that. Don’t you remember?”

“Vaguely. But I was concentrating on you and
how young you looked for your age.”

“Well anyway, she had a baby.”

“Good for her. And when might we be doing the
same? We’re not getting any younger you know. I need an heir. Who
is going to run the farm? America needs its vegetables. Man does
not live by bread alone you know. Nor does America.”

Amy ran her seventeen-year-old hands through
her fiery red locks and ignored his question. Abe was thirty-three
years old; a full five years older than the marriage broker had led
her to believe. She knew from the photograph the broker had shown
her that he was lying about Abe’s age or Abe had experienced a very
rough twenty-seven years of life.

She knew but didn’t care - she had lied about
her age as well. A girl had to be eighteen in order to be a bride.
But she was desperate to leave Liverpool and her family. She was
little more than a charwoman to them - the curse of being the
youngest of eight brothers and sisters, and a girl at that. Another
year of that life and she would start to look like her mother --
old before her time with too many babies in far too quick a
time.

It all could very well have been different if
her father wasn’t so much with the drink. But he seldom worked, or
was seldom in any condition to work, leaving it to her mother to
provide for the family. Amy had several friends from large
families, but their fathers all had good employment - as a result
their lives were considerably different. But as for her – well - a
future in Liverpool did not appeal.

Life was good here. Abe owned a large
vegetable farm and did well for himself, and by extension – for
Amy. But he was quite obsessed about having children. Amy was
mildly curious as to how a successful man such as Abe could reach
almost forty years of age and not have married and had children.
But she gave it only passing consideration. What had gotten him to
this point in his life was none of her concern. And her past was
none of his.

As for children, well she was just far too
young to be thinking about that. She wanted to live a little. She
had never been out of Liverpool until the day she fled. And she was
not about to tie herself down. She wanted to experience life the
way it was intended to be experienced.

“So aren’t you going to answer?” Abe tried
again.

“Answer what, love?” Amy knew he hated it
when she would avoid a question she did not want to answer, but she
did it anyway. He would give up soon enough. It was like play for
the newlyweds.

Abe laughed, “Okay, I’ve got to get out there
and get some work done. Did you want to come along?

“No you toddle off, I’ve got things to do
around here.”

 


 


Abe left the house laughing to himself. He
knew that she couldn’t answer the question because she didn’t know
the answer herself. It was no matter though. He would keep asking,
eventually she would agree. Every woman wants children. There was
no point pushing it. She was a lovely bride, he thought. He
couldn’t have chosen better. And while he knew that she was much
younger than she claimed to be, he had decided to keep that
information to himself.

The good folks of Bakersfield would run him
out of the county if they ever found out. Not that very young
brides were uncommon – it was his age where the problem lie. Should
his friends and neighbors discover that he had taken a child bride
they’d both be shunned. For himself, he didn’t care but this poor
little girl from across the waves deserved better. And he would do
his best to provide it. Besides, no matter her real age, she was
every bit a fully-grown mature woman.

She had not told him much about herself or
her life in England, but what she had said led him to believe that
it was not an easy life. She had little schooling and had taught
herself to read using the newspapers that her mother would bring
home from her job as a hotel maid. She loved to draw and paint. Abe
had purchased her a set of watercolors and brushes but she did not
seem to be too interested. He did not want her life to be all
work.

He very much wanted her to have some joy,
another reason he felt that a baby was in order. Her life, like her
mother’s, had been all work. From what he understood, her father
had not been involved in family matters. She seldom smiled and he
had never heard her laugh, even when he was at his funniest. A home
should be filled with laughter. Children would bring laughter.

 


 


As soon as Abe had left the house, Amy turned
her attention to chores. There wasn’t much to do, even though their
home was huge – it could have housed five families easily back in
Liverpool. With just the two of them living there, cleaning was
minimal and easily accomplished in less than an hour. Abe would be
gone all day, not returning until dinner. What to do to fill the
time before she had to start cooking? She hated cooking, the
cleaning she didn’t mind, but the cooking was something she wasn’t
very good at and she lived in fear of poisoning her husband.

Oddly, Abe seemed to love her cooking, having
spent all of his adult years cooking for himself. She very much
wanted to improve and tried to be creative but everything seemed to
taste the same, no matter if she was cooking beast or fowl.

She put thoughts of the evening meal aside
and pulled out her work from the previous day. A watercolor she had
started painting. Her Abe had discovered her fondness for art and
had made her a gift of paints and paper. She would never show it to
him nor would she even let him know that this was how she was
spending her days. She feared that he would find it a silly,
frivolous dalliance as her family had.

Her father had once discovered a ream of her
sketches and had torn them to shreds, while she was forced to
watch. This, according to him, was to serve as a lesson on the sin
of wasting time. She was thirteen years old.

The painting she was working on now was a
picture of her family’s house in Liverpool. She studied it and
frowned. Something was not right; too much color and far too much
light. She did not remember it as such. It should be darker. She
went to work correcting it.

