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Synopsis: 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. Someone rescues her and as the days pass, and
she’s holed up in a cabin with him and his ancient crone of a
mother, things begin to heat up.

 


 


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
Apothecaries, 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
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