While she was busy darkening her history, a
thought came to her. Wouldn’t life be grand and how different
everything would be if one could just cover over pain with paint.
She was struck by the fact that by adding the letter ‘t’ to the
word pain she could erase the pain. She would often amuse herself
with these types of thoughts and would dearly have loved someone to
share this silliness with.

She thought about sharing with Abe, but he no
doubt would think her a silly child. She adored him and loved his
companionship, but a woman needs another woman to share these sorts
of things with. She missed Mary, her oldest sister. Mary would
listen to her prattle on for days about silly things.

 


 


For the past couple of weeks she had been
thinking about Mary and wondering how she was doing. She toyed with
the idea of writing her a letter just to let her know that she was
okay. She must be worried. She tried to imagine how her family was
dealing with her departure. Except she hadn’t departed, had she?
She had disappeared. Just like a pet cat. Amy and her sisters had a
pet cat when they little girls.

The black cat had not come home for her
dinner one night and the girls had stayed up all night waiting for
her to return. They waited over a week before they came to terms
with the fact that the cat was gone and not coming back. Amy
couldn’t sleep as she conjured up the most horrible thoughts
concerning the fate of the feline.

She wondered if that was what Mary was going
through now. She suddenly felt guilty. No sense worrying about that
now, she thought to herself, what was done was done. She could
write a letter - she would think about that.

 


 


Abe had gone into town to see about hiring
some workers for the upcoming harvest. There were three harvests
every year here in the warm and fertile valley, and once the time
came, the picking of the produce had to be done quickly. The
pickers had to be arranged for a couple of weeks in advance. The
people who came to the valley to help with harvest were a transient
lot and knew when to arrive in Bakersfield to get work. Mostly they
were from south of the border or the Midwest but occasionally there
would be a group from overseas, mostly from China, many who had
come to work on the railroad, but if they could not find work
there, they would pick vegetables and fruit.

They were hard workers and Abe would gladly
have them working for him. And then there were the Irish. They had
arrived in America some thirty years earlier and while most had
settled out east, predominantly in New York and Boston, there were
a number of nomads that preferred the California weather and the
easy lifestyle of the west coast.

He went into town that day in quest of
Chinese and Irish harvesters. To that end, his first stop was the
chop suey palace run by a Chinese immigrant and his family. They
had come to Bakersfield nine years earlier to help with the harvest
and never left. Abe and the owner had become fast friends.

“Howdy Ling, how are you this fine day?”

“Ah Mr. Abe! I am fine. You eating ?” Ling
was delighted to see Abe. The pair had a long history, Abe had
given Ling his first job when he and his family came to
California.

“Sure, why not? I don’t know what I want
though, you decide for me.”

“You like pork?”

“Love it!”

“Good. My cousin from San Francisco is here
and he has a new dish that Americans seem to like. Pork ribs cooked
in sauce. He’ll make it for you.’

“Pork ribs? Not much meat there Ling. You
sure I’ll like this?”

“Guaranteed!” Ling laughed as he used one of
the first English words that he had learned a decade before. He
turned to the kitchen and yelled something in Cantonese.

“Won’t be long. You want tea?”

“Maybe after. Say Ling, I was wondering if
there were any Chinese looking for work. Harvest time in two weeks,
and I will need some workers.”

“No Chinese that I have seen. Not yet anyway.
There is an Irish family that just got here two days ago from up
north. They are looking for work. Okay?”

“That would be fine. Where are they? I would
like to meet them.”

“They come in at dinner time. I will tell
them. Or maybe you will come back for more ribs?”

Abe burst into laughter, “Ling, you are the
best salesman I have ever met. Let’s see how much I like them. If
they’re as good as you say, maybe I will bring Amy here for
dinner.”

“How is Mrs. Amy? I haven’t seen her in a
long time.”

“She’s fine. I think she is lonely though.
She needs some friends.”

“She is so young. My cousin has a daughter,
but her English is bad. Maybe they can meet?”

“That is a splendid idea. Amy could teach her
English if she wants.”

“She would like that. She is about the same
age as Mrs. Amy. She tries very hard to learn English by herself.
But it is difficult.”

“Amy will love it. I think she is bored as
well as lonely. This will be good. What is her name.”

“She has an English name – Jade.”

“Wonderful. I will tell Amy and if she is
agreeable we will introduce them. By the way, what is that great
smell?”

“Those are the ribs. I told you. Wait until
you taste them!”

 


 


Abe scarfed down the ribs in a matter of
minutes declaring he had never tasted pork as delicious as this. He
promised to bring Amy back for dinner and an introduction to
Jade.

“Maybe the Irish will be here. They come at
six o’clock. You come for dinner then okay?”

“Perfect! You make sure you have lots of
those ribs. Deeelicious!”

Ling laughed.

 


 


It did not take a lot of persuading to
convince Amy to go out for dinner that night. And the prospect of
making a new friend, even one with limited English ability, excited
her. It would be nice to have someone her own age to talk to.

They arrived a few minutes before six and
Ling, genial as ever, showed them to their table.

“I prepared this table especially for you
Mrs. Abe.” Ling was proud, it wasn’t often that a tablecloth and a
vase of flowers were seen in his establishment, but the presence of
Amy seemed to
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